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Editor’s Note
Apologies for the delay. Life takes over sometimes. I’ve moved to, what some
would call, upstate New York. Some websites even say this Capital Region is
the worst in the country. That doesn’t faze me; I love my new place, and it’s so
freaking pretty here. I’ve been absorbing all of it, meeting new people, and hope
to recruit some upstate New Yorkers to submit to this fine lit journal. I’m
excited to explore the literary scene up here.
I hope wherever life takes you, this literary world you read on your e-device
helps you to enjoy it.
Thank you,
Krisma
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SOTTO VOCE
There are houses in this town
whose driveways are the ends
of dead ends. They are mostly
places we visit on the edge of
summer woods. In the evening
after we park on crunchy gravel
and close our car’s doors and
before we go in we hear sounds
crickets make rubbing their wings
and wonder who we would be
calling if we lived into the night
—Henry Rappaport

BITTER TONGUE
very loosely adapted from a Sumatran folk tale**

by
James Penha
Serunting loved durian, that native Sumatra fruit resembling a
cannonball-size hand grenade and smelling, to non-Asian noses ignorant of its
pleasures, like fetid garbage. Ripe durian demonstrates just how much beauty
resides in the nose of the beholder. The fruit’s redolence is the promise of a rich
and creamy interior, a delicacy as thrilling to Southeast Asians as is a
chocolate soufflé to the most demanding Western gourmet. Natives living
around Lake Ranau, on the border of South Sumatra and Lampung provinces,
await durian season with the level of expectation American children feel for
summer or Christmas.
It was durian season in the second decade of the last century when
young Serunting awoke early in his little shack in the forest, gathered around
himself the sarong in which he had been sleeping, and made his barefoot way
through the jungle to the grove of durian trees that surrounded the cemetery
near the lake. Most of Serunting’s friends still believed the story passed down
to them from their elders: Anyone who tried to pick a durian from the
graveyard trees would find in their hands not fruit, but the bloody head of one
of the cemetery’s residents. Serunting suspected that the legend was the
community’s way to prevent mischievous youngsters from climbing the trees
and plucking the best of the durians for themselves. As he approached the
cemetery at first light, he was more wary of living bodies that might catch and

beat him for his trespassing than he was of the dead. But Serunting had a
special gift for vigilance: He had been born with an additional pair of eyes in
the back of his head. To avoid being labeled a freak, he had perfected a way to
comb his straight black hair to camouflage the extra eyes without blinding
them.
Serunting, amidst the durian trees, inhaled deeply the overwhelming
aroma of the bountiful fruit. He looked up, with his front eyes, and located the
durian most ripe and ready to fall with a good shaking of its branches. He
untied and dropped his sarong to climb, without hindrance, to those branches
but halted as he was about to clasp the tree trunk. Someone was approaching
him from behind. Serunting quickly hid himself on the other side of the tree,
but neglected to grab his sarong. Peeking from behind the tree, Serunting saw
that the interloper was no threat, but only a competitor for the best durian.
“Aria Tebing,” said Serunting walking up to meet his old schoolmate. “Are
you lusting for durian too?”
Aria Tebing gazed languorously at Serunting’s naked form. “I am
lusting…for you,” he said and dropped his own sarong.
The two had been sometime lovers in high school, but their antonymous
personalities seemed ever to interfere with their maintaining a permanent
relationship. Serunting wearied of Aria Tebing’s self-absorption, and he knew
Aria Tebing considered him a weakling, frustratingly unassertive. Yet, as was
obvious, the young men still cared for each other. Serunting approached Aria
Tebing and kissed him on the lips. He knew better than to try to insert his
tongue into friend’s mouth.

***
“No tongue!” Aria Tebing had shouted, pulling away from Serunting when
they first kissed in a corner of the schoolyard two years earlier.
“S-s-sorry,” stuttered Serunting. He squatted on his haunches in the turf
of the schoolyard, his head bowed.
“Don’t get so low down.” Aria Tebing took Serunting’s hands, raised him
up, and kissed him hard on the lips. “My tongue is very bitter.” Serunting
laughed. “I’m not joking.”
“No, I’m laughing because a lot of the kids call you ‘Bitter Tongue.’ They
say your words are often that nasty.”
Aria Tebing laughed too. “And they are right to talk about me that way.”
He paused and looked at Serunting, wondering if he could trust him. “Not only
words spew poisonously from my bitter tongue…”
Serunting cocked his head and furrowed his brow.
“I shall explain later,” Aria Tebing replied, “after we really get to know
each other.”
On their way home from school, the boys made themselves comfortable
high in a banyan tree on a bed of twigs and leaves constructed by some
passing orangutan. But the creaking of the branches scared Serunting. “What
if the limbs collapse and we fall?”
“I can prevent that,” said Aria Tebing. “Tree, be stone,” he chanted and
then stuck out his tongue.
The creaking stopped. “That is the bitter power of my tongue. It can turn
anything into stone. And so now that we are safe here, you can relax, Ting.”

Serunting was trembling even though the bed was now secure. “I do have
another power, a sweet one,” Aria Tebing said as he entered Serunting. “I can
turn those I love into…jelly.”
With the eyes in the back of his head, Serunting watched Aria Tebing
move. Firmly. Tenderly. The panorama excited him. Later, when he had turned
into the embrace of Aria Tebing, Serunting was tempted to tell him what he
had seen and how he had seen it. After all, hadn’t Aria Tebing trusted him to
know his own magic power? But there was nothing ugly about a bitter tongue,
Serunting thought, whereas those two extra sockets sunk into his skull would
repulse his new lover! No, there was no need, really, to reveal his secret to Aria
Tebing.”
***
“Not now, Ting. Let us fulfill our other passion first.” Aria Tebing pointed
to the waiting durians above them.
“You aren’t afraid of the bloody heads of corpses?” Serunting asked.
“I am not afraid of anything,” his friend replied.
Without warning, Serunting violently tackled Aria Tebing, pushing him
more than a meter from where they had stood, until they both toppled to the
ground.
“What are…?” yelled an angry Aria Tebing, his tongue hanging from his
mouth as he grabbed Serunting in a headlock.
“Wait, Bing,” Serunting choked out. “Look back there. Let me go.”
Aria Tebing saw that a huge durian had fallen right where he had been
standing. Serunting had saved him from a nasty headache. “How did you know

it was going to fall, Ting?”
In fact Serunting had seen, with his rear vision, the durian begin its
descent. But even after all the ups and downs of their relationship, Serunting
could not bear to tell Aria Tebing this truth. “I heard it falling.”
“You heard it?”
“Yes, it rustled the leaves just below.”
“And you took that as a warning that it was falling?”
“Well, Bing, you know me. I…I was afraid it was falling…and so I
reacted.”
“I do know you very well, Ting. And I find it hard to believe your hearing
is that good.”
“But there’s the durian. What other proof do you need?”
“A test. I challenge you to a durian-hearing contest. But first, let us enjoy
the fruit that almost clobbered me.”
The durian’s fall had cracked its external armor enough for Aria Tebing’s
hands to slip within the fruit and rip its shell in two. Each boy took a
hemisphere and sucked madly on every section of the ambrosial pulp within.
Dizzy from riches so quickly devoured, they lay back. But their hands, dripping
with the sap of durian, soon found each other’s naked body, and they dizzied
themselves with lovemaking until, satiated, they slept.
Serunting opened his eyes before Aria Tebing awoke. Although the sun
had long since risen, he saw no other living people in the graveyard. He crawled
the short distance to where Aria Tebing was snoring and sniffed at his
exhalations. There was no bitterness. He licked Aria Tebing’s lips. There was no

bitterness. Serunting made to slip his tongue inside Aria Tebing’s mouth, but
thought better of it. Aria Tebing opened his eyes and whispered, “It is good to
have you close to me again, Ting.”
“I think we need to go before someone comes.”
“I’m not worried. The amazing ears of Serunting will hear anyone
approaching long before they can threaten us.”
Serunting smiled sheepishly.
“And that reminds me,” said Aria Tebing, “we cannot leave now. There is
a contest scheduled to determine which of us can better hear the fall of a
durian.”
“No, Bing. I have no special power. I just know my durians.”
“We shall see. Who knows? Maybe you will learn that you do have a gift
you never before recognized!”
Dares and challenges—all of which Aria Tebing had to win! These
endless, needless competitions had led Serunting to give up on his friend many
times before. But still in the afterglow of their passion, Serunting listened to
Aria Tebing set forth the rules of the game.
“You lie facedown there, right under that same branch still heavy with
ripe durians. I’ll climb the tree and, without warning, you shake the branch
just enough to loosen a durian or two—”
“Or three. Or four!” Serunting whined.
“Maybe. Maybe. But if you listen carefully, you’ll hear the durians falling,
right? Then—and only then—get up and run away before you get bashed.”
“This is ridiculous.”

“No, Ting, this will prove to me you have balls as big as mine. And after
your turn, we shall switch roles.”
“Yes, if I survive.”
“Yes,” Aria Tebing laughed.
Serunting was confident he could pass this test, not because of his
hearing or his courage, but because he would be able to see when the first fruit
began to fall. He lay down under the great tree. As his friend climbed the tree,
Serunting shook his hair out of the eyes on the back of his head. Aria Tebing
noiselessly climbed past the ripe fruit on the lower branches way up to the top
of the tree. Instead of shaking a limb, he found a big durian near the trunk and
twisted its stem until it separated from the branch. Aiming through a clearing
among the leaves, he fired the fruit directly toward his friend’s back. It would
hurt Serunting, Aria Tebing knew, but it would not kill him.
Serunting saw it all. And so as soon as Aria Tebing threw the durian, his
human target clambered up and away from the tree. The durian dug itself into
the ground Serunting had just vacated.
“How did you hear that?” Aria Tebing yelled as he returned to the
ground. “It didn’t rustle any leaves.”
“I heard you grunt,” lied Serunting.
“You did not.”
“I know that sound. It’s the same noise you make when you come.”
Aria Tebing laughed. “Yes, that is possible, I guess.”
“I win, Bing.”
“Not yet. I’m going for the tie.”

“It’s not necessary.”
“You climb up the tree, Ting. I’m laying down just where you did.”
“Okay. Okay. But I’m playing by the rules. Your original rules. I’ll shake
the branch of ripe durians. You listen for the rustle of the leaves. Once you
hear the durian falling, get out of the way.”
But Aria Tebing had no intention of listening for a faint ripple of leaves
since his hearing was not nearly as acute as Serunting had demonstrated his
to be. Nor was he about to embarrass himself by escaping too quickly. Or at all.
He knew exactly how long—47 seconds—it had taken him to climb to the
branch of ripe durians. Adding a few seconds to account for Serunting’s lack of
athleticism, Aria Tebing would count to fifty and then turn the branch and all
its fruit to stone. Serunting would be unable even to shake the branch and so
fail this part of the game miserably. If Aria Tebing’s timing was perfect, he
smiled, Serunting’s attempt to shake a suddenly petrified tree might jar him
into losing his balance enough to slide back down the tree trunk into the soft
turf just below Aria Tebing’s feet. It would hurt Serunting a little, but it
wouldn’t kill him.
However, Aria Tebing’s count was far from perfect. By the time he
chanted, “Branch and durians, turn to stone,” Serunting had already shaken
loose a large ripe durian. It calcified as it plunged and crushed Aria Tebing’s
skull when it landed.
Serunting sped from the tree and placed his friend’s bloody head in his
lap. Aria Tebing was dead, and Serunting bent over and kissed his lips
forcefully as if this were a fairy tale in which love conquers even death. But this

was no fairy tale. Serunting’s own tongue finally found his lover’s, and, indeed,
it was bitter.

**There are various versions of the folktale, some far more complex than mine,
some far less. Sometimes called “Si Pahit Lidah” (Bitter Tongue) and sometimes
“Si Pahit Lidah dan Empat Mata” (Bitter Tongue and Four Eyes), they emanate
variously from the neighboring provinces of Lampung, South Sumatra, and
Jambi on the island of Sumatra in Indonesia.
None of the original tellings of this legend, nor any Indonesian folk tale of
which I am aware, has gay characters. The sexual orientation of the characters
in this version is my invention. The various cultures of these islands are
sometimes naive, sometimes censorious, and sometimes quite tolerant
regarding LGBT people. My reworking of the tale is intended to praise the
possibilities inherent in the traditions of the archipelago.

STRANGER
You may not have noticed monkeys screaming
as you used the ATM, nor the cheetahs
running down cyclists on their way to work.
Dusk made a band of cherry red turning
slowly to purple above the housetops
as if we heard nothing but church bells.
It’s a sly person who thinks they’re alone
with all the aliens listening in,
evolving as they journey to our planet.
And it’s a cold rain that only falls at night
then stops to uncover Orion stalking
endlessly our fickle curiosity.
Raccoons return to evict the zebras
who thought they had a place here after all.
Like all of us they wish they had more time.
—M. A. Schaffner

PORTRAIT OF A SANDWICH EATING A MAN
by
Paul Smith
A man sat at a lunch counter with a cup of coffee. It cost him a dollar.
The cup was still full. He looked at it. He wished there was something to go
along with it, but he’d just spent everything he had on the coffee. A bowl of
soup would hit the spot. He would have liked a nice woman to bring him a bowl
of soup. He’d been married once. His ex-wife had never brought him a bowl of
soup. All they did was fight till she finally got tired of it and him, and they
divorced. He wasn’t really tired of her, because he loved her in spite of how
much they fought over little things. She remarried. He didn’t. Things went
downhill. He had a room two blocks away. He really wished he wouldn’t get
hungry so often. Then he noticed something outside the diner’s window.
A huge billboard a block away stuck its nose into the sky above the
South Loop, advertising something he couldn’t quite read, just saw the picture.
He recognized what it was, but he wondered what could anyone say about it.
All you really needed was a picture of something to sell it. You didn’t need
words. He’d been a salesman. You plant the idea of something in someone’s
mind, and the thing sells itself. If the thing on the billboard had been a bowl of
soup, he would have stolen something, or gotten out his saxophone and played
some music, to get the bowl of soup. Pictures were that effective.
So he finished his cup of coffee and walked down Dearborn to get a
closer look at the picture. It was a picture of a sandwich. But it was not a

picture of a real sandwich. This was an idealized sandwich, with bread thicker
than bread really was, meat piled higher than meat is ever piled, lettuce
abundant and copious, like no lettuce he’d ever seen. It made his mouth water,
even though he knew it was fake. Then he read what the ad said:
“Wouldn’t you like one of these right now?”
Yes, he thought, he’d like one of these right now. He wanted one so bad
he decided to go to the Pacific Garden Mission, grab his saxophone, and start
playing. If he went over to Van Buren & LaSalle, near Boni Vino, he might get
enough tips to buy a sandwich like that.
He walked the two blocks to his room as the mid-morning sun blazed. He
took off his sport coat, went inside and got his sax and its case. Usually he
played Night and Day, but nobody seemed to like that anymore. He tried to
think of what other people wanted. His mind came up empty. He’d had the
same problem with his wife. Every time he started thinking about what she
might want, for her birthday or anniversary, he started instead to think about
what he wanted. Usually it was a bowl of soup. His favorite was clam chowder,
not Manhattan-style clam chowder with tomatoes, but New England-style—
creamy, with real clams, oysters and chewy pieces of fish. When he got to Van
Buren and LaSalle, he started playing Night and Day, and he stayed there four
hours, collecting no tips at all.
He was discouraged, so discouraged he decided to ask the next person
what song they’d liked to hear. He was afraid they wouldn’t talk to him,
thinking he was a panhandler, which he probably was, but went ahead
anyway. A woman approached. A lump formed in his throat,

“Excuse me, ma’am, but if you could hear just one song, one song on
this here saxophone, what would it be? I’m not asking for anything except your
advice. What do people like?”
The woman was early middle-age, intelligent-looking, and got thoughtful.
“Beyond the Sea.”
“I know that one!” he said. It was an easy song in the key of F. The lady
smiled and walked down Van Buren toward the lake. He played the melody.
People stopped and noticed him. Other people smiled. He played several
choruses, improvising more and more till suddenly he was in another world
where there were different laws. Gravity did not exist. Instead of gravitational
attraction, men and women were drawn to each other by how they felt, how
they perceived the other. There were more colors. Blue came in cerulean blue,
cobalt blue, Prussian blue, Ultramarine, and millions of others. There were
more fish, fish that had hidden at the bottom of the sea, now leaping like flying
fish so they could confound the ichthyologists.
He played for four more hours. After that, there were still no tips.
Undiscouraged, he went home to the Pacific Garden Mission, put away
his saxophone, put away the empty case, and climbed the wooden stairs up to
his room, and went to sleep. For the first time in years, he didn’t want a bowl of
clam chowder or a sandwich or a cup of coffee.
For the first time in years, he was not hungry.

HUNGER
I stand in front of the refrigerator, gazing into shelves
of tinfoil blobs, plastic containers of expired cottage cheese,
whipped butter, and sour cream. Door filled with condiments
more empty than full. If I hold the door long enough,
will there be something I want? Hold doors open so long
ice glaciers in the freezer melt. Why shouldn’t the built-up accumulation
begin to melt and disperse? Why shouldn’t this change
take place? A Texas magnet holds the grocery list. Eggs,
salad dressing. A scribble I can’t read. If I cannot write it
down, how can I know what I want? Is it the season
for pomegranates? Is there a YouTube video that will teach me
to cut out the seeds without destroying them?
—Tovah Leah Green

CITY STORIES
by
Jeanette K. Briggs
I was absorbed in my book when a leg came and sat next to me on the
train. A person was attached to it, of course, but the only thing I noticed was
the leg, since I had to squish over a bit in order not to touch it. My book was
interesting, yet deep, and I struggled to concentrate as the train moved along,
my eyes occasionally darting to the book held over the leg next to me.
Eventually we came near my town, and the person the leg belonged to
immediately noticed that I was gathering my things together. “Is this your
stop?” he asked, graciously rising from his seat.
“Thank you, not quite yet,” I replied.
I became aware that he had thick, light-gray hair and crinkles around
his eyes. He was tall and spoke in a distinguished way. “I see you got about as
far in your book as I did in mine,” he said.
I laughed, since I was still on the same page I had started out on. It
contained a diagram about structural engineering. Before I knew it, this
stranger and I were discussing physics and the latest theory he had heard,
propounded by a professor Greene. Before I left, he introduced himself as Peter
and shook my hand.
Wow! I thought to myself, What stimulating people you can meet when
you travel to the city! New Yorkers have a bad rap. I remembered the kind bus
driver who had let my friend ride with insufficient fare and the handsome

stranger who had helped me pick out a necklace. These things had happened
on days when I was only visiting New York, but now that I was commuting
every week, I vowed to remain open to friendly exchanges and never view
someone as merely a leg encroaching on my space. I already enjoyed not having
to drive. I also enjoyed the occasional live music and culinary variety at Grand
Central Terminal. Commuting, it seemed, could be fun.
One evening I stopped to buy a bottle of juice at the station as I rushed
to catch the train home. The vendor gave me a cup of ice along with the
unchilled beverage. This presented a rather tricky problem: How was I to open
the bottle with one hand while holding the cup in the other? There was only
standing room left in the car, so I couldn’t put the cup on my lap. I decided to
be bold and request help from a stranger standing nearby who was faced with
the same difficulty: “I’ll hold your cup if you’ll hold mine,” I said.
“That’s a good one,” he replied.
Why did he say that? I wondered. Does he think I don’t really mean it? Or
is he actually mistaking my remark for a pickup line? I stood with my back
against an ad, awkwardly grasping the bottle and the plastic cup and trying to
keep my pocketbook and tote straps from sliding down my shoulders. As the
train began to move, I watched the slight, gray-suited stranger to see if he
would offer to hold my cup after all or hand me his. That’s when I noticed
something odd about his sport coat: The left sleeve was hanging limply down
his side. I struggled with a feeling of disbelief as I realized that the man had
only one arm! He must have thought I was making a joke about it. Before I
could say anything in my defense, he walked down the aisle and out of my

view.
I looked at the people around me, mortified, wondering who might have
heard this exchange and whether they thought I was an insensitive teaser of a
handicapped person. No one met my gaze. If something as startling as this can
happen, no wonder commuters often avoid talking to each other, I thought. But I
won’t let this odd occurrence make me shun interaction with others. I won’t put
blinders on and travel in my own little world.
***
Then more uncomfortable things began to happen. A toll clerk barked
indecipherable words at me when I asked for directions. Other men who sat
next to me on the train didn’t read interesting books, like Peter; they read their
newspapers and sometimes inconsiderately touched me with their elbows while
doing so. The people at my new job didn’t get into lengthy conversations about
anything, let alone physics, so I fought against a feeling of isolation the whole
time I was in the city. That’s why my ears pricked up one day on the elevator
when the small talk of two young men turned interesting.
“We’re going up,” the casually dressed white man said to the black man
who stepped in.
“That’s OK: What goes up must come down,” the other responded.
“That’s what Newton said, right?”
“I think so. Or maybe it was Galileo,” the first man replied as he stepped
out onto his floor.
This is when I chimed in. “Actually, I don’t think either of them said that.
In fact, one of Newton’s laws is that a thing in motion will stay in motion in the

same direction. So if something is going up, it won’t come down if it can break
away from Earth’s gravity. Let’s see, that would happen at about 25,000 miles
an hour, wouldn’t it?”
The remaining man’s eyes had widened during my little lecture. Unlike
Peter, who would at least have had an opinion about it, this guy was obviously
completely unsure of the escape velocity pertaining to the Earth.
“Well, it sure beats discussing the weather,” my elevator mate said as he
left. But I doubted his sincerity. He may, in fact, have been calculating the
velocity of his own escape from the situation.
As time went on, I enjoyed my commute only on the days I ran into an
old friend at the station. We would sit together, discussing our new lives and
our old, and sometimes share gripes about fellow passengers. It was comforting
traveling with someone who knew me in a context outside the trip, who knew
what I was truly like, not just what I appeared to be during a brief moment of
interaction. I would look for him in the morning, my attention drawn to any
gangly guy coming up the platform steps. Some people would notice my gaze. I
would make my face a blank wall to them, reserving my friendliness solely for
my friend.
The very blinders I had vowed not to put on seemed to be showing up on
my head. One morning, after I paid for my en route cappuccino, I heard a male
voice say, “Are you quite finished now?” He sounded excessively polite, maybe
sarcastic; I was too concerned with stuffing my change into my wallet to care
much whom he was addressing. He was standing nearby, but my eyes looked
past him and toward the counter where the cinnamon was. As I headed over

there, the words “I hate you [expletive expletive] New York people!” struck my
ears.
“What’s that all about?” I vaguely wondered. “Sounds like a crazy person
is yelling at somebody.”
“Next time you cut in front, choose someone else!” rang out in the coffee
shop.
It suddenly occurred to me that these angry comments had been aimed
in my direction and came from the man who had stood beside me. “Wait! I’m
not a New York person!” I wanted to exclaim. “I’m from the suburbs: I’m polite!
If I cut you off, it’s because I was distracted.” A worker had been mopping the
floor near the counter, and I had looked down. A pair of legs had backed away
from the counter, and I had moved into their spot. What was wrong with that?
But as I left the café, I wondered if I had become “one of them”: a self-absorbed
city person, concentrating so hard on not spilling my own coffee and not
forgetting my own change that I failed to comprehend others except as
obstacles in my path. The angry man had been a pair of legs to me, then a
voice; I never saw his face or even his coat. He, though, may have closely
observed my appearance. I wondered if he would recognize me there in the
future and cause another scene. What was I to do?
Where to get my morning coffee became a problem to be solved, whereas
previously only my afternoon caffeine consumption had been an issue. This is
because no one made coffee at my office. I had to hunt around for it on the
street below. One afternoon I decided to walk into a little shop that had a bright
yellow banner hanging vertically beside its glass door. Through the door

appeared the colorful fruit-and-vegetable pictures on the side of the Fresh
Samantha refrigerator. “Good afternoon, ladies,” the proprietor said. “What can
I get you?”
I turned and saw that a thin, strawberry blonde woman had entered
right upon my heels. “Do you know what you want?” she asked me, indicating
that if I didn’t have my order in mind, she was certainly eager to give hers.
“I’ll have an iced chai,” I said, for a change of pace.
“And what can I get your friend?” he asked.
I looked over at the woman. Her face was expressionless as she placed
her order. It didn’t seem to register with her that we had just been designated
friends. She had come in for coffee, not small talk, and she paced the tiny wood
floor as she waited for her drink. I didn’t respond either: To say, “She’s not my
friend,” would sound antisocial, and almost an expression of my true feelings
rather than a mere statement of fact: There was nothing friendly about her,
and I was not drawn to her. Her bland eyes with pale eyelashes refused to
settle on anything and seemed to only look inward. The proprietor handed her
her coffee before he finished making my chai.
“Can I get you two anything else?” he asked, as he put ice cubes in my
tea.
“No thanks,” I answered, for myself and seemingly for her.
“I’m leaving two dollars by the cash register,” the woman said, as she
walked toward the door. He didn’t hear. She repeated her statement and left,
obviously too busy to wait for any ringing up of numbers.
The proprietor came over with my tea, and I explained about the money

on the counter. “Oh, I thought she was with you,” he said.
“No, she just came in behind me,” I replied, looking at the face of a man
so determined to connect to people himself, he even fell into connecting strange
people to each other. He was short, dark, and muscular, and the jazz on his
sound system soothed me.
“I like your music,” I said.
“I like your hat,” he said.
“Thanks,” I replied. “I got it at an arts festival.”
“Do you work around here?”
“Yes, down the street.”
“What company?”
“A company that does direct-mail advertising. I’m a proofreader.”
“I was going to say, you look like a writer.”
This gregarious man saw not only my hat but also straight into my heart.
At heart, if not by profession, I was a writer. There was nothing I’d rather look
like.
“Come back again,” he said, as I turned to leave.
“I will,” I answered. And, for the sake of my humanity, I knew I would.

ROOM WITH A VIEW
From the 23rd floor,
Camille can see red taillights
flashing along Van Ness
as traffic untangles itself
after the annual St. Patty’s parade.
Half-drunk revelers topped with
sparkling emerald bowler hats
spill from Barbary Coast bars,
congest bus and trolley stops.
She has opened a bottle of Pinot Noir,
is naked under her white robe,
sits cross-legged on a soft bed.
Sips wine and watches ant-sized dramas
as they unfold, run their course,
melt away on the sidewalks below.
Later, she will carefully apply eyeliner,
a dab of Serpentine behind each ear,
slide into something skinny and black,
join the seething San Francisco masses
trolling for love on a Saturday night.
There will be loud blues, green martinis
and beer, perhaps a new man,
many drinks on the house.
—Jennifer Lagier

HOUSE RED
Solitude is a glass of wine
at the restaurant bar
after the kitchen has closed.
It keeps you company but doesn’t speak.
It hijacks your tongue like a new language,
listens raptly to your poems filled with longing,
the ones you aren’t even whispering.
You feel yourself now, accompanying your old friend
Red. Oceans from home, glass full of luminescence,
a raindrop lit by otherness.
Is solitude somehow your lineage?
No doubt it will heat your belly, bring forth old
memories, drown out losses.
This feeling of deceleration tells you nothing,
nor does the idea of a poem hatching, nor the stroke
of your four-day-old whiskers.
Don’t read about it in the self-help section, don’t drink it,
don’t walk with it along the river.
Did you just order another glass?
Go sit down and watch TV with her,
while she knits in pajamas
under a cashmere blanket, eating strawberries.
It’s late, man—go home.
—Alan Katz

A POSITIVE ADDICTION
by
Guy Wilkinson
She was trawling her iPhone at an outdoor table of a Commercial Drive
coffee shop when she glanced up and got a surprise. On the other side of the
street, kneeling beside a bicycle rack, locking up. How long since she’d last
seen him? Was she even sure it was him? Eventually he stood up, removing a
yellow bicycle helmet to wipe the sweat from his brow. His ash-blond hair had
been cut short, but her instincts had been correct. It was Stevie—Steven Price.
There’d been some gossip, she remembered now, about him moving to L.A. For
a test screening, someone had said. He appeared, as he had the last time she’d
seen him, wiry, almost gaunt, legs lean and muscular. He looked around, and
then to Vanessa’s surprise squarely at her, as if it were her he’d been looking
for all along.
She pretended not to have seen him. Turned her face away.
Traffic on foot and traffic in cars, traffic in the alleyways. He was crossing
the street. It wasn’t sunny—it was fall and the sky was almost white and the
leaves were in the gutter—but he was dressed for summer, wearing a faded red
T-shirt, oil-stained green shorts, sandals. Unshaven, but his blond beard was
scant. He stood over her, with a smile intended to disarm. “It’s you, isn’t it,” he
said.
He had the advantage of height; she had to smile up to him. “Steven
Price.”

“You remember,” he said, laughing. He was gauging her. “Mind if I join
you?”
“I’m not staying long. But go ahead.”
“Vanessa,” he said, sitting across from her. “Vanessa… It’s been a while.”
“Must be five years.”
A server came to the table to take his order. He dismissed her, saying he
was just visiting, but as she was turning away he requested a glass of water.
“You’re looking well, Vanessa. Healthy.”
“Thanks.” She set her phone down on the table, beside the Burberry
sunglasses and her car keys, which she saw him looking at. She could have
asked the obvious questions; he must have wanted her to, if he’d taken the
trouble to approach her. But she waited, forcing him to speak first. “So—you’re
still here,” he said, gesturing at the passing traffic. “The Drive. East Van. Guess
you just can’t leave it behind.”
“I leave it,” Vanessa answered. “Often, in fact. Maybe you recall the
business plan I had—I must have told you about it. Well, I implemented it.”
“Business plan. Yeah.”
“After my trip to Central America. Starting my own import company.”
“Oh yeah,” he said. “Import company. So you travel. Where d’ya go?”
“Honduras. Costa Rica. Panama.”
“Nice!”
“I’ve got a shop here. And a little gallery in San Jose. Costa Rica, not
California.”
He seemed pleased about that. “What do you import?”

“Art. Handicrafts. Textiles.”
“I’ve learned some Spanish,” said Steven.
“Fluent here.”
“I learned it in jail. Down in the States.”
Vanessa set her glass mug down. He had the innocent expression of a
child. “Now why’d you tell me that?” she asked.
“Just being honest,” he said. “No more lies.”
“Good. That’s good. And is this admission a part of a general policy, or is
something more specific intended?”
He smiled lazily at that. “You have that way of putting things. No, I came
back because there were issues from the past, from my past, that needed to be
addressed. It’s not specific. It started with family, and friends, but it extends to
just about anyone I had contact with, really.”
He had a slow, rhythmic way of speaking that was different from what
she remembered. How had it been before? Abrupt? Cynical? Dismissive? She
felt a moment’s discomfort. “Should I be nervous?” she asked. “What are we
talking about here?”
“Atonement.”
“To me?”
“Not only. But yes.”
Now she was embarrassed. “Listen, Steven, forget about it. It was no big
deal. You don’t owe me any atonement.”
“Good. You forgive me. But I also need to forgive myself. I owe you, at
least, an explanation. Otherwise everything’s unresolved. See, back then, my

head was in a different space. I was like, totally selfish. Egotistical. I didn’t care
about people. I used them. I did it to you—and when I thought I’d had enough,
I walked away, didn’t think twice about it. I was a hedonist; that’s just how I
rolled. I believed in nothing but pleasure; it was all I wanted and I was out to
get as much of it as possible. What else, I thought, did life have to offer? But
that way of thinking nearly did me in. I went down to L.A.; I was gonna be a
movie star, prosperous, a celebrity. But all I ended up doing was a television
commercial for mini golf, and the money I made got spent on tequila and meth,
to which I became addicted, and that ultimately led to incarceration. I tell you
this because I want to apologize for former conduct. I was not in a healthy
place. It was like I was disabled.”
“An apology wouldn’t buy me a cup of coffee,” said Vanessa.
He’d been leaning forward, toward her, but now he leaned back. “I know;
apologies are cheap. But here’s what I really want to tell you. I’ve changed. I’m
a changed man. It’s true, there’s nothing in prison except time to think;
sometimes the judicial system does good after all. I rehabbed. And I got close to
the chaplain there. He’s an enlightened man. He told me about the original
hedonists, the Epicureans, who valued pleasures of the mind as the highest
good. And he taught me about the doctrine of Jesus Christ, who showed us
that the means to happiness and self-fulfillment lie in devoting oneself to good
works, to the assistance of others in need.”
This was an unexpected turn. Vanessa had no reply.
“When I got out,” he told her, “I took those lessons to heart. I registered
in online courses. I worked with a needle exchange program in Compton. I did

that for two years, until my father got sick. I came home then, but now I’m
volunteering at the Food Bank, at the Carnegie Centre, and I’m taking classes
at Langara College. I’ve completely turned my life around. Where I used to take,
now instead I give.”
“Commendable,” said Vanessa.
Steven heaved a contented sigh to signal the removal of weight. “I wasn’t
actively looking for you,” he said, “but I knew, if I encountered you, I’d have to
make the effort to explain myself.”
“I’m grateful for the consideration.”
“Of course. Because you’ve done me a good turn, allowing me to speak
frankly to you about this. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there’s no
greater satisfaction than in helping someone else. You want to do it more. It’s a
positive addiction.”
Vanessa smiled.
“Hey, I won’t take up your time. But listen, maybe someday you’ll have
something you want to say to me. Call me if that’s the case; we could have a
meaningful dialogue. I’d love to tell you more about God’s word.”
“Yeah, sure,” said Vanessa. He stood up then, smiled down at her, hands
in his pockets. He nodded his head. “God bless you,” he said. Then he crossed
the Drive, unlocked his bike, and was gone.
Vanessa picked up her phone, car keys, and shades. “What an asshole!”
she thought. Simplistic in his hedonism, he was now simplistic in martyrdom,
and truth be told, she preferred the sinner to the saint. Finishing her coffee,

she paid her bill and walked to her BMW, parked just up the road. On the
corner a street person called out to her, saying, “Good-day, Miss.”
Vanessa ignored him.

A HYMN TO THE PACIFIC GYRE
I treat my body less than a temple;
a temple should be tidy—at least
clean-shaven, unpolluted by the toxins
I delight in, the common market
toxins laid open on the altar of the liver,
kidneys, heart, and bowels (Praise be bowels).
Holy libations, how I suffer open-throated
drain pipes, desecrated by abusive
horrors of the shattering wine glass.
Spirit, can you live within my detritus,
making a home among the littering pollution?
Clear a spot with the wide sweep of holy wings
and nestle upon the shelving.
—Thomas Sabel

Hoodie
—Courtney Kenny Porto

SLIPPING
For years my Catholic cloak has covered me,
Protected me, kept me warm in its embrace.
I’ve grown into its waves and folds
Since it first enwrapped my baby soul
But recently I have started feeling
The secular chill it has guarded me from.
While others have thrown it off in disgust,
I have simply been careless and let it slip
Slowly down my shoulders,
Inch by inch, year after year,
Disappointed at first, then indifferent
Learning I can live with the cold.
As the cool air sucks my warmth away,
I wonder if I should care
Or if I could survive if I just let the fabric fall
To my ankles and step away,
Leaving it crumpled on the ground.
—Eloísa Pérez-Lozano

THE MESSAGE
I cradle my smartphone, attached to my hands
Like rosary beads, expectant of the message
And observe the curve of a young woman’s thigh
Her hand as she caresses her skintight pants while I
Sip a mocha in the coffee shop by the college
I once imagined myself professor. I scroll for the message,
Yet I only get Viagra and Cialis, a poem by Mark Strand
On turning one hundred, which he never will,
And offers, ads, and offers, more offers and scams.
I drink my coffee and watch the woman’s light touch.
She reminds me of a girl I spent one night with
in college, twenty years ago. I wish I could wake
beside her again that morning, when I couldn’t
check a phone for a message that would alter my life.
Once a gift, the lending of the years is upon me,
and the sun aches brighter as the afternoon wears on.
—Alejandro Escudé

THE PHOTO BOOTH
by
Shashank Mané
The vintage photo booth located at Central Railway Station was now one
of the older standing establishments of the city center. A large off-white plastic
box lined with black and red paint markings bore inviting words to those who
passed by to step inside and capture the moment for a few dollars. The inner
area of the box was shielded with a large black curtain that kept out light and
provided privacy to those taking a picture within. Through the years passed,
the thick black curtain had faded to a grayish tone. The paint markings had
diminished over the box with letters missing from the scripted text. Through
occasional repair and changing times, the large photo booth had remained
untouched.
The booth had been used extensively in the previous decade by people
both young and old on their days and evenings out around the town. Now, the
seldom-used booth stood out as an artifact from the previous generation for the
young people who would walk by, disconnected with this odd piece of history.
With the invention of smartphones and social media, the photo booth had
diminished in popularity. Infrequently, lone visitors would step inside to take
passport pictures. The booth was now all but obsolete, and more recently, it
failed to deliver pictures that were taken due to technical difficulties.
Steven, a handyman hired by the railway station, was responsible for
dismantling and disposing of the photo booth. Though it had been previously

repaired, the time had finally come to remove the piece from the station.
Steven, like many who had spent their youth in the city, had memories of this
booth. On more than one occasion, he had stumbled in with friends late at
night to capture memories in ridiculous poses and expressions. Now assigned
to remove the photo booth from the station, Steven saw it only as a sign of the
changing times and progression into the depths of the twenty-first century.
Steven took to dismantling the booth, removing the curtain and
unhooking the seats inside. He unscrewed, plied, and pulled apart the booth to
manageable proportions in order to discard it. As he lifted the final piece of the
booth that was the base, he stumbled upon photos of young couples and
groups of friends that had gotten lost below the stall. Some were riddled with
dust and grease, splattered with dried liquid and other muck that had found
its way to nest under the large booth.
As he looked at the photos, Steven was startled to find one of himself.
Picking it up, he observed the photo. It was a black-and-white print with him at
the center, surrounded by old friends struggling to fit their faces into the small
picture. Steven laughed in disbelief, dusting off the photo and taking a second
look. He had no recollection of the night but was now reminded of his friends in
the photo, some of whom he had not seen for years. This small stained photo, a
distant memory, was now sitting in Steven’s hands where it belonged. A piece
of his past tucked safely under the booth was now uncovered. Placing the
photo delicately in his pocket, he continued working to disassemble the relic,
shaking his head and smiling.

HOUSE PAINTING
I’ve raised my crooked
steeple against another
summer Sunday;
brush and putty knife
set just so, damp rag
rung-draped,
paint hanging on
this homemade hook—
I’ve scraped away
most every reason
I might design to descend.
Stranded and leaning
against these eaves,
a grand view
doubtless behind me,
I forget how many
times I’ve added
color to this spot,
my ladder ticking
around the house
for twenty years of Sundays.
And this clockwork
will not stop
until the chore
is finally done,
and I lower myself down
onto the dooryard’s
warm grass waiting.
—Kevin Casey

PROCESSION OF LATE-NIGHT CONFESSIONS
Sometimes coffee spilled over all
the pages, Post-its of my thoughts—
soaked-through milky smell
concealing tears felt—
is a ritual cleansing,
like baptism, spring cleaning
purging of sin.
I won’t send a plague on this house,
I’m sorry, this house is not a home
rain-streaked windows
make this place more livable.
We like to talk of christenings
in lieu of baptisms in blood
I am not a martyr; I know I am not a martyr.
I know not who I am
but I know 5 a.m.
and its cousins—hunger sans appetite,
dry heaving over toilets, the silence
like scalpels, silence like UV rays
burning my skin with the lights turned off;
silence—
you wouldn’t believe me if I told you
how 5 a.m. is a scalding cup of chamomile
I pour down my throat every night
and every time I’m still surprised
when it burns.
—Yana Lyandres

BURNED
You drift through my head like that smoky morn
that I said good-bye to your cheating eyes.
I couldn’t live with reminders of your face,
so I burned your visage in flames,
burned everything you gave me.
The police collected your ashes from my backyard.
I’ll never forget you.
—Jodi Adamson

“HAVE YOU EVER LOVED A RUNAWAY SLAVE?”
I have—
she ran again before
I was questioned.
I remained heroic.
My life depends on yellowbirds
with cerulean
eyes flying
away,
your flight being damaged, without
dreams in a cynical trance
headed toward the ground;
I wanted you to stop running, Sara,
but you were deafened by pinholes.
I breathed again
into you
then held my breath,
would not leave yet
would never say it again.
In this life, we find ourselves in a tunnel:
hallways to the left and right.
A light above me bears
an escape plan.
I could rest here, but
something in me walked both paths,
neither having wanted wear
and I swore flies were nearby.
You thought I’d walk on the left
but I soon went right.
On the other side of the ghastly walls,
I knew you fell
to a separate path.
I wish your blue eyes
could have seen through
the darkness.
—Dallas Jones

