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Yes ma’am, I’m in favor 
of what they’re doing 
in that big white building. 
If they were selling raffle  
tickets to flip the switch  
I would buy a roll of them. 
This night has been a long  
time coming. It took that  
sombitch one hour to kill  
the girl but it took the state  
            
Ten years to return the favor.  
Me and my hunting buddies  
could have done the job before  
the biscuits were ready. Have  
we been drinking? Well, I’m  
not going to lie, we’ve had a  
few but that truck won’t move  
an inch until I’m stone cold  
sober. We’re keeping an eye 
on those hippies over there 
 
Making sure they stay  
respectful. I see a lot of  
tears shed but nobody has  
said boo about that poor  
little dead girl. I’ll tell you  
the truth: there’s a general 
assault on traditional values  
 
(no stanza break) 
 



 

 
and law abiding people, but  
everything is going to be all 
right because the hearse should  
come rolling by any minute.  
 



 

When did you write the poem? 
I wrote it a few weeks ago. It’s part of a series of poems I’m writing on 

capital punishment. Each poem represents a different perspective on the 
subject, and together they actually tell a story.  Despite the fact that the 
entire series tells a story, I want each poem stand on its own as an indi-
vidual work. “Waiting for the Hearse” has an interesting voice in that it 
represents someone who is not directly affected by the execution that is 
about to take place. The character has chosen to become part of the pro-
cess as a sort of representative for the victim. 

 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

This particular poem was inspired by the viewpoint that the death 
penalty is a just punishment and should be carried out in a swift and effi-
cient manner. Keep in mind that none of these poems are meant to repre-
sent my own viewpoints on the subject. They simply reflect the views of 
the various voices that are included in the series. The voice in this poem is 
that of a blue collar “hard working-hard partying” country boy, which 
represents a great many friends and co-workers of mine when I worked in 
textile mills in North Georgia. The overall subject of capital punishment is 
interesting to me because it is a process that attempts to be very formal 
and procedural, but it can never escape its essential nature, which is terri-
bly emotional and traumatic. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? 

The hardest part was trying not to go overboard with the country boy 
perspective. Its voice comes easy for me, so it’s tempting to play that hand 
a bit too aggressively. There are other voices in this series of poems that 
were much harder. For some reason, the voices of people who oppose 
capital punishment I found harder to write. I really had to immerse myself 
in those characters. 



 

 
Do you primarily write poetry? 

Yes, when I write for pleasure, poetry is what I write. I think in short 
concise bursts, so it’s a natural art form for the way my brain works. My 
poems tend to be in a prose style, coming directly from the voice of a 
character. I try to tell concrete, gripping stories in my poetry. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process? 

It always starts with the first line. A strong first line is a warm invita-
tion for the second line. And on and on. Maybe the uniqueness of the way 
I write poetry is that I try to submerge myself in the voice of the poem. So 
if I’m writing a poem about prison guard, I’ve truly got to transform my-
self into a prison guard. I try to become the real voice of poem. The voice 
has to be deep and emotional, not cool and detached. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I saw some cover art for Driftwood Press that really grabbed my atten-
tion. The covers are simply beautiful, so I was hooked. I know that 
sounds a little infantile, but it’s true. Once I got past the cover, I was in-
trigued by the fact that most of the works were followed by interviews 
with the writers. This really provides some interesting perspective on what 
they were thinking. And finally, the quality of writing is outstanding. I’m 
very proud to be included. 



 

 

Your decorative  
throw has shed 
like cotton- 
wood. I pick tufts 
from my shirt, emblaz- 
oned with a symbol for something 
that will never know grace. 
 
We sit writing sins 
to wordless sheets, folding 
them to little boxes 
on a bed beneath 
a burnt-out bulb. 
 
The just lay back and 
let me comes 
like rain against 
the edges, 
 
release I take 
in tufts 
to everywhere 
 
I go mistaking 
home.



 

When did you write the poem?  
It came about over this summer, sort of by accident. 

 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  

I tend to write in fragments, so while many details of my own life 
show up in poems (say, a burnt out bulb), they're not particularly confes-
sional. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

It was mostly just a matter of having patience with it until it took the 
proper shape. 
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

Yes, exclusively at the moment. I've fiddled with a lot of different 
things in the past, but poems have been by far the most challenging, and 

ultimately, rewarding. 
 

What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I do a lot of "sketching" or automatic writing by hand in notebooks. 
Poems show up that way, and most of the time I have a lot of leftover 
lines and images that end up hooking up with each other afterwards, as 
was the case here.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

The good word of my colleague Olivia Olson.  



 

 
 

“We own a lot of property,” I explained, while walking through the trees. 
Last fall’s leaves still made the ground’s mosaic, and coming to the clearing 
where my mother kept the marble sculptures, you asked about the lone 
headstone. “My grandfather stole it years ago; and now we keep it here for 
him.” You understood and nodded as I laid down the damp lawn chair 
cushions. First, you pulled me to the ground. In the hour between light and 
dark I saw your breasts, and your skin matched his headstone. I felt tenta-
tive,  

but you pulled my hands  
to your body and said, “He’ll  
close his eyes for us.” 



 

When did you write the poem? 
I drafted “A Haibun Approval” almost three years ago, and it is one of 

the oldest poems I keep hanging around. 
 

What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  

The occasion for the poem was one of the first moments of physical 
intimacy I ever had with a woman, which (at the time) was thrown into a 
stark relief when I still hadn’t come out as lesbian or queer. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

Poems of mine that involve overt sexual acts and also involve family 
can present problems in regards to my tone and message. It took many 
drafts to balance the speaker’s sexuality with the grandfather’s omnipo-
tence. I couldn’t let the readers pervert the grandfather, and that perver-
sion is so often a part of reading contemporary poetry and narrative.  
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I studied poetry for five years at Penn State and now I am in Alabama 
studying non-fiction. So, I don’t think there is much rhyme or reason to 
genre. In fact, I think the haibun form of prose to poetry presents an 
analogy that tackles the writing I do.  
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

My creative process is always evolving. One month I will be a morning 
writer, another I won’t start drafting until 1:00 a.m. My consistent quirk, 
though, is listening to the same song on loop for the entirety of the draft-
ing process (a whole album for essays and stories). I use the footnote 
function for song titles, so that I don’t forget if I leave the piece and re-
turn later. If curious, the song I listened to write and revise “A Haibun 



 

Approval” was Volcano Choir’s “Seeplymouth.” 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

Honestly? I saw a copy of the first issue and I have a deep obsession 
with white-tailed deer. So, I suppose I did the unthinkable and “judged 
the book by the cover.” After that, I read the free downloads and wanted 
to be a part of the action. 



 

 
 
There’s a city of red fire growing from your head, 
aware of these thoughts, the lovers get lost 
in a rowboat at sea. Birthdays for the dead— 
a fox in New York joins the pride. Misandry costs 
 
the ripple effect of time, a poem recedes in waves, 
George Bush paints with fetid frosted greens. 
Grasshoppers be damned, the dragonfly saves, 
a quarter century for rusted mattress springs. 
 
Put on your black bandana and tattoo your hands, 
the holy spirit exists in a Macbook’s tongue, 
the trees are the working poor. Chalkboard dance, 
a child’s death is a dandelion gun. 
 
The Easter Bunny is a narcissist, 
a skull the spiders just cannot resist. 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote this poem sometime in the last year over a period of two 

months, during which time I wrote forty-two poems, because forty-two is 
the meaning of life.  

 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

The "facebook poems" are a series of pieces that I wrote inspired di-
rectly from things I observed in my facebook feed. Each poem is a 
patchwork of random inspirations which allowed me to find connections 
and images I probably never would have come up with on my own. Dur-
ing the process I decided to write some sonnets, and this was one of 
those. I put all of the pieces into a collection I am also shopping around, 
titled Fukushima Franco. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? 

As with any formal poem, the meter was the most difficult thing to 
maintain, and I probably didn’t do very well. I typically write free verse. 

 
Do you primarily write poetry? 

I have primarily published poetry, but I also write fiction, which can 
be found online if you look for it.  

 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

When I write, it's mostly stream of consciousness. It's a battle of dis-
tractions. I smear mud under my eyes and fight the good fight until my cat 
walks across the keyboard and ruins everything.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

A shared love for the experimental. 



 

After the brunch she binge watches  

the clouds, ignoring the fruit salad 

as oxygen brown-rusts the uneaten 

 

bananas. She will wait all day for  

darkness, the faint hope of night’s 

forgetfulness, of guests who failed 

 

to arrive, of one-time lovers who  

came with new partners like new 

prayers, of her parents and questions 

 

about “What now?” as though more  

than these hours are expiring. She 

has not met anyone recently, does 

 

not have plans to switch careers, or 

to take night classes, but knows, even 

without knowing why it matters, that 

the moon will show clouds rolling by.  

 



 

When did you write the poem? 
I wrote the poem during the summer, when my schedule permitted me 

to focus about an hour a day on crafting and revising poetry. 
 

What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

  Probably the poem’s connection to my own life is the idea of binge-
watching the clouds, taking the time to relax in the summer. 

 
Do you primarily write poetry? 

 While I write short stories, and have a novel coming out soon, I fo-
cused on poetry over the summer, first reading a poem from someone 
else, then using an image or the title and writing in either opposition to it, 
or coming to it at an oblique angle.  

 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I was drawn to Driftwood partially because of the Updike quotation 
they use on Poets & Writers, as he is one of my favorite authors, and I en-
joyed what poetry I saw on their site.  



 

 



 

 
             The artist 

who jumped over a vampire, 
had reached the woman 

but he could not think 
how to ask for it. 

 
I will be making 
all know where 

we are in the story 
of his character. 

 
Read his hand 

written in red ink. 
 

So take the stage 
out of my head. 

It must begin 
with disappointment. 

 
          Everybody makes a laugh    

  He said, 
  “ Myth is dull as ditch-water. 
  I’m a mere symbol away 

from the notes in the reading.”  
 
“Go gently,” 
the hollow lies said, 
dropping ash 
on the prostitutes 
again.  
 



 

Do you primarily write poetry?  
No. I am primarily an artist and photographer. The greatest influence 

upon my work is the idea of intermedia as conceived by the Fluxus, Dick 
Higgins. Other influences include Aaron Siskind, Tom Phillips, and Brion 
Gysin. 

 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process? 

As an artist, my creative process works a little like this: An idea comes 
to mind internally and I try to listen to what it needs to be externally real-
ized. As this kind of communication goes back and forth between myself 
and the idea, a framework is created. I use this framework to map out the 
necessary actions to create the work. Now the act of chance is a very large 
part of what interests me as an artist and I allow it to make itself known at 
opportune times. For me, life is compromise in action and my art is a 
creative extension of this belief. 

As for these found poems, well, they were attempted after I saw a lo-
cal library discarding their books. I wondered if there was a way to give 
the words in these books new life. I first attempted to make altered book 
art, thinking of Ann Hamilton’s Tropos. However, I was more selective in 
the text I was burning and started lifting out shapes. I showed some of my 
initial “burnings” to a college and they suggested I become familiar with 
Tom Phillips. After I read The Humument, I knew poetry was the form this 
work was meant to take. 



 

 
 
The young girl sat with the dead bird cupped in her hands.  The cat killed it. 

But that was not the end. 

The end of the cat was much worse. 

Hobo (dead cat) lay lifeless as a stuffed dove upon a shelf. 

I do think when Rigor mortis sets in  

the dead are done comforting you:  it is 

time to dig the hole. 

Copious bones of family lie under my garden 

rising each spring in the flesh of cherry tomatoes. 

If Barries’ fairies were born of the  

first baby’s laugh, what was born of 

the first baby’s tears? 

Acceptance of death spreads  

as the roots of an oak infuse the earth: 

Three women in a bar arguing which had 

seen the most appalling autopsy photos. 

I think they all lost. 

The reality of dying is losing –  

a big “L” placed upon your forehead. 

A forehead which will rot away maybe 

slowly depending upon the tide, 

the fullness of the moon and 

the sweetness of the cherry tomatoes. 

 

 



 

When did you write the poem?  

I wrote “Tin Ferry” in September 2013. 
 

What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  

This poem was inspired by an event from my childhood. I had found a 
dead bird in my backyard (most probably killed by a cat) and I just sat on 
the steps on the back porch and held it for a while. This theme of death 
then continued as I recalled how a neighbor’s kitten was hit by a car on a 
Friday night near a neighborhood bar and the poem took off from there.  

 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I write mostly poetry.  I tend to gravitate toward prose poetry.  I also 
write flash fiction and short fiction. 

 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

My creative process usually starts with an event that has impacted my 
life in some way and the poem takes on a life of its own.  I never know 
where it will go.  I like to visualize what is happening in the poem as it 
unfolds kind of like I’m watching a movie. 

 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I don’t recall how I ended up on Driftwood Press website, but I do 
remember thinking how fascinated I was by the artwork and the poetry, 
which struck me as being both beautiful and meaningful. 

 
 

 



 

 
 
We’ve divided   the harbor  
in the only proper,  logical way:   
In a fenced in   semi-circle  
 
in the shallows,  children squeal  
and dive, shoot   water from guns  
into water.  Out   in the cove  
 
boats with names   rest, waiting  
like hearth gazing   heroes anxious  
for adventures.    Beyond them:   
 
The deep world   we can’t see  
from land, must   dream, imagine – 
where we may   drown nonetheless. 
 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote it about three or four months ago.  I tend to have more free 

time in the summer, and I try to walk by the harbor near where we live as 
much as possible.  This sequence happened spontaneously out of those 
walks. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

On the most obvious level, "Lines" -- and the other poems in the 
chapbook manuscript it belongs to -- were inspired by images from the 
harbor itself.  I also read a lot in Jungian psychology and esoteric religion, 
so, for me, there are psychological and theological levels for some of the 
poems as well.  Some of them, this one in particular, are also presenta-
tions of the dialogue between nature and civilization, a conversation that 
grows more and more important as our ecological and environmental 
crises demand increasing attention. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

The hardest part of writing these poems was everything else except for 
writing the poems.  A lot of transitions were going on -- all of them posi-
tive, but still demanding attention.  The walks on which I wrote these 
poems were my calm, reflective, meditative, grounding time, and the first 
drafts of these poems came quite naturally.  They were sparked by inter-
esting moments in which the "natural" world of the half-natural setting 
seemed to express one or more of the "other" worlds I mentioned above; 
for the most part I just tried to write down all of what I saw on various 
levels without deviating from the images themselves -- actually, to answer 
your question directly, that synthesis of simplicity and complexity was 
probably the hardest part.  
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 



 

personal writing process?  
I think I have to relearn "my" process every time I begin a new se-

quence of poems.  With this sequence, it began with just going on walks 
because I enjoyed getting out of the apartment and being by the water.  A 
process pattern emerged in which an arresting image would present itself, 
and I would keep thinking about it as I walked -- then rush home to write 
it all down.  After a few of these experiences, I learned to bring a pen and 
paper with me!  Editing and revision were involved, of course, but they 
were much more natural with these poems and almost always about let-
ting content dictate form, which is not usually the case for me.  Those are 
usually my favorite parts of the process, so it was kind of a new experi-
ence with these poems to be ok with a poem at ten or twenty reads as 
opposed to my usual fifty or sixty.  
 



 

Mrs. X, in “character shoes,” 
in the YMCA basement studios, 
takes my Gumby doll in her hands. 
Point your toes! she commands. 
He won’t. She shows 
him how. He still won’t. My sisters 
are there, as in every class 
we take. It is 1966. 
Mrs. X. takes my foot in one hand, 
Jackie Pearlman’s in the other, and she sticks 
our feet up above our ears. 
I feel everyone there hating us— 
and then, the years 
of work awaiting us. 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I’m not sure exactly when, but some years back. Lately this poem has 

become the first, then second, then title poem of my current manuscript, 

so I was very happy that it was chosen.  
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

This poem is autobiographical. I don’t recall the dance teacher’s 
name—hence the X—but I remember her, from the perspective of a very 
young child, as an exotic-seeming person, perhaps the first person I'd ever 
met who dyed her hair. She smoked in the studio, perhaps, and was glam-
orous in a faded and somewhat jaded way, with jet-black hair and those 
clicking high heels, there in the dank-ish setting of a YMCA basement. I 
never saw the basement or her again, so there they remain in a childhood 
fog of memory. I wasn’t old enough to wear the “character shoes”—high-
heeled tap shoes, as for flamenco—but I longingly observed the others 
who did, including my sisters. Then the situation reversed in ballet class, 
where Jackie Pearlman and I became the objects of envy. This was my 
first experience of the sting of jealousy. And the sting of responsibility—
to discipline and to art—which is also a theme of the manuscript. 

  
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? 

It was not a hard poem to write, though the fine details of revision are 
finicky for me and sort of endless for a while. 
 
Do you primarily write poetry? 

Since 1997 I’ve published four books of poetry, including the text of 
my concert performance piece Einstein’s Mozart. In recent years, I've also 
written opera libretti, lyrics for musical theater and cabaret, and some 
prose.  
 



 

What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process? 

Poems tend to come out whole, especially the short ones. Then the 
finicky revision mentioned above. A poem is like a musical score to me, 
and I use punctuation, stanza length, italics, and white space to deliver its 
tempi and inflections. I am also a professional classical musician, so 
there’s an influence.  

Then and now, I write in notebooks, forget what I’ve written, and dis-
cover it later, sometimes much later. 

I’ve written many sonnets and use rhyme a lot; as I write I look for-
wards to where I’m heading and backwards to where I’ve been, if that 
makes sense.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

Great writing and editorial integrity. 



 

 

 
On a plain horizontal to the plumb,  
fields of fescues and forbs aim sunward, 
golden sunflower petals hybridized for size  
glad-hand the wayfarer,  
and bees, carpenter and honey, 
dance the daily news of the orchard. 
A few contorted shapes, strange  
to the eye of coyote break 
the unmitigated stretch to the horizon.  
He scratches behind his right ear, lifts 
his leg against rusty iron. Hot spurts 
of tawny urine remind the world  
who stole fire and who can take it back.  
 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote the poem in the last two months of 2013. 
 

What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  
Finding the best words and phrases to embody an emotion is always 

the hardest part of writing any poem for me.  
 

Do you primarily write poetry?  
I have started to write short stories but poetry is still my prime means 

of expression. 
 

What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I encounter some experience, including another person’s work, that 
arouses an emotional response in me and then I compose a poem that 
embodies that emotion. 
 
What inspired the poem?  

2014 is the centennial of William Stafford’s birth and several journals 

and reviews are celebrating poems written about similar subjects and in-

spired by his style. This poem represents the third one that I produced 

during this period that will have been published. 



 

 
 

Boo! works the first time.  A little less the second.   
Then he begins to realize you are neither god  
nor ghost, that what shines at him in the night, 
your flashlight, has no power other than to reveal. 
Meanwhile, the cat in the house has gone wild  
with the urgency of annunciation.   

Outside, 
something big mouses the seeds as she imagines  
a rough beast slouching up to tongue out her existence. 
But you, you see only a bear, the color of night,  
shifting from left to right, backing away like a wrestler,  
until he shuffles past the fuzzy edge of the woods  
and on into the treed sanctuary you do not enter. 
 
Imagine a realm where all of winter is sleep.  
What dreams could hold you that long? 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I believe I began this poem about eight years ago. 

 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

I was house-sitting for a friend one night when I heard a sound which 
I thought was a mouse scratching under the kitchen sink counter.  It was 
when I approached the counter that I noticed the bird feeder moving 
through the window outside and that this was the source of the 
sound.  As I approached the window, I realized it was a bear at the bird 
feeder.  In a foolhardy attempt to save my friend’s bird feeder, I went 
outside with a flashlight and chased it away after a couple of at-
tempts.  Does this express a theme that is in my life?  I’m not sure.  I’m 
getting older so I guess I have less miles to go before I sleep.  Couple that 
with the dreams we have that we want fulfilled––or at least I have, I do 
ask myself how long can I keep those dreams alive and hope they will be 
fulfilled.  
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

Finding a satisfactory ending to the poem became the most difficult 
part.  Almost the entire poem came at once, but I have had numerous 
ending before settling for this one.  
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I do primarily write poetry and reviews of poetry books. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I used to try to write first thing in the morning every day, but lately, 
because I’ve taken on a part time job with an irregular schedule, my pro-
cess has become discombobulated. Actually, the schedule does repeat 



 

itself every two weeks, but that seems to be too long to internalize some 
visceral sense of rhythm to the schedule which would allow me to wake 
up and think writing instead of what domestic chores must I catch up 
with. Domestic chores versus writing poems day in and day out for a cou-
ple of years . . . "What dreams could hold you that long? 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I am always looking for new places to publish in and when I discov-
ered you through Duotrope, I noticed that Mary Crow, the former poet 
laureate of Colorado, had a poem in a recent issue. 

I am an acquaintance of hers, and admire her work very much, so that 
clinched it for me.  Thank you for choosing this poem. 



 

’

 

 
When I was little I kept a suitcase at the foot of my bed a suitcase in case 
of fires floods earthquakes        pirates. I would trace escape routes on the 
backs of my eyelids and sleep in the least traditional sense of the word. 
Now that I am older I keep no suitcase at the foot of my bed   only paral-
lelograms of moonlight on the powder blue carpet and a rubber moon in 
the sky refusing to erase the scars from the backs of my eyelids. The alarm 
blinks red every six and half breaths and the dancing shadows are a folded 
page I can’t help turning to and I think what if what if what if I could 
fall… 

 
but sleep  
won’t change the way my 
chest tightens 
each time I drive  
through 
a tunnel. 
 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote "Insomniac's Eulogy To the Moon" over the past summer, af-

ter the completion of a college writing course where I became inspired by 
the local writers who taught the class. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

The idea for the poem originally came from an online prompt, which I 
sat on for a while and when I was assigned to write a piece of prose poet-
ry for the first time, this was the result.   

As the eldest child of three, I tend to play the role of the worrier, and I 
drew from those experiences to create this poem. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

As a high school student, I have a tendency to censor myself while 
writing, and become too conscious of who might be reading it eventually. 
It's difficult to rid my mind of the inner critic and write with wild abandon 
when you're surrounded by teachers, friends, and parents who might not 
make a distinction between the author and the speaker. 
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I like writing poetry because of the freedom it offers. It's also some-
thing I can finish. Lately I've been experimenting with a combination of 
flash fiction and poetry, and I try not to let genre constrict me as an artist. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I've always envied writers who let their work surprise them, because 
oddly enough, I tend to begin my writing at the end. If I'm writing a 
script, I'll think of the last line and write backwards from there. I con-
struct my poetry similarly. The world moves in mysterious ways! 



 

What drew you to Driftwood Press?  
Initially what drew me to Driftwood Press was the nautical theme and 

the stunning cover artwork on its issues, and eventually I fell in love with 
the personalized look into every author's process and the aesthetics of the 
chosen poetry. 



 

The tallest buildings in town 
have crosses at their crest. 

Green grass, perfect for nativity scenes. 
 
White faces stare up at the  
white man in colored robes. Nodding  
at his message that they won’t follow back  

 
home. This was the year the  
whole town went on therapy. Police 

shot a man, who shot  
 

his wife and daughter. Well, they  
shot him in the leg, he finished the job 
  himself.  



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote this poem in the fall of 2008. 

 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

I was a junior in college and most of my old friends had either gradu-
ated or transferred schools, so it wasn’t really a sad time in my life but 
definitely a lonely one. That gave me a lot of time to think about the past 
and where I came from, which is very small town in Southern Indiana, 
and the idea that everyone wants things to seem so simple and care free 
when, in reality, there are those darker incidents and times that people 
seem to gloss over and not talk about when it comes to “small town life”. 
The incident with the man and the cops was a real situation that happened 
while I was in high school and definitely one of those times the curtain is 
pulled back and you can take a look into the darker parts of a small com-
munity. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

The hardest part I found was keeping the poem short. I kept thinking 
that there had to be more to it but any bit I tried to add seemed forced or 
out of place. I hadn’t gotten to the point of realizing that the poem 
worked because of the length and that adding anything would hurt it in 
the end.   
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

When it comes to creative writing, I primarily write poetry, though my 
previously published works have been short stories in the literary journal 
of the University of Southern Indiana, FishHook, and the alternative paper 
the Anchorage Press. I write about my love of soccer for the sports blog The 
Brewer’s View from time to time as well. It helps with the creative process, 



 

being able to write about a certain match and having the opportunity to 
take my brain to a different space. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I don’t write every day, I tend to write in bursts. I might not write any-
thing for a few days and then I’ll end up writing a poem a day for a week. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

One of the major reasons I submitted to Driftwood Press was because 
the poetry in the first issues is the type of poetry I love to read. I read A 
Steady. Quiet Rain by Dylan Youngers from your last issue before I submit-
ted and fell in love with it, it made me want to have my writing in the next 
issue. Also, the majority of places I have lived in during and since college 
have been on major rivers or oceans, while in Anchorage, AK there was 
an art exhibit made only out of found driftwood so it was a name the 
stuck in my mind. 

 

 



 

 
 
When the dead fit in casks, they carry  

the wine like skies carry stars-- 

like skies carry skies: sopping  

cloths on bathroom floors, wrung  

into dunes, cumulous 

and thrumming. The wine sky was 

organs before  

the press left crumpled paper waves  

to lap sands into sludgeshapes:  

palmlines,  

tongueruts, the grooves 

of myosin, the chalk outline 

after a storm, the boas of kneaded 

dough, the time 

lapse of an alarm, the sleep 

of cubs, the sleep of sails, 

the sleep of floes finally cooling 

and the seaweed noosed. 

 

(next stanza on following page) 

 



 

the seaweed 

on the drowned man's neck  

so tight the wine scatters 

to seal the stars 

in a kidneyred wax. 



 

 
 
When did you write the poem?  

Back in April, I joined a write-a-poem-a-day group inspired by Na-
tional Poetry Month, and this was the first one I churned out. As the first 
piece I had written in some time, it felt like stretching long-dormant mus-
cles. I’ve tried to edit out some of the groans that came with the stretch-
ing, but I’ve also tried to keep the newness. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

Monsters in bad video games who had drowned to death as humans 
and came back as some water-specific zombies. They gave the poem its 
name, but also broadly inspired the idea of coming back changed that I 
think is somewhere in there. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

Purging two ideas: that it needed to be good (on the first draft at least), 
and that it needed to be about me. 
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

Yeah. I also do long fiction, which is almost pleasantly boring in that I 
get to keep returning to the same characters and plot matters and what-
not, and sometimes that stability is refreshing, but poetry is generally more 
exciting and a lot less tethered to anything. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

As was the case for any productivity I had at school, it’s fueled by guilt 
and panic. I’m at my most productive when I feel I’m in some sort of 
cosmic debt for the work I haven’t done, that I’ve wasted too much time, 
that I’ve done so little that I no longer deserve to even aspire to being a 
writer. I mean, I guess I could work like a responsible human being and cut 



 

out much of this unpleasantness and probably write better stuff anyway, 
but, old habits and dying, right? 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

That John Updike quote. I’m really wary of anything that romanticizes 
writing or tries to downplay the element of craft, especially when it turns 
the writer herself into some tortured anti-hero who spends all her time 
Feelings Things Authentically instead of, you know, writing. Say what you 
will about Updike himself, that quote closes the distance between a good 
poet and a good gardener or welder or mime, and I think that’s important 
enough to support.  
 



 

 
 
Seagulls squawk over  
an inland empire  
grocery store parking lot  
where a woman  
rushes  
to her car. 
At home, she  
paces the bathroom  
praying for a  
plus sign. 
The only  
witness writes a  
poem she won’t  
remember until  
she’s twenty-four and  
sitting in a circle of brown  
desks. 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote this poem in a poetry class at Cal State San Bernardino in 2012. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  
I had been wondering when I first started writing how many ideas I had 
forgotten before I could write them down, and if we become writers be-
cause we choose to write or if we choose to write because we are writers. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  
When I wrote this, I was primarily a fiction writer, and I was fairly new to 
writing poetry, so everything except for the idea was hard.  
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I write a fairly even amount of fiction and poetry with occasional dab-
bling in creative non-fiction and blogs at  

melieandellie.com 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

My creative process is really all over the map, but my favorite ways to 
write poems right now are in a journal or via text message. A friend and I 
text each other rough poems. It's great for when you don't have a pen but 
need to write a poem on the fly or when you want feedback right away.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

A friend linked to your site on Facebook, and I liked the name. 



 

 

Sit on my couch and    

give me a dollar; I will fold it 

into a sharp-beaked crane 

for you. 

Mouth ajaw, you will watch it fold and refold its wings into 

blushing expanse. 

                                                

On the way home you will find 

A 1946 penny, heads up. 

 

Every day I watch you pack and 

unpack your matching 

red leather bags onto my unclad 

floors -- avoiding eye contact. 

I know 

you keep your freedom in there, 

between button-down shirts and frilly 

underwear. 

 

I never search for it 

when you leave the room.



 

When did you write the poem?  
This summer, during a trip to Bellingham, Washington. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

The hardest part is always revision, killing my darlings. My favorite line 
became the title because I couldn't give it up. Fortunately I have my 
mother and sister, both poets as well, to help workshop poems. 
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

Yes, though I am a veteran writer of unfinished fiction. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I can be very sentimental for the past, but that is completely absent 
from my writing process. My best poems are written on my smartphone 
while riding the subway. 



 

 

’

 
 
Say she asks you to 
wait for her.  For the five years 
she will spend learning names 
for elusive sounds heard when pale 
gray light suffuses the pre-dawn sky. 
When she asks, it is early 
summer, when you leave windows 
open to everything that forbids 
loneliness: the scratchy voices of 
neighbors barbecuing beyond 
the fence, the hoppings of birds 
along the balcony rail. So 
you say yes.   

And for a day, 
for a week even, it works; it 
is like a montage: you watch 
yourself perform daily tasks as 
in a mirror onto which 
her face is projected, now at 
your shoulder, now in profile, smiling 
to see you seeing her.  

But memory cannot hold 
the living as it can the dead.  And she 
is not dead: she is simply not 
there when the hopping birds give 
way to cracked leaves caught 
in the balcony’s lattice work, when 
the neighbors’ smoke is of wood 
and not summer coals.   

By day two hundred, 
you have done the math, and her 



 

voice cannot match the report 
of your footfall on iced-over grass 
as it pops against the larger 
trees past which you walk and no 
promise mutes the sound.   

Making it one-ninth 
of the way is not too bad, really. 
You are not failing your heart if you 
pay more heed to that other ticking— 
the one you can’t count with a thumb 
pressed to your wrist,  

but also can’t 
deny for someone whose name is 
a word you no longer say, but rather find 
yourself reading like a line- 
item in the credits of a film you  
missed while out walking, rolling past  
in the instant you touch 
the button and the screen comes 
to life, and gone before you 
can make out what role 
she was meant to have played. 



 

 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

There is a part of this poem that is drawn from real life; I found my-
self taking long walks over snow-covered ice after the late November, 
early December snowstorm that paralyzed Fort Worth, TX for three or 
four days in 2013. I first drafted the poem soon thereafter. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

Sometimes I have to work to remove my actual experience from a po-
em in order to let the poem go where it needs to go; I found myself need-
ing to do a bit of that with this one. 
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

Yes, although I write fiction, essays, and reviews, as well. 
 

What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I don't know that there's anything "unique."  There is one thing that 
might be a bit unusual: a lot of my drafts over the past two years have 
been created in prompt-creation games I've played with a few of my stu-
dents--games in which the "winner" is the first person, student or teacher, 
to complete a draft based on a given prompt.  The winner sets the next 
prompt. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

This type of discussion-with-writers approach! I think it's especially 
helpful to younger writers to read about how writers work, and I encour-
age my students to read literary magazines whenever and wherever possi-
ble, so I think it's great that they might find this kind of back-and-forth. 



 

 
 
Two women stand  
in the desert. They’ve already kissed, 
 
we just haven’t seen it yet.  
They’re already dead— 
 
but the shoot-out comes later. 
It’s a balloon. Untied, it never deflates. 
 
Scooping ashes from the fireplace 
we found a bird, camouflaged by the grey, 
 
swallowed whole by the flue. 
It felt out of order: the trigger pulled 
 
before the countdown.  
I never walked backward.  
 
I never spun around.  
When I grabbed my gun, I had no holster.  
 
When you reach in your pocket,  
you find peonies instead. 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote "Western" this past spring in Boston, MA. 
 

What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

The movie, El Topo, which was playing at a local theatre's weekly mid-
night show. The film plays with temporality, which is something I'm al-
ways trying to figure out. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

I wanted the poem to avoid relying too heavily on El Topo's plot.  
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I can't say there's anything unique about my process. When something 
happens that I think about for a long time, I like to try and write it.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

The cover art! 



 

 
 
She’s running ever-so-slightly late for work (because she gets up early  
to put in a few hours of work on her poetry  
and today she’d been on a roll)…  

      And just as she steps outside the building where her new flat is  
(her newly-bought, newly-painted, newly-furnished flat)… 
and as it is colder than the forecast had predicted and she is 
buttoning up her coat… 
                                      a dirty-faced (and quite obviously-crazed) half-
naked child comes out from 
behind  
a parked car. 
 
And he (it’s a he she registers) swings an arm toward her…and…“Oh, god, 
he’s stabbed me!”  
 
It’s a fairly superficial wound  
but he’s pulling back that knifed-fist 
to give her 
another whack: and give  
it good this time 
 
And then…the two of them are struggling there for what seems…well…a 
long time. 
She’s only trying to control the kid at first, 
banking on the fact that someone else here in Yuppie-ville  
will notice and come to her aid. 
 
Meanwhile though, blood has sprouted on her white blouse and  
the feral child giggles, idiotically, at the sight of it. 
 



 

Bending his wrist back – she manages to disarm him – as he kicks her 
shins.  (A wild  
idea  
comes to her  
to stab him one back) – (but) – (instead) – she just bear-hugs him – hold-
ing him – tight. 
 
Tightly. 
 
So there they are – and she takes a look around.  Nobody.  After all this 
time (well, how much time has passed, she doesn’t know but it doesn’t 
change the fact that nobody’s around).  She puts the kid in a headlock 
(she’s not sure why she does it – except that maybe it’s easier to hold the 
knife and him at the same time) and she drags him up the front steps of 
her building  
and then         
                 
            
           all the way  
up the stairs 
to her flat (and then, inside her flat). 
 
Screw it, she thinks, I’ll call in sick. 
 
She locks the kid in an empty closet.   
 
He  
howls.   
(Oh, how he howls.) 
 
Tough titty. 
 
Because  
she’s already decided. 
 
She’s going to civilize him. 
 
He is going to write better poems than her. 
Than she? 
 



 

She’s never sure about that one – but he sure will be. 
 
He will have all the chances that she never had. 
 
But then: 
she is his mother, isn’t she? 
 
And: 
he,  
he’s her son. 
 



 

When did you write the poem?  
In January of 2009. 

What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

I’m not sure. Fatherhood and writing, I suppose. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I only have time in the early mornings (like the character in the poem). 

I started off as more of a night owl but now I do not feel very creative in 

the evening/night. My process is: I just write. Once I have a first draft I 

put it away for a while and then I edit it once or twice. 

What drew you to Driftwood Press?  
Driftwood Press publishes the type of writing I like! 



 

 
 
My bloodhound overhears me say that GOD is DOG backwards. He 

begins walking ass-first wherever he goes. Eventually he makes it across 

the entire globe, and ends up back on the porch. He is still not GOD, and 

does not understand what he is doing wrong. I tell him that backwards is 

a relative term. He groans, and rolls over. I give him a treat. I've been 

trying to get him to do that trick for years. 

 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote this piece at the beginning of this past summer, as part of the 

manuscript I was working on, The Loser Letters. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

"!yoB dooG" was inspired by the classic god-dog observation. I want-
ed to rehash the old cliché in a new light, making it more tangible, while 
adding a tinge of bizarre humor, and some quantum relativity thrown into 
the mix.  
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

Yes, but I am also slowly piecing together the first installment of a fan-
tasy series. The series itself is The Age of Durungiimo. The first installment 
will be called The Rise of the Grey Cat. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

My creative process usually begins with a line or phrase that I can't 
shake from my mind. When I put it to paper, or screen, a poem will gen-
erally stem from there. These lines or phrases usually plague me while I 
am attempting slumber, which makes for many a long night. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

The first thing that drew me was the site's aesthetic: the map in partic-
ular. I was then impressed that the issues were sold out - a good a sign as 
any. When I downloaded the issues I saw why: the pieces were intelligent 
and well crafted, and the addition of the interviews was a beautiful touch. 
It brings the poets to light alongside their pieces, something that is lacking 
in many magazines today.



 

 
 

 
 

She found him in bed with another woman on a Tuesday. 
That Wednesday, when she was describing what she’d seen, she re-

placed “in” with “on.”  It was more accurate.  It painted a better picture.   
They hadn’t even taken the throw pillows off the bed.   
“They must’ve planned it that way,” she said.  Jim would have been 

able to smooth away two sets of knee prints, a pair of hands.  But she’d 
caught him.   

And she’d watched for a minute.  Not because she was turned on, that 
would’ve been ridiculous.  Before then she’d never seen what his ass 
looked like in that set of circumstances.   

When she obsessed about the incident that Thursday night she 
couldn’t remember if she’d ever noticed how pock-marked those flat 
cheeks of his were.  Craggy and white, it reminded her of when she was a 
teenager, of what her own bare ass must have looked like pressed against 
the passenger window as she and her friends drove past movie theater 
marquees.   

She said, “Never thought of it that way,” sitting at the dinner table, 
staring at the food she hadn’t touched, at the phone that was spinning on 
its own axis as it vibrated from the calls she wasn’t picking up.  The sound 
it made on the table reminded her of the garage door opening, of his 
coming home from work.  But the front door never opened.  And she sat 
there until she went and curled herself up on the couch. 

In the morning, Friday, she counted Jim’s missed calls.  She waited un-
til lunch to listen to his voicemails.  They were composed at first, almost 
professional. 

“Hi.  It’s me.  Listen, I think we should get together.  Talk about what 
happened the other night.” 

And then less so. 
“Come on.  Call me back.  Please?  You know me, okay?  You know I 

love you.  You know that.  This has nothing to do with what I feel for 
you.  You’re my best friend.” 



 

And then, “Please fucking call me back.  Please?  I’m sick.  I think I’m 
sick.  I must be, right?  Who does shit like this?  Sick people.  I’m sick.” 

She sat with her legs crossed on a park bench smoking a Camel, her 
thumb hovering over the phone, over the send key.  She couldn’t remem-
ber the last time she’d smoked.  Before the wedding.  Jim had asked her to 
quit, said, “I want us to have a long life together.” 

She called her husband.  But ended the call before the first ring.   
And then she had to redo her makeup before heading back to the of-

fice.   
On Saturday she was pulling into the parking lot of the neutral estab-

lishment they’d agreed upon while she was half way through a bottle of 
wine late the night before.  She checked her makeup in the mirror, pulled 
open the car door, counted her steps on the macadam.   

Then she remembered having his hand down her pants in that lot.  
Years ago.  In his old car, listening to Sara Bareilles’ “Love Song” on the 
radio.   

She turned back to her car when she heard him call her name from 
underneath the diner’s signage. 

Once in the booth, Jim ordered a coffee, said, “Black.” 
“It comes black,” she said, pointing to a bowl of creamers at the end 

of the table. 
She continued to put him down in small ways.  It wasn’t what she’d 

planned on doing.  She’d shown up with a plan.  With questions to ask.  
But instead she told him they were going to spit on his burger because he 
asked for the bacon extra crispy.  She said they’re rubbing the napkins he 
asked for under their armpits.  She told him he should have gotten his 
mother to iron his shirt, it looks like it came out of the hamper.  She said, 
“That is where you’re staying right now, right?  Your mother’s?” 

“Stop,” he said.   
But he still lifted the bun, checked for a loogie.  He sniffed the napkins 

before wiping his mouth.  He patted his shirt down as if his skin could 
steam the fabric flat. 

She ate nothing, let her coffee get cold, tried to think of ways to—at 
the very least—be cordial. 

They were there an hour.  He must have said how sorry he was a doz-
en times, promised it would never happen again a dozen more, but she 
lost count of both once he began getting choked up.   

She said, “Don’t.  Don’t do that.  You don’t get to do that.” 
“I don’t know what else to say.” 

“How about you tell me what I’m supposed to do?  Can you do that?  



 

What do I do now?” 
Jim didn’t say anything.  He balled up a napkin, sipped his coffee, 

stared at the table.  But said nothing. 
So she left. 
She came inches from backing over him in the parking lot after he fol-

lowed her to her car, calling her name, saying please, asking for her not to 
leave. 

By the time she reached the stoplight she was asking herself the ques-
tions she’d prepared for him.  When she turned onto the main road her 
words were more a series of screams than anything else.  Then she pulled 
over and waited for her breathing to level out.   

*** 
On Match.com she used the name Meredith. 
On OkCupid she called herself Ellie.   
On Plenty of Fish, Laurel. 
After several months of ending some of Jim’s calls midsentence, ignor-

ing others, changing locks, dropping clothes in unmarked cardboard box-
es on his mother’s porch, she took the advice from some friends at work. 

They’d told her to go have some fun.  Go meet people.   
“Get yourself laid,” they’d said. 
It took a few attempts from her friends to convince her it wasn’t re-

venge.  They’d said revenge is petty. 
“Think of it as justice.” 
A muscle relaxer and a glass of wine while watching Grey’s Anatomy al-

lowed her to open her laptop.  She faked the names because it was sort of 
fun. She picked them from the list she and her husband compiled for their 
future daughters if ever they were to have any.  While she was showering 
the next morning she regretted using them.  She had to sit down in the 
tub, let hot water rain on her as some form of punishment for giving away 
the names of little girls with golden hair who knew nothing of adult go-
ings-on. 

She spent most of the morning at work clearing her inbox of notifica-
tions from the dating sites.   

Pootieboi sent you a message.   
DanielB winked at you.   
BSGFan75 liked your photo.       
During her smoke break in the park, her friend asked her what she was 

so afraid of, told her it’s not a big deal. 
She said, “If I go and do this, it’ll mean it’s really over.  My marriage.  

The life I’ve been living.” 



 

Her friend said, “Honey.  It already is over.” 
She said she didn’t even use her real name. 
“So?  Maybe it won’t hurt to pretend to be someone else for a while.” 
She made dinner that night, a meal she would prepare on special occa-

sions.  Date nights.  And she ate it alone, the television holding conversa-
tions in the living room.   

She had seconds.  Did the dishes.  Talked herself through the respons-
es she would write once she loaded the dishwasher.  And then once she 
put a load of laundry in the machine.  And then after she cleaned the 
bathroom.   

Then she figured she may as well sleep on it. 
But she didn’t sleep.  Nick at Nite played the same episode of The New 

Adventures of Old Christine she’d seen the week before.  And the ceiling be-
gan to bore her. 

So she wrote responses from Meredith in which she was enthusiastic 
and funny.  A bit snarky.  But in a good-natured way. 

Ellie was more reserved, more calculated with her choice of words. 
Her dry wit would be something the guys she wrote to would want to tell 
their friends about. 

Laurel liked to party.  But she wasn’t some sort of slut.  She liked to go 
out on weekends and dance, and she made it clear that the type of guy she 
wanted to meet should be one who has some moves.  If not, sorry, he just 
wasn’t her type. 

In the morning she realized she hadn’t removed her makeup.  A Ror-
schach test was left on her pillowcase in Almay. 

*** 
Meredith met David at a microbrewery outside the city.  She watched 

him watch her park her car, standing under the terrace leading into the old 
converted inn.  They smiled, hugged, bent at the hip so only their shoul-
ders touched.   

David asked for menus after picking a place at the corner of the bar, 
said, “This place has incredible food.” 

They finished their first round of beers before they ordered anything 
to eat.  They had their second before the plates were clunked onto the 
bar. 

When Meredith finished her fourth saison she forgot about her dis-
taste for beer, forgot to be conscious of how she was eating. 

David pointed to his lip. 
Meredith, mouth full, said, “Hmm?” 
He smiled, reached over the corner of the bar, and wiped her bottom 



 

lip.  His thumb came away with a glob of chipotle aioli. 
She considered licking the sauce from his thumb, make a show of it.  

But David wiped it on his napkin, and “slut” bounced around Meredith’s 
skull until the bartender placed another beer in front of her.  

David insisted on paying, he said, “Please.  Think of it as a thank you 
for spending the night with me.” 

Meredith said, “But we haven’t spent the night together yet.” 
She made faces at herself over how stupid that must have sounded as 

David put his hand on the small of her back, ushered her out into the 
parking lot. 

They were awkward standing next to Meredith’s car until David leaned 
in and kissed her. 

Meredith shoved her body into his, wrapped her arms around his 
neck.  She was aware of the sounds their mouths were making.  Their lips 
smacking together, the sucking noises.  She wondered if her tongue was 
too aggressive, if maybe he was thinking she was taking over the situation, 
emasculating him. 

She pulled away.   
David asked her, “What now?” 
Meredith told him to follow her home. 
In the car, on the phone with her friend from work, she said she was 

crazy.  “This is crazy, right?” 
Her friend said no, told her to stop over-thinking this.  “It’s just sex,” 

her friend said. 
“Is it, though?” 
“Of course it is.” 
Meredith ended the call when she pulled into her driveway.  She wait-

ed for David to get to the porch, took his hand.   
As they walked through the living room, past the kitchen, David kept 

saying things about how he hopes she doesn’t think he was expecting this. 
“This isn’t something I do,” he said. 

In the bedroom, Meredith unbuckled his belt, told him not to worry.  
She said, “I want this.” 

Once their clothes were all over the bedroom she bent over in front of 
him.  After a while, after she said, “Harder,” and, “Harder than that,” she 
told him to smack her ass.   

And he did. 
Meredith yelped.   
David asked her if she was okay, if he hurt her. 
“Yeah, that was good,” she said.  “Do it again.” 



 

She was on top of David for the rest of it.  She kept her eyes closed, 
raked her nails over his chest, felt torn skin roll up underneath her acryl-
ics.  She never once looked to see what his face was morphing into as he 
grunted.   

The headboard was ramming into the wall toward the end.  And Mer-
edith took note of how fast the collisions were coming.  She took David’s 
hand, wrapped it around her throat, and counted specs of light on her 
eyelids.   

Then she said, “Hit me.” 
“What?” 
“Hit me.” 
David slapped her across the face.  It didn’t make much of a noise, 

didn’t feel the way Meredith hoped.  She said, “Again.  Harder this time.” 
The next slap echoed off the walls, threw Meredith’s face to the side, 

split her lip at the corner.  And she rode him harder. 
When she stopped grinding herself into him, she took in several short 

breaths, and climbed off. 
She didn’t fall into bed next to him.  She didn’t cover herself as she 

walked across the room.  She closed and locked the bathroom door, and 
laid on the tile floor, curling her knees up to her chest. 

David knocked, asked if she was okay, apologized for doing something 
wrong, if he’d done something wrong.   

“I feel sick,” she said.  “I think I drank too much.  I’m sorry.” 
David asked if he should stay. 
“No, it’s okay.  You don’t have to.” 
She waited until she heard David leave.  And when he was gone she 

called her husband. 
*** 

She lied to her friends at work on Monday about how her date had 
gone, told them nothing happened.  “I made a pot of coffee and we talked 
until he went home.” 

“Are you planning on seeing him again?” 
“I don’t see why not.” 
“Did you do anything else over the weekend?” 
She didn’t tell them that she’d gone around the house re-hanging all 

the photos of her and Jim she’d taken down.  Or that she’d cleared out 
the drawers in the bureaus she’d filled with her clothes so there would be 
room for his things.  Or that she and Jim had had sex a handful of times, 
and she’d done things she used to tell him she wouldn’t do to prove to 
herself she wasn’t as awful as she felt.   



 

She said, “Nope.  Watched a movie.  Ordered pizza.” 
On Tuesday she gave up smoking again.  That morning Jim asked her 

why her clothes smelled.  And she told him.  She said, “I’ve been smok-
ing.” 

He asked her if it was because of him, because of what he’d done. 
“It was a reaction,” she said.  “It helped.” 
Standing in a towel, fresh from the shower, he sat on the bed, and told 

her that he loved her.  That nothing like that will ever happen again.  He 
said things that she’d read in bad romance novels about cheating hus-
bands.  She could have sworn something he’d said came out of a romcom.  
And she let him go on and on, recite lines about love and loss and infideli-
ty.  She stood, arms crossed, reveling in it for a moment. 

Until she thought of David—who’d been texting her since Friday 
night—and broke all of her cigarettes in half before she left for work.  

At lunch her friend came to her cube, said, “Ready?” 
“I think I’ll eat lunch here.  Lots of work to do.” 
“Smoke break?” 
“Too busy.  But thanks.” 
She ignored texts from David for the rest of the day.   
“Hey,” his first text read.  “Listen, things got a little nuts the other 

night.  I think we need to talk about it.  Please call me back.” 
By late afternoon they became a bit more panicked. 
“Meredith, I’m not the kind of guy who does that sort of thing.  Please 

call me back.  I feel like I really crossed a line.  Just let me know you’re 
okay.” 

She shut her phone off when she got home, after David’s final text. 
“Meredith?  You’re scaring me.  I just want to know if you’re okay.  

I’m fucking freaking out here.  I’ll be available to talk after seven.  Call 
me.”  

By seven she and Jim were in the bathtub together.  A half finished 
bottle of wine stood on the edge of the tub.   

He was massaging her shoulders.  
She asked about her.  Who she was.  Where they met.  “Do you love 

her?” she said. 
“No,” he said.  “Of course not.  We were together in college.  We lost 

touch.  I thought I was in love with her.  And I’d always wondered what 
would happen if—”  

She was crying.   
He said, “Shit.  I’m sorry.  I’m such a fucking idiot.” 
But she was already turning herself around, maneuvering herself into 



 

his lap. 
Water and suds sloshed over the edges of the tub, spilling onto the 

floor she’d slept on after David.  A glass shattered on the tile.  And then 
the wine bottle tipped, plunked into the water, and filled the tub with Pi-
not noir.   

*** 
She was making dinner on Friday night.  Jim was working late.  And 

while that forced her to breathe into a brown paper bag for a few minutes, 
she saw an opportunity to spend some time not thinking of anything at all 
besides bringing water to a boil, dicing vegetables, cracking pasta in half. 

He came home as she was piling all of the food onto her plate.  He 
said, “Save some for me?” 

She smiled, shoveled half her plate onto the empty one sitting across 
the table. 

She relit the candles she’d blown out before the food was finished 
cooking.   

He said, “Smells great.  Haven’t had this in a while.” 
“Me neither.” 
“What’s the occasion?” 
“A fresh start.” 
She kissed him.  He poured the wine.  And they ate together, asking all 

the same inane questions they would ask each other back before the world 
caved in under her feet.  Before he was responsible for that cave in.  Be-
fore he made pleasantries seem absurd, and before she’d found a way for 
guilt to step in on her end. 

After dinner he did the dishes while she gathered the laundry. 
She called for him to answer the door when she heard the doorbell 

over the dryer.   
In the kitchen, an armful of clothing, she said, “Who is it?” 
Jim said, “No one named Meredith lives here.” 
She froze.  The laundry fell to the floor.  And she heard David say, 

“Who are you?” 
Jim said, “I own this house.  Who the hell are you?” 
She peeked her head around the corner, saw David standing on the 

porch.  Jim, holding the door open, said, “Well?  Who are—” 
“Meredith?” David said. 
She stepped into the foyer listening to her own breathing.  The paper 

bag she’d used earlier was already in the trash.  So she counted breaths, 
made an effort to breathe.  Otherwise she was certain she would forget.  
And collapse.  The image of her husband and David checking for signs of 



 

life together made her draw in a breath so large it hurt her lungs. 
“Who the fuck is Meredith?” Jim said. 
She raised her hand. 
David’s shoulders slumped, made him small, soft. 
Jim said, “Meredith.  Wasn’t that on our list?” 
She leaned against the wall.  She covered her mouth with her hand. 
David said, “There is no Meredith.  Is there?” 
Her husband answered his question, said, “Not that I know of.  I sup-

pose there won’t ever be, now.”  He turned to her, his face contorted, as 
if he was punched in the gut.  

David scratched his head, said, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.” 
Jim leaned against the door, pinched between his eyes.  He said, “It’s 

alright.” 
David turned, walked through the front yard to his car.   
From the foyer she watched David drive away. 
She and her husband stood, said nothing.  
They stared out the front door until Jim said, “I suppose we’re even 

now, then.” 
*** 

The following Friday, on the park bench during her smoke break, her 
friend said, “Are you happy?” 

“I don’t think that’s something I need to be worrying about right 
now.” 

“Then what are you thinking?” 
“Surviving.  Waking up tomorrow, the next day.  The day after that.  

At this point I think happiness is a while away.” 
“At least you tried, right?” 
She ashed her Camel, said, “Yeah.  At least.” 
They finished their cigarettes and went back to work talking about 

other things. 
She got home late.  Around the same time she’d found Jim months 

before.  Her breathing was normal, her eyes were dry.  She didn’t need a 
paper bag.   

The smell of burnt food hit her first as she walked inside.  Then it was 
the sound of Jim cursing, pots clanging against the stove, boiling water 
bubbling onto the burners. 

He was cooking in the kitchen.  Or trying to.  He said, “Hi.” 
They finished a bottle of wine.  Left the dinner plates at the table un-

finished. 
They fumbled with each other’s clothes.  She thought it felt like the 



 

first time she’d ever been undressed by another person.  Awkward and 
strange.  And alien.   

So they took off their own clothes, folded them, placed them into piles 
next to the bed on their respective sides. 

She laid on her back while he propped himself up over her.  He did his 
routine.  Her mouth, her neck, her nipples.  Then his face was between 
her legs. 

And it stayed there. 
She felt nothing. 
She said, “This isn’t working.” 
He stood up.  She saw that nothing was happening for him either.  He 

said, “Want me to use my fingers?” 
“You know that’s not what I mean.” 
Naked, staring at the ceiling, they laid next to each other until he an-

swered a phone call from work, said he had to write an email.   
She got up, dressed herself, and went to the kitchen to clean up the 

mess they left from dinner. 



 

 
 
 

When did you write "Goings-On and Happenstance"?  

I wrote “Goings-On and Happenstance” in late winter 2014.  It came 

about as more or less an experiment in pushing the boundaries of the 

writing style I’ve sort of fallen into while learning how to write fiction in a 

more focused manner.   

 
Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering? 

I actually have a Word document full of titles that I update almost dai-
ly.  I’ve played in punk rock bands longer than I’ve been seriously writing 
fiction, so the practice of thinking of an interesting title for a tune and 
jotting it down for later use carried over pretty organically.  “Goings-On 
and Happenstance” wasn’t on that list, but I just so happen to really enjoy 
those words.  So much so, in fact, they’ve popped up in quite a few titles 
in that document.  Luckily enough they ended up playing well with this 
particular story.   
 
What inspired "Goings-On and Happenstance"? Are any of its 
themes inspired by your own life? 

My favorite types of characters are those who are stripped of some-
thing they’ve relied on for just about everything.  I have a good amount of 
fun attempting to have those characters try to find value in things they’ve 
previously dismissed as a result of a level of comfort they’ve had for a 
period of time.   

Nothing in this story took root in my own personal experiences, but I 
think everyone has had a moment in which they think, “Oh.  Well, shit.  I 
need to figure something else out now.”  That moment of loss and clarity 
is really where this one came from.    
 
What was the hardest part of writing "Goings-On and Happen-



 

stance"?  
Truthfully?  The sexiness.  Especially the bizarre sexiness.  It’s already 

fairly difficult to write intimate scenes, but having to turn those scenes 
inside out and dig for the guts while still keeping a sense of genuine and 
understandable character development is even more so.  This piece went 
through heavy revision after heavy revision before I was able to feel com-
pletely comfortable with those scenes.  But, to be honest, getting to a 
point where I can feel comfortable about intentionally uncomfortable 
moments is what I love to do as a writer. 
 
Which part of "Goings-On and Happenstance" was conceived of 
first? 

“Goings-On and Happenstance” took shape after I read an article 
about the most ridiculous handles some men use for their online dating 
profiles.  As my fiancé and I met on a dating site, I found this particularly 
hysterical.   

I had already built the framework for the characters, as I said earlier, 
but after reading that article I figured I may have found my way in.  Then 
it was a matter of finding way to put those characters in situations where 
they had the opportunity to attempt to be anyone they wanted to be—
even if their alternate versions were disingenuous—and then navigate 
their way back to their own selves.  For better or worse. 

 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in?  

Everything stuck with this one.  I was offered some advice that sug-
gested I take things just a bit further than I’d originally planned.  So I did.  
And I think it worked.   
 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

Yes.  Fiction’s my main focus. 
At the moment I’m working on launching my website, and I’m hoping 

to offer some supplementary material there.  Mainly musical criticism and 
discussions of other types of story-telling media.  But even when the site 
launches I’ll be primarily writing fiction for submission elsewhere.  
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

Coffee.  Sometimes whiskey.  Sometimes a little bit of both. 
I really just write when I have the opportunity.  Whether it’s during a 



 

lunch break, or sitting on my couch with the television muted, writing is 
about stolen moments for me.  If I have an extended period of time that I 
can dedicate to fiction, I do it.  If I don’t, I’m speaking notes into my iPh-
one, or asking my fiancé if a story sounds like good idea, or staring at a 
computer screen writing anything that comes to mind.  And it works for 
me. 

If I were lucky enough to be able to make writing my primary focus, I 
truthfully don’t know if I would be as productive as I would like to think 
I’d be.  I get a little charge out of writing during those spare moments.  It 
just so happens that most of the work that stems from that time is usually 
the good stuff.  Or, at least, the stuff my writer-friends tell me I should 
submit to journals. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Do you have any recom-
mendations for readers who enjoyed your work?  

I count Chuck Palahniuk, Tom Spanbauer, and Larry Brown as the 
three writers who have influenced my work in the most profound ways. 

But I also love the work of Amy Hempel, Craig Davidson, Raymond 
Carver, Mark Richard, Irvine Welsh, Donald Ray Pollock, Denis Johnson, 
and Stephen King.  

Read Tom Spanbauer’s I Loved You More.  It’s completely magnificent.          
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

Readers can find more of my work in the first issue of Wyvern Lit (wy-
vernlit.com/one/lost-in-space), and in Pantheon Magazine’s Ares issue, 
which is available in print or online at: 

http://www.pantheonmag.com/hero-complex-nick-gregorio 
If readers enjoyed “Goings-On and Happenstance,” they should feel 

free to follow me on Twitter (@mister_nick_) and be on the lookout for 
my website, which will be launching sooner rather than later.   

www.nickgregorio.com 
 

What drew you to Driftwood Press?  
Driftwood Press was recommended to me by a friend of mine, and it 

was at the top of my list of places to send my stuff.  It’s a huge honor to 
be a part of this issue and be counted among this talent.   



 

 
 
 

We don’t have much crime here. We think this is why the three men 
chose our town. They struck first at Leroy’s diner. Susan was the only 
waitress at the time, and the three men, she claims, were her only custom-
ers. 

“They were handsome men. All three of them. Really quite striking. 
They didn’t look like the kind of people who would do what they did.” 

We ask her to be more specific, if she can tell us the colors of their 
eyes and hair, if she can estimate their ages, if she remembers what they 
were wearing. 

“You know, I can’t recall any of that. They had on these strange— and 
their clothes were those— and they had very striking eyes. That’s all I 
remember. They were quite amazing. I’m not sure how to describe them. 
I can’t remember exactly. You know, if you’d have told me at the time 
that I wouldn’t be able to remember, I’d have called you a liar, but here I 
am now.” 

“Tell us precisely what happened that morning, to the best of your 
ability.” 

“They came into the restaurant right after the breakfast rush. They or-
dered three orders of the special, Leroy’s Tuna and Cheese spaghetti. 
They ate and finished their meal and had me wrap up the rest. They start-
ed walking to the door right after I handed them the bag. If this happened 
during one of the busier hours, I probably wouldn’t have noticed at all, 
but it became apparent that they weren’t even trying to hide it. They threw 
the check into the trashcan right in front of me. At first, I thought it must 
have been an accident, and they must have forgotten. As I said, they 
didn’t look like that kind of people. They seemed to be well-mannered. So 
I laughed and said, ‘Guys, forgot something?’ But they kept on walking. 
They didn’t even turn around to look at me. And there was no one else in 
the restaurant, so they knew for sure I was talking to them and no one 
else. And that was when I got mad. I started yelling at them. I told them 
we weren’t having any of that here, that this was Leroy’s Diner, after all. 



 

But they still acted like nothing happened. They swung the door open and 
walked out. So I ran around the counter and chased after them.” 

This part is important. We ask Susan to describe everything she saw 
outside of the restaurant—every person on the street, every car driving by, 
every piece of garbage on the ground, even. 

“The important thing is I didn’t see them. There were some old ladies 
walking on the other side of the street carrying shopping bags. I remem-
ber seeing several cars, a few parked by the curb, but I don’t remember 
their make, model, or license plate number. That’s all I remember. It was 
strange, because I must have been outside only five or six seconds after 
the men left, but there was no trace of any of them.” 

“You said you also saw three other men walking by as you ran out of 
the door. Who were these three men? Is it possible that they were the 
same men inside?” 

“No, they were not the same men. I didn’t recognize who the men 
outside were, but they weren’t the same as the men inside. But they did 
look distinct and they were probably from out of town. I remember ask-
ing them if they had seen some people come out of the restaurant, and 
they said they weren’t paying attention.” 

We ask Susan if she can remember what the men outside looked like, 
what they were wearing. 

“I really don’t remember. My mind was too caught up on trying to 
find the other three men. I wasn’t paying attention.” 

“You must have had some memory as to the general appearance of 
these men, though. Were they handsome, charming, like the men inside?” 

“You know, I really can’t tell you. But if what you’re trying to say is 
that they were the same men, I can tell you definitely that they were not. 
It’s impossible. I can distinguish one person from another. And they 
weren’t the same men.” 

We tell Susan that finding these men with the description she gave us 
is almost impossible. In a town as small as ours, we would normally not 
let a crime such as this slide. But we tell Susan that most likely these men 
would never come back and cause the town trouble again. And especially 
not the restaurant, since she has already seen them. 

 
We were born just like you, kid. The three of us are from the city. 

We’re no different from you. You ask us why we do what we do. Well, 
what else can we do? Think that out, kid. You think we can have normal 
jobs? We can’t even make friends. Our families don’t even know us any-
more.  



 

Tell the kid your story, Kelly. 
It happened to me when I was seven. Came home from school one 

day, parents didn’t recognize me, told me to go away. I pleaded with 
them, told them I was their kid, gave them information about themselves 
nobody except me would know, but they wouldn’t believe me. They 
didn’t even pay attention and closed the door before I could tell them the 
truth.  

Sometimes I would stop by, pretend I was a door-to-door bible sales-
man, just to check up on them. I leave them a few hundred-dollar bills on 
the coffee table, in the elephant coin jar. Sure I blame them. But then I 
remember it’s not their fault. 

They had another son after I left. He’s in law school now. I saw him a 
few times. I followed him into bars and we had conversations. I asked 
him about his parents, my mom and dad, how they were, trying to find 
out what happened after I left. He said he didn’t have any brothers or 
sisters. I’m not sure if he didn’t want to bring back any painful memories 
or if he really doesn’t know anything about having a brother. Anyway, he 
doesn’t need to. He’s doing real well. I’m proud of him, my younger 
brother. He’s got this nice place in the city and a really beautiful wife. 

I wonder sometimes if my parents know they had another son. I say to 
myself, they have to remember, what about the pictures? But I couldn’t 
find any when I was over at the house. I don’t know if my image on pic-
tures just disappears or what. Never took one after my parents kicked me 
out. Not good for my line of work, if you know what I mean, kid. Don’t 
really care, either. I know what I look like, even if nobody else does. 

 
Bill Strider of Strider Hardware Store is the second person to report a 

crime in two days. Strider Hardware is only two blocks away from Leroy’s 
Diner. Bill was at the counter when it happened, reading the popular 
magazine, Nuts and Bolts. 

“These guys were fast. They walked over and I was down.” 
“What did they look like? Was there anything distinct about them?” 
“Oh, they were distinct. Nicely-built men. Very good-looking. They 

had a way about them that set them apart. They were those kinds of peo-
ple who wanted to be different. They wanted to set an impression. You 
should have seen what they were wearing. They were really strange, but it 
suited them.” 

Again, we ask Bill if he can be more specific. “What were they actually 
wearing? What was strange about them?” 

“Come to think of it, I think ‘strange’ may be the wrong word. They 



 

weren’t all that strange. But they weren’t what you’d call normal, either. I 
can think of no one in our town that dressed or acted like them. They 
were strange for this town, is what I would say.” 

“Can you give us any physical descriptions of the men? Hair and eye 
color?” 

“I’m not sure about that. But I do remember they were muscular— 
well, actually, come to think of it, maybe they weren’t muscular at all. I 
might have them confused with some other customers that night. It could 
have been another three men that were muscular. Joe Sugar, Steven 
Dearth, and Simon Croaker came in that night and picked up some alu-
minum siding. As you know, all three of them are very muscular and built. 
I may have had the three men confused with the men from town. So ac-
tually, no, I can’t even be sure that the three men were muscular or built. 
They were really fast, though. Came in, walked to the counter, and I was 
down. I must have not gotten a good look at them. But I assume they 
were at least physically able. They did knock me down before I even knew 
it.” 

“OK, Bill. Can you remember what they took?” 
 “I’m not positive on that one, either. I don’t do inventory that well. In 

fact, I’m not sure if they took anything at all. I just assumed so. Why else 
would they have knocked me down? They must have taken some small 
things, maybe batteries, cheap hand tools, cigarettes even.” 

“Is that it?” we ask Bill again, “Is there anything else?” 
 
Kelly, stop talking, nobody here is interested in any of your senti-

mental stuff. What the kid wants to know is about our lifestyle. We’re like 
superheroes to the kid. He wants to know what it feels like to be us. 

My name’s Larsen, kid, and let me tell you what it’s like. Anything you 
want, that’s what it’s like. No commitment is necessary because no com-
mitment is possible. You do whatever you want. Nothing stops you. Su-
perman doesn’t even have it this good. You don’t have to do any kind of 
thinking. Life is grand. And anyway, you don’t really need friends. Friends 
get boring, anyway. Take me, for example, I’m already bored of these guys 
here, but I have no choice. Anyway, they aren’t so bad, once you get to 
know them. But I guess it’s useless, telling you that, since you’ll never get 
to know them, anyway. 

I had these two girlfriends once. Real, real, real cute girls. Both of 
them I’d marry in a second if I still could. Back then, I even proposed to 
one of them, the one whose name was Betty. But it’s strange, because it 
was her last name that was Betty, and we would’ve been married six years 



 

by now, probably with some children too. She loved children. She wanted 
a baby girl. I wanted a baby girl, too. We even picked out a house togeth-
er. It was near her parent’s, which didn’t make me feel very comfortable. 
We argued on whether to buy the house or not. It was perfect in all other 
regards. Thinking back on it now, I shouldn’t have cared and wasted all 
that time arguing. Everything would have been OK, even if her parents 
did come and visit a lot. If I hadn’t been so stubborn, we could have got-
ten married. At the very least we’d have a few weeks together, a few more 
memories. I might even have a kid now; he’d be close to your age, maybe 
a few years younger. Hell, I might not even be here right now. Who 
knows what happened to make me this way.  

Larsen, tell the kid what happened with the other girl. 
So I was with both these girls at the time and I had to get rid of the 

other one. I bought some roses at the store. This was still when I was still 
working. And I went to the other girl’s house wanting to lay it on her gen-
tly. So I knocked on her door and she just stood there, not saying any-
thing, and I was just holding the flowers. I didn’t talk either because I 
didn’t know what to say; I never brought anyone flowers before, especial-
ly not her—never needed to—and I thought maybe she was suspecting 
something. After a few seconds she asked, “Who are you?” So I explained 
to her that I needed to break up with her but that I bought her flowers 
and it wasn’t her but me—the stuff they want to hear—and she kept on 
insisting that she didn’t know me. At the time, I didn’t know what hap-
pened to me. I thought she might have been taking it badly, so I pushed 
myself into her apartment, and she said she was going to call the cops if I 
didn’t leave now. As soon as I left, I starting thinking, you know, that 
wasn’t so bad, I was getting off easy. For a moment there, between the 
drive from her place to my fiancé’s place, I was really happy, honking my 
horn for no reason, giving a few quarters away to the bums on the streets. 
When I got to my fiancé’s place I was exuberant. I came swinging in and 
gave her a hug and a big kiss. Naturally, she pushed me away. At first I 
thought she had somehow found out about the other girl. For the next 
few weeks I called her every day, and left messages on her machine saying 
how I was sorry. She called back a few weeks later, and told me she’d call 
the cops if I didn’t stop stalking her. That, and when my boss acted like 
he didn’t know me and wouldn’t let me go back to work, made me realize. 

But I’m telling you, kid, they were some girls. I mean, I get even more 
girls now, tons of them, but that first girl was really something. I’d want to 
still marry her, but she’s married now, and the last time I checked, her last 
name became Bachter, or maybe Bailiff. 



 

 
The incident at Bill Strider’s Hardware store was the first in a series of 

robberies. More serious crimes are also being committed. We suspect that 
the same three unidentifiable men are committing all of them. Emily Frol-
ick is the latest victim. We have brought all the out-of-town men match-
ing her limited description into the sheriff’s station for questioning. 

“Tell us if any of these men lined up is the one who did it, or is one of 
the other men involved.” 

“None of them are the ones who did it.” 
“Are you sure? Look at these men carefully. Take your time. Do you 

want them to say anything?” 
“No, I’m sure. The men at the bar aren’t here.” 
“OK. Take a seat. Now, you said someone seduced you?” 
“I wouldn’t go so far as that. Well, he did, yes, but I don’t want to say 

that it was entirely involuntary. It wasn’t voluntary; that’s true, but I think I 
could have done more to have prevented it. I probably would not have 
contacted you at all if it wasn’t for what I felt like in the morning when he 
left. I think I experienced the same kind of feeling as when someone has 
been robbed or kidnapped. It’s a sort of confusion. I mean, I don’t know 
who they were. Nothing at all. I’m sure I didn’t have any substances; I 
didn’t even have alcohol that night. I’m confident that they didn’t drug 
me.” 

“What then made you contact us?” 
“It’s because I don’t usually commit to having an intimate relationship 

with someone unless I know the person really well. I mean, it wasn’t vol-
untary, for sure. But I thought I knew him. And when I woke up and 
found that he was gone, and not being able to remember anything about 
him—what he looked like, what we talked about, what his personality 
was—I was in a panic. He was a charming man, I’ll give him that. They 
were all charming. But the feeling of being used was so great in the morn-
ing that I thought something was definitely wrong. It was that feeling that 
made me call.” 

“Did he give you an address, or at least a name?” 
“He did. In fact, I’m sure all of them did. The three of them walked up 

to me and introduced themselves, then two of them left. I’m sure at some 
point they gave me their address as well, but I can’t remember. It’s on the 
tip of my tongue, their names. I feel that if I could see one of them, any 
one of them, I’d be able to remember immediately what all three looked 
and acted like. I might even drop the charges. All I want to know is who I 
was with. I don’t really think they committed a very serious crime and I 



 

would forgive them if I could see them. Their appearance seems to be 
lodged inside that part of my mind where I can’t reach. Do you know 
what I mean?” 

 
How does it work? you ask. We’re not sure how it works, kid. I think 

it’s almost like how it is with other animals. It’s like how you can’t recog-
nize one sheep from another, because you aren’t a part of that species. 
That sense of recognition isn’t there. 

Are you saying we’re sheep, Erskine? 
No, I’m just saying that that’s how it’s like, like we’re a step above 

humanity. 
You know, Erskine, farmers can recognize one sheep from another. 

They can do it with chickens and cattle, too. 
It might not work exactly like that. It’s an analogy. And, Larsen, just to 

let you know, you were lucky. 
How was I lucky, Erskine? At least you had a family. 
Let me tell you something, Larsen. It’s better to never have had a 

family than to have one and lose it. You don’t know what it’s like when 
your wife and kids stop recognizing you.  

Tell the kid what happened, Erskine. 
We were at the park. My wife, my kid, and I. It was a nice sunny day 

and my kid and I were playing baseball with my wife watching. I had to go 
to the bathroom, and when I returned, they didn’t know me. My wife said 
she’d been single all her life, that she didn’t know who the father of the 
boy was and that I should stop hurting her. She was in tears, and wouldn’t 
listen to anything I was saying. I was telling her our history. But nothing I 
would say made her believe me. Not even stuff that only I would know 
about her. Later I realized that the history I remember doesn’t make sense 
to her, because it’s not the history she remembers. 

 
“How old are you, Samuel?” 
“I’ll be eighteen this year.” 
“Why did you feel like you had to tell us about these men?” 
“I don’t know. I thought they were interesting.” 
“What was so interesting about them? What can you tell us?” 
“They were cool guys. They made you feel comfortable being around 

them.” 
“How were they ‘cool’? How did they make you feel comfortable?” 
“I don’t know. They were cool men. Everything about them was cool. 

They dressed cool. They knew how to talk. You just wanted to be around 



 

them. They made me feel good. They didn’t make me feel like I was noth-
ing.” 

“These men are thieves and rapists, Samuel. What made them seem 
‘cool’ to you?” 

“I told you.” 
“But we still don’t understand.” 
“I can’t explain it any better.” 
“OK, Samuel. Is there anything else you can tell us about these men?” 
“They were sad and lonely.” 
“What made them sad and lonely, though?” 
“I don’t know. They were sad and lonely in that cool way, like people 

out of rock songs. Talking with them, I wanted to be just like them.” 
“Be like what, Samuel? What did you want to be like?” 
“I don’t know. I wanted to be like them.” 
“But you haven’t told us anything about what they are like. How can 

you want to be like them if you don’t know anything about them?” 
“I don’t know. But I know it’s them that I want to be like.” 
 
Tell people about us, kid; we want them to know; we want to be re-

membered and liked. We’ll see you again. And if, by some chance, you do 
remember us, we’ll take you along. But that’ll also mean nobody will re-
member you anymore, so you’ll probably want it the other way. In any 
case, we’ll check up on you. And there’ll be a smile on our faces if our 
waves are returned with a cold stare. 

 



 

 
 
 

When did you write "The Unrecognizable Men"?  
I wrote an early draft of this story a long time ago, when I was still in 

college. The piece looked nothing like the version I submitted to Driftwood 
Press. It had a more elaborate backstory for the three men—the townsfolk 
found a crashed plane in the woods, where they believed the men were 
hiding out, etc.—but I felt as if the story was becoming almost a novella 
in length, introducing elements that messed with the idea and made the 
piece less believable. I wanted to keep it short, and preserve a sense of 
mystery with the men’s origins. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering?  

I came up with the title about halfway through writing the first draft. I 
stuck with it for all the versions after. Never thought any other title was as 
appropriate. 
 
What inspired "The Unrecognizable Men"? Are any of its themes 
inspired by your own life?  

When I first started writing fiction, I shied away from my identity as 
an Asian American. I can’t exactly say why. I think all “ethnic” writers go 
through this phase where they don’t want to write about their heritage. I 
like to think that the idea for “The Unrecognizable Men” is something 
that my unconscious came up with to edge me closer to becoming a more 
mature writer—that is, to tackle my culture head-on by writing about 
Chinese American themes in my later work. This concept of unrecogniza-
bility is perhaps something that all people who feel they are a type of 
“other” yearn for. They want to be “cool,” like the kid in the story, and 
coolness relates to “unrecognizability,” being able to blend in, although 
nobody really thinks of coolness in this way. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing "The Unrecognizable Men"?  



 

The revision process, by far. The idea came to me and wanted to write 
about people who were “unrecognizable,” but to make it work in a believ-
able way took a lot of effort. 
 
Which part of "The Unrecognizable Men" was conceived of first?  

Premise. As a creative writing teacher, I often tell my students that a 
single idea can never make a complete story. And I think this holds true 
for “The Unrecognizable Men.” I was fascinated by the premise, but mak-
ing it a story took a lot more than just thinking up the idea. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in?  

Like I said before, the original conception was to make the story a 
long, drawn-out noir. It had crashed planes, detectives, femme fatales, and 
multiple twists. But it also had unbelievable characters, a concept that was 
too complicated to sustain twenty plus pages, and themes that became 
more and more muddled. 
 
Do you primarily write fiction? 

Yes, I primarily write fiction. I wrote short screenplays and poems be-
fore, but I’ve always thought of myself as a short story writer and novelist. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I think there are, more or less, two types of writers. The first type 
writes their stories fast. He gets as much down as possible and then revis-
es a lot. The second type, which includes me, writes slowly. He makes 
sure each sentence is as best as he can make it before he moves on to the 
next. He reads everything he wrote the previous day before he starts writ-
ing, but he doesn’t mind cutting any pages during the revision process, 
either. I think that novels writers have a lot of other options—John Ir-
ving, for example, always starts writing the last chapter first—but with 
stories, I think there are more or less only these two types of processes. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Do you have any recom-
mendations for readers who enjoyed your work?  

I’m currently enjoying Anita Amirrenzvani’s Equal of the Sun, a novel 
about ancient Iran. I’m also a huge fan of Chinese American writers, such 
as Ha Jin and Yiyun Li. 
 



 

Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

I have a chapbook published by StoryFront called “A Minor Revolu-
tion.” You can download it for ninety-nine cents off Amazon. I also have 
works published in Prick of the Spindle, Cha: Asian Literary Magazine, 
Drafthorse, and Hayden’s Ferry Review. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I was impressed by all three issues of Driftwood Press. Loved the covers, 
and I enjoyed the writings of Stephen Lindow, Emily Strauss, and Kyler 
Campbell. I thought “The Unrecognizable Men” would be great fit in 
Driftwood Press. 
 



 

 
 
 

Shannon didn’t like the neighbour man, who made a brutal first im-
pression. Soon after moving in she watched him stand on a step ladder in 
the middle of the sidewalk, swinging the end of a broom at a bird’s nest. 
The nest shattered in a tumble of twigs, dropping naked, alien-gray baby 
birds into the grass, where their chirps took on a pitiful pitch. The agitated 
mother bird flapped circles around the tree, too frightened to come in for 
a landing. She flapped her wings and screeched as though the loss of her 
hard built nest and hatchlings had driven her insane with grief. Shannon 
was horrified. 

The neighbour man looked satisfied with his work. He tipped an invis-
ible cap to Shannon and said, “Nuisance birds. Cause a lot of trouble.” 

All night Shannon stirred in our bed, telling me over and over how 
sick she felt. She regretted not taking action. Maybe she could have 
scooped the baby birds up, restored some semblance of the nest and 
placed it in the tree in our backyard.  

“I would have put gloves on first. If you touch a baby bird, its mother 
will abandon it.” 

“I don’t think that’s true,” I said, only half-asleep. 
Shannon didn’t get a chance to kick in her rescue plan. Occupied with 

the children, by the time she returned to the boulevard, two neighbour-
hood cats were crouched in the grass, undoubtedly feasting. 

“What kind of a person would be so cruel?” she asked.  
For the sake of peace between our two houses, I urged her to forget 

about it, and not bother writing the terse note she wanted to slip under 
the neighbour’s door in defence of the birds. 

*** 
We bought our house for the backyard. 
In the summer, the land was a lush refuge for butterflies and the occa-

sional dashing chip monk, and in the winter it cradled a field of deep 
white for snowmen and forts. Over the years I enhanced it with a trellis 
and a Koi pond, while Shannon cultivated a garden she tended faithfully, 



 

providing our table with squash and tomatoes sliced fresh off the vine. 
The house next door had been denied such a blessing. Their backdoor 
opened on chain link fence, separating their strip of spotty grass from the 
asphalt of the church parking lot. While my girls giggled through the 
sprinkler or played a round of croquet, our neighbours sat trapped in their 
living room, unable to lounge outdoors in the friendly sun.  

For years, communication between me and the neighbour man was 
limited to waves across the driveway until one day he knocked at the front 
door asking for a favour. He stood on our stoop in baggy shorts and a too 
tight T-shirt supporting his meaty bosom like a brassier. 

The family cat, he explained, had just died. 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, thinking it was small talk, the lead up 

for the real reason he had come over. 
“I’m stuck with what to do with her,” he said. “I could take her to the 

Humane Society but they probably just wait till they got a pile big enough 
to cremate or throw in a mass grave. It feels like I’m just tossing her in the 
garbage.” 

He asked if he could bury the cat in our backyard. 
I suppose deep down I felt guilty about our yard disparity, because 

without giving it any thought, I acquiesced casually, as though he wanted 
to borrow a cup of sugar. 

“Sure, no problem.” 
I grabbed a shovel from the basement and waited for him to return 

carrying a pillow case, its contents bulging at the bottom like a sack of 
rotting Halloween candy. 

I picked a spot at the corner of our trellis, leaning the shovel towards 
the neighbour man but he deferred. “You should do it. I don’t want to 
muff up your landscaping.” 

What is the official etiquette when one man wants to bury a body in 
the yard of another? I’d have thought the man asking for the favour 
would do the work, but not wanting to press the issue I stuck the shovel 
into the earth and began digging. 

“How old was she?” 
“We got her about six, seven years ago.” 
“Not very old for a cat, is it?” 
“I said that’s when we got her, not how old she was.” He folded his 

arms across his wide chest and gave me a look to make me feel stupid. 
This situation was familiar, doing someone a favour only to have them 

get passive aggressive, as though they resented needing help and thought 
you were lording the gesture over them. Wanting this scenario over as 



 

quickly as possible, I kept quiet, content to let him watch me dig. 
“It’s crazy,” he said. “Your kids want a pet so you get one to make 

them happy and then it dies and they’re upset. It’s like, What, I just got 
this cat so one day it can die and bum everyone out?” He looked at the 
sagging pillowcase accusingly. “Stupid thing.” 

I dug a modest hole. The neighbour man lowered the pillow case and I 
raked dirt into the grave. Funny, a moment ago it was just a hole, but with 
the minor addition of one dead cat it officially turned into a grave. 

“What if kids were the same?” the neighbour man asked. “Imagine 
people had children, the children lived a dozen or so years and then died 
and you were upset. No one would have kids. The whole human race 
would come to an end.” 

With that bizarre musing, the neighbour man returned to his house. I 
took a while longer, smoothing the dirt over the grave, wanting to make 
things look nice for the poor animal who offended her owner by doing 
what was only the second most natural thing in the world. 

*** 
The next day, the youngest daughter knocked on the door and asked 

to visit our backyard. She wanted to pay her respects at the cat’s grave. 
Shannon led her to the backyard. The child had a pathetic bouquet of 

yellow dandelions. Shannon got a knife from the kitchen and cut a few 
real flowers for the girl to lay on the cat’s funeral mound. 

The little girl knelt where I had made the dirt fresh, placing the flowers 
and folding her hands to say a prayer. Shannon said she misted over at the 
little girl’s sincerity and gave her a big hug. She thought the little girl might 
come back every now and then until her grief passed but the girl never 
did. 

*** 
Before the end of the year, the neighbour man suffered a fatal heart at-

tack. The flashing lights of the ambulance, though silent, were enough to 
rouse me from bed to witness the scene. I didn’t see his body wheeled 
out, but I did see the paramedic moseying from the vehicle into the 
house. There was no urgency to his gait, as though his presence at the 
scene was unnecessary. 

The next day Shannon offered a dark eulogy, reminding me of the 
time the neighbour man knocked the baby birds out of the tree. 

“What are you saying?” I asked. “He deserved to die for killing some 
birds?” 

“That’s all I remember of him.” She took a sip of her coffee. “What 
kind of a man does that?” 



 

I couldn’t resist the pun. “Clearly a man with a bad heart.” 
*** 

The day of the funeral, dozens of cars lined the street in front of the 
neighbour’s house—family and friends assembling after the service. Earli-
er in the day, Shannon said she was too tired to cook and suggested I 
drive down to the Bansaree to pick up dinner. One of the visitors’ cars 
was blocking us into the driveway. Under the circumstances I felt hesitant 
to go next door and ask someone to move their vehicle. Shannon caught 
my thinking and without a word rooted a box of chicken fingers out of 
the freezer. 

By the time we turned in to bed, all of the cars had left. Except the 
one blocking our driveway. I wasn’t going anywhere at 11 o’clock at night, 
but still felt bothered this person couldn’t have abated their grief for just a 
moment to remember civility and move their car. 

The next day was Saturday and Shannon had taken the girls to the Y 
for some physical activity. I was taking advantage of the empty house to 
watch an R-rated movie with the sound turned way up when there was a 
knock at the door. 

A faintly familiar looking young man waited on the stoop, standing 
alongside an equally young woman. Their attire was formal but ruffled, 
having spent the night in a heap on the floor before being stepped back 
into this morning. 

“My name is Jesse,” the young man said, offering a hand. “I’m the 
son.” 

I shook and he introduced me to his girlfriend, Monique. Jesse was the 
eldest son of the neighbour man, attending college in Etobicoke. In the 
afternoon light, I got a better look at his car, which no longer blocked our 
driveway. A beater, the back windows covered in band stickers, obviously 
the vehicle of a student. 

I offered words of sympathy about the family tragedy. They passed 
over Jesse’s head and he asked, “Did my father bury a cat in your back-
yard?” 

It took me a moment to remember the summer and answer in the af-
firmative. 

“We’d like to see the grave.” 
Escorting the pair to the backyard, my scant memories of Jesse began 

to surface. Fleeting glimpses I’d caught of the young boy over the years; 
jumping his skateboard in the driveway, sitting on the porch steps under a 
cloud of yelling pouring from inside like the smoke of a burned dinner, 
the ugly facial bruising I’d told myself must have come from skateboard-



 

ing or rough housing with friends. In the brief window of time I hadn’t 
seen him, he’d stepped into the skin of a tall young man. I was taken 
aback at how much time must have passed. 

He was talkative, as though we shared a familiarity deeper than my su-
perficial memories. He introduced Monique, a veterinary student. This 
was her first occasion visiting his family. Last Christmas had been spent 
with her folks in Coquitlam, but this year they would spend the holidays 
with Jesse’s mother and sisters. 

We stood in front of the trellis, where I buried the cat. The ground 
looked smooth and even, sprouting grass. You’d never know it had been 
opened up. 

Jesse moved out of the house before the cat was buried, so unlike his 
littlest sister, it hadn’t been convenient for him to come by with a fistful 
of wilted dandelions to pay his respects. It made sense that after the emo-
tional toll of burying his father, he would want to stand at the grave of 
another life that for so long had been a part of his short one. 

“May I borrow your shovel?” Jesse asked like a guest looking for cof-
fee, and for a moment I wondered if I was a bad host for not immediately 
offering garden equipment. Because of his confident demeanour, I was 
soon in the basement, pulling out the same shovel I used to put the cat 
where it was now. 

Different from his father, Jesse reached for the tool and did his own 
digging. He pulled up the dirt carefully, in no rush. He cut small squares 
and lifted them up, until he exposed a flap of pillow case, dyed coffee 
colour from its time underground. 

Jesse dropped to his knees and clawed at the earth, scooping out piec-
es and exposing more of the pillowcase. As he broke up the dirt he found 
the occasional fat earthworm, which he carefully placed into the flower 
bed on the other side of the trellis. 

Once the pillow case had been uncovered, Monique knelt and helped 
him pull the fabric casket from the earth, careful not to jar the contents 
inside. 

They laid the pillow case on the patio table, where Shannon sat on 
mild mornings to sip coffee and do the crossword. I said nothing to pro-
test the sullying of our table. Jesse and Monique laid the filthy sack out so 
reverently any word I spoke against them would sound callus. 

The top of the pillowcase had been knotted. Jesse produced a pocket 
knife and slashed through the material, exposing the corpse to sun light it 
was never supposed to see again. 

Monique slipped into a pair of rubber examination gloves and began 



 

handling the remains. Jesse took a deep breath and stepped back, not 
wanting his emotions to get in the way of what I now realized was an in-
vestigation. 

Death had transformed the cat into a single stiff piece. Hard to believe 
at one point she pounced and purred, batting string and leaping at mice 
and nuzzling her soft cheek into yours. 

Monique ran her gloved fingers over the cat, sweeping her palms in a 
final petting. She moved down the back, massaging the tail bone, then the 
legs. She caressed the carcass lovingly but thoroughly, reporting all the 
major bones felt intact. She detected no signs of trauma. 

“My father said she’d been hit in the road,” Jesse told me. 
Monique paused once her rubber gloves cradled the cat’s head. It 

looked light, hollow. She closed her eyes and traced her fingers with in-
tense concentration. I held my breath, afraid the skull might crumble to 
dust in her gentle hands.  “The skull feels caved in. Crushed on the left 
side,” she said. “Whether that was the cause of death or a result of the 
pressure of the ground I couldn’t tell you.” 

Jesse nodded. 
“It is absolutely damaged,” she said, “But I don’t think by a car. “ 
Jesse stepped forward and with bare, dirt covered fingers, scratched 

gently behind the cat’s brittle ear. Her veterinary expertise exhausted, 
Monique let the animal remains go. She removed her gloves and pulled 
the pillow case over the body. 

Jesse walked back to the trellis and began shovelling dirt back into its 
hole. With the cat removed, it was back to being just a hole. He kept his 
eyes on his work as he addressed me. “I guess things are going to be a lot 
quieter around here now.” I could tell by the coiling of his voice he was 
expecting me to agree, to understand the inside joke he was making. The 
neighbourhood had always been quiet. We weren’t on a main road, one 
that roared with 5 o’clock traffic or squeals of the 2 a.m. drunks racing 
home. Our street was settled by growing families, no frat houses or mo-
torcycle clubs. No one making trouble. 

Yet I recalled now the sounds from next door that occasionally raised 
Shannon’s eyebrow. In our backyard we could hear the banging from our 
neighbour’s basement. A crushing sound, like drywall being pummelled 
with a hammer. There was yelling too, but always unintelligible. The walls 
of the house muffled what dark hostility was being expressed. Whatever 
happened was contained in the privacy of the house, so I had a responsi-
bility to mind my own business. 

“You never talked with my father, did you?” I felt like I was being ac-



 

cused of something. 
“I didn’t know him. We only met the one time. Just after you moved 

out.” 
Jesse shook his head. “I didn’t move out, I was pushed out. I don’t 

think he liked that I was starting to speak up when he put his hands on 
my mother. Or my sisters.” He began pushing dirt back into the hole 
roughly, tearing small patches of the surrounding grass. “I felt bad. Like 
I’d abandoned them. I hated thinking of them left alone with him. Even 
living so far away, I could still hear them. Better than you I guess.” 

He stood the shovel up in the ground and looked at me. “I was always 
afraid it would be my mother or my sisters to absorb his anger. I never 
thought about the cat. I guess I owe her thanks.” 

I wanted to tell him it was unfair to have expected me to intervene. 
How was I to know his family’s situation? Without things happening in 
the open, in a large backyard where I could have seen, how could I know? 
From his face, I suppose. Not the bruising, but the looks he gave me, eyes 
red, distraught. Eyes I never got too close a look at, because as soon as 
they were on me I was looking the other way. 

“No offense to your trellis,” Jesse said, “But I’d like to find her a rest-
ing place somewhere better.” 

They carried the cat up the side of the house, each clutching a side of 
the bundle like pallbearers. Jesse opened the back door of his car and gen-
tly laid the cat on the seat, transforming the beat up car into a majestic 
hearse that gracefully rode away to where ever it was better. 

That night in bed I laid up for hours, listening to the household 
breathing. I stood over our daughter’s beds, the scent of mint toothpaste 
still on their breath. They were going to be so big so fast. Next door was 
quiet, the lights on, glowing orange and warm. I wrapped my arms around 
Shannon, hoping she would carry me with her into the land of slumber. I 
couldn’t stop thinking about the neighbour man, defying the swooping 
mother as he swung his broom at the birds in the tree. For the first time, I 
shared Shannon’s guilt, wishing I had crossed the property line to the 
shattered nest and scooped the baby birds up. 



 

 
 
 

When did you write “Exhumed”?  
I wrote the first draft of “Exhumed” two years ago, longhand, during 

one marathon session at the Mansion House (St. Catharines’ oldest tav-
ern). Over the next couple of months I expanded on it, adding details and 
bringing out the characters a little more. Prematurely, I submitted it to a 
magazine and received a very swift rejection after which I conceded the 
story wasn’t quite ready to be showing people. I got busy with other sto-
ries and forgot about it until earlier this year. I gave it another couple re-
writes (ditching a lengthy and boring beginning) and produced the version 
seen here. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering?  

I don’t put much thought into titles. I usually go with the first thing 
that pops into my head—just a one or two word description. I like the 
story that when Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld were producing their TV 
show, they didn’t want the writers wasting time thinking up clever titles, 
so they decreed every episode could only be called “The ----“, which is 
why all the episodes are titled simply, “The Puffy Shirt”, “The Chinese 
Restaurant”, “The Doll”, etc. Occasionally, I’ll give something a more 
ornate title. I recently wrote a story with a title twenty-four words long. 
 
What inspired “Exhumed”? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  

The inspiration came from pondering the fate of my own cat. When I 
was an apartment dweller, I looked at her from time to time and thought, 
“What am I going to do with you when you die?” To wrap her up in a box 
and place her in the trash would feel callus. I had visions of myself sneak-
ing into the park at night with a shovel to surreptitiously bury her. Finally, 
it occurred to me I would probably call one of my friends who owned a 
house and ask if I could bury my cat in their backyard. I assumed this 



 

would be a normal request. The cat, by the way, is still active and relatively 
healthy. Now days I worry she’ll outlive me. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing “Exhumed”? 

I often rush the ending. A big part of re-writing is getting the pacing 
of the end feeling good. 
 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

I sometime write pop fiction essays or film reviews, but writing fiction 
always feels to me like ‘real’ writing. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process?  

I write everything in long hand. I buy myself a nice hardcover note 
book which I plaster with old Garbage Pail Kids stickers to keep it from 
looking too precious, and everything I write goes in there. Years ago, I 
lost about 100 pages of a novel I had been working on when I accidently 
deleted it off a computer (no one had told me about CTRL-Z). I need the 
reassurance that if my computer files disappear, I will still have a physical 
copy of the original composition. Now that backing stuff up is so easy, 
I’m no longer afraid of losing work, but I’ve kept up writing longhand. 
Sometimes I start writing a story on my computer but after a few pages, I 
wind up pulling out my notebook and continuing it in there. I write better 
hunched over, looking down at a piece of paper instead of staring straight 
ahead at a computer screen. I like the way writing longhand turns the cre-
ation process into what feels like manual labour. After a couple hours 
your hand gets sore, your shoulders ache. You have to really concentrate 
to get past the distractions of your complaining body, and that’s when I 
get bursts of inspiration that would have eluded me had I been more 
comfortable. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Do you have any recom-
mendations for readers who enjoyed your work?  

The authors I get the most pleasure from are Mordecai Richler, Tom 
Perrotta, Miriam Toews, Roddy Doyle, Lisa Moore, though I’m not com-
paring my work to theirs. I don’t want to say, “Dude! If you like Chris 
Kuriata then you’ll love Mordecai Richler!” I’m pretty sure if you hate me 
you’d still love Mordecai Richler. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-



 

lished before?  
 I have a story about a battle between a grade school teacher and a 

young girl with an oral tic at The Feathertale Review. 
http://feathertale.com/short-fiction/garbage-shark/ 

And a story about the mysterious hanging ropes that appeared over Niag-
ara Falls in the 1820s in the Surreal issue of Blank Fiction. 

http://blankfictionmag.com/product/surreal-fiction/ 
  
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I don’t remember exactly how I found Driftwood Press but I do remem-
ber being impressed with the caliber of fiction they were publishing. “Rit-
uals of Lonely Men” in the last issue really stood out to me as the kind 
story I enjoy, giving you a strong sense of a specific character and their 
routine. Same with “Caretta Caretta” in the same issue, I like stories that 
give me details about jobs I never gave much thought about, like patrol-
ling the beach looking for parking infractions. “Lovers” by Tom Lisky in 
the first issue was both harrowing and moving. I’m in awe of writing that 
can create such emotional tension inside me. 



 

’

 

 
 

Her arms parted the seven-foot-high grass.  Michelle Rodgers, Realtor-
in-Training stepped into Douglas J. Curran’s yard, wishing she’d brought a 
machete. Around her, insects hummed. 

“Mr. Curran?  Where are--ow!” 
Her foot banged against a large metallic object swallowed by the grass.  

Glaring, she recognized the shape of a lawn mower.  A small tree grew 
through the engine block.   

Hearing a grunt, she headed toward it.  Ten more feet of pushing re-
vealed her destination: Douglas J. Curran and his lawn chair. 

The two sat fused together in a symbiotic relation of sitter and sat-
upon.  Thick moss clung to them both.  The motionless man stared for-
ward.  A nest filled his beard. 

She smoothed her official trainee’s jacket.  “I’m Michelle, from the 
Acme, Full Service Real Estate Agency.” 

He grunted again. 
“Mr. Curran, your next door neighbors, the Joneses, would like me to 

sell their house.  If I do, I will pass my training.” 
“Good.”  
“Not good.  I can’t graduate until I sell.  I’ve shown the house forty 

times.  Everyone loves it until they look over the fence.” 
He made a sound that could have been a chuckle. 
Michelle reached into her jacket.  “But here’s a solution.  Lawn care 

professionals will come.  We’ll pay for everything.  You could stay in your 
chair, if you like.”  Pulling out a document, she unfolded it.  “Just sign.” 

“No.” 
“No?” 
“No.  Man learned to walk because of tall grass.  Can’t see unless you 

stand.  Might get eaten if you can’t see.  Gotta stand.  Gotta walk.  Long 
grass made Man out of an ape.” 

“You’re not walking.  You aren’t even standing.” 
“True.  But I’m more evolved.” 



 

Sure you are, she thought.  “You could still be that and have a nice 
lawn, too.” 

“Have you ever sat still long enough to think?” 
“No.” 
“Well, I did.  Nothing happened at first.  My head was filled with de-

tails.  Worries.  After a few weeks, I stopped worrying.  Thoughts came 
into my head.  Big thoughts.  Things I’d never even considered before.  
Philosophical things.”  He sighed both at the paper and from the effort of 
so much speaking. 

“If they come for my grass, then I’d have move around.  Then worries 
will push out all my big thoughts.  It took me a long time to get them.  
I’m not going to give them up just because the Joneses don’t like me.” 

Envying a head empty of worries, Michelle exhaled sadly.  “I’m sorry, 
but you’ll have to give this up sooner or later.  They’re going to sue.” 

Douglas J. Curran smiled the bright smile of triumph. 
“What’s so funny?” 
“The only thing that moves more slowly than I do,” he said as a 

mouse gnawed on his beard, “are the courts.” 
Weighted by the truth of his words, or possibly just dizzy from all the 

small bugs and big thoughts flying so close around her, Michelle abruptly 
sat down on the grass. 

She needed to think. 



 

 
 
 

When did you write "If Only the Official Trainee's Kit Included 
Herbicide"? 

1993. Yes. That's right. I could have made a college student in the time 
it took me to get one micro-story published. 
 

Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? 
Were there any other titles you were considering?  

The first incarnation of the story was a 1,000 word story.  I called it 
"The Hidden Vice."  It wasn't until I whittled it down to a 500 word piece 
and had a couple dozen rejections on it that I thought I'd give it the name 
I wanted to, no matter how odd. 
  
What inspired "If Only the Official Trainee's Kit Included Herbi-
cide"? Are any of its themes inspired by your own life? 

The writing prompt that generated this story was: "The Seven Deadly 
Sins."  Because Sloth is always my favorite deadly sin (with a close second 
in Gluttony) I wrote about that. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing "If Only the Official Trainee's 
Kit Included Herbicide"? 

Cutting it in half a decade after I wrote it.  The editing process for me 
is a tough nut to crack. 
 
Which part of "If Only the Official Trainee's Kit Included Herbi-
cide" was conceived of first? 

The theme.  I read the prompt and looked out the window, saw the 
long grass in my mother's lawn and it clicked. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in? 

There was more talking.  More conversation about long grass and phi-



 

losophy and religion and the origin of the human soul.  And his beard.  I 
spent more time fixated on his beard and what lived in there. 
 
Do you primarily write fiction? 

Yes.  I do write essays about my family but they are so odd and awful 
and wonderful and scary that most people assume I'm making them 
up.  I'm not.  With my fiction, there's less explaining. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process? 

I'm character-centric.  Once I can get a character to talk to me in their 
own voice, then I know I've got a story I can commit to.  But finding that 
voice can take a long time.  It's a process of writing, writing, writing, 
snacking, taking a walk, feeding the cat, writing, then oh, some more writ-
ing. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Do you have any recom-
mendations for readers who enjoyed your work? 

My favorite authors don't write like I do.  I think I started writing be-
cause I never found anything on the shelf that was 100% what I needed to 
read at that time.  But I do adore Jane Langton, Ellis Peters, Lloyd Alex-
ander and Terry Pratchett, and wish I could emulate their prolific abilities. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before? 

I have self-published at Amazon Kindle Direct Publishing under the 
name Virginia Elizabeth Hayes.  My two novels are: A Saint Nobody's 
Heard of and Welcome to Lamentation.  I also have short stories and a novel-
la.  I tell most people if they want to give me the lick-test, they should 
start with "Thirty Seven Inches of Snow."  It's a short story about every-
thing that terrified me when I was eight years old. 
 
Is there anything else you'd like to tell us about this work in par-
ticular? 

That it's more ironic that I ever thought it would be, because I had to 
work very hard to get people to read a story about laziness.  To me that's 
pretty funny. 



 

 
 
 

“Hey, Kyle, where am I?” said the voice on the phone. 
“Who is this?” I replied, whispering.  
“C’mon, Kyle, it’s all dark. I can’t see nothing.” 
“Oyster?” 
“Yeah, yeah. Shit. It’s me, now, where the fuck am I?” Oyster asked 

again. 
“I don't know,” I said. “You called me.” Ashley rolled over, an early 

warning. 
“Oyster, do you even know what time it is?” I asked. The blue num-

bers beside the bed read four-three-seven. I slid softly out of  bed, trying 
not to wake Ashley. I kept the lights off  and felt around for a pair of  jeans 
and a flannel shirt with my toes, then carried everything downstairs to the 
kitchen where I could turn on a light. 

“How am I supposed to know what time it is? I told you already I 
can’t see nothing,” he said. I’ve known Oyster since elementary school. 
His first name is Michael, but everyone, even his dad, has called him by 
his last name probably since he was born.   

In fourth grade, we bonded over our dads. His dad kept knocking him 
around, blaming Oyster for his dead-end lumber mill job, his wife leaving 
him, his truck not starting. My dad kept getting knocked around by my 
mom’s accusations and daily disappointments. Only, he wasn’t around 
much to hear them. Our house became like a highway rest stop. Mom 
would wail on and on about dad, call him a filthy Indian, Chief  Blanket 
Ass of  the Whaddafuckahwe tribe, a dead beat dad, a drifting husband. 
Oyster would come to school with fresh wounds. He’d lift his shirt or pull 
up his sleeve. I’d examine the bruises and cigarette burns and tell him how 
they compared to the ones my dad would have had if  he had stuck around 
long enough to be hit by mom’s powerful remorse and unmet expecta-
tions. I always made my dad's bruises seem worse than Oyster’s real ones. 
Oyster would whistle and joke that being a kid was bad enough, but there 
was no way he was ever going to be a father. I agreed. It just wasn’t worth 



 

it. 
I figured Oyster was stoned. It was his natural condition. He went to 

work in a sawmill stoned. He got fired from the sawmill stoned. He 
looked for work at another sawmill stoned. He went back to work stoned. 
Machinery screaming, saw blades eight feet tall chewing through forty 
foot logs three, four, maybe more feet in diameter, spitting out rough cut 
lumber. They shake the ground when they land. Oyster, stoned as a man 
can be, would stand in the middle of  it, pulling the green lumber up into 
stacks where the wood, heavy from years of  constant rain, sat, drying.  

“Are you sitting down somewhere? Lying down?” I asked. 
“Sitting.” 
“Are you in a building or outside?” 
“I’m in a building. Wait, no. Shit. I’m in my truck,” Oyster said. 
“Where do you remember going?” 
“I drove out to the beach. Wanted to watch the waves and smoke a lit-

tle. Work’s been pissing me off,” Oyster offered as an explanation. Work 
was always pissing him off, which was odd because, as I said, he was pret-
ty constantly stoned halfway to next week. Maybe he could be angry and 
stoned at the same time. I just don't know. I never took but one sip of  
beer, and I haven't smoked up with Oyster even though he has invited me 
to about a million times. I saw what it did to my dad. I just don't need that 
kind of  stress. 

“Can you drive?  Does the truck start?  No, never mind. Forget it.” If  
he was so far gone he’d forgotten where he was, he’d need some help. 
“Which beach you at?” 

“I can’t remember. Socked in, too. Can’t see a thing,” Oyster said. 
“Come on, Oyster. Bastendorff, Sunset, Horsefall? You didn’t drive all 

the way down to Bandon, did you? I’m not driving down there. You can 
sit until county drives by. I’m sure they’d love to find you out there. Send 
you right back to lock-up,” I said.  

“I’m not in Bandon. Didn’t have enough gas,” Oyster said.    
“Can you hear the waves? Big or small?” 
“They’re crashing pretty good,” he replied.   
That knocked out Sunset. The waves broke before they came into the 

little inlet beach surrounded by fifty foot sandstone and shale cliffs. But 
Bastendorff  and Horsefall were in opposite directions, Bastendorff  half  
an hour south and Horsefall fifteen minutes north. I hoped to get Oyster 
to his apartment and be back home in time to grab another hour of  sleep 
before I had to help Ashley get the kids ready for school.  

“Okay. Listen and see if  you can hear the buoy,” I said.   



 

We sat there, together, in silence, listening for the bay buoy. After a 
few seconds, there it was, an electronic bell, a clear ponnn, the sound of  
ringing brass so pure that the note never falls into a tinny, shivering sound. 
Always ponnn. Never ponngg. Every forty-five seconds.  

On any night, I could hear the bell from my house, whether my win-
dows were open or not. The sound carried up the hill, more constant than 
the foggy drizzle that settled over the coast in September and did not 
clear off  until the summer wind whipped and lashed it back into the 
ocean come June. 

“Did you hear that?” I asked. 
“Yeah, I think so. Let me hear another couple to make sure,” said Oys-

ter. I could hear Oyster breathing over the phone. A couple of  minutes 
went by. Ponnn. Ponnn. 

“Still there?” I said. 
“Wha--?  Yeah, I’m sure. I hear it,” Oyster said after a third bell. He 

was stuck somewhere out on Horsefall beach. 
“The fuck?” Oyster blurted. 
“What?  What’s wrong now?” 
“Something just rocked my truck,” he replied. Through the phone, I 

heard him open the squeaky door to his half-rusted yellow Nissan pickup. 
“What the? What’s this? Oh shit, fuckballs, mother. . .” 
Oyster’s cursing continued, but I broke in. “What’s going on?” 
“My shoe’s all wet,” he complained. “It’s soaked through.” 
“Christ, Oyster. Where on the beach did you park?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. On the damn beach,” he shouted back into the phone. 

“Shit, my truck just got rocked again.” I checked the tide chart on the 
Grange Supply calendar hanging next to the fridge. The tide was coming 
in.  

“Can you start it up?” 
“I’ll try.”  
I heard huffing, grunting, and more swearing as Oyster must have 

been groping around the truck looking for his keys. Oyster isn’t fat, but 
he’s a big guy for a Nissan. 

“Can’t find the keys.” 
“Okay. God, Oyster. Of  all the dumb things. How many times have 

we been out there on that beach? You know where the tide comes to.” 
“Maybe if  I…,” Oyster’s voice trailed off. I heard a door shut. 
“Oyster?  Hey, Oyster?” The line went dead. 
If  things went quickly, I might be able to get Oyster back to town and 

make it to work on time.  



 

I pulled on my boots. Oyster was somewhere on Horsefall, but finding 
him in the dark could take a while. The beach ran for miles and work 
started at seven. Worse than that, if  Oyster couldn't get the truck started, 
we had about half  an hour, maybe a little more, before the engine flooded 
with saltwater. I remembered the flashlight from the junk drawer next to 
the fridge and went out the side door towards the garage. In the rush, I 
forgot to hold the screen door, and it clapped loudly against the frame. I 
was sure that Ashley, always jealous of  sleep after our second kid, would 
be awake now, giving me another reason to hurry. 

The rain and heavy wind had hurried up the coast, and the air, now 
still, smelled of  dirt and Douglas fir. Chimney smoke curled lazily down 
around the neighborhood houses to mix with the sea fog creeping up 
from the water into town. It was quiet. 

I climbed up into the bench seat of  my Chevy Custom-10 and started 
her up. The 350 small-block roared to life. I jumped back out of  the truck 
to check what I had in the bed and let the engine warm up some. The 
truck had a winch, but if  Oyster was so far down the beach that the tide 
was beginning to move it, we’d need shovels and some pieces of  wood to 
fit under the tires to keep them from getting sucked down into the sand. I 
grabbed what I thought we’d need and placed it all in the bed. Back in the 
truck, I eased her down the driveway.   

Despite the storm, the streets were still clear. No fallen tree branches 
blocked the way. No standing water. I nodded, glad I wouldn’t be stuck 
cleaning catch basins and storm drains all day. Driving north out of  town, 
I did not see another moving car. Just before I got to the bridge, I tried 
Oyster on the cell phone. Service didn’t extend north of  the bridge, and I 
wanted a better idea of  where he might be. His voice mail picked up. I 
snapped the phone shut and threw it on the seat. It bounced once and 
arced up to clatter against the passenger side door before falling open on 
the floorboard. 

At the top of  the bridge, I stepped on the gas. Below me, the buoy 
kept sounding its vigil. Ahead, the light at the Highway 101 and North 
Spit Road intersection was blinking yellow. I turned left at the light and 
continued down the causeway that split the tide flats in two. Looking 
south, I could just make out the red lights at the top of  the bridge. The 
bridge itself  was obscured by the fog. Almost straight down, just a few 
feet to the left from my tires, I saw mud. The tide was not in all the way 
yet, but it was coming on. I pressed on the gas a little more. 

Half  a mile later, I stomped the brake to slow down enough to make 
the turn onto the access road. I had to slow down a good bit. The road 



 

narrowed and began to snake around gnarled stands of  shore pine and 
rhododendron. Wind-twisted branches grabbed at the truck’s antenna. 
Whenever one took slight hold, I felt the twang vibrating through the seat 
cushion. I stayed in the middle of  the road, ignoring the solid yellow line. 

After a slow couple of  miles, and past the state campground where 
duners flock each summer to get drunk and race souped-up ATVs along 
the beach and over the crests of  hundred-foot sand dunes, the trees and 
bushes gave way to beach grass. My fingers tapped along the top of  the 
steering wheel and my left leg would not hold still. Thirty seconds later, I 
was in the parking lot, empty save for small drifts of  sand and a soiled 
diaper picked apart by seagulls. Oyster hadn’t made it back here. 

I drove to the south end of  the parking lot where a gap in the seawall 
had been bulldozed to allow vehicle access to the beach. I stopped the 
truck and climbed down. The air was sharp and briny, yet sweet with de-
caying seaweed. 

“Oyster!” I shouted. Nothing. I shouted again. More nothing. Wher-
ever he was, my voice couldn’t reach him. I walked to the top of  the sand 
berm and looked out to the ocean. The waves here churned up enough 
spray that I had to squint just a bit to keep the mist out of  my eyes. Stand-
ing so close to the water, I could taste the briny air again. Proximity over-
came thirty years of  familiarity. I still couldn't see Oyster. I went back to 
the truck, locked the hubs, and crossed the seawall. 

I drove south first. The beach ran south a couple miles to a man-made 
bar. Giant, sharp-edged gray boulders stuck straight out from a sandy spur 
of  land calming the waves and making passage into the bay less precari-
ous. From the bar, the beach went north for miles until split by a large 
stream. Oyster was probably down by the bar.  

The sand was packed from all the rain, so I drove pretty fast, watching 
out for driftwood and sinkholes. A mile down the beach, something 
caught my eye. I turned towards it, headlights on bright. It was Oyster, 
waving.   

“Where’s the truck?” I shouted, still fifty feet away. 
“Back there,” he replied, gesturing over his shoulder. I couldn’t see it. 
“Climb in.” 
Oyster opened the door and hoisted himself  in with a grunt. He 

smelled yeasty, like stale beer. 
“How ya’ doin?” he asked. 
“I’m okay. Point me to your truck.” 
“Fuck it.” 
“What do you mean, fuck it?” 



 

“Let it go. Screw it. It’s gone. You know, fuck it.” 
I wasn't ready to give up so easily. I at least needed to see it, see how 

far up the water was. Or the sand. A truck can take a pretty good amount 
of  abuse if  you cared for it when it mattered.   

“We can still winch it out,” I said. 
“Leave it. I can get another one.” 
“Oyster, you didn’t have money for the piece of  shit you drive now. I 

lent you the five hundred, which I’m still waiting to get back.” 
He laughed at that. I looked over at him, but he kept staring out to-

wards the ocean.   
“Fine, fine. Go on down there,” he pointed.  
We drove in silence for a couple minutes. 
“It should be up here somewhere, close to the ship,” Oyster said. I 

strained my eyes to see something. Down at the edge of  water, I saw a 
whitish spot. Then, as we drew nearer, I could see Oyster’s yellow pickup. 
It already sat in a couple feet of  water. When a larger wave hit it, the truck 
would lift up, glide a foot or so, and settle back down.   

I sat there. I looked at the pickup two-stepping with the waves. The 
movement was almost graceful.   

“Like I said. The truck’s toast,” said Oyster. 
“I don’t know. If  we get it out and wash it right away, maybe.” The wa-

ter didn’t look too high. I started to open the door. Oyster reached out 
and held my arm.   

“Nah, nah. I’m sorry I made you come out here. I should have walked 
home.” 

“That’s alright,” I said, both of  us watching the truck move with the 
waves. One hundred yards to the south, the same swells broke through 
the iron ribs of  what remained of  the New Carissa. Oyster had parked 
here, no doubt, to check on the old girl. We often did. 

The wreck happened just a few years back. A winter storm dragged 
the double-anchored ship to shallow water. The sleeping crew awoke just 
a few hundred yards offshore. The current, the forty mile an hour wind, 
and the twenty foot waves made everything that happened next inevitable. 
For months, salvage crews tried to pull her back out to sea while the sav-
aged ship slowly leaked her bunker fuel into the water. They tried to burn 
the fuel out with napalm. They tried to pump it out to shore. Finally, they 
blew her up into pieces to tug her out and sink her in deep water, but her 
stern remained mired in the mud and sand. The explosion had rattled the 
windows of  my house, three miles away as the seagull flies. 

In town, people complain about her ugly carcass. They avoid this part 



 

of  the beach, but Oyster and I have found that the New Carissa’s skeleton 
hides a secret now that the oil has washed away. We can always catch our 
quota of  crab. 

“Christie left last night. Came home from work and all her clothes 
were gone. She took the cigarettes.” 

“She did?” 
“Yep.” 
“That’s what this is about?” I  tried to think of  more to say, but we 

just sat there. 
“Maybe. I don’t know.” 
Oyster reached down and picked up my cellphone. He looked at it for 

a second then handed it to me.  
“She gave me herpes, you know.” 

“Really?”   
“Yep.” After a few seconds, Oyster laughed, “the love bug.” 
“Damn, what do you take for that?” 
“Oh, some pills or other. Doc says it never really goes away.”  He gig-

gled some more. I let him go. Behind us, the sky was brightening, though 
the fog was still thick. 

“I forgot about her dad's anniversary last week. It was four years since 
he died,” Oyster said. “A year ago, we drove around the county. Visited a 
few of  her dad's favorite places. She put daisies on his grave. We had a 
picnic on the beach. God, it was blowing like fuck that day. Ate more sand 
than food.” 

Oyster turned his head to look straight out into the waves and fog. 
“Her dad sounded like a good guy. Better than mine, anyway. Never hit 

her, even when she did something against what he said. Took her to Blaz-
er games. That kind of  thing.” 

I remembered going to school on Mondays, always jealous to hear sto-
ries about basketball and football games the other kids went to with their 
families. I hated these stories, and yet, I could not miss them. I strained to 
catch every detail, peered into stuffed backpacks to see bobble-head dolls 
and felt pennants. Sometimes, I would steal ticket stubs and later tack 
them to my bedroom door, try to guess what the numbers and letters 
might mean, imagine myself  there with my mom and my dad. Oyster's 
dad never brought him to games, either. We shared that absence. 

“I screwed up,” Oyster said. I knew he meant that he had a father not 
worth remembering, that honoring Christie's dad slipped his mind be-
cause he had spent his adult life trying to forget his own. 



 

I started up the truck to get a look at the clock. It was almost seven. I 
was going to be late for work. 

“Let’s go. Let the ocean take her,” Oyster said. 
“You sure you want to leave the truck? I think we can winch it out of  

the water,” I said, though it was looking less and less possible as the water 
kept inching up the beach. 

“Leave her. I can always get another.” 
“If  county traces that truck to you, which they will, you'll get busted 

for littering or something ridiculous. Probably violate your parole. And, I 
bet you have pot in the glovebox.” 

“Shit. You're probably right,” Oyster said. 
“Let's go, then,” I said. I drove down close to the edge of  the tide line. 

I was about to tell Oyster to hop out and start pulling the winch cable, but 
he was already getting out of  the truck. He knew what needed doing. His 
entire life had been a series of  getting himself  into and out of  situations 
just like this.  

The water came up above the bumper. Taking the winch cable with 
him, Oyster stepped into the ocean and took big, high steps towards his 
truck. He knelt down near the rear bumper. I could see the waves push his 
body back each time.  

“I can't reach without going under all the way,” Oyster shouted back at 
me. 

“Do you need anything?” I yelled back, not knowing what I might 
have even if  he said yes. 

“An oxygen tank and a deep sea diving license,” Oyster joked. He 
stood up as if  to better survey what he was about to do. The waves con-
tinued to lift the Nissan and Oyster grabbed onto the bed to steady him-
self. 

“You are going to have to time the waves and go quick,” I warned. I 
thought about running down there. Maybe I could push on the truck 
while Oyster was under to try and keep it from moving too much. But I 
dismissed that as a stupid idea. What's my hundred and eighty pounds to 
the weight of  a pickup truck and a rising tide? Before I could remind Oys-
ter to keep hold of  the cable in case he got caught in a riptide, he dove 
under a wave. I started counting. I decided I was going to count to thirty 
before I hit the lever on the winch. I was sure Oyster could hold his 
breath longer than that, but I didn't want to wait any longer. At twenty-
two, Oyster came up sputtering and cursing. 

“Did you get it?” I asked. 
“Almost. I know about where to go this time,” Oyster said. He took a 



 

few long breaths, waited for a wave to pass, and dropped under the water. 
The light had been growing quickly the last several minutes, and I strained 
to see anything. The water was a swirl of  green and gray. Dirty sea foam 
collected against the yellow Nissan. A bigger wave hit the truck. It lifted 
up and settled back down half  a foot further south. I couldn't see any-
thing of  Oyster, not his red hair, or a length of  jeans, or the sole of  a 
boot.  

I had forgotten to start counting the second time. I lowered my hand 
onto the toggle switch. Had it been fifteen seconds? Twenty-five?  Per-
haps that sneaker wave lifted the truck over Oyster and pinned him under 
it. Or, did he sense the wave lifting it and know to move with it and not 
get caught? Was he still holding the cable? I thought about what might 
happen if  the cable was already attached to the chassis and I started to 
pull the vehicle over him.  

My heart thumped against my ribcage. I could hear it above the surf. I 
decided to wait five more seconds and immediately began to second-guess 
myself. My fingers twitched on the toggle. Maybe Oyster needs just a few 
more seconds to wrap and secure the cable. Maybe Oyster's already 
drowned, his lungs full of  gritty tidewater. The weight of  that thought 
made my lungs feel like water was pressing in. Oyster was my tether. And 
I was his. We kept each other from setting adrift.  

Coughing and sputtering, Oyster's torso breached the spume. I barked 
a quick laugh and waved. 

“Got it!” Oyster gasped. “Pull 'er out.” 
“Alright,” I yelled and hit the switch. The winch began its slow whir 

and the cable went taught. The tires on my truck bit into the sand. The 
front end lowered, like a puppy playing tug-o-war. For a moment, it 
looked like I wasn't going to have the torque. The cable pulled up a slow 
inch. Then another and another. The ocean was beginning to let go. Sev-
eral minutes later, the little rusty Nissan sat dripping out of  the water. 
Oyster was lying down on the hard packed sand, still recovering. I un-
hooked the cable and squared away the winch.  

“Do you want to see if  it will start?” I asked. 
“Yeah. Just give me a minute,” Oyster said. 
I grabbed my phone to check the time. I was late. It didn't matter. 
Oyster picked himself  up off  the sand and walked over to his truck. 

He looked through the driver's side window and opened the door. Water 
rushed out. He let it drain then climbed in. I could hear the starter give a 
few weak surges. Then I could hear no more. Oyster stepped out of  the 
truck and put a small plastic bag into his wet shirt pocket.  



 

“She won't start,” he said. 
“Well, what do you want to do? Tow it?” I said. 
“We tried. Shit. We tried hard. I about drowned. We got her outta the 

water, but it was too much. I left her where she could get hurt and now 
she don't want to go. She won't go,” Oyster's voice broke. He sat down 
again and stared at his truck or, maybe, the sea.  

A few minutes passed. Oyster stood up. He kept staring out at nothing 
in particular. It's easy to do, standing on the beach. Listen to the low rum-
ble of  the waves. Let the eyes scan the horizon. Sometimes the light from 
a fishing boat catches the eye. Sometimes the spout of  a migrating gray 
whale. But the eyes get bored with these small, distant things and they lose 
focus trying to take in the enormity of  the ocean.  



 

 
 
 

When did you write "Flotsam and Jetsam"?  
I started “Flotsam and Jetsam” in 2009 and then put it aside for some 

time. In the first drafts, I was trying to tell a story about Kyle and his wife, 
their marriage, and their different reactions to having a very sick child. By 
the time I finished the second draft, however, I understood that the story 
I was trying to write was shifting to something else entirely. Because I 
didn't know what that new story was at the time, I put it down for a few 
years. When I started working on it again last year, I knew that the mar-
riage and the worries were in the background and the heart of the story 
was with two long-time friends. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering?  

It almost always takes me a long time to find a title I like, and it's often 
the last thing I write. I use placeholder titles so I can keep different pro-
jects organized. This story was “The Truck” until its current title. When I 
thought of “Flotsam and Jetsam,” I immediately looked both words up in 
the dictionary. I am always looking up words in the dictionary. I wanted to 
know if I needed both words as a phrase, or if one word was better suited 
than the other. I like the purposefulness of jetsam paired with the inci-
dental or unintentional leavings of flotsam. And, when one finds some-
thing washed up on the beach, he doesn't know which it is. Was the ob-
ject thrown away to lighten the ship, to save it, or was it considered use-
less trash and tossed overboard without a thought? 
 
What inspired "Flotsam and Jetsam"? Are any of its themes in-
spired by your own life? 

I have a friend whose elderly mother used to go beach-combing every 
day. Her house was chocker-block full of little treasures that had washed 
up on shore: glass buoys, beautifully braided rope, shells of every shape 
and size. One day, years and years ago, she was out at the beach and 



 

someone had parked his truck too close to the tide line, and it was stuck 
deep in the wet sand. She watched them working frantically to get the 
truck unstuck before the tide took it altogether. She told the story to her 
son who then told it to me. The image has stuck with me since.  
 
What was the hardest part of writing "Flotsam and Jetsam"? 

Writing is hard for me, period. Everything comes slowly. I'm happy if 
I can write one good page in four or five hours. I don't accomplish it of-
ten. For this story, I wrestled the most with dialogue and, especially, Oys-
ter's voice. I wanted to say more with less, to speak an entire paragraph 
using just a short phrase or a well-timed “fuck.” I kept writing dialogue 
and cutting it back and writing more and cutting it back.  
 
Which part of "Flotsam and Jetsam" was conceived of first? 

The pickup stuck in the sand before an oncoming tide has been an im-
age that I've wanted to explore for twenty years or so. People who rou-
tinely visit the beach know where it is safe to park, so a truck in the water 
has been a nagging mystery. How did it get there? Who drove it? Was it 
purposeful or a mistake? I wrote the story to create an answer. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in?  

I first thought the story was going to be about Kyle and how he need-
ed to fix or rescue something because he felt that his marriage wasn't 
working out and he didn't know how to fix the relationship. That story 
never appeared, though, and after a couple of drafts I abandoned it to 
focus on Kyle and Oyster.  
 
Do you primarily write fiction? 

Yes. I have always loved stories. One of my favorite memories from 
childhood is driving across the country to visit grandparents, and we 
would listen to cassette tapes of Garrison Keillor's “Prairie Home Com-
panion.” I still listen in on Saturday afternoons whenever I get a chance. 
 
What is your creative process? Is there anything unique about your 
personal writing process? 

I don't know if there is anything unique about my writing process. I 
have a job and young children, so I write when I can. My work schedule 
changes a lot, so I don't have a specific time during the day set aside for 
writing. I make time where I can. Some months, I'm up at five am to get 



 

an hour of writing in before the house wakes up. Other months, I'm writ-
ing in the afternoon or in the evening.  

I like to write first drafts in a journal. For whatever reason, I don't feel 
as pressured to “get it right” in the journal as I do if I am typing into a 
computer. I allow myself mistakes and weird tangents that would proba-
bly otherwise have been the victims of the backspace key. Sometimes, 
those mistakes and detours make all the difference. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Do you have any recom-
mendations for readers who enjoyed your work? 

I like to read big, chewy novels. Umberto Eco, David Mitchell, Thom-
as Pynchon, and Peter Carey all come immediately to mind. Ken Kesey's 
Sometimes a Great Notion is one of my favorite novels, and he perfectly cap-
tures coastal Oregon and the people who live there. I am always held in 
awe when I read that book. For short stories, I like Raymond Carver, Lar-
ry Brown, and Bobbie Ann Mason. Their stories are populated by men 
and women who labor hard for a living, who navigate unlucky breaks, 
failed relationships, and addiction. These writers treat their characters with 
honesty and dignity. My writing is indebted to them. Peter Taylor is a 
master of the craft of short story writing. Everyone should read The Old 
Forest and Other Stories. I wish more people knew about him, and I wish I 
could write as well as him. Some contemporary short story writers I can't 
get enough of right now are Kelly Link, Aimee Bender, and Steven Mill-
hauser.



 

 
 
 

The peony was nearly one hundred years old. It was called a Boule de 
Neige—a snowball—and it was an heirloom flower that had belonged to 
Francine’s grandmother. Francine was careful with it. She hadn’t allowed 
anyone in the family to move it too many times, knowing how finicky 
peonies could be about adjusting to new situations. It had only had three 
homes in its lifetime—the church where her grandmother originally dug it 
up in a random act of thievery, her grandmother’s house, and then her 
father’s house, which had become Francine’s when he died—but still she 
was lucky it persisted the way it did. When she remembered to, she would 
remind herself that each day was a small miracle for the plant and that if 
there was one thing for which she had faith and determination, it was 
keeping that peony alive forever. 

But this thing will last wasn’t what Francine thought about that after-
noon. Hollis had been at it for hours, and for hours she’d been watching 
him through the window. She read a book, she sewed, she drank. All the 
while pulling aside the off-white curtains every now and then to peek at 
his progress. Sometimes she laughed at the absurdity. Sometimes she felt 
nauseous. 

Hollis skirted the in-ground pool with the wheel barrow and parked it 
in front of the shed. Their son Justin and his friends called this ‘the caba-
na’ when they were swimming as kids, but really it was just a bunch of 
two-by-fours nailed together and filled with deflated tubes, dead mice, and 
wasp nests. A chicken wire fence enclosed their small yard, and on the 
other side of it, the grass sloped down to train tracks that ran along their 
property. The train roared by once every twenty-four hours and Francine 
thought it was strange that it was only ever coming or going, but never 
both in the same day. 

She daydreamed of a real cabana, perhaps roofed in straw and draped 
in canvas, on some fine white sand beach in Bali. She’d seen a travel show 
about the island once, and though she had only a vague sense of its geo-
graphic location, it was her go-to when it came to daydreaming. She pic-



 

tured herself in linen pants and a halter top, her skin bronzed and tight 
around her bones the way it used to be. Her tongue fondling the straw of 
some fruity alcoholic drink. 

This project was going to take Hollis a long time, she could see that 
now. He wasn’t going to simply give up halfway through like he did with 
most things. Like he had with boxing. Like he had with her. He was in it 
for the long haul this time. 

He was wearing a white t-shirt and Francine was surprised that she 
could still see his shoulder muscles stretching the fabric thin as he bent 
forward to mix the cement. She hadn’t noticed his body in many years and 
immediately scolded herself for admiring him.  

In the kitchen, she poured herself a lemonade. Then she slipped a little 
gin into it. Back at the window, careful to stay behind the curtains, she 
watched Hollis’s face becoming red and glistening with sweat. She sucked 
her straw and imagined herself floating in the pool just then, her sagging 
breasts scooped up into a push-up bikini top. What would Hollis do, she 
wondered, if she just strolled out to that decrepit shed, hooked her arm 
through a half-inflated tube, and set her old frame out to sail in the water. 
Would he even stop to look? 

*** 
It wasn’t like they didn’t know it was coming. It wasn’t like they hadn’t 

noticed. Slowly, over the course of the past few years, business en-
croached upon their little property. The surrounding houses were torn 
down one by one, sometimes it seemed overnight. They were there, and 
then they simply weren’t—car dealerships and bookstores and tattoo par-
lors built up in their places. 

Francine could hardly remember what the neighborhood looked like 
when she’d first moved in as a child. Fifty years had seen her grow into 
adulthood, had seen both of her parents die, had seen her marry Hollis 
and remain in the house she’d lived in almost her entire life. The same 
fifty years had also seen a main road constructed at the end of their little 
dirt one, and all the other tiny side roads all but disappear. 

Theirs was the only one left.  
Businesses wanted them out. The city wanted them out. Their little 

cape was in the way of bigger plans and who wanted to live in the midst 
of such commerce anyway, those fluorescent street lamps beaming down 
on them like a constant interrogation? 

“I know I don’t,” she’d said one morning on the phone. “But my hus-
band certainly plans to stay. Good luck convincing him.” 

“Well thank you,” the business-owner had said, almost sincerely. 



 

“Thank you for your cooperation and I’m sure we’ll be in touch soon. I 
hope you’ll think about it. You don’t want to be miserable right? You let 
your husband know I called and you have yourself a beautiful morning, 
Mrs. Bernardino.” 

Francine hung up the phone and sat there for a long while before she 
realized she was holding her breath. Shit, she thought. The man had hit 
one nerve she hated having hit: the assumption that the house belonged 
to Hollis, not her. 

Hollis was out at the bank, trying to figure out what to do with his 
own business. After they were married—nearly thirty-five years ago 
now—and boxing hadn’t worked out, he’d started a concrete company. 
He had laid foundations and driveways and garage floors for more struc-
tures in the area than he could pull out of his pocket at a dinner party. But 
now he was thinking of getting out. Selling the company to someone with 
a stronger back. 

When he came home, Francine waited a few minutes before bringing 
up the subject. She casually did some housework, then caught him as he 
was leaving the kitchen with a beer. 

“Let me ask you something,” Hollis said, opening the beer and leaving 
the cap spinning on the dining room table. “Why is everything always 
about change with you? Just let it be.”  

“It’s not up to you, Hollis. But I’m willing to make this decision to-
gether.” 

“They can’t force us out, Francine. And whatever decision you’re of-
fering to make together, I’ll tell you one thing: I’m not going to be the one 
losing again.” 

“That’s not fair,” Francine said. “I’ve lost things too.” 
She thought about the times that Hollis had quit something—or 

stopped just short of following through—and what she’d lost in the pro-
cess. For someone who disliked change so much, he sure didn’t have any 
problem leaving a job half-finished. Aside from leaving behind boxing—
for which she would always be somewhat disappointed—the first thing 
that came to mind was the one time he had told her to leave. She’d made 
it as far as packing a suitcase and opening the car door before he came out 
and begged her to stay. She stood there with her kitchen apron still on, 
gripping the suitcase in one hand and the dog’s leash in the other. What 
had she lost then? Dignity? Strength? 

Hollis laughed and walked over to the dining room window. He parted 
the curtain and the train rumbled past. “You don’t lose things,” he said. 
“You destroy them.” 



 

*** 
The peony’s pom-pom-like blossoms shed hundreds of petals each 

summer. They covered the ground in a mimic of snowfall and fluttered 
into the pool, where Hollis would fish them out each evening, skimming a 
long net across the water’s surface.  

Francine wasn’t much for growth. Things didn’t necessarily thrive be-
neath her touch. She spent endless hours kneeling in the dirt, digging and 
weeding. Watering.  

So many of her darlings needed to be replaced, year after year. The 
hollyhocks and yarrow. Mangled roots and limp stems were piled up 
against the garage wall for Hollis to take away when he went to the dump. 
Try and try again, she reminded herself. But she managed, somehow, to 
keep the peony healthy. 

Francine stood in front of her garden on summer nights, admiring the 
hearty peony and willing the rest of it to grow. She missed the way her 
dog—a black and gray-spotted terrier named Darla—used to sit eagerly at 
her heel as she held the long watering wand.  

The deep blue hues of just before sunset hovered. Mosquitos pinched 
her neck and bare feet. Bats flitted in and out of the catalpa tree. This was 
the one place that belonged to her alone, the one thing she didn’t have to 
share with Hollis. And the peony, her one success. 

*** 
On Thursday mornings, Francine volunteered at the MSPCA just 

across the state line in Methuen, Massachusetts. She walked shaggy, aban-
doned mutts from the farm, across Broadway, and down some of the 
back roads for a few hours, figuring she could use the exercise just as 
much as they could, and thinking she could also use the company since 
Darla had died the previous spring. 

The back gate had been left open, and even though she hadn’t vocal-
ized it, Francine blamed Hollis. She thought he was trying to teach her a 
lesson, or at least prove a point. The week before he had complained that 
the goddamn grass was as spotty as Darla’s back from all her peeing on it. 
And when it happened—when Darla had made it out to the main road 
and been flattened by oncoming traffic—Hollis didn’t exactly seem 
pleased, but he did seem vindicated. “You see,” he’d said. “This is what 
happens when a town becomes too goddamn big for its own good.” 

One morning after talking with the developer again, Francine went to 
the shelter as usual so she would have some time to think. She leashed the 
six-year-old pointer first, because he still had plenty of energy and she 
wanted a good long stretch to get her brain focused again. 



 

Francine and the pointer walked under maples and aspens. There was 
a particular hydrangea that she’d always admired in the front yard of a 
house on Kimball Road. The flowers were blue and green and purple all 
at once, though Francine had no idea what made that possible. She sup-
posed it was the same thing that made anything possible: saying that it was 
so.  

A woman passed, jogging in the opposite direction. “Oh, he looks de-
lighted doesn’t he?” the runner said, nodding at Francine with approval. 

Francine said, “Thanks, he’s not mine” a little too quietly and a little 
too late, so that the woman was already too far away to hear. For the rest 
of the walk, Francine kept leaning forward, trying to glimpse the dog’s 
face without him looking back at her. She wanted candid. She wanted to 
see what the woman had seen, what had made her say what she said. The 
pointer’s tongue hung from the side of his mouth and he panted. Is this the 
look of delight? Francine thought. 

When Justin was still a baby and strangers commented on what a hap-
py little boy he seemed, Francine would look at him constantly. She tried 
to see him through the eyes of others, and even thought that since he 
wasn’t her biological child, she should be able to be more objective. She 
squinted and she peered. But it was too late to separate herself. She decid-
ed he was a happy boy, even if she never saw the perfect, convincing look 
on his face when he was with her.  

He had to be happy. He belonged to her now. Her and Hollis.  
It wasn’t until she was guiding the last dog back into his kennel—an 

aging Dalmatian mix—that Francine realized she hadn’t done any think-
ing at all. Hadn’t made any decisions. 

*** 
Francine and Hollis had waited until Justin was ten to tell him he was 

adopted. They didn’t know why they picked that age, but the time just felt 
right, if not a little late. They’d procrastinated, made excuses.  

Hollis bought him a punching bag for his birthday and the two of 
them went out to the garage to hang it up and try on the gloves. Hollis 
showed him how to wrap his knuckles with gauze, how to hold his hands 
up at all times and stand on his toes and keep moving. They threw a few 
swings in the air to start. 

He didn’t usually talk about boxing. He’d been good once, but 
stopped after he’d taken such a blow to the head that the doctors weren’t 
sure he’d ever be able to see out of his right eye again. The eye healed 
eventually and blurry vision returned, but Hollis never stepped into the 
ring again and secretly Francine thought this made him a little cowardly. 



 

So this was how he wanted to do it. He wanted to show this kid that 
he could be his dad, even if he wasn’t his real dad. Show him that even a 
tenuous connection was still a connection. And Francine spent her time in 
the kitchen, making Justin’s favorite meal—chicken tetrazzini—so that 
when they were done, when the boys came back in tired and sweaty, she’d 
get her moment to shine.  

She poured herself a glass of wine and turned on Loretta Lynn and 
sang out loud a little since she could still hear the thumping of gloves hit-
ting the bag and the rattle of the chain as it swung.  

I’ve seen some sights, but man you’re something. 
Francine finished with dinner and waited. She poured another glass of 

wine, but Hollis and Justin still hadn’t come out of the garage. She debat-
ed checking on them, but thought it best to give them their father-son 
time. She fell asleep in the armchair watching a how-to sewing show and 
making a groggy promise to herself to sew Justin a quilt before he turned 
eighteen. 

*** 
When Francine got home from the shelter a little after noon, she 

found Hollis sitting in the arm chair. She could tell that he’d been sleeping 
and guessed that the beer on the table beside him was warm. One of Jus-
tin’s old jackets was slumped over the back of the couch, and she asked 
Hollis if he’d been there, if he’d be back around that evening for dinner. 

“Yeah. But I doubt he’ll be back,” Hollis said, twisting in the chair like 
he had a kink in his back. “He’s with friends. Renee’s out of town. 
Where’ve you been?” 

He asked her this every Thursday when she walked through the door, 
as if each week his brain reset and he had no idea of her engagements or 
obligations. She’d stopped answering him. He took a gulp of beer and as 
she watched him, the thought of its temperature turned Francine’s stom-
ach. She swallowed hard. 

“I’m selling the house,” she told him. 
Hollis grunted. “You can’t sell the house,” he said. “It’s our house.” 
“No,” Francine said. “Actually it’s not. It’s my father’s house and I 

have a right to do what I want with it. I have a right Hollis. So that’s it. 
End of story.” 

“What happened to making decisions together? And where are we 
supposed to go, Francine?” he asked. “What are we going to do?” 

“I guess we’ll figure that out when we get there.” She said it without 
thinking. She had no idea what she meant and more than anything she just 
wanted to hurt him. But once she said it, she believed it. They’d move on. 



 

Francine let her shoulder bag drop to the ground and she left the room as 
Hollis reached for the television remote and clicked it off. 

Francine retreated to the guest room and closed the door. She hadn’t 
fully intended to sell the house—actually, she had initially just wanted to 
point out that she could—but then those words had come out of her 
mouth, and she wondered now if she could take them back.  

Of course not. That would only show weakness. 
She thought about where they might go and realized that there really 

wasn’t anywhere. At least not anywhere meaningful. They’d spent their 
entire marriage in this house, and had no ties to a single other place she 
could think of. Remembering Bali, she laughed at herself and the thought 
of Hollis agreeing to something so outrageous. 

Justin was on his own now—nearly married—and maybe they’d find a 
house out in a more rural part of the state. Somewhere she could have a 
real garden, grow real food. She sat on the small couch and surveyed the 
fabric and pin cushions and measuring tapes stacked on shelves inside the 
open closet. Threads hung like garland decorating the pathetic mess and 
Francine imagined Hollis as a farmer and herself as a seamstress. Sewing 
her husband’s button-down shirts, the kind he’d wear as he toiled in the 
fields all day. 

She stopped herself. They didn’t know the first thing about farming 
and they were far too old to start learning now. She couldn’t even grow a 
simple tiger-lily. The quilt she’d begun for Justin years ago was draped 
over the ironing board, half-finished. She’d make a sorry seamstress too. 
Wondering if there had been some calling she’d missed, something she 
truly could have been good at, Francine laid back on the tiny couch and 
put her feet up for what seemed like only a few moments before Hollis 
woke her making a racket out in the yard. 

*** 
Francine emerged from the guest room to find him outside, lifting a 

garden hoe over his head and bringing it down on a brown bag of cement 
mix. He uncoiled the hose and dropped it into the wheel barrow and the 
dry powder inside became muddy and he began churning it into a lumpy 
mass.  

It was clear that she’d dozed off when she noticed that Hollis had al-
ready covered one corner of the yard. Where there used to be a packed 
dirt lane for playing bocce, there was now an uneven layer of hardening 
cement. He was taking it one wheel barrowful at a time and pouring it 
over the grass, over the dandelions, over everything. It looked terrible—
he’d taken the time to smooth it in some places and left it rough in others. 



 

It sank where the soil was loose. Blades of grass unfurled through its 
heaviness. 

Because she was perplexed and curious, Francine let him go on. She 
didn’t understand whatever point he thought he was making, but she 
turned on the radio and sat with a drink by the window to watch. The 
hours passed. What are you trying to prove, old man? she thought. 

No grass, no dirt, no flowers. The backyard was slowly becoming one 
solid layer of concrete—Francine thought of possible outcomes: the be-
ginnings a new foundation, a tennis court? Something more ridiculous? 

But as Hollis reached the edges of her garden she stopped playing 
games with herself—it occurred to her that he would likely encase her 
grandmother’s peony in cement and finally bring an end to its precarious 
but lengthy life. 

She wanted to bang on the window or open it and scream at him. But 
she couldn’t bring herself to do it. The whole point of hurting someone 
wasn’t to show how easy it was to hurt you back. She told herself then 
that perhaps it was time for it to die. Perhaps it wasn’t worth drawing out 
the more than thirty-five years of enmity that had become so spiraled and 
twisted that neither she nor Hollis could ever find a way back to the be-
ginning. To the very heart of it all. 

He started rummaging through the cabana. She could only see him 
from the waist down—his head and torso lost in the over-accumulation 
of garden tools and pool toys. When he finally backed away he was yank-
ing a shovel and a brown bag from the clutter, carrying both along the 
outer edges of the yard. Then he used his heel and his body weight to 
drive the shovel into the earth beneath the peony. 

Hollis worked his way around it, giving it plenty of space so as not to 
damage any of the roots. He was strangely delicate with it. He hauled the 
huge plant out from the hole, and, for a moment, Francine saw an image 
of her father. She was a child, maybe ten or eleven, when they had driven 
out to her grandmother’s house to retrieve the peony. She remembered 
how he’d strained to lift it by himself, and how he’d stopped in the yard to 
catch his breath and said, “Go ahead. You give it a shot.” Francine had 
bent down. “Lift with your legs,” he’d said, “not your back.” She didn’t 
know what this meant and decided she couldn’t go wrong if she just used 
everything inside her, but still could barely get it off the ground. 

That image was Hollis now, dragging it over to the back porch steps, 
leaving a trail of yellow-white petals behind him. He pulled the brown 
burlap sack carefully over the base of the plant, ran some water from the 
hose over it, then finished his work, binding the remains of her garden 



 

completely in concrete. 
When he was done he sat down next to the bobbing, globe-like flow-

ers. The backyard was now a single gray slab—imprisoned, protected, 
both. The wet smell floated in through the window screen, like that of a 
rained-on road. Francine watched as Hollis tilted back a ceramic flower 
pot on the porch next to him and retrieved a pack of cigarettes and a 
lighter. She had never seen him smoke. Never. Not in thirty-five years. 

She watched him. Hollis and her peony. The one thing that was hers 
alone. And Hollis and his cigarette, his one unshared thing. 

He slapped a mosquito on the back of his calf. He seemed satisfied, 
regretless, calm. Francine opened the screen and leaned out, resting her 
elbows on the sill. The curtain twirled around her. 

“I’ll take one of those,” she said. 
He crinkled the box in his fist and said, “Last one.”  
It was dusk, the sky a contest of blues and oranges. The bats—flitting 

silhouettes—rose and fell in broken circles around the catalpa tree. The 
train approached, thunderous but unseen. 

Hollis stood up and walked toward her. He leaned against the house 
beneath the window and took the cigarette from his mouth and placed it 
between Francine’s lips. She inhaled and passed it back to him. His one 
thing. 

Francine looked past him, focused on the peony’s cumulus-like orbs 
that seemed to glow from somewhere inside themselves or, like the moon, 
need the light of another source.



 

 
 
 

Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering?  

I had no other title ideas for this piece, which is actually strange for 
me. Usually titles are painful and take a long time for me to process, and 
then will go through multiple evolutions. But “At the Bitter Root” came 
to me pretty quickly and stuck. It just seemed the most fitting, and I like 
titles that are suggestive of a story’s themes, but don’t actually appear in 
the work at all. 
 
What inspired "At the Bitter Root"? Are any of its themes inspired 
by your own life? 

As a child, my siblings and I spent many weekends at our grandmoth-
er’s house. Her backyard was almost entirely covered in concrete, at the 
center of which was an in-ground swimming pool. My grandfather 
worked in concrete, although it wasn’t until I was having a conversation 
with my husband that we both put the backyard and my grandfather’s 
profession together. Suddenly there seemed like a seed of a story. A very 
small seed. Beyond that, the rest of the story is complete fiction. 
 
Which part of "At the Bitter Root" was conceived of first?  

The part of this story first conceived was the ending. I knew this man 
was going to cover his backyard with concrete as a reaction to some built-
up tension between him and his wife. From there I needed to discover 
who these people were, as well as the source of their disenchantment with 
one another. From the last scene, I went straight back to the beginning 
and wrote the story chronologically toward that final moment when 
things eventually break for this couple. 
 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

I write fiction and nonfiction in pretty equal parts, tending to find my-
self alternating consistently. But most importantly I work on what feels 



 

right to me at any given moment, what ideas or scenes or characters I 
can’t get out of my head. Nonfiction comes more easily to me because I 
find so much joy in making connections between aspects of the world and 
my own experiences that seem disparate at first. Fiction simply requires an 
extra step. All of those connected elements need to be created before they 
can be tied together. That said, there is also joy in the happy accidents that 
occur in writing fiction, when things come together in a surprisingly or-
ganic way. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Do you have any recom-
mendations for readers who enjoyed your work?  

Currently I’m really enjoying the work of Anthony Doerr (The Shell 
Collector) and Megan Mayhew Bergman (Birds of a Lesser Paradise) who do 
something I really admire: using the natural world in their stories as an 
anchor that is at once magical and painfully real. They both have an eye 
for the parallels between what occurs in nature and what occurs in the 
human experience that is distinct and incredibly authentic. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

Some of my fiction can be found in Whitefish Review and Prick of the 
Spindle. I’ve also had nonfiction in journals such as Crab Creek Re-
view, Written River: A Journal of Eco-Poetics, and Hippocampus Magazine.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I was first drawn in visually. The website is beautifully done. The cover 
designs are also gorgeous, and once inside an issue, the work is really re-
freshing.  
 
 



 

 

 

 

Grappling with the metaphysical, cultural and political issues brought 

to the forefront by a century of societal upheaval, Herman Melville’s body 

of work is profoundly multifaceted.  Recognizing how veracity is as often 

blotted out by the glare of conventional sunlight as it is hidden in the 

shifting shadows of the human heart, Melville’s novellas Benito Cereno and 

Billy Budd explore the meaning of justice as constructed by fallen man.   

Informing the underlying themes inherent in both works are historically 

institutionalized value sets that fail to reach the perfect ideals purported 

by divine law.  Far from the simplicity of Edenic black and white ethics, 

Melville’s postlapsarian morality is fraught with relative righteousness and 

characters culpable in their own destruction.  Yet the communal ideals of 

the world itself are what twists perception and destroys the innocence of 

the individual.  It is the cynical idea that a perfectly executed ideological 

construct can never be truly attained that seems most tragic. 

Published in 1855, in Beneto Cereno the reader meets “the radical Mel-

ville who voiced unspeakable politics” (Lee 495).   Living in a powder keg 

country about to be blown apart by the smoldering economic interests of 

two distinct regions, Melville furtively presents the unorthodox idea in 

fiction that a black man might be as worthy—or worthier—of leadership 

than his white counterpart.  A black man might be the intellectual equal or 

the intellectual superior of his oppressor.   Melville’s “cunning use of narra-

tive and tone” are subversive in that “they must fool a suppressive, domi-

nant culture while speaking the unspeakable” so that the “sensitive listen-

er in a hostile political world” might still hear the message (496).  To un-

derstand the gravity of Melville’s social criticism, one must first consider 



 

the intransigence of how the parties engaged in the proslavery side of the 

debate in antebellum America reasoned their position.     

Returning to the idealistic standards held aloft throughout the Revolu-

tionary War, Francois Furstenberg posits in the Journal of American History 

that as Washington led his men to throw off the “shackles” of an English 

monarchy, freedom and virtue were first linked in the American con-

science at the country’s inception.   “[If] Americans fell into tyranny and 

enslavement, they would have only themselves to blame.  They would 

deserve their fate” (Furstenberg 1303).   Per writers like Thomas Paine and 

martyrs like Patrick Henry, loss of life was seen as a better choice for an 

individual to make over loss of liberty.  Further, if one was to accept a 

Calvinistic understanding of individualism, free will, and the notion that 

the Creator endowed men with equality, “even someone born into slavery 

had the right to resist or die trying” (Furstenberg 1303).   

While perhaps engaging in what would today be referred to as an Or-

wellian twisting of their own cultural mindset, some American slave own-

ers then felt justified in bending other men to their purposes because 

“[slavery] resulted from a choice to live in slavery rather than die with vir-

tue” (Furstenburg 1308).   Anyone who would make this choice was a 

lesser man who deserved subjugation.  Furthermore, according to John C. 

Calhoun—a Southern politician widely recognized as one of the great 

orators of his day—the institution of slavery was actually a “positive 

good” as “never before [had] the black race of Central Africa… attained a 

condition so civilized and so improved, not only physically, but morally 

and intellectually.”  American society from all regions willfully accepted 

such judgment-distorting variables about the black race when self-

righteously justifying or tolerating a “peculiar institution” in which human 

beings submitted to earthly masters to be “rescued” from a state of au-

tonomous incivility.     

Keeping this in mind when reading Benito Cereno, Melville’s choice to 

set his story in 1799 even though the plot is loosely based upon actual 

events that occurred in 1805 takes on new significance.    One must turn 

again to history as the French Revolution rocked not only Europe at the 

end of the eighteenth century but sent a tsunami of change to its colonies.  



 

Partly inspired by the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citi-

zen, the black slaves in the rich French colony of Saint Dominique en-

gaged in a successful insurrection.  Their leader was Toussaint Louverture, 

a man born into slavery in 1744 who would become highly educated with 

the help of his free father and Jesuit priests.   Like Melville’s character of 

Babo, “Toussaint lived a double life, on the one hand conforming to the 

white stereotype of the self-effacing black, and on the other exercising 

responsibilities that made him well aware of his own worth” (Beecher 46).   

By 1799 Louverture was Governor-General of Hispaniola.  He had al-

ready demonstrated himself to be a military genius with what he felt was a 

“divine mandate” to crush the armies of imperial oppressors including 

those of Spain in Santo Domingo (Healy 414).  When Napoleon’s iron fist 

began to close around all within the French sphere of influence, “re-

sistance was sure to bring upon [Louverture] condemnation as an outlaw 

and probably death in lingering torments; yet he never compromised or 

sought to compromise the freedom of his race” (Healy 417).  (Toussaint 

was, in fact, eventually captured by Napoleon’s brother-in-law, General 

LeClerc, and forced to suffer starvation and isolation in a prison cell in 

France before his death in 1803.)   

Even though he was a black man, Toussaint Louverture won many 

admirers in America: a country that still owes him a great debt for the 

pivotal part he played in stopping the Napoleonic juggernaut from reach-

ing its shores.  Per Furstenberg’s understanding of the underlying Ameri-

can cultural definition of how one “deserves” liberty here-to-fore dis-

cussed, Toussaint had earned emancipation.  Even after they were de-

prived of his leadership, Toussaint’s armies were able to overcome the 

French completely; “on January 1, 1804 Saint Dominique, now renamed 

Haiti, was declared an independent black republic” (Beecher 48).  Thus 

the idea of blacks as an inherently inferior race was shattered for many; 

however, those who would still promote slavery could still argue that the 

Haitian blacks had proven they were of a different stock from the blacks 

working the plantations of the United States.   

In aligning his fictional Babo, the black mutineer on his San Dominick, 

with Toussaint Louverture in San Dominique, Melville seems to have had 



 

several clear purposes.  Jonathan Beecher posits, “Herman Melville’s crea-

tion of Babo in Benito Cereno enabled him to explore in a deeper way than 

any of his contemporaries some of the problems that Toussaint’s life sug-

gests” (52).  How could the assumptions made by Delano/society about 

the moral justification of slavery be true when a leader such as a black 

Toussaint was able to rise up and lead in such an admirable way?  What 

were the “rights of man” when man was merely property?  Was it even 

possible for a black man to fight for and secure liberty in the early nine-

teenth century in the United States?  Per the power of association, the 

perceptive reader might lift the worth of a character like Babo to the 

higher position of respect some accorded to the historical Toussaint ra-

ther than equating Babo in his/her mind to those black leaders who were 

by design held in lower American esteem, labeled pejoratives like barbaric 

and simple-minded. 

To this point one should remember there were insurrections in ante-

bellum America in which black men decided to throw off their shackles 

and “earn” their freedom.   Nat Turner’s infamous bloody rebellion in 

1831, for instance, brought a reign of terror that reinvigorated fears about 

possible slave insurrections that would change the power structure in the 

South through the use of brute force.   With the history of Haiti serving as 

a type of “spectral presence” in the American consciousness, possibly 

inspiring thoughts of revolt in subjugated blacks on home soil, “Saint-

Dominque came to be seen… as an unprecedented attempt on the part of 

African American slaves to claim for themselves the rights of man” (55).    

Therefore, even while many biographical portraits of Toussaint Lou-

verture show he “did not believe that freedom could be established by 

wholesale massacre [which was] opposed to his Christianity” (Healy 423), 

Nat Turner was from the start a man reviled and feared.   Rather than 

being seen as the leader of a righteous revolution, he was labeled an evil 

madman on a murderous rampage, which might be paralleled to Babo’s 

mutiny when ascribing the same diabolical intent to the dark protagonist 

of Benito Cereno.   

For instance, as Babo’s band of mutineers “successfully killed eighteen 

men of those who were sleeping upon deck, some with hand-spikes and 



 

hatchets” (Melville 91), Nat Turner’s massacre began at night when 

“armed with a hatchet Turner entered his master’s chamber” (Cromwell 

210).  No mercy was shown to any of the crew of the San Dominick, and 

no mercy was shown to any white person—man, woman, or child—by 

Turner.   As Babo would use the mutilation of his master’s body to strike 

fear into the hearts of what was left of the white crew, Turner’s strategy 

seems to have also been to use terror as a tool to forward his enterprise.   

Both plans can be assessed as temporarily successful.  However, “as il-

lustrated by both Melville’s story and the nation’s recent history at the 

time of publication, part of the difficulty lay in the fact that neither rebel-

lion nor escape automatically conferred independence” (DeLombard 37).  

Rather, the character of Delano who hails from the north—an allegorical 

representation in Melville’s fiction of the American society that accepts 

notions about blacks being part of an inferior race happy in subjugation—

returns a hard heel to Babo’s neck in much the same way the vigilante 

whites in the South re-established their authority over Nat Turner in Vir-

ginia.   

Shown in several passages in the narrative to be overly concerned with 

contracts and contract law quite to the point of trumping his concerns 

about human suffering, Delano brings to mind the 1850 ruling by Mel-

ville’s own father-in-law Lemuel Shaw on the Fugitive Slave Act, which 

firmly decided that there could never be an escape from one’s captor; a 

piece of property could never break his owner’s contract to own him.  

Andrew Delbanco observes, “what the Fugitive Slave Law did for blacks 

was to rob them of hope.  What it did for whites was to deny them mental 

refuge in willful insouciance” (152).  The intellectual crisis for the white 

ruling classes who professed to care about the rule of law and the rights of 

man became limned in Negro blood.  In truth, when making the monu-

mental ruling that would effectively deny black men their own humanity, 

“Shaw himself felt fettered by the existing law of the land” (Brook 27).  

What is the meaning of justice when “the law… has the power to sanction 

an act that outside the law is censured as inhumane” (29)?  Yet Shaw exe-

cuted his duty to follow the law.   

Like Babo subdued and “seeing all was over… uttered no sound and 



 

could not be forced to” (Melville 102), during his trial in Virginia, Nat 

“Turner introduced no testimony in defense, and his counsel made no 

argument in his behalf” (Cromwell 217).   The larger historical figure of 

Toussaint as well becomes equally inscrutable, his voice locked away at 

the time of his demise.  This mute defense is ominous.   

While representing different moments in history, different realities—

whether seen as a devil, hero, or a bit of both—the silence before and 

after the death of these three men called out to the rest of the human race 

to consider the motivations of uprising before anyone passes judgment on 

those who revolt.   Was it not the twisted evil of slavery itself that had 

blotted out innocence and called the men to violence in the first place?  

Were not blacks engaged in revolution acting like the American patriots 

who threw off the “shackles” of British rule?   

Per its sense of justice, the powers-that-were “civilization” starved an 

elderly Toussaint in an attempt to humble him before those who consid-

ered themselves his betters and then skinned the body of a dead Nat 

Turner so that the defiled pieces of flesh could be distributed with frag-

ments of his bones as macabre souvenirs amongst his conquerors.  Hav-

ing Babo’s head merely skewered on a pole after his trial conviction seems 

a mild punishment in fiction.   

Considering such matters when expressing a feeling that might have 

come directly from Benito Cereno’s own tormented heart after the Turner 

Insurrection, Thomas Jefferson’s grandson asked his fellow citizens, 

“whether silence would restore the death-like apathy of the Negro’s mind.  

It might be wise to let it sleep in its torpor but has not… its dark chaos 

been illumined?  Does it not move and feel and think?”  (Cromwell 228).   

There seems to have been a realization that to pretend all remained as it 

once was understood to be in concern of slavery was a matter of self-

delusion.  Rather one might suggest that if they were indeed equal to their 

masters, all slaves who took up arms to fight the tyrannical system under 

which they were burdened—both those leaders like Toussaint who were 

granted respect by free men during their lifetimes, and those leaders like 

Nat Turner who were reviled for breaking the laws of God while being 

broken themselves by the laws of free men—were warranted in violence.  



 

Certainly when reading Benito Cereno, one might consider if death for Babo 

compared to a life of continued subjugation was a more palatable option 

for a thinking man.  Which other path was open to him?   

In Billy Budd, one finds Melville still grappling with themes that revolve 

around the virtues of submission and the wickedness of slavery though—

as in Benito Cereno—it would be a mistake to limit the novella to making 

comment on these subjects alone.  Still, one must consider from the start 

how Billy Budd is forced to leave a boat called The Rights of Man where he 

was flourishing because he is impressed into service on a British warship.  

To ignore these charged introductory details would be to ignore the polit-

ical and historical allusions that construct the imperfect world in which 

Melville’s characters function.   

The tragedy of Billy Budd occurs as Andrew Delbanco notes, “at the 

height of the Napoleonic Wars, when the aftershocks of the French Revo-

lution were still being felt, and England was regarded by some as the last 

bulwark against anarchy, by others as the bastion of reaction” (303).  At 

the end of the eighteenth century, the ideals of a new world threatened 

the very existence of the old world.  All order is called into question.  

Within the novella one is asked to consider the very nature of justice, 

“which include Enlightenment and Christian considerations” (Timmer-

man 26), when natural rights are subordinated to the absolute authority of 

the state in the form of military officers on board of a ship.  In Billy Budd 

is a strange microcosm of society that runs as smoothly as any plantation 

might when given a clearly defined hierarchy of power to bring order to 

its people.  

Shortly after being forced onto the Bellipotent in 1797, the very year 

Toussaint Louverture took complete control of his people’s fate and es-

tablished a new polity as Governor General in Saint Dominique, a horri-

fied Billy Budd witnessed his first gangway punishment, which involved a 

flogging.  “Billy saw the culprit’s naked back under the scourge, grid-

ironed with red welts and worse.” (Melville 122). Yet there is no pro-

cessing of the severity of the punishment for the crime.  Rather, the threat 

of punitive action if one does not properly fulfill his function on board 

the warship inspires a greater eagerness within Billy to please his masters.  



 

The threat of flogging is simply accepted.   

Furthermore, while there are clearly literary ties between Billy, Adam, 

and Christ in Melville’s last work, one might rationalize that Billy’s child-

like innocence, which belays his twenty-one years, connects him to the 

eighteenth century myth of the childlike Negro.  Both Billy “Baby” Budd 

and the American slave must live in the blissful ignorance of the happy 

savage, submitting without protest to the social hierarchy in which either 

sits at the bottom, even though Billy is white.   

Indeed, in the text one may find many connections that align Billy Budd 

more closely with the themes about the general American perception of 

those unfortunate souls impressed into a peculiar institution for which 

they are assumed to be naturally suited and which are explored in Benito 

Cereno.  At times it seems Billy Budd and the Negro are interchangeable.   

For instance, before the reader meets Billy Budd, he/she meets the 

“Handsome Sailor… so intensely black that he must needs have been a 

native African of the unadulterated blood of Ham” (Melville 103).  This 

character is not given a name though we know he is a jovial sort who 

beams with “barbaric good humor” (104).  Presented as a form of mascu-

line ideal whose moral nature is as sound as his physical make, the Hand-

some Sailor is the cynosure until he is replaced by the welkin-eyed Billy 

Budd and never heard from again.   

Perhaps he, too, has been plucked like a jewel from his people and put 

into the service of an absolute power like a king.   Perhaps he, too, being 

unversed in the strict regulations of civilization has called out, “And 

goodbye to you, too, old Rights of Man.”  Perhaps he, too, could not share 

with those around him details about his lineage, his long-forgotten origins, 

having been “found” by strangers who provided for him in some way yet 

do not seem to have ever embraced him into the bosom of family as he 

wanders the world now completely alone.   

As the white Billy Budd transforms into the black “Handsome Sailor”, 

one notes stereotypical attributes that were commonly associated with 

black slaves in antebellum America: 

[Billy Budd] possessed the kind and degree of intelli-

gence going along with the unconventional rectitude of 



 

a sound human creature, one to whom not yet has been 

proffered the questionable apple of knowledge.  He 

was illiterate; he could not read, but he could sing, and 

like the illiterate nightingale was sometimes the com-

poser of his own song.  Of self-consciousness he 

seemed to have little or none, or about as much as we 

may reasonably impute to a dog of Saint Bernard’s 

breed…. By his original constitution aided by the co-

operating influences of his lot, Billy in many respects 

was little more than a sort of upright barbarian…. (110) 

The description of an oversimplified man is complementary in the way 

that Captain Delano’s perceptions of Babo are complementary in Benito 

Cereno.  Shown in this state of heightened innocence, it is easy to conde-

scend to this primitive Handsome Sailor who serves his superiors as one 

who must surely also benefit from his own service.  In fact, in his every 

representation, Billy Budd does not have the sophistication of a real per-

son.  While he shares in Adam’s Edenic purity, he does not have the ca-

pacity for the same intellectual insight that Adam does.   While presented 

without iniquity, he is never the master over human nature that Christ is.  

He is not shrewd enough to have an evil design.  He is a perfect servant.  

The one visible flaw that mars his perfection—a “calling card” from Sa-

tan—is the inability to articulate the inner workings of his heart.  It is ex-

pedient to believe all is innocence within for Billy Budd cannot conceive 

of anything but light, yet his voice is stymied.     

To return to matters of history in the novella, one notes that the cli-

mate onboard a ship is especially tense during the time of Billy Budd’s 

service.  Melville himself reminds the reader of the “Great Mutiny” in 

which “reasonable discontent growing out of the practical grievances in 

the fleet had been ignited into irrational combustion as by live cinders 

blown across the Channel from France in flames” (112).  Shirking the 

essential authority of their superiors and taking over a vessel in which 

their nation’s colors, “of founded law and freedom defined” were 

changed into a banner that signified “unbridled and unbounded revolt” 

(112), the bottom class seizes power and rocks society at sea.   



 

 While the military construct of a naval vessel put under pressure by 

events that are said to ripple from the fleet at the Nore to the HMS Bel-

lipotent allows Melville to explore the causes and implications of maritime 

mutiny similar to those his own cousin had once had to confront as part 

of a shipboard court-of-inquiry—an inquiry which led under pressure 

from the captain to the hanging of three men (Delbanco 298)—one can 

read the fear of revolt in 1797 as relating back to the larger circumstances 

found in Benito Cereno.  As aforementioned, the French Revolution 

sparked rebellion in the French colony of San Dominique.  This in turn 

sparked fear of slave uprisings in the American South.   Living proof of 

danger was Toussaint Louverture who had been considered a model black 

living under white French rule until the day he spurned the accident of 

fate, looked to a higher law that transcended his circumstance, and took 

control of his people’s destiny.   This fear ignited an intellectual and spir-

itual reckoning about the nature of slavery itself that would gradually em-

broil the nineteenth century in turmoil.    

Putting the implications of the antagonist Claggert’s actions in Billy 

Budd aside—that innately vicious nature that allows a Satan-like figure to 

persecute and torment those less powerful than he with moral impunity—

and looking only at the murder committed by the Handsome Sailor, one 

finds a central theme that demands a connection to the flawed nature of 

human justice explored in the novella.  If the circumstances around Clag-

gert’s death were unknown, the punishment for causing that death would 

be easily discerned.  There is a legal framework on the ship—a social con-

tract amongst all the sailors that is meant to assure order—which is simi-

lar to the legal framework one finds in civilized nations.  Therefore, while 

the circumstances of Claggert’s death are known, the Rule of Law is not 

abrogated.  Rather it is the thing that must trump all else if a social con-

tract is ever to mean anything at all, if the powers-that-be are to remain 

legitimate.   

Here one sees again a connection between Benito Cereno and Billy Budd.  

It is widely accepted with this first novella that Melville has constructed a 

political allegory that deals directly with the issue of slavery.  How one 

reads the story determines what the value judgments made by the story 



 

are.  Dedicated to Melville’s father-in-law, one might assume a specific 

message was intended for Shaw after he ruled on the Fugitive Slave Act, 

which returned an escaped slave named Sims to his owner and enforced a 

contract that even Shaw could see was not virtuous.   

As Thomas Brook points out in his excellent article “Legal Fictions”:  

Violence is justified when backed by the authority of 

the law, condemned as brutal and satanic when not.  

Rule by law, supposedly the only safeguard against the 

irrationality of violence, depends upon violence or the 

threat of violence to maintain itself, whether it be the 

suppression of the Africans’ revolt (aboard the San 

Dominick) or of the armed enforcement, by three hun-

dred men, of Sims’ return to slavery (29) 

He muses that men like Captain Vere and Judge Shaw must be the 

most concerned with preserving the “forms of the law” rather than de-

termining a particular law’s legitimacy.  After all, a society dictated by man 

is by nature flawed, imperfect, and shifting.  However, “all laws must be 

obeyed even if, as in the case of the Fugitive Slave Act or the Mutiny Act, 

they violate individual consciences…” (42), because this ensures stability 

for the greater good.   

However, Billy, the Handsome Sailor, is neither served by this con-

struct when calamity befalls him, nor is he able to speak about the horri-

ble miscarriage of justice that destroys him except when calling out bless-

ings to the man who ultimately kills him.  The law is the law is the law, 

and there is no argument to refute the law’s power.   The law has a fixed 

position with which to battle relative definitions of goodness and retain 

some sense of order in the face of senseless events.     

At least as Shaw saw it, “the alternative to the fugitive slave laws 

was… the same anarchy and chaos Captain Veer fears” if Billy Budd is 

not punished.  Laws have legitimacy, whereas individual judgment apart 

from laws might not.  The extenuating circumstances that prompt a hu-

man slave to escape his master—the original sin of false accusation levied 

against Billy by Claggert—are immutable.  Slaves must be returned; Billy 

“the angel must hang” (Melville 146).  The tragedy here is that, while 



 

Judge Shaw and Captain Vere may claim the American system of justice is 

meant to stand for liberty, they are both complicit in denying those like 

the “Handsome Sailor” the essential rights of man.   

Before we harshly judge either man’s sense of duty, as Eugene Good-

heart points out, “wherever the [reader of Billy Budd’s] sympathies may 

lie… in his decision about Billy’s fate, Vere is a vehicle of a fable about 

political realism in a time of crisis” (89).  Lemuel Shaw was much the 

same.  Larger questions of good and evil are not always easily answered in 

the moment regardless of how clear they seem in historical hindsight.  

(History itself shifts to suit society’s greater purposes as shown in Billy 

Budd when the young innocent is remembered after his sacrificial death as 

little more than a common criminal.)  As Goodheart continues, “The 

world is imperfect, susceptible to reform, but resistant to perfection.  

Both goodness and evil in their absolute incarnations prove to be mutual-

ly destructive in their failure to respect the moral intractability of our fall-

en world” (90).     

Ultimately, with Benito Cereno and Billy Budd, Melville used the pertinent 

issues of his time to advance inquiry about those greater truths that im-

pact human society: the motives of man, the meaning of voice, the appli-

cation of justice.   Moral simplicity is portrayed as practically weak-

minded.  The existence of black and white truths is certainly a falsehood.   

Judgment is given not to God but to men.  When even the Rule of Law is 

approached with slavish devotion and no accounting for virtue, both in-

nocence and the individual are plunged into oppressive shadow.   
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How would you describe your aesthetic?  

I normally work with a lot of color, but I also find myself drawn to 
high contrast within a piece. I often go out of my way to include an area 
of pure white and one of pure black in order to create as much depth as 
possible, it also helps to stabilize the many colors within the painting.  

 
What was the hardest part of crafting these pieces?  

Each of these works is created by applying paint with a syringe, so on 
a technical level it is difficult to control the paint. On a procedural level it 
is also hard because after the paint dries, I start drawing with pen, colored 
pencil, or marker, and it is often difficult to tell when to stop painting and 
when to start drawing. 
 
What inspired "Powered Wilderness" and "Edge of the Forest"? 

Those pieces are inspired on an external level by humanity’s place 
within nature, especially in regards to our need to manipulate it. On an 
internal level they are inspired by my need to control every element of a 
painting; an aspect of my artistic personality I am actively rebelling against 
by using this inherently uncontrollable painting style. "Powered Wilder-
ness" was specifically inspired by the way that power lines have become 
such a fixture in our modern landscape that it is nearly impossible to get 
away from them. There is also something hauntingly beautiful about the 
concept of telephone poles as essentially this re-purposed tree trunk that 
we have stripped down and now use to hold these electrical wires that are 
so necessary for our way of life.  

 
Was there any theme or idea you hoped to address with these 
works?  

One major theme I have been exploring lately is the dichotomy be-
tween man and nature: control and chaos. Sometimes this theme comes 
through in the subject matter while at other times it comes through in the 



 

very way I work; my process.  
Is art the medium that you're most invested in?  

Yes, but I normally create photo-realistic portraits using oil paint, as 
well as some landscapes all based around the theme of art in technology, 
so these relatively chaotic and energetic works are a big sojourn for me.   

 
What is your creative process?  

My creative process usually includes waiting around for inspiration to 
strike; I find if you force a piece then it doesn't usually work out.  
 
Where can our readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

Yes, I have been published in a few places, in other issues of Drift-
wood Press as well as a few other literary magazines, though for different 
bodies of work. You may find more work at  

http://www.nathanielstamourart.com/ 

 



 

 


