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Liz Ruest
NO SAFE PATHS IN THIS PART

98
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Ashley Kirkland
SUMMER IN THE VALLEY

I fall in love at sixteen in a glacier town with trilobite creeks and 
museum displays of stitched critters lacquered and long gone, 
outer-space-looking exoskeletons in limestone, a lone mastodon. 
The valley is like what’s left when the ice cream kid takes the first 
scoops from a fresh tub at the ballpark on the riverbank. Where 
steamed hot dogs pair with dollar sodas, effervescent goodness, the 
crunch of peanut shells under our sneakers. We buy the cheap seats 
and take the stairs down to drink water from the fountain, joke 
about it being river water and who will grow gills first and how 
big and where. Hold hands even though it’s pushing 100. My mom 
thinks my shorts are too short, but I always just want to feel pretty, 
even though my thighs stick to the seat. Riverboats and barges 
chug by blinking beacons beyond the wall in centerfield. In another 
summer we’ll stand without holding hands on the serpentine banks. 
We’ll watch fireworks gleam and be gone to the tune of “Smoke on 
the Water.” I’ll feel the end is near, but will always be in love with 
the night air rising off the water, the cicadas rattling, the humid 
nighttime of the valley. 

Sandra Phinney
A STITCHED DANDELION CONVERSATION
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Willow Johnson
WHEN EVERYTHING'S RED WE GO QUIET

I used to sing in an empty 
room
  voice reverberated
 rattled teeth    shook the rusted windchimes
even though my mother said I sounded     
like every death she’s ever heard 
 
my hands and face were red
full of blood   
  from wedding doves 
                   an arrow through the heart   
before they even knew 
what clouds tasted like 

my father used to press coins into his eyes 
on the stained 
 and dirty mattress in the basement 
              when my mother talked  
or I asked a stupid question 
sometimes we could hear the neighbor strike 
his wife through drywall 

  father would cross his arms  
   over his chest and float 
reach up slowly to pull the wire of the lightbulb 
 snuff the beacon of light
room dark      
no more sound      
no more voices

before there was us there were glaciers 
the yellow encyclopedia I pulled   
 from the water-stained bookcase 
        says the melting 
created the river that snakes
through the backyard where that boy tripped 
and fell in 
one autumn evening
the current wrapped around his ankles and wrists
  he was swept so far 
          downstream the town slowly forgot   
his name 
 each syllable vanished 
with every ripple he disappeared under   

I want so badly to remember
one night my brother licked the coins 
beneath the dirty and bare mattress and said 



15Back to TOC14

     they tasted like red 
        roses and the pinpricks of thorns
that Sunday we spent the whole day stitching holes 
in the ceiling after a rainstorm  
 that made the whole town 
  fall quiet 

like the hand of God reached down 
and skipped us into the river 
 houses like little pebbles 
  sinking fast and heavy 
no splash 
no disturbance 
to the surface of the water

and the neighbor’s wife took 
one more breath before she was 
      the heart 
              of a wedding dove 
that last subtraction of air 
   rattled bones shook lungs
 and while the rueful tendrils of smoke poured 
                from the gaping mouth of the barrel 

my mother hummed away 
 the last rods of lightning 
  swept the thunder like dust

and my father shoved cotton in our ears 

Marion Munday
SOAP SCULPTING

WHEN you asked me to bite down on the bar of soap, I laughed 
so hard my knee clacked into my jaw. It hurt. Tears balanced in my 
eyes and blood escaped from my gums. 

You told me, I do this to everyone I meet. I imagined you 
squeezing detergent down the crossing guard’s throat. Scraping a 
piece of glycerin between your cousin’s canines. 

I told you there was no way anyone else had let you do that.
We were in your bathroom, afternoon light beaconing from the 

single window. I thought you brought me there so we could shower 
together. We just had sex on your trampoline, the black net so hot it 
felt like fucking a stovetop.

 When you presented the soap from under the sink, I zipped 
my fly back up. Ready to make noise down your stairs and bang 
your screen door on my way out. Wait at the bus stop and call my 
friends so we could laugh about you.

Before I could, you pinched the button on my shirt, twisting it 
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like a nipple.  
I swallowed hard to wash down the blood, better you didn’t 

see it. I didn’t want your cotton blotting my throat. I was going to 
leave, but it was your bathroom and you knew how to lock the door 
quicker. 

It’s okay, you said. Wide-set eyes, I called you hammerhead-
shark in my head. 

I told you again that I didn’t want a bar of soap in my mouth. I 
asked you what the hell you would use it for. You wouldn’t tell me, 
stitching your nails into my scalp, my laughter frothing red.

It was a lemon soap bar, flecked with grounds of pepper. 
Open up. You stuffed it in. 
Bite down. 
Careful stay still. 
My teeth gnawed at the bar. The flavor spreading on my tongue 

like a pill that wouldn’t swallow. You held it there, performing a 
surgery. I could see by how you shifted your molars that you were 
counting the right amount of seconds. You didn’t see me rolling my 
eyes because you were careful to avoid them. 

Stop moving your head, you told me. 
I looked at the items you kept on your sink to distract myself. 

Tongue scraper, hand sanitizer, a stack of razor blades. Bits of your 
shaved hair stippling the basin.

When I started to gag you waited a moment and then took 
it out. There was a bit of blood on the soap, but you didn’t ask. I 
watched it dilute down the drain. 

What’s the point of this, a kink? I asked. Like you’re some old-
school dad, punishing his daughter for swearing? 

You didn’t answer. Filled an empty shampoo bottle with water 
and told me to spit and rinse as if it was fluoride. 

I laughed again, resting my cheek on the glazed tile. I pulled 
at the keys that sagged from your belt loop. If I had waited long 
enough for the soap to fossilize my teeth prints, I at least wanted a 
shower. Scrub the rest of my body as clean as my mouth. 

You used a towel to pat the soap dry. A knuckle rested on your 
nose, studying it like you held a broken chunk of Mars. 

I asked you to say something but you wouldn’t. Under the sink, 
you placed my palette in an old Q-tip box. I could see other bars, 
mostly Dove white, toppling over each other. Your DNA collection 
or just some memory box. The same way other people keep locks 
of hair or made blood pacts. 

You untied your shoelaces and my hair from its knot. I could 
have waited in the heat at the bus stop or I could let you squeak on 
the cold water. The shower melted over me, a glacier in the sun. 
Flushing the trampoline print from my neck. 

I made you close your eyes before I unbuttoned my shirt. 
Probed my fingers so deep into your sockets that you saw purple. 
You were limp and wet against the shower wall. The runt of a litter, 
soaked in his mother’s guts.

I was sick with mint-flavored laughing gas as I opened the 
cupboard under the sink. I took the soap from its Q-tip box, the 
cardboard wilting under my wet hands.

My tooth marks melted away as I sanitized your ears and 
flossed between your thighs. Soap jellied under my nails when 
I broke the bar in two. Above, the showerhead suctioned up any 
color you had left in your face, and I laughed at your feet as they 
slipped on my soapy floor.
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Jack Bordnick
FROZEN TOGETHER

Sarah Rose Haughn
DECOMPOSITION

i. 

sonography is not the same as loss

during the first ultrasound your embryonic body arched 
and flexed, frenetic with becoming

during the second you did not 
turn, folded quietly in amnio and muscle

twelve weeks typed across your flesh

i only ever saw you move 
through the waves of sound our nested 
bodies made / remain undone by what it was to carry you

who stayed one month longer than you lived
who despite my fear or because of it descended 
during the night’s last hours
    painless unbloodied and warm
and i no longer believe in the silence of tombs
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ii.

after that glacial winter i wanted to bury you 
beneath yarrow and ironweed

with fibrous roots and saprophytic lace

a wildflower body—come to blossom at your own pace
 beaconing bees from chemical slaughter 
 back toward the low hum of 
 insect laughter

i imagined collecting comb at summer’s end

to hold what was made from your first flesh
your too-early earthen home
your many mothers

in case you ever needed us again or wonder 
where you still belong

iii.

but it was reverie too tightly stitched against
our partedness 

instead i wearied the prairie highways
in search of vernal witch hazel
unfurling out of time
fantastically alone

and interred you amidst its tangled roots
with libations of colostrum and placenta

watched for the whole of a year until
the solar palette flamed against the winter’s resting 
and its dead

iv.

my body is a dowsing rod
divining phantom kicks
i go on learning how
your branches know

to suture flesh and
listen for waters 
breaking 
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Zachary L. Warnke
SVÍNAFELLSJÖKULL
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Ja’net Danielo
TO THE ONE WHO PUTS THE TOE TAGS ON THE BODIES

 —St. Barnabas Hospital, the Bronx, 2020
 
You lift glaciers from beds, blankets & breath, 
bless flesh with water & soap, ready it for clean, 

white shroud. O calloused palm—lily of the valley, 
burning bush, all that is soft bell & bright, bramble

& fire—how many baptisms have you performed 
tonight? How many times, in this chapel of scapula 

& psalm, have you stood beacon to these vessels, 
your touch raised from bone the warm flush 

of marigolds, stitched the gentle hum of scarab 
wings, made holy a body with its own name? 

Nick Lee
INEVITABLE CONFRONTATION
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Lou Storey
WE ALL COVER

I have a long history with masks.
Maskaphobia is exactly what it sounds like. I have no idea how 

it started. I doubt a group of evil adults in scary masks hovered 
over my bassinet and stole my bottle. Then again… But I do know 
how it ended—Mickey Mouse. I adored him. Despite my distaste 
for anything mask, I was willing to strap his face atop mine for 
my second grade Halloween parade. Pulling the mask down over 
my face felt horrible, a suffocating enclosure cutting me off from 
the world. Rescue came the instant I saw myself in the mirror. 
Magnificent!

Usually shy, quiet, afraid of everything, the Mickey Mouse me 
was dazzling. “Hello! Be my friend!” I danced my way across the 
schoolyard blacktop, no longer clinging to the outermost periphery. 
Everyone was laughing; they loved me! Mask tunnel vision aided 
this delusion.

I wore the mask all that day and kept it next to my pillow that 

night.
Mickey was the first thing I put on the following day. In a 

typical household, the mask would have been lovingly discouraged. 
In our bohemian squalor, it went unnoticed, along with things 
like winter coats, matching shoes, breakfast. My stepmother 
was preoccupied with her piano; anything else that made a noise 
was a distraction. My father was absent, hiding somewhere, 
having perfected the skill of staying out of the way. Unfettered, 
Mickey Mouse made his way back to school for a second day of 
friend-making. Again, I danced and sang and frolicked on the 
playground—a happy mouse at last!

“Take the mask off,” the gruff-voiced gym teacher supervising 
the playground demanded. I, or rather Mickey, bravely refused. The 
teacher yanked the mask off my face. Exposed! Cold air against 
my naked cheeks, I felt all the joy fading, like the blades of a fan 
winding down after the plug is yanked. Masks stopped being bad 
after that; a dislike of gym teachers took its place. 

Masks were everywhere. With his Hi-ho Silver beacon of truth 
and justice mission, the Lone Ranger wore a white one. Zorro, the 
black stallion riding midnight avenger, wore a black one.

“Zorro, the fox so cunning and free. Zorro, who makes the sign 
of the Z. Zorro!”

The theme song for the Disney television show Zorro sent 
shivers down my spine. I never missed an episode.

“He loves that Zorro,” everyone would say, watching my fixed 
gaze, face nearly pressed to the screen. 

Everyone had it all wrong. I did not love Zorro. Zorro was out 
to get me, hunt me down, and do that swish, swish, swish thing 
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with his long sword to scratch his signature letter Z across my soft 
belly. I lived in terror of that masked, black-caped monster and 
his evil ways. Watching the program was crucial to my ongoing 
tracking of his fiendish whereabouts. I’d have enlisted the help of 
others, but somehow, they always got things wrong, and I was sure 
they’d end up helping Zorro find me.

“Where is he now?” I would ask, pointing to the flickering 
black and white screen as Zorro on his black horse galloped down 
some unfamiliar street.

“That’s Spain or Mexico,” they’d respond, to them the same 
thing.

“How far from here?” I would ask, my panic elevating.
“Just up the street,” they’d say, delighted at their cleverness. 

“Who knows? Your hero Zorro might be on his way right now to 
see his little buddy.”

That horrible thought, as frightening as it was, came true one 
afternoon.

“Someone left you something up in your room,” my stepmother 
said, looking up from her permanent place at the piano, then back 
down to the more compelling reality of her keyboard. Presents 
were not typical in our household, even on birthdays. I made my 
way up the stairway to my room.

Opening the bedroom door, I was struck frozen with terror. On 
my bed, neatly laid out, was the unmistakable black cape, black 
hat, black mask, and shiny sword of Zorro. I could not move. He’d 
found me.

A worse thought struck me. If Zorro’s complete outfit was 
there, where was he? Zorro, without a stitch of clothing, was hiding 

in my closet, ready to pounce.
I rushed to the bed, gathered up all of his stuff, then ran from 

the room, down the stairs, and out the door, looking back from 
time to time to see if naked Zorro was in hot pursuit. He wasn’t, 
but I knew from countless episodes that he was cunning, sly in his 
movements, and always accomplished his chosen goal. Was I on 
television right now? Were viewers cheering him on? “Go get that 
little crybaby! Cut that Z right into his tummy!”

There was only one place I could think of to rid myself of these 
vile trappings: the sewer, a place of darkness and filth. I made my 
way to the rectangular grated pit at the corner. I’d learned to avoid 
any close contact with the sewer’s poisonous fumes, but the longer 
I held on to Zorro’s stuff, the higher the risk he’d get me. Holding 
my breath, I stuffed each nasty bit of Zorro into this gaping hell 
pit, hearing each piece splash into the watery muck below. I backed 
away, confident I’d succeeded in saving myself.

As I returned home, my kindly neighbor Mrs. Blume called 
out, “Hey, where is your Zorro mask and sword?” 

Was the whole neighborhood colluding with this fiend? I ran 
into my house crying, hurried up to my room, carefully checking 
the closet in case the masked man was still there, then crawled into 
bed. Safe.

I felt better in the morning, hopeful even. I had met the enemy 
and had triumphed. I was more attentive in class that day, feeling a 
kind of strength that comes from prevailing.

I came home from school, up to my room, and stopped dead in 
my tracks. Again, on the bed, the hat, cape, mask, and sword, just 
as before, unsullied and new. I knew then, escape was impossible. 
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Zorro would have me one way or the other; it was my fate. I pulled 
myself up on the bed, lay back, and waited.

I did not know the truth until years later. The Zorro kit had 
been a secret gift from my neighbor Mrs. Blume. After laying 
out the first set in my bedroom, she saw me leave the house 
with all the Zorro paraphernalia. Mrs. Blume saw me return, 
distraught, empty-handed. She told my stepmother, “Those nasty 
neighborhood kids must have taken it from him, poor little guy. He 
was heartbroken. I can’t stand to see him so sad. I think I can fix 
this.” And so, she did.

Masks got in my way later in life as well. My first job at 
a hospital required all sorts of vetting: X-rays of my lungs, 
fingerprinting, credit rating, criminal background check, blood 
work, academic records. “All good!” said the nurse. “We just have 
to do the Fit Test, and then you’re done.”

The Fit Test? I imagined a room with a gigantic centrifuge 
where they would spin me around like an astronaut to see if I was 
fit for duty. I bravely entered the room—disappointingly empty. 
The nurse handed me what looked like a WWI gas mask. “Put it 
on,” she said briskly, sounding dangerously like a gym teacher. I 
was starting to get nervous. I pulled the rubbery double-strapped 
contraption down over my full beard, the last vestige of a hippie 
life I was leaving behind. With my face encased, the nurse pulled 
out an atomizer and started spritzing the air, just like they do at the 
Macy’s perfume counter. “What do you smell?” she barked.

I was desperate to pass the Fit Test. “It has a strong but pleasant 
citrus quality,” I said, “and is that a trace of honeysuckle?”

“You failed,” she announced, her tone laced with satisfaction. 

That’s when it struck me. Fit-test. “You were testing how well 
the mask fit!” I said.

She gave me a look that said she’d had her fill of geniuses like 
me.

“You gotta lose the you-know-what,” she said, gesturing toward 
my chin. Was it rude to say beard? “I don’t like them anyway,” she 
added. Did she mean beards or people in general?

I had to delay starting my job and wait a week to be fit-tested 
again—a rule likely based exclusively on the sadistic joy of 
pointless bureaucracy. Seven days later, I marched into the nurse’s 
office, my face now tamed down from a woodsman’s bush to a 
Sigmund Freud goatee.

The nurse was not impressed. “Put it on,” she said, handing 
me the mask as we repeated the routine. She spritzed. “Well, what 
do you smell?” This time it was a lavender vanilla mix, with just 
a hint of mint. I looked her dead in the eyes and said, “It smells 
like…” I could see her breathing heavily in gleeful anticipation. 
“Like, like…it smells exactly like…nothing, it smells like total 
nothingness.” 

At that moment, I could feel the power of Mickey Mouse 
coursing through my veins.

I kept the goatee. Never once in my years at the hospital did I 
need to put on that WWI gas mask for protection. Good thing, too, 
since it didn’t fit.

Over a year ago, the world around me disappeared under 
masks. The idea of contamination measures our movements. 
Touching surfaces, touching our faces, touching each other, all now 
forbidden. Old habits and deeply rooted patterns of how we move 
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in the world are uprooted to plant practices that prioritize safety. 
We mostly fail at this. Failure is a necessary part of learning, but 
each of these failures comes with the potential for exposure to 
something invisible and deadly. 

At the supermarket everyone is following the rules. Masks 
of all kinds cover everyone’s nose and mouth. I have seen news 
clippings of altercations in public places between the masked and 
the maskless. Still, as yet, in my small sphere of life, everyone 
seems willing to keep covered, keep six feet of distance, and keep 
ourselves and others virus-free. But we still fail.

Plastic sheets create walls between the cashier and me. I 
unload my cart, fresh vegetables, dairy products, more of the 
basics than in the past as we are all now cooking at home. I nod 
hello to the cashier, a man around my age, which is OLD. Instead 
of a face mask, he wears a curved plastic visor that extends from 
his forehead down below his chin, like a welder’s helmet. His 
hands encased in tight green latex gloves, the cashier passes my 
purchases over the scanner. At the same time, I fiddle with my 
credit card, trying to insert it correctly.

Then it happens. 
The cashier lets out a hacking cough while instinctively 

covering his mouth with his gloved hand, having reached up under 
his protective shield. He then continues to use that hand to pass my 
purchases along from the moving ramp. I am stunned. 

His name tag reads, “Clement.”
“Quite a cough there, Clement,” I say, my look of horror hidden 

behind my mask.
“Just started this morning,” he says, then he stops. 

For one second, we lock eyes, which is all we can share. We 
exchange a silent moment of fear and uncertainty. Nothing is said.

Walking from the market to the car, I consider abandoning the 
cart, food and all, just make a mad dash to the safety of my vehicle. 
I imagine its interior as hermetically sealed against pathogens. 
Instead, I proceed to unload everything into my trunk, preparing to 
do a significant wipe-down of every surface once I get home.

For days afterward, the name Clement stays fixed in my 
thoughts. Did Clement undo all my hard work? Will I be 
murmuring “Clement” in some ICU in a few days, a cryptic word 
like Rosebud, but a mystery that no one will attempt to unravel?

I think about death, again and again. The loneliness of those 
who have died of this disease, shut away from loved ones, kept 
from life by layers of distance, plastic sheeting, and masks. 
Heartbreaking.

As a child visiting a local museum, I wandered into an exhibit 
of death masks. Plaster casts made directly from a corpse. I recall 
these recreated faces running in a neat line down a series of long 
wooden exhibit cases. Were they trying for a coffin feel, or was that 
just me? Dead faces of famous people gazing upward toward the 
ceiling, case after case.

Why would anyone do this? I wondered. The porous white 
chalk of plaster gave the cast faces an ominous otherworld 
glow. The dates on the labels went pretty far back, some dead 
for hundreds of years. Looking closely from face to face, mild 
distortions and peculiar irregularities became evident. Was this 
from the process itself, the weight of the plaster, the limitations of 
the craft? Do faces collapse in death?
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“You like those?” A guard had been observing my scrutiny of 
the exhibition. Her friendly demeanor seemed incongruous to the 
military-like garb, a dark blue uniform with gold buttons and a 
matching cap. “This one is Benjamin Franklin,” she said, pointing 
to a frowning broad-faced mask. 

“He looks like he is having a nightmare,” I said, mimicking 
Franklin’s sourpuss expression. None of the death masks were 
particularly friendly or attractive. 

“Next to him,” she continued, “is Captain Robert F. Scott, who 
died on some lonely glacier in the South Pole.”

He did look cold.
“They’ve been dead a long time, but now we have them 

forever,” she explained, smiling as if she’d taught me something 
extraordinary.

I nodded my head agreeably, something I still do when I 
haven’t quite made up my mind.

Clement’s cough did not blossom into COVID-19 for me, and 
I hope the same for him. Still, during a global pandemic, as we 
all prioritize our health and the health of others, my maskaphobia 
returns, but different. It is no longer a fear of masks, but a fear that 
my mask cannot save me. For now, however, until this all folds 
away into history, we all cover.

Megan Merchant
STITCH
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Scott Carter
SÉANCE

THEY waited in a graveyard. But for what?
It’s like a bus you know you’ve already missed, Robert said. He 

sat on a headstone, though sitting and standing was all the same. 
He couldn’t feel any of it. What he did feel was a vague uneasiness. 
Alive but not alive—it was no way to live. For some reason he 
wore the same baseball uniform that had hung off his skinny boy 
bones through a junior high summer. He’d been a starry-eyed right 
fielder, rooted like a dandelion too near the fence, ready to snatch 
away home runs. He remembered the way this outfit should smell, 
grass and sweat and post-game juice, but it smelled like nothing. 
There was a grass stain on the knee, a blot of juice on the sleeve. 
The jersey said Ross Road Runners. It fit perfectly, though he was 
in college now. Well, not now.

Cecilia was dressed as a queen, silver crown, red robe, just as 
she’d been on Halloween a few years ago, when she’d kissed that 
man at the party. She’d kissed him for a long time under a tree in 

the dark. Her husband? She was certain she’d been married. She 
stood between stones in the cemetery with her hands on her hips, 
looking into the clear night sky and thinking about fog. Fog might 
actually clear things up, make her feel more solidly not-there, more 
spectral. A wisp to be burned away. 

Finally, she said, It’s more like waiting for a glacier to finally 
reach the sea. We’re icebergs in the making, waiting to calve. 

She’d been a philosophy major. That was her guess. Minor in 
poetry. Dead, she felt like a poem in a drawer, almost there. She’d 
graduated at least a decade ago, of that she was certain. Were there 
poems in the world, written by her? She couldn’t feel the ground 
under her slippers, or a heartbeat in her chest, but she could feel 
an ache inside for something outside, out there with the living, a 
low vibration, like standing under power lines near those big metal 
towers. They always seemed to be in narrow mown fields, those 
towers, grass and thorns wild at the edges. 

Cecilia remembered suddenly that her childhood home had 
abutted one such field. There she was—a bright flare in the murk 
of memory, still alive—a girl with braided hair, Jellies, a sundress, 
phantom taste of a lemon drop on her tongue, grasshoppers against 
her legs, there forever, gone forever, and overhead, the power lines 
endless and the towers marching into the distance and everything 
humming.

Robert spoke, and Cecilia forgot about the girl.
Calve, he said. Calve. Tasting the unfamiliar word, trying to 

make it fit with something he was waiting to do. He felt the need 
to adjust his baseball cap, like wanting to scratch a missing leg. He 
was surprisingly itchy for a ghost who couldn’t feel anything. He’d 
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been in this graveyard with this older woman for weeks or minutes 
or years, trying to remember if he’d died spectacularly. He recalled 
just enough of his life to feel miserable about the vast trove of 
memory that he couldn’t find.

He fought the urge to wander among the graves, moaning with 
his arms outstretched, fingers waggling. Wasted effort. He didn’t 
look like a ghost. They hadn’t seen any people to haunt.

A wind kicked up. It was October, though they didn’t know it—
the season for ghosts. It had crossed both their minds that maybe 
they’d be released from the graveyard on Halloween, whenever it 
came. Maybe there was a coven of witches to befriend. They could 
find a haunted house open to new residents. They weren’t, in any 
important way, attached to the graveyard. A search of every stone 
had not revealed the place where their lost bodies lie.

Maybe graveyards are way stations, Cecilia had said, weeks or 
minutes or years ago.

Now the grass moved in the wind, and found a lonely brown 
leaf, and blew it away into the night. Looks cold, Roger said.

Then they were both picked up, as if that probably cold wind 
had found them, too. 

It hadn’t. This was no wind, holding aloft two lost spirits.
Do you feel that? Robert called, ecstatic.
Cecilia did feel it. Someone was calling to them. It felt like 

lips against the ear, whispering. A whisper that turned electric, or 
liquid, some current, flowing through her, deep into empty space. 
She thought of power lines, spanning distance.

     
Two brothers sit solemnly in candlelight around a cheap Ouija 

board on top of an overturned Starfleet trashcan. 
Ash is eleven years old, a sixth grader, a nobody, but with 

suspicions that he might actually be somebody after all, a skinny 
boy with a girl’s name—Ashlee—whose recent haircut is crooked, 
who dresses like everybody else but secretly wears a Star Trek pin 
on the inside of his sleeve, who at school scowls at the linoleum 
and sits alone at lunch and tries to look powerful and brooding. He 
takes a soft brush to his hair in a bathroom stall between classes, 
and while he washes his hands he gives the mirror above the sink a 
slit-eyed, soulful, I’m-at-the-beach-and-lonesome stare, imagining 
this is the look he regularly wears, and that a girl would one day 
stop in the hallway, struck breathless, touch his cheek, and whisper, 
“You have the saddest eyes.”

 Isaac is a year younger, pudgy, always grinning 
inappropriately. His hair is coiled and dense. He has a penchant 
for destruction and hooey (his granddad’s term—Isaac thinks it 
means something like “behavior so witty that girls will want to 
kiss you”). He’s a shooter of Roman candles into crowds, a devotee 
of the whoopee cushion, probably the last. Rarely can he resist the 
propulsive potential of ketchup in a squeeze bottle. 

He’s stranded in elementary school; Ash has moved on to 
middle, leaving Isaac friendless. Except there are two guys in his 
class who never say anything bad about him, or steal his dessert 
at lunch. They don’t try to trip him on the stairs, either, like the 
others, and since they don’t want him dead, neck broken in the 
stairway, he thinks they’re cool. 

Ash and Isaac aren’t brothers, actually. They’re neighbors, 
and always have been. Isaac idolizes Ash. Ash pretends to merely 
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tolerate Isaac but knows in his bones that he would probably die 
without his not-a-brother-but-still-a-brother.

Especially now. Ash’s mom has been gone for months. His 
understanding of death at the time of his mother’s accident was 
that death never wholly subtracted anything from the world. Trees 
bloomed in the spring, animals became soil, stars became cinders, 
and people became blue-white ghosts.

He knew that the power of a séance to summon the dead comes 
from lighting candles in a dark room, calling to the spirit world 
in a ghostly voice, and, of course, using a Ouija board, which he’d 
bought online with his dad’s credit card. You can’t do it alone—
more people give the spirit more mediums—so on this Saturday 
night in October Ash has recruited Isaac to help summon the ghost 
of his mother. 

Isaac has brought four long-stemmed candles from home, 
which are now lit and leaning in clear drinking glasses on the floor, 
a paper towel under each to catch the wax. He has also brought 
a red silk shirt from his dad’s closet, which cascades from his 
shoulders like an elegant poncho.

“Why are you wearing that?” Ash asks.
“Duh,” Isaac says. “Haven’t you even seen those spirit-caller 

people? I should have jewelry, too, but my mom caught me taking 
some.”

Ash wears the oversized sweatshirt his mother had knitted 
for herself, the sleeves held at each wrist by a rubber band in a fat 
bubble of blue fabric. The hem reaches nearly to his ankles. This 
is the Sweater Monster sweatshirt of old, Ash’s mortal wintertime 
enemy: his mother chasing him when he was little, whipping the 

sleeves that fell far past her fingers. The jagged white stitching 
across the front resembled a crude creature’s mouth, spurring him 
to run faster.

His mother would stay up late on the couch, reading, her entire 
body consumed in the shirt except her hands and her head. Long 
ago, Ash would sometimes sit with her before bed, burrowed 
beneath her arm, pretending to read, too young to understand the 
words in her book but liking their shapes, their orderly march. He 
thought his mother must be discovering in them the secrets of the 
universe. How else to explain her?

“You look like a blueberry,” Isaac says. “Will the spirits mind? 
Maybe you should find a more spiritual shirt from your dad. 
Or maybe, I don’t remember, did your mom love blueberries or 
something?”

Ash thinks maybe he shouldn’t have invited Isaac after all. 
But he’d felt the need to share this experience, to have a 

witness. Who would believe him otherwise, if he sees his mother? 
Who would save him if an interdimensional doorway tears his 
room in half?

The light thrown by the candles wavers on maps of other 
worlds. Ash has them taped all over the walls, maps of places he’s 
invented over the years, better places. There’s no sketch of his own 
world, the one he understands the least.

Ash picks up one of the candles in a glass, along with its paper 
towel, and places it on the edge of a plastic bin full of comic books. 
The room shudders in light and shadow. He can feel the spirit 
world as it presses against the feeble flames and wells up out of the 
shimmering red-orange depths of the drinking glasses. The scene 
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is set, the board before them, plastered with strange symbols that 
convey ancient mystery and power. Ash can’t believe they just sell 
this stuff on the internet for anybody. 

“Wow,” Isaac breathes.
“Shh. Be quiet. We mustn’t scare off the spirits.” Ash sits up 

straight, shoulders thrown back, chin high. “We must open our 
minds. We must open them like doors.”

“How?”
“Just . . . like . . . close your eyes. And breathe heavy. Like, 

heavy.”
They sit with the first two fingers of each hand pressed against 

their thumbs, wrists on knees, eyes closed, breathing heavy, 
exhaling soft Ohms. 

Ash casts his mind out into the darkness against his eyelids for 
any glimmer of the spirit world, latches onto an image that’s all 
wrong: a roiling sea of white ectoplasm, the sea of the dead, vast 
and deep. This frightens him, because his mother can’t swim. Does 
it matter, though, once you’re dead? No. His mother would swim 
to him on a guiding current, her path preordained. He would be a 
beacon over those darkly glowing waters. A mother could always 
find her son. What’s death, anyway? Nothing much, not when 
you’re eleven and armed with a Ouija board—a door to find and 
open, a room to walk, a simple search for what you’ve lost.

“Is she coming?” Isaac whispers.
“Shh.”
     
Robert and Cecilia, unseen, rushed through the bedroom wall, 

swept there along an invisible current.

We’re out! Cecilia cried. Robert! She grabbed his arm, 
overjoyed. Except her fingers passed through him.

I’m Bobby, Robert said, dazed. I just remembered. Nobody calls 
me Robert. It sounds funny.

Their bodies, whatever they were, still hummed with current.
Two boys sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes sometimes closed 

and other times peeking around the room. Bobby waved his hand 
in their faces, tried to touch them. Then he noticed the Ouija board.

Cecilia, look! You think these things really work? We could 
get a message out maybe. Like an SOS. Help, we’re new here and 
we’re lost, kind of thing.

She wasn’t paying attention.
Ash opens his eyes. “I think I can feel her.”
Isaac leans forward. “What’s it feel like?”
“Like . . . tingles. And flutters.”
“Wow.” Isaac leaves his mouth hanging open. His round face 

hovers over the board. “Let’s see if she talks to us.”
“Spirit of my mother,” Ash intones, as deep as his voice will go. 

“If you are here, show us a sign.”
Can we do that? asked Bobby.
Cecilia stood by the bed. She was looking at the hand-drawn 

maps on the walls. Strange, though they were unfamiliar, they 
seemed to lead somewhere, seemed to promise a journey to the 
heart of things. Near the headboard, a series of maps was labeled 
Terraforming A Wondrous New Home, and featured a planet in 
separate eras of engineered geologic history—The Era of Oceans, 
the Era of Mountains, the Era of Curious New Things. 

Bobby tried to blow out the candles. No use. He knew the boys 
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couldn’t hear him speak, so he tried out some ghostly moans. 
Ash and Isaac look around the room. At each other. The walls 

ripple and Isaac’s shirt shimmers in the candlelight. A sign from 
the spirits. Ash had imagined a bang from the attic or a creak 
from the hinges of the closet door, a whoosh of wind that snuffed 
the light. But now, something in him is convinced of more. He 
had spoken the truth: he can feel his mother in the room. Her 
life hasn’t yet receded from the places she’d moved through. The 
room seems to swell with her presence, her touches, the action 
figures she’d bought for him, the blankets she’d folded back and 
then tucked under him, the dresser with the tarnished brass knobs, 
in whose drawers, beneath the sloppy work of his dad, were still 
shirts folded into her crisp lines, which Ash has not yet moved. 
How can he? His mother had been hurt badly, badly enough to kill 
her, dead in her mangled car—how can he wrinkle those smooth, 
neat planes she’d created for him? How can he go about the work 
of further dismantling her? She is more than her physical self, 
and he understands it now in some dim way, her moreness, and 
that confirms the lunacy of the funeral, that pointless grown-up 
ceremony. He’d been fully expecting his mother’s return ever since, 
but now he realizes she’d never left at all. 

He places the tips of his fingers on the planchette, white wedge 
of plastic in the shape of an inverted heart, clear window at the tip. 
He instructs Isaac to do the same. They kneel shoulder to shoulder. 
“Momma,” Ash whispers. The clairvoyant timbre is gone.  “Are 
you here?”

Bobby tried to move the planchette, first with his fingers, then 
with his mind. Cecilia wandered the room, touching things she 

couldn’t feel. The air hummed.
It feels good here, she said to Bobby. I feel . . . more real. She 

thought, for a moment, that she’d caught a glimpse of herself in 
the mirror over the dresser. The mirror was blank. Bobby had told 
her, in the graveyard, that she wore a crown, and her eyes were 
dark, and her nose was narrow, and her mouth was small but got 
surprisingly big that one time she’d found reason to smile. She 
couldn’t remember what had made her smile.

Bobby said now, I feel the same as always. He sat on the floor, 
at a loss. We can’t get through to them, can we? Why are we even 
here?

The planchette quivers slightly. 
“Your hands are shaking it,” Ash says.
“Nu-uh. It’s you. You’re as scared as me.”
“Just focus. Is your mind a door?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Isaac’s expression is too eager. He leans forward, 

grinning, as if anticipating a boogeyman from a horror film. It 
makes everything cheap. A game, an amusing sham. Isaac can’t 
understand. Isaac whose mother is at home. Isaac who’s never had 
to feel for traces.  

Cecilia joined Bobby, seeing the boys fully for the first time. 
One of them had curls that she ached to touch. The other was 
too skinny, a fragile boy, each cheekbone a delicate curve— she 
wanted to take him up in her arms. He was alone and afraid. She 
just knew. He had a wandering heart that would never be satisfied. 
She wanted to tell him, Shh, be still.

She tried to move the planchette, but it wouldn’t move.
The planchette starts to slide. 
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“Quit moving it!” Ash opens his eyes, sees Isaac’s grin drop 
into a frown of concentration. “I can tell it’s you. This isn’t 
playtime.” He can feel blood rush to his face, the prick of imminent 
tears. He feels her presence, so where is she? He wants to lodge the 
planchette in Isaac’s skull. The room is too hot, his skin prickly 
and sweaty beneath the Sweater Monster sweatshirt. 

Isaac says, “Well sorry for trying to make things exciting.”
“It’s not supposed to be exciting. This is my mom we’re talking 

about.”
They sit there a long time. Ash can almost hear the candle 

flames. In the touch of blue fabric across his chest and down his 
arms is his mother’s embrace. The very air is heavy with her. She’s 
here, he knows it, but she can’t speak. Her voice is lost. As the 
minutes pass, Ash’s need to receive a message grows along with 
the conviction that he will not receive one. 

Say something, he thinks, and the thought, as he repeats 
it, passes from his own consciousness and becomes a voice 
somewhere outside of himself, repeating until it seems a directive 
and not merely a desire. “Say something.” He’s whispering out 
loud, not realizing he’s whispering. His eyes are closed. “Say 
something.” His mother is in the room. The planchette moves. If 
he opens his eyes he will see her. Yes. He will see his mother. “Say 
something.” He will see his mother. “Say something.”

Ash opens his eyes. Isaac is there, looking down. The 
planchette is moving, spelling a message. The room is empty. Ash 
leaps to his feet. He kicks the wastebasket out from under the Ouija 
board. Isaac holds up his hands, shouting, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I 
thought you wanted me to! You said!” Isaac would do anything for 

Ash, if only he could figure out the right thing.
Ash stands there, breathing, confused, stranded. 
He flees into the hallway, past his dad’s closed-off bedroom, 

through the kitchen and out the back door, heaves himself onto the 
trampoline. The sky is crowded with low reddish clouds racing 
in a cool wind. He feels a charge around him, the world full of 
meaning, a message on the wind that shakes the trees. He listens, 
hoping for some secret, for something of hope or happiness to 
clarify in the dark. It’s all so vast and unknowable and he’s lost in 
it. He wants to be a million years old, know everything, but he’s 
eleven, still terraforming his own little world, building atmosphere, 
dredging water. 

Nothing makes sense and there is no one to explain anything.
Eventually, Isaac blows out the candles and folds up the Ouija 

board and goes home. Eventually, Ash comes back inside, lies 
down on his bed, and falls asleep. 

After Isaac left, but before Ash returned, Bobby and Cecilia sat 
on the bedroom floor. Cecilia studied the maps. Bobby remembered 
his death. Not all of it, just the part about flying.

It was a car wreck, he told Cecilia. I remember getting thrown 
one way, and a car going another way. I think there was fire, 
too. This seemed sufficiently spectacular, but it brought him no 
pleasure. 

Cecilia didn’t care how she’d died. The maps on the walls 
whispered. She was a queen in unclaimed country, far away from 
the girl she sometimes remembered.

The skinny boy came back, engulfed in the blue sweatshirt. 
They watched over him as he slept.
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Cecilia watched more closely than Bobby. She saw further. If 
she could only speak. If she could touch. If she could fold the boy 
into her lap. She ached. The world vibrated around the boy. She felt 
nothing but the ache, no pulse, no warming breath, yet she felt alive 
in the way the world is alive. 

Bobby said, What do we do now? And Cecilia said, Shh. Listen. 
Can you hear it?

Hear what?
His breathing. A soft swell and dip, a whisper, a message. I can 

almost . . . Bobby, can you remember?
Bobby could hear it, too. To him it sounded like the distant 

murmur of a crowd, carried on the breeze to the right field fence, 
where he waited always with an open glove.  

They stood there a long time. It was like standing under power 
lines as a kid, in that hum that seems to go on forever.

There was a world here, waiting for a map. A new era, waiting 
for a name.

Michelle Watts
BLUE JAY, JACKALOPE BUZZING

blue jays beacon a season I cannot     here is how I call in Spring—

 burn rose petal sage  hide my face in a longhorn skull    
  walk down a spiral staircase
                break myself open like cactus water   
   stitch & miss God again         start here & roll my snake eyes     

lick my skin off in glacier-grey               chant in midnight burns    
 
breathe in Santa Fe snowdrift   with draining blood  & mud slung   
   like chocolate elixir     I bend my tongue  
      this is how I sing in the night—  
              bind blue jay feathers on the antlers of the jackalope      
learn the secret of how he sheds his hide     go inside     split my skin & spill roses 
upon the crag    
the night is blue  buzzing in the wood panels
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Kitt Patten
MAKE A SPLASH
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Syna Majumder
MONO (POLY + GAMOUS)

you like me when i’m bleeding 
out, can’t say i blame you-- 
you touch me and i can see my 
cardiograph flattening in real time.  
it is 3 a.m., 3 a.m., 3 a.m. everywhere. 
stitching together pieces of your 
demolished plans so that i can taunt 
you with them. we work like this:
brash and magnetic and always 
scratching away at our failures. 
we are the titanic and we are the 
glacier and we are the sharks 
swimming for the wreckage. you 
say you want to get married, and 
i propose with a noose around your 
pretty neck. come on, rings are rings, 
and your love for me is an incorrect 
beacon on an airport landing strip, 
calling the innocents for a grisly 
end. when you’re standing over me, 
brash with your need to be accepted, 
we’re having the time of our lives. 

i say i want you with me forever and 
you hold me over a cliff’s edge, 
reciting recipes for our next disaster 
into my ear like sweet nothings. 
we are the prettiest thing anyone else 
ever sees, your suit shiny under the 
camera lights, my hand over your ribs. 
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Nikitha Nair
MOVING FORWARD
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