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The schizophrenic carpenter changes flat tire 
under insane rain on missing shoulder of 
rush hour freeway through inner Oakland 
as it gets dark early approaching Christmas 
 
Matt is confused as to which is most fabulous: 
roasted stench of exploded truck tread 
cataract of cold downpour through his armpits 
concussive big rig roar inches from his ass 
coded flash of headlights, signs and pole lamps 
dark figure darts around right front fender 
pop in his back as he busts rusty lug nut, pain, 
rain, peril, conspiracy involving coveted spare 
 
our boy backs off the jack, crawls back to the cab, 
sits steaming under the windshield, 
waiting for calm, as rain hammers on the roof 
and his invisible passenger patiently explains 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

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

Bill lived in the apartment across the lawn. Like me, he was a carpen-
ter. Bill began his descent into schizophrenia at age eighteen; and had 
become profoundly paranoid. Despite his confusion, he showed up for 
work and made a living. Most carpenters are weak when it comes to math; 
not Bill. His skill with fractions and geometry helped him to frame diffi-
cult roof structures and staircases. That made him valuable to several San 
Jose home builders, who tolerated his otherwise odd behavior. Bill locked 
his gear with great care into a toolbox in the back of his old blue Ford 
F150, and in its glovebox he kept a loaded Walther 9mm automatic. His 
eyes wide with terror, he explained to me: "You see, I am the son of 
Adolf Hitler, by his mistress Eva Braun, and countless people want me 
dead." When I got laid off, then screwed up my knee on the tennis court, 
he brought me a big bag of groceries and a bottle of cheap Scotch. 
 
 



 

 
 

 
Roberto slipped on the pool deck and landed on the back of his head, 
cracked it wide open. Pedro, the GM, stuck his arm in Roberto’s head and 
pulled it in and out like if he was arm fucking the back of Roberto’s head 
until he pulled out a hare. “People like to fuck the thought that the world 
is ending,” Pedro said. “Don’t worry, the world is not going to end so 
soon,” Roberto replied. When the paramedics arrived they said that the 
wound was not as bad as it seemed. “What about the hare, Pedro, pulled 
out of my head?” Roberto asked. Everybody looked shocked because 
Roberto is, for the most part, a really sane man. “Roberto,” I said, “The 
fall is making you a little feverish.” “When I was sitting on the ground I 
felt Pedro’s arm inside my head and he pulled out a hare. He showed it to 
me while he held it from its ears,” he said. “Is this normal?” I asked the 
paramedics. “Not really, but it’s not rare for people to act a little nuts after 
falling on the head,” one of the paramedics answered. I concluded that 
Roberto was just confused. But Roberto, when he returned to work, be-
gan asking me to suggest names for his hare. He spoke with such certainty 
that I didn’t dare contradict him. He would always say to me how smart 
his hare was and how proud he felt. Eventually, Roberto started wearing a 
headband that read, “Proud parent of a cute bunny rabbit”. His happiness 
was so abundant, that I started to feel hatred at how happy he was every 
time he walked by me.       



 

 
 

 
I 

last night I dreamt I saw your face on a £20 note 

because you lived where there were bees  

and money was made of honey 
 
the music is cutting out and I am still here 
like an idiot in the sunshine 
like a drunken prince fondling his doorways 
 
life risks itself every time you think 
no wonder the world sleeps in  
and the supposed formula for civilization 
cracks up with fatal results 
 
II 
today I cut vines in the garden with a pair of giant scissors 
there were egg sacks in the vines 
I uncovered an ant nest in a pile of sticks 
and threw their colony in a bucket 
I am a destroyer of worlds 
 
when do you come back from Thailand   
I have many things to tell you 

like 
I have stopped believing in myself 
in the interim 
 and nothing has replaced me  
but the news 
 



 

 
 

 
A) Instructions for making the theater: 

          
         Take one long bone, 
         bleach it, sharpen one end. 
 
         Find, by moonlight, 
        a cloistered hill. 
 
        There, with pointed bone 
           cut a trapezoid in earth. 
 
         Fix the corners 
          with eyes of yellow cats. 
 
          This set, this stage, 
           is a warm room. 
 
          In the room 
          out of thorns, build a bed. 
 
 

B) Instructions for making the prop: 
 
          Take the frames 
           from around your parent’s portraits. 
 
           Take an egg 
            out of the sky—at random. 
 



 

          Pull a giant’s tooth 
           and throw it as far as you can. 
           Gather the fragments. 
            Use them for kindling. 
 
            Make a frying pan 
           out of picture frames. 
 
             Crack the egg: 
    Cook it. 
 
 

C) Instructions for making the masks 
 

 In your own room, at dawn, 
 watch your face in a mirror. 

 
 Stop. Go back, gather 

  your flesh, left on the thorns. 
 
  At noon, at the mirror, 
  watch the reflection in your eyes. 
 
  Stop. Take the skin, knead it, 
  make two sheets of it. 
 
  At dusk, and against the mirror, 
  rub one piece on each eye. 
 
  Stop. Separate the images; 
  make a man, make a woman. 
 
  Breathe on them. 
 
 

D) Instructions for making the voices 
 
  Take the animal 
  that hides deep in your throat. 
 



Cut it with a razor blade: 
Hide one twin. 
In the silence between breaths, 
tie the one with sunlight. 

 
In darkness, resurrect the other, 
bind it with a line from a highway. 

 
Bury both beneath you, 
one under each foot. 

 
Walk. Walk in strides 
measured by your shadow. 

 
Stop. Dig up the voices. 
Give them to the masks. 

 
 

E) Instructions for the playing of the play 
 
  Wearing nothing but your blood 
  go back to the cloister. 
 
  Put both masks on the bed 
  and applaud. 
 
  Watch: 
 



 

 
 
 

 
When did you write the poem?  

I wrote this poem in 1976. I came across it again when I was going 

through some poems I’d written under the tutelage of my UC Santa Cruz 

mentor, George Hitchcock, after he passed away last year. 

 

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

own life?  

I was thinking about how to write for the stage back then- something I 

never did. And I was thinking about the religious origins of the theater. 

The woman I am lucky enough to still be in love with was involved in 

theater at the time. 

 

Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that 

didn't make it in?  

There were some things that weren’t in the original conception of the 

poem that got added. After the first draft in three sections, George sug-

gested that it could use a couple of more sections. One of them was the 

prop. I can’t recall what the other was. 

 

Do you primarily write poetry?  

I have always thought of myself as primarily a poet. I have written sev-

eral novels. Knight Prisoner, a novel of François Villon is available now 

from Vagabondage Press. Two more are forthcoming. All my novels have 

poetry in them. 

 

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  



I write a lot of formal poetry, because I like it. The truly unique thing 

about my writing process is that during the liturgical season of Lent, I 

write a poem every day. One complete set of my “Lenten Exercises” has 

just been published by Leaf Garden Press— Lent 1999. 

 

Who are some of your favorite authors?  

On any day you’ll get a different answer: Elizabeth Bishop, Villon, 

Dante, and Cervantes. Louis Aragon and Paul Eluard.  

 

How long have you been writing poetry? Do you write in any other 

genres or work in any other mediums?  

I’ve been writing poetry seriously since the early 1970’s. About every 

ten years or so, I sit down to try to write a novel that I would like to read. 

 

Do you have any recommendations for readers who enjoyed your 

work?  

Well, keep an eye out for more- you can always Google my name. I 

tend to like poems that spot the mystery in the everyday. 

 

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

lished before?  

I have three chapbooks out: Artifacts and Relics from Folded Word, Three 

Visitors from Negative Capability, and Lent 1999 from Leaf Garden. They can 

all be found on Amazon, as can Knight Prisoner. Fishing in the Knife Drawer is 

free online from Fowlpox Press. 

 

What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I liked your reputation. 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 Be in league with the stones of the field  
    Job 5:23  
 
 
Her underbelly is uncurled –  
her skin elevated  
to expose  
 
her deeper dermises –  
a long slab – a cliff’s edge,  
stark within Wyoming’s plains.  
 
Sandpapers and river bottoms,  
peach, cream, cotton, bone,  
sweat, gray, yellow, pear –  
 
her voices seem to hum –  
 
You have no narrative apart from mine –  
 
Study a slower language. 



 

 
 

 
Two sets of eyes fixate on an off license 
as the shutters are removed for business 

revealing light glinting off bottles 

of different strength. A man squints 

  

behind his glasses, stirring in sugar  

while his wife looks past him to a  

red-stained mirror. She feels the eyes 

of the man on the next table 

 

pristine in pinstripes, examining the contents  

of his sausages in detail. By the counter,  

a waiter engages in the art 

of shadow boxing, tea towels in his hands 

 

as nunchucks. His father strikes his left ear 

as chips in the fryer turn from golden brown 

to black. Earlier he burnt the beans,  

practicing his right hook.



 

 

 
 

 
When did you write the poem?  

Early summer, although it had been swirling around in my mind for 
some time. 

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

My poem is inspired by a café near to my place of work. It is also close 
to a psychiatric hospital and something of a refuge to the vulnerable in 
our society. I always liked looking in as I walked past and decided to put it 
in words. 

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

The language developed, but the imagery remained the same.   
  

Who are some of your favorite authors?  
Graham Greene, John Steinbeck, and George Orwell. Ask me that 

again next week and the list will be different. 
 

How long have you been writing poetry? Do you write in any other 
genres or work in any other mediums?   

First tried writing poetry about ten years ago, have returned to it in the 
last three years. And I do write in other mediums. 

 
Do you have any recommendations for readers who enjoyed your 
work?  

Keep your eyes open, every detail has potential. 
 

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



Appeared twice on the Poetry Super Highway, might be a good place to 
look. 

 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

Driftwood Press seems fresh and open minded.  
 

Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your work in 
particular?  
     Still have much to learn before I can start passing on wisdom. 



 

 
 

 
They were parked in the middle of a field  
road, beside a tarpaulin-topped cotton bale, 
the night he reached up, grabbed a star,  
and crushed it between his palms.  
 
He didn’t look up because he knew it upset her.  
He ground his hands together and held his ear  
close to the edge of his palms so that he could hear the little pop  
when the tiny speck of light burst and lit up the wrinkles. 
 
He liked sitting out in the middle of the crops  
because the humidity felt good in those days.  
Man-made humidity, she pointed out, and he looked back  
at her and pointed out that that was the point,  
but her shoulders slumped and she tried to get him  
to open his hands. 
 
Later that night she asked him to name the planets.  
Not just the eight in the system but all of them,  
whether they were planets or not.  



 

 

 
 

 
When did you write the poem?  

I wrote this poem about two years ago in the middle of reading The 
Talisman by Stephen King and Peter Straub. 

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

This poem was originally called “Jack Names the Planets” which is the 
title of a 1994 song by the band Ash that my wife likes. Ash, in turn, took 
the title from the title of a chapter in The Talisman. For me, this is a won-
derful title and prompt because it can mean a number of things. Many of 
my poems typically relate to my perceptions of “bad relationships” and I 
thought that it would be interesting for a girlfriend to demand that her 
boyfriend name the planets for her. Just for her- essentially changing his-
tory and standard norms. I’m lucky enough to say that there are no 
themes in this poem directly linked to my own life, other than the setting. 
I spent a lot of my childhood playing in the cotton fields behind my par-
ents’ house and riding my bike on the field roads, so I was happy to go 
back and spend some time there. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem?  

In early drafts of this poem, it was hard to not let The Talisman or the 
Ash song dominate my thought process. Especially The Talisman, which I 
was fully engrossed with at the time. Separating my character from “Jack” 
was something that could only really be done in drafts done months or 
even a year later.  

 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I do primarily write poetry. I also dabble a little in essay writing, but 
mostly in the form of pieces that go up on my collaboration blog about 



 

whiskey called Middleshelf. I’m a much stronger poet than I am an essay 
writer, but still like to gush about my favorite beverage. 

 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

You know, I doubt it. I think it would be egocentric to think that I’m 
different than other writers. Social media accounts for writers or literary 
journals are constantly pounding into the minds of writers that they need 
to suffer for their craft and write even when they don’t want to. I write 
when I want to. I have other interests. I play drums when I want to, I play 
video games when I want to, and I write when it makes me happy. I have 
other reasons to suffer or be miserable. I don’t want writing to be one of 
those things.  

 
Who are some of your favorite authors?  

In terms of poetry, even after years of reading poetry, I haven’t com-
pletely clamped on to anyone. Lately, I’ve been spending lots of time with 
Chicano poets, trying to get ideas and inspiration for my own work. Lau-
rie Ann Guererro’s A Tongue in the Mouth of the Dying really hit home for 
me, and I’m currently courting Sandra Cisneros’s work. Kathryn Nuern-
berger continues to blow my mind. I can’t wait for her newest book. 

 
Where can readers find more of your work? 

Should people be interested, I have posted links to some of my online 
publications on my website (www.damiencowger.com).  

As I also mentioned, I have some pieces available on my blog 
(www.middleshelfwhiskey.com).  
 



 

 

 
 

 
Ten necrophiliac deer 
  dance on the creekbed 
my spider-shaped fascinator 
  gurgling with eggs. 
 
I wrap myself  
  in a plaid blanket 
one shoulder unsavory 
  feed the fire with your teepee. 
 
Life dangles dark red 
  soot coats your brain 
and the thought of a desert 
  will sterilize me 
blessed, waxing tension. 
 
  Everything’s less 
than the fox on the mantel 
  your taste on my lips 
blear and crystal. 
 
Yes, the cage disappears 
  when we paint your bones yellow 
hang them from the clothesline.



 

 

 
 

 
When did you write the poem?  

I wrote “Bad for the Head but a Storm Could Remake Us” sometime 
in early summer 2014. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  

It’s usually difficult for me to remember why or when I decided to 
write a specific poem; however, I do remember starting this one, because 
I actually drafted it sitting in my office during a storm, which probably 
makes the title much less interesting and mysterious. I had walked to work 
and didn’t want to leave until the rain stopped so I started writing this 
poem to kill time, mainly. It became something interesting to me, so I 
kept working on it. I’m fairly sure the poem emerged from another poem 
draft or partial draft that happened to be lying in the office that had al-
ready had spider eggs in it. I also remember using an oversized book of 
Georgia O’Keefe’s artwork as a make-shift lap desk. This possibly 
prompted me to include the “desert” and perhaps the “teepee” in the 
original draft. 

My work is very rarely autobiographical although certainly whatever 
mindset I’m in when I’m working is embedded in the poetry, although I’m 
not sure that’s something that is always, or ever, apparent to a reader. 

 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

I’m not sure how truly unique any of this is, but I’m generally writing 
all the time. This has gotten much easier since I became one of the last 
people in the first world to acquire a smart phone about a year ago. I used 
to keep scraps of paper everywhere and would lose them half the time; 
now, I’m always typing lines and phrases as notes on my phone so I can 
use them later when I have a chance to sit down and focus completely on 
poetry. 



My writing is very influenced by seasons and weather (see above) as 
well as geographical location. I write much differently at home in spring in 
West Virginia as compared to how I write in the summer in France or in 
the winter in New Mexico. 

I don’t ever set out to write a series of poems, but I am usually work-
ing on several poems at once and when I go back and look at them later 
they fit together thematically and imagistically like puzzle pieces or layers 
of the same cake. 
 
How long have you been writing poetry? Do you write in any other 
genres or work in any other mediums?  

I have been writing poetry since I was a sophomore or junior in high 
school, so probably about seventeen years or so. I have been writing “se-
riously” since late college throughout my MFA at Emerson (2005) and my 
Ph.D. in English with a creative dissertation at the University of Tennes-
see-Knoxville (2010). 

As an Assistant Professor of English and Director of Bethany Col-
lege’s Writing Program, I write in other genres all the time. I compose 
(too) many emails for various reasons as well as a lot of commentary on 
student work and colleagues’ writing course proposals. 

Poetry remains my favorite genre, though!  
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before? 

Invisible Mink, my first collection of poems, was published by Iris Press 
in 2010 and is available on amazon. Many of my poems have been pub-
lished on the web, and you can link to them via the poems page on my 
website (http://www.jessiejaneshek.net/web/). 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I’m always attached to publications that are aesthetically pleasing, so 
the look of the website drew me in. Once there, I was impressed by the 
variety of work Driftwood publishes as well as the juxtaposition of written 
and visual arts. 
 
 



 

 
 

 
As a child, new regulations were placed on the removal of trash and a 
long green sticker became mandatory for all compost worthy material. 
The stickers were free upon request, but my father had principles and one 
of them dealt with stickers, or rather avoided them.  The garbage man 
picked our trash up every Tuesday, stickered or not.  Often my father 
instructed me to courier a can of coke out to the man with his beast-
machine. Sometimes I faltered on purpose to reach the curb late, but the 
times I met him, I only offered the coke to run away.  

 



 

 
 

 
Three boys at lunch, their elementary circle, arguing the finer points of a 
peach pit.  A soft hand holds the seed between thumb and forefinger, six 
eyes like six moons.   
 
It will grow to a tree, and burst out your mouth. 
 
No, you’ll have a stomachache and bloody poo. 
 
The soft hand hero pops the pit into his mouth and tries to swallow. 

 



 

 
 

 
As a child, parental friendships were kept in the silence of parental 
thought. Once, a woman who typed out her living beside my mother in-
vited our family to sit and eat with her family. Four children. Four adults. 
The Empire Strikes Back glowing boredom on the tube. A fancy prepack-
aged cake defrosting, hidden on the kitchen counter. I asked to use the 
bathroom and did, fell somehow while wiping. Me, a big-little boy, whose 
body tore away a shower curtain from its hooks. Reassurance came from a 
mother who was not my own. A scolding from the true terror. We left the 
movie unfinished. The cake still half frozen.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 When did you write the poem? 

I’ve been working on this series of poems for nearly two years. It’s one 
of a few hotdogs on the grill. An Examination of Growth was an early poem 
in the series and has since become the keystone to the collection. All 
Things Large and Unknown arrived about a year later and Unsteady Liv-
ing crowned a few months ago. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

All the poems in the series work as memory or personal myth. I think 
it would be impossible to deny that I am the boy in the poems, but he’s 
also old friends, my father, my uncles, television tropes, and little boy 
ghosts. 

In All Things Large and Unknown and Unsteady Living, the narratives are 
pulled directly from my life. I was the boy afraid of the garbage man and I 
am the chubby klutz that fell in the bathroom. I don’t know how it hap-
pened and this is where the sense of myth comes in. The evening no 
doubt occurred, Star Wars and the cake definite players, but these and the 
fall are all I remember. There is no way my dad was there. He worked 
graveyard throughout my childhood, but to cut him from the poem would 
connote an absence that wasn’t a part of my experience, and I’m trying to 
be as real as possible by offering experiences as I understood them. 

An Examination of Growth is pure myth. The conversation is more pre-
scription than memory, but I feel like a child’s thoughts on swallowing a 
seed are nearly universal. I’ve come to realize that I’m not the soft hand 
hero in the poem. I think I’m the boy saying, “It will grow to a tree, and burst 
out your mouth.” I wouldn’t have thought this to be truth as a boy, but I 
sure as hell would have tried to convince someone it was.  
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? What was the easi-
est? 



 

The hardest part is the inspiration. I usually have so many projects 
begging for attention it’s easy to neglect a series. Occasionally a memory 
will pop up and I’ll have an hour or two to devote to the writing. It be-
comes a matter of laying it all out on the page to break and build. 

I really enjoy working in a short prose style. It requires keeping the 
poem on the balls of its feet. You got to strive for precision when you 
shrink the space. I like the paring down. I often work in fiction and feel 
inclined to close all the gaps, but poetry works on a different level. It’s the 
gaps that give poetry dimension. Everything that is important enough to 
be in the poem is balanced by something equally important that is not 
there.   
 
Do you primarily write poetry?  

I just finished an MFA in fiction. Needless to say, I’ve spent all sum-
mer writing poetry. I go back and forth. I’m a moody person, so I tend to 
only do what I feel like, which is beneficial in a soul kind of way, but can 
be tedious in the “real world.” I like to paint, but that’s more tedious than 
the writing, so I find myself in a perpetual mode of avoidance and crea-
tion. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process? 

I’ve been known to track down opening lines by peacocking in front 
of a full-length mirror. Sometimes I get a bit out of control and end up 
shouting at my reflection. It’s a really good tactic to shake out the feathers 
and get to work. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? 

I am transfixed by the way James Baldwin used language. It was wholly 
malleable in his hands. I strive to have my words sing in that manner. It's 
a lost cause, but a fun fantasy to explore.  
 
How long have you been writing poetry? Do you write in any other 
genres or work in any other mediums? 

The poetry thing is coming up on ten years. It hasn’t been a steady 
flow, but it’s been trickling out for quite a while. I write short fiction as 
well. Painting is a personal pastime, and I’m a pretty fab singer when 
alone in the car. I like to be making. I find it to be a valuable venture men-
tally and emotionally. 
 
Do you have any recommendations for readers who enjoyed your 



work? 
Charles Simic’s The World Doesn’t End. 

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

I’ve been submitting and getting published for the last two years. I 
have a website (www.rubenstuff.com). You can find links to everything 
published online. 

Poems from this particular series have appeared in Oxford Maga-
zine, The Suisun Valley Review and are forthcoming through The High Plains 
Register. 

Earlier this year I had a chapbook come out through Orange Monkey 
Publishing. It’s called We Do What We Want and is a collection of experi-
mental fiction along with some of my paintings. It’s in full color and you 
can purchase it on the Orange Monkey Publishing website (www.orangemon-
keypublishing.net).  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

Driftwood Press produces a quality product. They do so by letting the 
artist stand alongside the art. I think that’s a badass way to go about busi-
ness. I wanted to be a part of it. I’m so glad they gave me the opportunity. 
 
Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your work in 
particular? 

The arts are an excellent way to cultivate compassion. I encourage eve-
ryone to create. I am a founding editor of The Great American Lit Mag and 
would like to invite poets ad prose writers alike to submit to the magazine. 



 

 
 
 

 
The heavy metal head of the sledgehammer above Caspar’s own held 

still in his hands for the minutes it took to render the photo. His arms 
trembled and sweat soaked his undershirt. The surrounding crowd posed 
with him, leering beneath their fleshy masks. The clouds above only mo-
ments before had migrated to the distant mountain range, speaking in 
silent, cumulus tongues. The wind picked up and died, picked up and 
died. They’d call it off and let it pass and gather again to capture the histo-
ry in sepia hue. Or maybe it was black and white. Caspar did not know. 
He did not want to be there. Aldo said he should be there because it solid-
ified Caspar’s legacy, made his achievements immortal. Aldo stood behind 
him now. Caspar pictured his friend clutch his hands together, a cane 
between them. Keep holding your cane, Caspar thought. Hold your cane 
and I this hammer and we’ll all remember each other, he thought. 

“Now we will do one with the hammer on that exposed nail!” The 
photographer shouted from behind his machine. Caspar sighed inaudibly 
and let the heavy hammer fall to the ground. It made a loud ping noise 
when it hit the track.  

“Can’t keep it up anymore, Casp?” Aldo asked. He nudged their other 
partner, Monte with his elbow. Caspar refused to let his face morph into a 
grimace. 

“God knows I best you whenever necessary,” Caspar said. He beck-
oned for his canteen and drank a healthy mouthful from it. He rolled his 
shoulders quickly and firmed his grip on the hammer. 

“God does. Necessary,” Monte said. 
“Pound it in! Like you worked on it! Get one like that!” Voices from 

the crowd yelled in quick succession. Caspar shuddered internally. He 
looked up at the photographer. 

“I like that. Try that one first, sir,” the photographer said. Caspar 
blinked and could feel his partners again. He could see them sniggering 
behind him. All for the damn photo. Do it for the photo. Have to get the 
photo. Caspar raised the hammer above his head, again and held it mo-



tionless. 
“Tell me when,” Caspar said. The photographer calibrated and stood 

and waited and watched. Caspar was sixty five years old. Caspar was tired 
and only put clothes on because his wife laid them out in the morning. 
Caspar didn’t care about the work of others that led him there. He cared 
about the money he would make back. He cared about the sweat he kept 
in his body. The perspiration that didn’t stain his clothes, just his soul. He 
gave them all jobs. He was a Godly man when it was convenient to be 
one, like then. Truthful, Caspar liked his mistress and his daughter and his 
son and to hell with these people. And yet he was there, the legacy, The 
Caspar legacy. 

“Now!” the photographer shouted. A strange silence that only exists in 
large crowds and only for brief, second-long intervals inflicted everyone as 
the hammer fell. The day laborers were quiet, and they weren’t ever quiet. 
The metal head slammed into the wood, a dead wrong miss. Aldo snort-
ed. 

“I guess that’s why we’re the money-men, eh, Caspar?” Aldo said. He 
looked around at the other partners and laughed obnoxiously. Caspar 
wheeled around, still clutching the hilt in one hand and letting the metal 
head rest on the wooden spacer. 

“Why don’t you do it?” Caspar yelled, staring directly into Aldo’s eyes. 
Caspar shook his arm awkwardly out to his side as he yelled. Aldo averted 
his gaze. He showed his palms to Caspar and leaned back on his heels. 
His cane balanced on his upturned thumb. 

“Apologies, old friend. Just some humor to keep the sun at bay.” 
“Sun at bay? Keep you at bay, more like,” Caspar said with a more jo-

vial tone. He looked around at the other partners and waited for their 
laughter. When they did chuckle, one at a time, out of sync, Caspar knew 
it was forced, but didn’t acknowledge it. 

“That’s why you’re the boss,” Aldo said. Damn right, Caspar thought. 
He looked around at the people gathered and to the landscape beyond. 
The pale colors blended together. The pale tan grass, pale grey rock, pale 
green sage surrounded them all over. It was under them and out beyond 
where they could walk comfortably or safely. The pale was everywhere for 
miles. The hundred or so men grumbled and fell silent in sections. A 
sneeze, a “bless you.” A foot kicked something that bounced. A canteen 
upturned and water sloshed out. The unseen insects chirred like an or-
chestra of without. The air smelled like wind. Puffs of tobacco smoke 
drifted upward and dissipated. The sun blazed and burned the balding 
heads with no hats. To Caspar’s right, the giant train sat dormant and 



 

proud like a mountain or temple. Dozens of men clambered around it and 
clung to it like apes in a canopy. Caspar could feel their hate and their 
love. Caspar wished he could chirr at them and make them feel like he 
did. Caspar hated them. 

“I don’t know how that one will turn out,” the photographer said with 
a click of skepticism. Caspar wanted to fling the sledgehammer at him. He 
envisioned it spinning in the air as it hurtled toward the camera. The box 
was obliterated and shards of whatever it was made out of went sailing 
around, sparkling in the midday sun. The photographer fell onto his back 
and his feet went into the air, soles to the sky. 

“What are you smilin’ about?” Aldo asked. Caspar shook his head as 
though he was woken from sleep. 

“Nothing, just glad to be here, friendo,” Caspar said. It was a lie, but 
the thought of destruction eased him. He felt more comfortable now. It 
was soothing. Aldo would be next, and then Monte, and then those work-
ers sitting on the train. The engine would explode in his mind, sending 
figment migrants sailing in various directions, burning. Aldo would acci-
dentally get hit by the backswing of the hammer because he egged Caspar 
on to take another photograph with the hammer above his head. Caspar 
would feign apology and sympathy. Aldo old friend, Caspar thought, why 
would you stand behind me like that? You know these are dangerous as 
well as I do. Now die in the dirt, you husk. Caspar wondered if this vio-
lence was unique to his mind. Did Aldo imagine Caspar severely maimed, 
too? 

The sun went behind a cloud. A huge shadow covered them all. The 
men removed their hats and stretched like they had stepped in a chilled 
room. Caspar found an opportunity to end the day. 

“We’ll take a break,” Caspar said. He shuffled his feet so that he could 
lean on the butt of the hammer. 

“Agreed,” said one of the partners. The photographer stood straight 
behind his camera. 

“We can wait until the cloud passes,” he said. He looked up at the sky 
with his hand cupped on his brow and hoped it would remain cloudy until 
his last breath. 

“But we should get another pose or so before the day is done,” Aldo 
said. Caspar clenched his teeth in part agony and part malice. 

 
Caspar lounged in a chair he made sure his laborers brought out for 

him. He was under a sheet attached to four wooden poles at the corners 
for a makeshift awning. The wind had picked up and had blown the hats 



off men. They scurried around to catch them as they tumbled through the 
ocean of weeds. Caspar clutched his canteen of water to his chest from 
which he took greedy gulps. There would be copious water at the station, 
he thought. He noticed many men around him were sharing water while 
they sat in the dirt or had none at all. The partners exchanged nips from a 
flask here and there. Then he thought of his legacy, the wicked word that 
plagued his career. It cropped up every year. Every year he was closer to 
death, the question of how he would be remembered floated around the 
annals of his meetings, the hallways of his office building, in the bedroom 
with his wife. Was he not already there? When he signed all of the paper-
work and paid everyone what he thought they were worth and drank what 
he wanted and ate what he wanted and never had a worry ever, was that 
not legacy enough? Would he have to die to be remembered? Caspar 
loathed the thought and that inhabitable place. Caspar did not want to die. 

“Caspar, I hope you’re not sore because of my humor,” said Aldo. He 
walked up behind the lounge chair and squatted low to the ground. 

“Not sore,” Caspar said. He closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to 
look at Aldo for another moment. 

“It’s the heat out here, I suppose. It gets to everyone some time,” Al-
do said. Caspar was thinking of his mistress, but the thoughts continued 
to shatter like cheap glass each time Aldo made a hot noise that collected 
onto the back of Caspar’s ear. 

“It can,” Caspar said. He felt a light bump on his shoulder. He opened 
his eyes and peered at the object. It was a flask with a railroad spike em-
bossed on the metal. Aldo clutched it in his primped hands, his dollar 
hands. Caspar always thought that railroad spikes looked like erections 
with empty scrotums. He waved it off and shook his head. The last thing I 
need, Caspar thought. 

“Could I trouble you for some of your water? I think I’ve run out,” 
Aldo said. Ah, there it is, never an offer of something without getting 
something in return, Caspar thought. The flask probably had piss in it. He 
reluctantly handed the canteen to Aldo.  

“Only a little. Just wet your tongue. That has to last me all day.” 
“Of course,” Aldo said. Caspar heard the sound of a large gulp and he 

winced. Aldo handed the canteen back and Caspar put the cap back on 
tight and stashed it on the other side of his chair, away from his partner. 
A few minutes passed, so long that Caspar thought that Aldo may have 
left, but then he spoke. 

“These photographs will look brawny in your house, and then your 
museum, someday,” he said. 



 

“They certainly—” Caspar started to say but was interrupted by a 
commotion over by the rails. Caspar stood from his chair. Aldo came to 
his side and both the men squinted at what was happening. A dust cloud 
kicked up by feet in a scuffle obscured the epicenter of the ruckus. But 
Caspar knew it was a fight because other men started to rush toward it. 

“Hell’s bells. Stop this nonsense,” Caspar growled. 
“You think I’m going over there?” Aldo asked. He gnashed an unlit 

cigar in his teeth. His cane handle dangled on his forearm. Caspar looked 
at him crossly, grunted, and stomped toward the fight. When he was 
equidistant from the fight and his shade, he realized he left his water, but 
his chest was heaving and his blood boiling and he wanted to hit someone 
and that someone was Aldo because he was going to drink more of his 
water, but then he was too far away and could not turn back. As he 
neared the men, he pulled up his sleeves and smoothed his white mus-
tache. His large breaths turned into guttural, animalistic heaves. Other 
men encircled the fight. Caspar shoved his way into the ring between a 
malnourished man with a pencil mustache, shoes with holes in them, and 
a tattered umbrella he used presumably for a walking stick and the other 
man, who was taller than Caspar and wore a faded suit jacket with a tear 
at the shoulder seam. In the center, a partner that was squirrely and boyish 
shrieked at the contenders. Their fists were flying at each other. Caspar 
could see droplets of blood drying in the dirt and sun. 

“What on Earth is going on?” Caspar yelled. He looked down at them 
like two mutts, all jaws and throats and emotionless violence. When he 
saw an opening, Caspar grabbed one man by his scruffy hair and yanked 
him off the other. He could feel a hundred little hairs tear out from the 
scalp. The man screamed in pain. Caspar then kneeled on the other man’s 
chest and made himself heavy on his collarbone. “What are you doing?” 
he yelled exactly between the man’s eyes. Spittle spattered on the dirt-
caked covered face that belonged to a man that Caspar would never 
know. 

“Bastard took my water! Drank it all himself!” the man croaked. For a 
flicker, Caspar empathized with the man. He searched the laborer’s filthy 
face for what Caspar thought was a soul, a civilized will. Then Caspar 
stood and pulled the man up. The other jumped to his feet and rubbed his 
head hard. 

“We are not dogs!” Caspar yelled. His throat started to dry. “Act like 
men! There will be more water soon, for Christ’s sake.” 

The dust cleared and the sounds of insects returned. Caspar looked 
down at his clothes. His shirt and trousers were brown and grey all over, 



ruined. He patted himself and attempted to sweep it off of him, but did 
not succeed. 

“Share what’s left. We will get this done,” Caspar said. The crowd dis-
persed and the noise a low grumble between them. The photographer 
began to set his camera. Caspar looked back at his chair a few hundred 
yards away. There, in the shade, was Aldo, one hand holding his own flask 
and in the other was Caspar’s water. 

 
A boy with dried, cracked knuckles kneeled at Caspar’s feet while he 

shoved the last spike into place. It stood out from the wood off-kilter. 
Someone Caspar didn’t know brought him a new shirt, vest, and tie. He 
changed clothes and spent several minutes moving his wispy hair back 
into place with the help of the photographer. The sun had moved to a 
more direct position that made Caspar’s bald scalp gleam. The photogra-
pher felt it would ruin the photo, so he asked Caspar to mute the shine. 

“How do I do that out here?” Caspar asked. 
“Maybe take some dirt and put a little coat of it up there,” the photog-

rapher said. His head was under the camera’s tarp. A low sound as though 
Caspar would be offended by the request came from the partners that had 
all gathered back into their original places. 

“It’s fine,” Caspar said, nearly whispered. “I’ll do anythin’ to take the 
damn picture.” Caspar kneeled and cupped a small handful of dirt and 
mushed it onto the crown of his head. He rubbed it around and felt the 
tiny rocks scrape the sensitive skin that had not been touched by anything 
but his women’s hands. Laughter erupted from the partners. Some of 
them clapped him on his back. He looked over his shoulder at them. 

“Just wait ‘till you’re in my position,” Caspar said jokingly, more laugh-
ter. His mood had calmed since he broke up the fight. His pulse had 
steadied and he felt good about what he did. 

“Not enough, just a bit more,” the photographer said. As though 
someone was waiting for the photographer to say that, Caspar felt a hand-
ful of dirt get mashed into his head by someone behind him. Caspar 
pushed the man’s hand away and leaned far forward at the waist so none 
of the dirt would spill onto his clothes. 

“Sorry! A bit too much,” a man said. Caspar assumed it was Aldo, but 
he couldn’t see. Everyone laughed louder at Caspar, at the situation, at 
this damned nonsense. 

“That’ll be your pay for doing that,” Caspar joked, but meant it. That 
handful of dirt really would be that man’s pay. Caspar looked back to the 
rectangular accordion with a lens set in the center. “Do I have enough dirt 



 

on my head, now?” 
“Perfect. But let’s have some of y’all move around. And let’s get that 

dog to lay down next to the track. That’ll make you look caring, Caspar,” 
the photographer said. 

“Who in the world cares?” Caspar yelled, exasperated. It was last thing 
he yelled that day. 

“Rest the hammer on the spike, now, that’s it.” 
Caspar picked a rock to stare at and let his mind drift. After the photo 

was taken, he vowed to never touch another tool for as long as he lived. 
He vowed to never stand for another photo in the desert ever again. He 
vowed he would die in a hospital in a city, which was half true. He would 
die in a carriage in a city eight years later while his mistress slurped tea 
from a cup. His head slumped over, his cheeks red. His last thoughts 
would be “why am I still with this mistress? We haven’t been to bed to-
gether in—ouch—” 

These vows meant more to Caspar than the ones he had forgotten all 
those years ago when he married his wife; were more dear to him than his 
youngest daughter. Caspar truly hated the world out here. 

The sound of the camera finally echoed like the trumpets of God had 
descended from the heavens. Caspar held his position for a bit longer but 
relaxed his shoulders. When the photographer spoke, he let the hammer 
fall. 

 
Hours later, after all the clapping and handshaking and congratulating, 

while taking the train back to their place of stay, Aldo sat next to Caspar 
in the car. He thrummed his fingers on his flask and it made a soft metal-
lic drum noise. Aldo had removed his hat and set it on the rack. Caspar 
still had dirt on his head and he looked out the window, tired and nearly 
sick from heatstroke. Neither of them spoke for a very long time, then, 
Aldo finally broke the silence. 

“What a great day,” he said. 
“Aldo?” Caspar said without turning his gaze from the window. 
“Yes, sir?” 
“I saw you drink from my canteen, today.” Caspar stiffened his neck 

and opened his eyes wider. The landscape whooshed passed them. 
“What?” 
“That was my water, Aldo.” 
“Sorry Caspar, I thought we were sharing.” 
“Aldo shares with the dogs. Nobody takes my water. It’s mine.” 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Canteens"?  
I wrote it on June 26th 2015. I gave myself twenty-four hours to com-

plete a story. I finished maybe the first four drafts of it in the twenty-four 
hours. More revisions came shortly after. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering? 

Yes- a very difficult time. I had five different titles that were compet-
ing for the top spot in a March Madness style bracket in my head. Mostly 
to do with canteens. “Dwindled Canteens,” “Dwindling Canteens,” 
“Empty Canteens,” “Business as Usual,” “Desert Canteens,” to list a few 
that I can remember. 

 
What inspired "Canteens"? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life? 

I would say a lot is inspired from my life. Growing up in Utah where 
business is lauded above most things shaped the character of Caspar, 
who, in my mind, is an amalgam of several people that I know and have 
seen run for political office. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing "Canteens"?  

The hardest part was pacing the story so that it could be about several 
different things at once. I needed the plot to tell the story of one day, a 
whole life, selfish wanton ignorance, etc. 
 
Which part of "Canteens" was conceived of first? 

Theme was conceived first, I would say, or maybe mood is a better 
word for it. There was tenseness I felt before I started writing. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 



 

didn't make it in?  
Nothing too large. I had an idea for an extra scene that I decided 

against when I got to the point when it was time to write it. For the most 
part the conception is intact. The ending was a tad different. But above 
95% of revision was rearranging/cutting paragraphs, sentences, words, 
etc. 
 
"Canteens" does a good job of equalizing the classes: we're all just 
fighting over water, but via different means. The working man is 
more direct in their fight, while the wealthy man leans more to-
wards subtle, measured means. What do you see as the primary dif-
ferences or similarities in this struggle?  

That despite what class one is in, human nature remains the same. A 
wealthy person and a non-wealthy person are no happier than the other. 
Caspar looks down on the men fighting as savages for not behaving 
themselves. Their explanation is they don’t have enough. Caspar does 
have enough, but finds himself stooping to their level with almost no de-
liberation. So I suppose it’s not so much of a distinction as an innate, 
hypocritical feature of the wealthy. They look at the lower socioeconomic 
classes as lazy or frightening, but have never lost or had the feeling of 
being entirely without. Additionally, I would say, that we often forget 
what happens to people when they are pushed to a limit that has severe 
consequences. It’s easy for us to look at a person embroiled in a situation 
and feel better than them or say “what I’d do if I were him or her,” but 
we aren’t really any better and we don’t really know because we aren’t him 
or her. 
 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

Yes- almost exclusively. I write the occasional, nonsensical poem. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

I typically read while I write. That is, I have a book open that I think 
vaguely fits an idea I’m working with. I’ll write two pages and read two 
pages, take a sip of wine, write another page, read a half of a page. For 
“Canteens,” it was Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson that I was dip-
ping in and out of at random spots, looking for nothing in particular. I 
feel that it breaks up the rut I can get myself into when I’m writing a sto-
ry. I develop blinders where I forget the line I’m currently writing is con-
tradicting a line a few pages earlier. 
 



Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Canteens"?  

It depends on the season, really, but I have to say Italo Calvino, Hem-
ingway, Cormac McCarthy, Ann Hood, Murakami, and Junot Diaz to 
name a few. Authors’ that influenced “Canteens” would be Sherwood 
Anderson most definitely, as I was reading his book while I was writing. 
Jennifer Egan. There’s probably some McCarthy in there, there always is. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

In November of 2015 I had one story published in the Fiction Interna-
tional and another story in Whiskeypaper. Hopefully more to come. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

Just the way you guys are. Your vision and aesthetic. Aesthetic is big 
for me. I usually search through journals for hours a week and most of 
the time the way the journal presents itself as a unique home for peoples’ 
art is the major draw above most everything. If I feel my piece will look 
good with a journal, I’ll send it to them. I really like that you pick contrib-
utors to come back as editors. I really love reading these interviews of 
other writers. And the cover art? Always spot on.  



 

 

 
 

Lidia was not supposed to be your hairdresser.  
All the other girls in sixth grade go to a salon called Shear Beauty. You 

told your mother you wanted an appointment there, but she kept forget-
ting to call.  

“It’s because of Nonna,” you yelled at her. “You’re always taking care 
of her and no one else.”  

This is not true, but it got her attention.  
Two days ago, when your mother finally called the salon, all the hair-

dressers were booked. That’s why you’re sitting in a chair in the middle of 
Lidia’s kitchen.  

After she rolls about two hundred slim curlers tightly into your hair, 
Lidia squeezes a small bottle of clear liquid all over your head. Your nos-
trils start to burn and your eyes water, and even though you keep blinking 
and wiping them with a tissue, they won’t stop. Then your scalp starts 
tingling, and it feels like the liquid is getting soaked into your head like a 
sponge. This makes you think of your liver. 

In science class just the other day Sister Thais said, “The liver has to 
process everything we put in and on our bodies.”  

Your liver is probably crying out for mercy right now.  
No mercy here, though. You’re getting a perm. 
All the girls and even some of the boys in your class have perms. One 

girl in your class got a perm and it came out so tight she looked like Little 
Orphan Annie. You told Lidia that you wanted the same hair style as that 
new singer, Madonna. You hope she knows who Madonna is. You hope 
she doesn’t think you want to look like the Blessed Mother. 

Your grandmother prays to the Blessed Mother all the time. She has a 
little prayer card with a picture of Mary and Jesus on it. She keeps it 
tucked into her bra right over the place where she has her scar. You saw 
her scar once by accident. You were helping her get dressed and her bra 
slipped down and you saw where she had the operation on her chest. It 



scared you, and she covered herself up real fast. 
Normally, you never bother with your hair--you’d rather practice 

catching grounders with your father or outrun Chubby Chuckie in a cor-
ner-to-corner race on the block, but Gina told you what Dominic Malone 
said last week and now things are different.  

At the end of Language Arts class, Gina and Dominic erased the 
board then they went outside to clap the erasers. Gina came in afterwards 
and grabbed you, whispering fast.  

“Dominic was just talking about you,” she said. 
“He was?” you said. “What did he say?”  
“He saw the sentence you wrote on the board. He said you have nice 

handwriting.”  
You swallowed hard and your hands got all sweaty and your heart felt 

like it was going to explode. “He noticed my diagram with the compound 
subject and the simple predicate?”  

“Yup,” Gina said, smiling. “I’m pretty sure he wants to be your boy-
friend. You’ll know if he asks you to slow dance on Saturday night.”  

That’s when you started thinking about your hair. And the dance at 
Our Lady of Perpetual Help this weekend. And an appointment at Shear 
Beauty. 

Your mother heard about Lidia from one of your neighbors. She said 
that Lidia works from her house instead of a salon so she can get paid 
under the table. You still don’t know exactly what that means. She has a 
kitchen table so you’re going to watch to see if your mother gives her the 
money under there when you’re done. 

After your perm, your hair is going to look so sharp. You’ll walk down 
the street and the boys on the corner, even the girls are going to say, 
“She’s gorgeous and everything, but look at her hair! It’s amazing!” So 
what if Michael DiGregorio gave you the nickname, ‘The Nose’ in fourth 
grade? With your new hair, no one is going to notice your nose. Or your 
braces when you smile.  

When you told your mother about your nickname, she explained that 
one day the rest of your face will catch up with your nose and you’ll be 
even prettier than you already are. You rolled your eyes. She hates when 
you do that. Then she said something that surprised you. She said, “And if 
you still don’t like your nose when you’re older, you can always get it 
fixed. Nothing is etched in stone, my love, remember that.” What the 
heck did she mean by that? Your mother has a lame kind of perm for 
adults called a body wave. 

Lidia has a dingy green linoleum floor and her cabinets are either 



 

painted a shade of yellow that you’ve never seen, or they’re just a shade of 
cruddy. Your grandmother keeps your kitchen spotless. When your grand-
father was alive, he used to say that the kitchen floor was so clean a doc-
tor could do surgery on it. For a long time you were worried that while 
you were having dinner, a surgeon would burst in carrying a bleeding 
man. The doctor would shout that the hospitals were full and he was sent 
to your house because your grandmother’s floor was so Spic and Span. 
Now you realize your grandfather was using hyperbole, one of your vocab 
words from last year. 

After Lidia empties the bottle of stinky chemicals on your head, she 
puts a shower cap over your burning scalp. On the countertop is a small 
timer and she sets it for an hour. An hour? You don’t think you can sit 
here for an hour. You’ll probably lose your sense of smell.  

You like your sense of smell. You like to smell the fresh basil in your 
grandmother’s tomato gravy and the warm dough from the pretzel factory 
up the street. You even like the smell of hot tar when somebody’s getting 
their roof done in the neighborhood.  

Lidia is from Italy, and she has a couple of kids running around the 
house. She keeps yelling at them in Italian. Either they don’t understand 
Italian or they don’t care because they keep running around anyway. 
When she was rolling up your hair, the boy, Fabrizio, ran past her and she 
went to smack him and almost pulled out a chunk of your hair.  

“Sorry, hon,” she said, patting you on the shoulder.  
Lidia has wavy, red hair with curls like fusilli. She probably only has to 

brush it when she gets up in the morning and it stays in place all day. 
Your family is from Italy, too, but you don’t have that wavy, thick hair. 
You have black, stringy hair that looks like cooked spaghetti. You brush it 
and minutes later it’s all straggly. You look like those homeless people that 
have to pee in the corners in the subway.  

Lidia’s furniture is covered with plastic like at your house. Your 
grandmother is usually windexing the couch, or folding the laundry, or 
scrubbing something, or cooking something, or yelling something, or 
praying about something. Lately, though, she doesn’t do much of any-
thing. Before your grandmother got sick she would chase you around the 
house trying to brush your hair. She’d yell, “Disgraziata! Brush your hair! 
You look like you got a job picking escarole!”  

She only caught you once. You were eating cereal in the living room, 
watching “The Facts of Life,” and she snuck up from behind. She yanked 
off your Phillies cap and started brushing. Your hair had so many tangles 
and she was brushing so hard it felt like your brain was being tugged. She 



talked to you, but it was like she was talking to herself.  
“Even with the chemo,” she said, “I still got my hair.” 
“Shhh,” you said, “I’m trying to hear the show.” 
“I had the best hair out of everybody in my little città.” She stopped 

brushing. “You know how?” 
“Nope.” you reached for the knob to turn up the volume.  
“L’oliva. How do you say this?” 
“An olive?” 
“That’s it.” She started brushing again. “When I was little I ate a lot of 

the olives. The olives make you strong--la sostanza.”  
“Whatever,” you said.  
After all her brushing, you noticed that your hair did look shiny and 

smooth.  
You never admitted that to her, though.  
All the sounds around you are muffled because the shower cap is over 

your ears, but you can hear the timer next to you tick-tick-ticking away 
fast like it drank too much soda. Lidia smiles at you and asks if you’re 
OK. You wipe away a tear and give her the thumbs up.  

She yells at her kids to sit down at the table, then goes to the stove and 
starts frying breaded chicken cutlets. The room fills with a garlicky scent 
and it mixes with the faint smell of your burning hair. Your mouth starts 
to water and you feel like you’re going to upchuck, but you swallow it 
down, close your eyes and try to concentrate on something else.  

Gina told you how easy it will be to take care of your new hairstyle. 
She said, “You’ll only have to wash it with a special shampoo so the perm 
doesn’t fade, put some mousse in it, blow dry it with a diffuser thingy so it 
doesn’t get too frizzy, put gel in it so it looks shiny, then spray it with 
Aqua Net so it doesn’t move and then you’re done. Easy as that.” 

Nothing is easy with your grandmother around. You think she tries to 
make your life miserable. Whenever you played wall ball or jailbreak out-
side she’d yell for you from the house. You tried to ignore her, but even-
tually you stomped back to your house where she’d be waiting, panting 
from screeching your name.  

“Go to Schwartz’s and pick up la medicina.”  
“This is America, Grandmom. We speak English here.” 
“So fresh, you are,” she’d say with a hoarse voice.  
You’d have to get her prescriptions three times a week at the pharma-

cy around the corner. Old people are such a pain. Seems like all they do is 
get sick. Your grandmother used to be plump, but not in a sloppy way. 
She was plump in a grandmother way. Like, all the grandmothers must sit 



 

around and say, “I’m a grandparent. I made it this far so I deserve a sec-
ond piece of cake.”  

Then she started getting skinnier.  
She sleeps in a hospital bed in your living room now. They put the bed 

in the same spot where your grandfather’s hospital bed was---right behind 
the couch. Back then, your mother called it a hospice bed. You were only 
nine, and you thought it was cool that he had a remote control to tilt his 
mattress up and down.  

Every day for a week before your grandfather died, your mother sent 
you and your little sister to Aunt Carmela’s house. You had to go there 
because of all the sickness and nurses and stuff. The night before your 
grandfather died, though, you had a feeling it was going to happen.  

“Don’t make me go to Aunt Carmela’s tomorrow,” you begged your 
mom. “She makes us drink Tang and her face prickles me when she kisses 
my cheek. I want to stay with Nonno.”  

The next morning, your mother forced you to go to Carmela’s because 
your grandfather’s nurse said something about “This could be the day.” 

Late that night at Carmela’s house, your parents came to get you. They 
sat you and your sister down and told you that your grandfather died. 
That’s when your mom explained what hospice means.  

“Duh,” you said, “I knew he was going to die.” You folded your arms. 
“I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye.”  

Your sister started to cry. You wanted to cry, but you were too angry. 
 You share a room with your sister and you can’t wait to get your own 

room. Last year your mom said, “You can have Nonna’s room when the 
time comes.” Part of you can’t wait until the time comes. Your grand-
mother would never bug your little sister about her hair because she still 
has that gross Dorothy Hamill haircut and everybody thinks she looks so 
cute. 

“Why don’t you want to keep your hair nice?” Your grandmother said 
to you. “Don’t you know they treat you how you look?”  

“Who’s ‘they,’ Nonna?” you said. “Who are you even talking about?” 
She always says weird stuff like that. Once, she said, “Don’t you know 

I came to this country with nothing but my recipes?” 
 “Really?” you said. “How come? Did you forget your luggage in Ita-

ly?”  
She clicked her tongue at you.  
You knew that couldn’t be true. That’s not even possible.  
The nurse who takes care of your grandmother keeps everything quiet. 

She has a Jheri curl like Michael Jackson, and she’s thick and round. She 



smiles, and her face is like a lullaby. When your grandmother is resting, 
the nurse usually knits or reads the Bible. Once, you were doing home-
work in the dining room and you saw her lean real close to your grand-
mother and whisper, “This too shall pass.” 

The timer rings and you open your eyes. The kitchen is totally clean 
and Lidia’s kids, who are now dressed in their pajamas, give her a good-
night kiss. She takes off your shower cap and your head sounds sizzly. 
You sit in a chair in front of the kitchen sink and lean your head back as 
she takes the curlers out of your hair. They clonk into the sink one by 
one.  

“You’re gonna look so bella,” Lidia says.  
She rinses your hair with cool water, and it’s a relief to your burning 

scalp. Your face is right under her arm pit so you can smell a mix of Se-
cret deodorant, garlic and body odor.  

You still have your olfactory sense, so that’s good. 
Once your hair is washed and dried, she brings you a large hand-held 

mirror to see your new self. As you gaze at your reflection, your bottom 
lip starts quivering.  

“What happened?” you shriek.  
“Oh, yeah,” she nods her head and crosses her arms. “Sometimes that 

happens. Sometimes it don’t take.” 
“What do you mean, it don’t take?” 
“The treatment worked on the top,” she points to frizzy curls, flopped 

right in front of your eyes, “but not over here.” She gathers sections of 
your long hair in the back. “You got very stubborn straight hair, you 
know that?” 

“What am I supposed to do now?”  
Lidia studies your head. “Just don’t wash it for a few days, then come 

back and we do it again.” 
“Again?” You are shaking.  
She looks around the kitchen and grabs something from a drawer.  
“I know how to make it fixed,” she says, bending toward your face. 

When you realize she’s holding scissors you swerve out of the way but not 
before she cuts. She stands there holding a clump of what are now your 
bangs.  

“You gave me bangs?” You think you’re going to faint.  
The doorbell rings.  
“Oh, your mother’s here,” she says. “Wait a minute I got something 

for you.” She gives you a gift bag with a new brush and comb set inside. 
“I give it free for all my clients’ first appointment.” She goes to answer the 



 

door. 
You walk out of the kitchen with a scalp on fire, a polluted liver and a 

hairstyle that even those stupid Muppets would laugh at.  
When your mother see you she says, “Oh, honey, your hair.”  
Her voice doesn’t match her face at this moment. Her voice is all kind 

and sweet, and her face is all twisted up like she’s watching someone puke. 
You run out to the car and you don’t even look to see if your mom gives 
Lidia the money under the table. 

You’re still sobbing when your mother gets in and says something that 
makes you feel even worse. She says, “I hope you know that no matter 
what your hair looks like, you’ll always be beautiful to me.”  

You wipe your nose on your sleeve and turn to look at her. Only you 
don’t just look at her, you glare at her. And she’d better get used to this 
glare because you will be glaring this glare at her for the rest of your life.  

When you pull up to your house, your mother drops you off so she 
can look for a parking space. You walk into the house and see your 
grandmother lying in the bed, sleeping. Your aunt Lucy is sitting next to 
her. Aunt Lucy is your mother’s sister and she has a Vidal Sasson haircut 
because she has a fancy office job uptown.  

She raises her eyebrows when she sees you and says real quiet, “That’s 
a new look for you.” 

You wince. 
“I’ll wait for your mother on the stoop,” she says, standing up. “It 

might be a good time for you to say what you need to say to Nonna.” 
She leaves and you feel the dark calm of the house. Your dad must be 

watching TV upstairs because you hear the piano music from the show 
Cheers through the ceiling. Your grandmother’s oxygen machine whispers 
and grumbles as you sit next to her bed. 

You remember when the oxygen machine was delivered to the house a 
month ago. Your mother told you and your sister, “I’m going to need you 
to be a little more helpful around the house now. Don’t give Nonna such a 
hard time.”  

“We don’t give her a hard time,” your sister said. “Not on purpose.” 
“Yeah,” you chimed in, “she’s the one who’s rough with us.” 
“That’s just her way. She can be a little rough because she had a hard 

life growing up.” Then she looked at you and smiled. “But didn’t she rush 
to make you a Halloween costume when you were seven years old and 
decided at the last minute that you wanted to be an angel?” 

“She stuck me forty times with those straight pins,” you said. 
“And didn’t she cook her escarole soup for you when you were feeling 



sick?” she said to your sister.  
“I love her soup,” your sister said. “Is Nonna dying?” 
“Yes, sweetie.” Your mother’s voice was all crackly. 
Your sister scratched her head. “Why does everybody have to die?” 
“And why does everybody have to die in our living room?” you said. 
Your mom took a deep breath. “Well, everybody has to die because, 

because that’s life.” 
You thought, Thanks a lot, mom, that makes zero sense, but you decided 

not to say anything since she looked so worn out. 
You had forgotten about the angel costume. How Nonna scrambled 

through all her sewing stuff for the material. How she made sure the gold 
fabric fit perfectly around the cardboard wings. When she had nothing for 
the halo, she made a wreath by twisting twigs of rosemary from her gar-
den and spraying it with gold paint that your father had in the cellar. She 
put the halo on your head, tucking your hair behind your ears mumbling, 
“Mio bellissimo angelo.” Your hair smelled like rosemary and spray paint for 
two weeks after Halloween.  

Now, at her bedside, your grandmother looks so white and peaceful. 
Come to think of it, you’ve never seen her this relaxed. You don’t know 
what to say to her. Maybe you’ll tell her to say hello to God for you. She 
probably can’t hear you anyway. You didn’t behave like an angel toward 
her, and your face starts to flush at the thought. You want her to wake up. 
You want to shake her and shout, “I don’t want the time to come- I don’t 
want your bedroom that much!” But you stop yourself because you don’t 
want to disturb her.  

Then you remember what Lidia gave you. 
With tears in your eyes, you reach into the bag, and, for her, you comb 

your hair.  
 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Permanent"?  
I first wrote “Permanent” about three years ago. I walked by an old-

school beauty salon and was struck by the familiar smell of hair-
processing chemicals. The acrid scent brought me back to the many 
perms I’d gotten during my elementary and high school years. 

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

The title came immediately. I had always called the hair style a “perm,” 
but my older female relatives called it a “permanent.” I knew the word 
could address broader themes of permanence so I went with it.  

 
What inspired "Permanent"? Are any of its themes inspired by your 
own life?  

The piece started as creative nonfiction. Sadly, I had many personal 
stories of bad perms from which to draw. Also, my grandparents both 
passed away at home as in the story.    

On a lighter note, it was so much fun to try to remember how I 
thought and spoke as a “tweenager”. I don’t think I was quite as snarky as 
the narrator, but I enjoyed hearing her voice in my head. She’s crossing a 
threshold from childhood to young adulthood and she’s balking, wanting 
to be ready, but also wondering what’s so great on the other side. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing "Permanent"? 

Revisiting the regret for the way I’d treated my grandmother, since 
that part was also drawn from real-life. It was also cathartic to go back 
there because, as an adult, it helped me to gain perspective on the chal-
lenges parents face trying to protect their children from the scary parts of 
life while guiding them through the reality of loss that all of us must ad-
dress. 



Which part of "Permanent" was conceived of first? 
The premise came first and it was simply a story of a young girl’s at-

tempt to elevate her status in school by getting a perm. I workshopped 
the story and many of my classmates enjoyed the humor and familiarity of 
the importance of any hairstyle, but they all knew where the story was 
going- it would end in disaster for the narrator.  

I wanted more than a funny, predictable, lighthearted tale. I let the 
piece sit for quite a while, but my thoughts still traveled back to that time 
in my life. I was so excited when I realized I could connect my relation-
ship with my grandmother to this narrator’s desperate attempt to change 
herself. It added weight and substance and allowed me to play with the 
concept of permanence within a fictional setting.  
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in? 

Yes, I included a scene at Aunt Carmela’s and Uncle Joseph’s house. 
The narrator visits their home and her uncle is very quiet. He drinks a 
glass of wine and gazes out of his backyard door. The narrator ponders 
his actions. Why is he so quiet? What’s he looking at out there? She's fas-
cinated and perplexed about what it means to be an adult. Ultimately, the 
scene slowed things down when I read the piece out loud, so I cut it.   
 
Upon acceptance, you mentioned that you were inspired to submit 
this having read and loved "Bat Out of Hell" from issue 2.3. What 
do you see as some of the similarities between that work and "Per-
manent?" 

“Bat Out of Hell” began immediately with tension- it set up the stakes 
very quickly and drew me in right away. I couldn’t stop reading about this 
daughter who was committed to caring for her mother, but also resented 
her to the point of physical abandonment.  

The skillful writing, pacing, and emotional weight of the subject matter 
had me racing to see what happened at the end. “Permanent” doesn’t 
address the same moral questions, but the elements of immigrants rein-
venting their lives, relationships between female family members, and the 
struggle of love and hate, resentment and regret within a close-knit family 
are present in both.  

 
Writing in second person is tricky; do you have any advice for fellow 
writers? 

I initially wrote this in first person, then while trying to remember my 



 

own teenage voice I heard the narrator talking to herself saying, “You’re 
going to look great... You’re going to walk in class and when everyone 
notices your hair you’ll say, ‘What? Me? My hair? Oh, thanks!’”  

I realize that second person can feel like the author is trying to get into 
the reader’s head and say, “You’re doing this, and now you’re doing that 
and thinking this...” I tried not to project the second person onto the 
reader, but rather let the reader into the narrator’s head. This is how she’s 
talking to herself. She’s coaching herself. Once I heard it this way, I 
couldn’t go back to first person.  
 
Do you primarily write fiction? 

I’ve written a little of everything, but mostly creative nonfiction. I find 
that it’s easy for me to start there and then morph the piece into fiction if 
that’s what it’s telling me to do.  
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process? 

I would describe my process as inconsistent so if that’s unique, then 
yes! I have a crazy schedule as a music teacher, wife, mother who tries to 
cook a homemade dinner almost every night, and part-time MFA student. 
I spend a lot of time in my car so I hear stories and voices while I drive 
(which may not be safe), and many times phrases or themes come to me 
in the shower. I think it’s because these locations are the only times I’m 
alone and quiet for more than seven minutes at a time.   
 
Tell us about your revision process regarding this work. 

It marinated a lot in my brain, and I also workshopped it in classes 
with Ken Bingham and Anne Kaier, both teachers in the Philadelphia 
area. They’ve cultivated groups where stories are treated safely and fairly. 
Based on the feedback I received and my own instincts, I chipped and 
sculpted and massaged the piece into what it is here. It got rejected a few 
times as I went through that revision process, but I had faith that I’d find 
the right place for it.  

 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Permanent"? 

I seem to gravitate toward authors who explore the immigrant experi-
ence from a first or second generation perspective. Writers like Jhumpa 
Lahiri, Amy Tan, and Justin Torres. I took a master class with Steve Al-
mond entitled, “Funny is the New Deep” and I learned that writers can be 
humorous while maintaining a sense of gravitas. George Saunders, Jess 



Walter and Nora Ephron appeal to me in this way.  
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before? 

I’ve been published in Apiary Magazine and Philadelphia Stories. I have a 
blog, (www.southphillystories.com) where I write feature articles about 
people who live in my old neighborhood in South Philadelphia. I’m fasci-
nated with gentrification and South Philly is currently undergoing a huge 
population shift.  
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I liked the variety and quality of pieces in Driftwood Press, in addition to 
the fact that each work is accompanied by an author interview. As a read-
er, when I like a story I’m always curious about how and where it came 
from and about the author’s process. Pages cost money in the literary 
world and the fact that Driftwood Press cares enough about the author’s 
work to include an interview says a lot about the integrity and mission of 
the magazine.  
 



 

 

 
 

I. 

 

After the drought, it starts to rain fish. The whole village stands and 

watches from windows and doorways. Some are muttering to themselves. 

Some are calling to one another to come see this, it’s the strangest thing, 

come see it and explain it maybe, or call your father and see if he can ex-

plain it. Some just stand and watch and scrunch their eyebrows. Some 

wonder if they’re dreaming. Some run outside with baskets, glad for the 

chance to taste fish again. There are no more rivers, no lakes. The sky is 

the color of burnt wood which is how the air has felt for years. 

 

II. 

 

The sound of fish hitting rooftops washes out the sound of people talking 

about fish. People stand very close to one another and shout their words. 

They stand on covered porches and under canvas umbrellas and wonder 

together about the fish and whether it’s safe to let their dogs run outside 

in this kind of weather. The wind is sticky and almost-wet, but there is no 

water in the rain. Fish flip and flop around in the street and suck at the 

hot fish air with their gaping fish mouths. 

 

III. 

 

Everything smells like rotting fish. The smell makes people feel sick. They 

stop collecting fish to eat and they shut the windows and light scented 

candles and try not to think about fish. Throats and lungs feel heavy and 



coated, like they’ve been breathing fish instead of air. The street is greased 

with fish slime and speckled with bits of scraped-off scales. Children kick 

the fish around and laugh at how far and how fast they glide across the 

pavement. They use hockey sticks to thwack them into gutters and under 

passing cars. 

 

IV. 

 

The clerk at the general store says this is not uncommon. Once, he says, 

as many as twenty fish rained down from the sky during a thunderstorm 

in Mexico. He says this to everyone who enters the store. Some nod and 

some shake their heads and some respond and some don’t. People run in 

and out of the store and cover their heads with newspapers that show 

pictures of the street and the fish in the street and the porches with peo-

ple on them looking bewildered. A woman stands on the sidewalk and 

says it’s time to repent. She says there will be a gathering at the church 

later in the evening and the sermon will be one about plagues and fish and 

all are welcome to attend. People have begun sweeping fish away from the 

street in piles. 

 

V. 

 

The rain slows and then stops and leaves only piles and piles of fish. The 

heat dries the fish slime and then the fish stick to the pavement and to 

everything else. A man with a handkerchief over his nose and mouth has 

dug a hole at the edge of the street and is shoveling fish into the hole and 

two others are walking toward him, carrying shovels of their own and 

wearing handkerchiefs of their own. Millions of silvery scales catch the 

sunlight and speckle the street with rainbow colors. People stand on lad-

ders with forks and trowels and the ends of broomsticks and scrape the 

shimmering fish skin from their rooftops. 

 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Five Days of Fish Rain"? 
Last May, right at the end of a particularly grueling semester. Writing 

this felt exactly like breathing air after not breathing air for almost too 
long. 
  
What inspired "Five Days of Fish Rain"? Are any of its themes in-
spired by your own life? 

I had read about the “animal rain” phenomenon and was thrilled with 
the sheer magic of the idea. Then I read that there’s already something of 
a scientific explanation for it, and I was heartbroken. In a sense, I wrote 
this story to make myself feel better about the harsh, un-magical reality of 
tornadic waterspouts. 
  
Which part of "Five Days of Fish Rain" was conceived of first? 

With this story, the premise came first—and it made itself comfortable 
in my brain and stayed for a while, eating all my brain-thoughts and spit-
ting them back out as fish rain. When I finally started writing it, every-
thing else came together in a wonderfully organic way. 
  
Did this actually happen during a thunderstorm in Mexico? Where 
exactly did you first hear about fish rain? 

Yeah! It’s actually something that happens delightfully often, and in a 
few different places. It’s not just fish, either: maggots, spiders, frogs—
basically anything you can think of that you wouldn’t want falling in your 
hair. I first heard about it when I read an article about earthworm rain in 
Norway. Afterward, I spent the entire evening researching the phenome-
non and fantasizing about dancing outside in torrents of spiders. 
  
Do you primarily write fiction? 

Yes. I write some poetry as well, but very little by comparison. 



 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process? 

I cry a lot. 
  
Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Five Days of Fish Rain"? 

I’m most taken with the writing of Raymond Carver, Robert Olen 
Butler, Ernest Hemingway, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and George Saun-
ders. The latter two likely had the most influence over this story, though I 
suspect that everything I’ve read has influenced all of my writing to some 
degree. 
  
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I found the fiction guidelines particularly inviting, especially for a 
strange little story like this one. Then I read some of the issues online and 
fell in love with so many of the poems and stories, as well as the general 
aesthetic of the journal. It’s humbling to have my work published along-
side the works of such phenomenal writers, and I’m honored and elated 
that this story has found a home in Driftwood. 



 

 

 
 

It’s Friday night at Freedie’s and we’re all waiting for Queefer to come 
in so he can tell us about his accident. It happened last Tuesday, so it’s not 
like we don’t know the truth. Everyone in Boudreaux County knows the 
truth. My half-sister, who works in the emergency room and personally 
helped patch Queefer up, dropped in for a beer the other night and told 
us the truth. What we’re waiting for is Queefer’s version.  

I should say that people around here are funny about Queefer. No-
body trusts him and, except for us, nobody likes him either. Probably 
because of his boozing. But also, I think, because of his lying. The combi-
nation has rendered him unforgiveable. They see him coming down the 
street and lower their eyes. He passes, walks on a stretch, and they start 
whispering their truths. I’m not saying people wouldn’t give him a jump if 
his battery died on Main Street. But I doubt he’s been invited to a barbe-
que this decade. They might even hate him, I don’t know. I do know that 
the truth can be a terrible thing when it’s turned on a guy like Queefer. 

The crowd down at Freedie’s takes a different view. People don’t think 
too highly of us either. Bum, drunk, fuck-up—we’ve all carried such labels 
at various times in our lives. It’s true Queefer could practice more discre-
tion, but if someone isn’t whispering about us when we walk past, it’s only 
because we’ve done a better job of hiding the selfsame vices. We cast no 
stones and can’t afford to. Guess you could say our sense of shame has 
been realigned. Or maybe it’s that we’ve sunk too low ourselves to be 
stingy with forgiveness.  

All I know is that sometimes Queefer’s exactly the kind of liar you 
need on a Friday night. It’s like this: the world’s throwing nine kinds of 
hell at you, the people who are supposed to love you are breaking your 
heart, so you go down to Freedie’s to kill a little time, fill up on bourbon, 
and maybe even figure something out. You get a couple in you. Little mu-
sic, little eight ball. Smoke one if you have it, bum one if you don’t. Maybe 
a girl who used to be pretty lets you buy her a drink and tell her things she 



wants to hear. Maybe someone tells a story about something great you did 
in high-school. In terms of a night’s possibilities, you never say never. But 
mostly nothing happens. Mostly it’s just killing time. So when you look up 
and Queefer’s one stool over talking about the time he beat Doyle 
Brunson in a game of no limit hold ‘em, or the time a Saudi princess 
sailed him halfway around the world on her yacht, or, and this one bears 
repeating, the time he talked to Elvis—in 1992—you let him go. You sit 
back and take the trip, Queefer going on a half-dozen different dovetails, 
everything stretched out and lacquered, the end taking an hour to arrive at 
because the story’s point changes too many times to count. You listen 
because he gives them to you raw, bearing down on you with his wild blue 
eyes and daring you to call bullshit. No one ever does. That’s part of the 
understanding amongst people like us. 

So we wait. We drink. When Queefer finally comes in, he’s limping 
like a gut-shot soldier and crashes down onto a stool so hard he almost 
keels over. No one moves to help him. We know it’s part of the story. 
The great, life-giving lie is already well underway.  

“Bud and shot of Jack,” he groans, gripping the bar like he might col-
lapse at any moment. 

Had God seen fit to bring Queefer into the world during Shake-
speare’s time, I’m certain he would’ve performed on stages beneath the 
eyes of kings and queens. A different geography would’ve known how to 
handle his particular set of skills. Down here, though, he’s just a drunk 
who tells a decent story. 

Freedie takes his time pouring the drinks so that those who want to 
hear can gather around. Griff Pitthammer slides down a few stools, Cribs 
comes in from making a phone call, and Meechum and Ben “Doughboy” 
Gundersen stop their game of cutthroat and approach the bar. Queefer 
waits until everyone’s settled. Then he takes his shot, pauses, and method-
ically sips his beer. Everyone’s waiting, Queefer’s just smirking, and right 
when he knows someone’s about ready to slug him and say, “Out with it,” 
he says, almost in a whisper, “Y’all want to know how a resurrection 
feels?” 

The first five minutes is all backstory, Queefer telling us what we al-
ready know about him getting fired from Home Depot for faking sick one 
too many times and then, later that very day, getting busted for sneaking 
hooch into an animated film about flying squirrels. It was, he claims, not 
only the melancholy of getting canned and escorted out of the theatre, but 
his deeper disillusionment with what he called “the Puritanical hatred of 
leisure” that drove him to drink so much that night. 



 

“I don’t like the way we’ve turned our backs on pleasure. We’ve be-
come a nation of prudes,” Queefer says, drawing a series of murmured 
affirmations from those of us with our own concerns about America’s 
love affair with rules. 

“Hell, doesn’t a man have certain inalienable rights?” he continues. 
“And is not one of those rights the pursuit of happiness? If you want to 
know the truth, I think--” 

“We saw you that night,” Meechum says, cutting off what would have 
been an impressive dramatic monologue. “We’ve heard all this, man. Get 
to the part where you crash your car.” 

“How fast you reckon you were going?” Cribs says.  
“Fast enough to go through the windshield and skid across fifty feet of 

gravel,” Griff replies, echoing word for word what I echoed from my half-
sister. 

“You know what saved you, don’t you?” says some good old boy from 
down the bar, a regular. “Not wearing that seatbelt. It was the flying that 
saved you. If you’d been strapped into that car, the impact would’ve 
popped you like a tick, son.” 

“That’s true,” Queefer says and almost got back to the story before 
Cribs chimed in with some rather acidic commentary about seat-belt laws. 

“Y’all let Queefer tell it,” Doughboy says, the conversation having 
strayed from seat-belt laws, to constitutional rights, and then, predictably, 
to the damn Lost Cause. “Go ahead, Queef. What happened next?” 

“So I’m in here,” Queefer continues, slapping the bar for emphasis. 
“A little bummed about the job, but getting by nonetheless with a little 
help from my friends.” 

“We were here,” Meechum practically shouts. “Why are you telling us 
this? What I want to know about is the car crash. Skip forward to that 
part.” 

Having only been at Freedie’s for a couple of weeks, Meechum doesn’t 
know any better. He used to drink down at Snuff’s Alley but has been 
laying low with us ever since the last stabbing. He’s a decent fellow and in 
all likelihood is not trying to be a tool. He’s just one of those people who 
think that a story is thing with a beginning, middle, and end that exists 
solely to deliver new and exciting pieces of information. Without knowing 
him too well, I could tell you that he probably read Cliff’s Notes in high-
school English for everything except Mockingbird and thinks a movie ain’t 
worth watching if you’ve already seen it once. Meechum’s a swell guy, but 
he doesn’t know shit about stories. 

“Barry said your heart stopped,” Cribs breaks in, gesturing towards 



me. “That true?” 
“Was there a light?” Doughboy says, eyes wide and gleaming as two 

stolen quarters. “I’ve heard some people see a light.” 
“There’s a light,” Queefer says. “Brighter than anything you’ve ever 

seen. But it don’t last too long. No longer than the flash of a camera.” 
“Then what?” Cribs says. 
Queefer gestures to the ceiling with his hand. “Then there,” he says.  
“You telling me you died and went to heaven?” Meechum says, a look 

on his face like he just swallowed a sip of bad milk.  
“One minute I was flying through the air,” Queefer says, simulating 

flight by leaning into the bar and extending both arms forward. “And the 
next--” Queefer claps loud enough to make a stranger on the other side of 
the room jump. “I’m up there.” 

“How fast do you reckon you were going?” Cribs asks. 
“This man’s telling me he died and went to heaven,” Meechum mum-

bles to himself as much as anyone else. 
“Ol’ Peter’s a lot shorter than you’d think,” Queefer says, not even 

looking in Meechum’s direction. “I swear he ain’t but a couple of inches 
over five foot. Dark too. Thought he might be Mexican first time I saw 
him, everything behind him looking so white and perfect.” 

“What’d he say?” says the good old boy. 
“Nothing at first,” Queefer says, taking his time since he knows the 

room is his. “Just asked me for my full name and scanned for it in his big 
old book.” 

“Book?” says Meechum. “What you talking about a book?” 
“The book of life, you heathen,” Queefer says, in a tone he’d never 

use on regulars. “The one with the two lists in it. The saints and the sin-
ners. Those who live and those who die.” 

“No preaching in here, Queefer,” Freedie says, standing, appropriately 
enough, in front of a hand-painted sign hanging above the bar which 
shows a couple of dead leaves tumbling down a red-dirt road above the 
caption: The answer is blowing in the wind.  

Freedie’s generally quiet and allows for all kinds of talk, but if it’s divi-
sive, he’ll shut it down before it goes too far. Politics, religion, even cer-
tain social issues—if there’s a chance it’ll stir up tension, maybe even lead 
to a fight, then it’s off limits.  

“I ain’t preaching,” Queefer says and insists his innocence with two 
flashed palms and a frown. “I’m just telling y’all about my accident.”  

Queefer, like any good liar, starts with a splash of truth and dissolves it 
into a lie too big not to love. My half-sister confirmed that following the 



 

accident his heart did, in fact, stop. She said, scientifically speaking, 
Queefer left the land of the living for nearly two minutes before being 
resuscitated by a gimp-legged Indian doctor who was, incidentally, our 
class’s valedictorian and the only person from our town to ever attend an 
out-of-state university.  

“That’s true now,” says Doughboy, wagging a finger at Freedie. 
“That’s straight out of the Bible. Can’t argue with that.” 

“Hold up now, what y’all talking about?” cuts in Griff, who fancies 
himself an expert on the faith, since his daddy was a Baptist preacher and 
he too considered going into the ministry before discovering how much 
money was in the septic tank business. A veritable visionary, Griff installs, 
repairs, and drains every tank in three counties. Feces have made him a 
fortune and when anyone who doesn’t know him gets smart about his 
smell—and Griff can’t shake the smell of shit, there’s no escaping that-- 
he just says shrugs and says, “Smells like money to me.”  

“We talking about the book of life,” Doughboy says.  
“We talking about my accident,” Queefer corrects, trying to win back 

the floor.  
“What y’all want to know about the book?” Griff says.  
“Nothing,” Queefer says, swatting in Griff’s direction like a horde of 

mosquitos were flying towards his face. 
“No preaching,” Freedie says, real slow, bouncing a glare back and 

forth between Griff and Queefer. 
“What you got against Jesus?” says the good old boy. 
The name kills all talk. Everyone in Freedie’s was raised in, or at least 

around, church. Our mothers taught us to pray. Our fathers quoted Scrip-
ture after all the best belt-whippings. For us, there’s power in that name. 
All eyes turn to Freedie. Hands fiddling with a rag, he thinks on the ques-
tion and, eventually, says, “Nothing. I got absolutely nothing against Jesus. 
It’s the people who use his name that kill me.” 

We all, for different reasons, nod. Meechum looks poised to fire off a 
comeback, but he takes too long and enough silence sets in for Queefer to 
seize the reins.  

“I don’t need to tell y’all that Peter found my name in the book,” he 
picked up as if he had never left off. “And when he did, I about fell out.” 

“Did you have doubts?” Doughboy interrupts. 
“Sure, who doesn’t?” Queefer says, finishing his beer and signaling to 

Freedie for another. “But I got my security a long time ago.”  
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, genuinely curious.  
“Would y’all let the man finish his story?” says “Sticks” McCullers, 



who, up until then, had been so quiet I forgot he was there. 
“Peter didn’t pull any punches,” Queefer says. “Soon as he found my 

name, he told me I was in. And as soon as he told me this, those pearly 
gates swung open. I looked in and--”  

Here Queefer pauses, bites his fist, and shakes his head as if struck 
speechless.  

“The things I saw up there. I’m telling you I could never even begin to 
describe them. Suffice it to say, it was beautiful.” 

“You see any angels?” Doughboy asks. 
“What about my brother?” Cribs says, a look of genuine concern on 

his face. “The one who died in Saigon? He up there?” 
“Nah, he stay down in that other place,” Meechum says, evening the 

score for earlier in the evening when Cribs made a particularly vicious 
comment about the size and texture of his wife’s backside. “A Glad bag 
full of cottage cheese” was, I think, Cribs’s exact comparison, one which 
received no argument from those of us who had seen Myrtle.  

“Don’t dish what you can’t take” being an unspoken rule in Freedie’s, 
Cribs cuts eyes at Meechum, mouths a harmless curse, but says nothing 
further on the matter. They are, for all keeping score, tied at one to one. 

“Y’all hush up for the good part, now,” Queefer says, straightening up 
and getting serious. “Those gates swung open and I started walking in. I 
figured I had made it. But right when I get up to where the streets of gold 
begin, and I’m talking right when my foot was about to come down on 
the first shiny brick—boom!—Peter reaches out and grabs me by the 
arm.” 

Since I’m closest, Queefer uses me for the illustration, digging his 
hard, old fingers into my bicep and jerking me so hard I nearly tip off my 
stool. 

‘‘Before you go in,’ Peter said to me. ‘I got three questions.’” 
Whether he means to or not, Queefer’s St. Peter imitation sounds dis-

tinctly British.  
“Hold up,” Griff says. “There ain’t nothing in the Bible about no three 

questions. If your name is in the book, you’re in. Period. Boom. That’s 
all.” 

“Would y’all please just let the man finish his story,” Cribs says, possi-
bly because he’s curious about the afterlife, but possibly because he has a 
lie of his own he’s itching to fire up. 

Queefer holds a hand for silence and then continues: “‘Three ques-
tions,’ Peter said. “‘First of all, by whose name have you been saved?’” 

Queefer looks around to make sure we have all registered this. Then, 



 

laughing, he says, “Now don’t y’all see what Peter was doing? It was a 
trick question. I said, ‘Jesus, of course. Didn’t you just read my name in 
the book?’ And I think Peter liked that because he smiled real big when I 
said it. He smiled and clapped me on the shoulder like this.” 

Again, I am the illustration, my shoulder getting slapped and then 
squeezed for the sake of all the visual learners in the bar. 

“I saw Jesus one time,” shouts a greasy old stumble-drunk who, until 
then, had been sleeping, head buried down into his folded arms. “He 
came to me back in 1976 when I was stationed in--” 

“What’d I tell y’all about that preaching,” Freedie barks and for a mo-
ment no one says a thing. 

“Look here, Freedie,” Queefer says, voice dropped down low and gen-
tle. “Let me wrap this one up. I’ll skip straight to the end. Give me a mi-
nute and it’s finished.” 

Freedie stares at Queefer, not nodding his head but not shaking it ei-
ther. “Do what you feel you need to do,” the look seems to say. 

“So that was the first question he asked me,” Queefer continues, 
speaking much faster now. “The second one had to do with regrets.” 

“Hold on,” Doughboy interrupts. “Regrets?” 
“Yeah,” Queefer says. “He asked me if I had any regrets.” 
“What’d you tell him?” I ask, and, like everyone else in the room, con-

sider what answer I would’ve given. 
“I tell you what I would’ve said,” Cribs pipes in, eyes firmly glued to 

the bubbles in his beer. “And all the Bruton Falls graduates in here already 
know what I’m going to say.” 

“Brett Carver,” the good old boy calls out, as if on cue. “You regret 
letting Brett Carver whip you like that in front of half the school.” 

“Yes I do,” Cribs, teeth grinding, nostrils flaring, mumbles. “I held 
back on account of his brothers. You remember those Carver boys? You 
remember what they’d do if Brett got in a fight and couldn’t handle him-
self?” 

“They would’ve messed you up,” the good old boy says and shoots a 
sympathetic look down the bar to Cribs. “I might’ve done the same thing. 
Just laid down and taken it. Man did he whup you, though. One of the 
worst I’ve ever seen.” 

“Well,” Cribs says, draining what is left of his beer in two massive 
gulps. “If I had it to do over again, I would knock that boy’s dick in the 
dirt and take my chances with his brothers.” 

“Mine’d be Beth,” Doughboy says. “I’ve been with three women since 
she left and every one of them put together don’t touch Beth even on her 



worst day. I had myself an angel and I lost her. Now I got to live with 
that.” 

Doughboy would get no argument here. Beth was local. We all knew 
what he had, we all saw what he gave it up for. And the exchange was 
staggering. Like dropping a handful of diamonds to scoop up a quartz. 
Absolutely staggering. 

“Not me,” says Meechum, head shaking like it was on a swivel. “I 
don’t have regrets.” 

“Let me guess,” Cribs says and clears his throat to imitate Meechum’s 
froggy drawl. “Everything I been through has made me into what I am 
today. Even the bad stuff made me stronger.” 

The imitation is a good one and gets more than a few laughs. Only 
Meechum isn’t laughing. He’s nodding. 

“You damn right it has,” Meechum says, bowing up and adding at 
least two inches to his stool height. 

“Figured you’d say that,” Cribs mutters and orders another beer. 
Meechum still had his pride. He managed a sporting goods store, 

coached Little League, kept one wife, one kid, and one church. Unlike us, 
he was, whether out of intention or mere coincidence, still striving to earn 
the approval of the people around him. His regrets were not true regrets, 
his mistakes little bumps in an otherwise straight and narrow road. We, on 
the other hand, were still reeling from ancient sins and hurts which would 
fade but never altogether cease. All hope for better judgement gone like a 
fart in the wind, we had lost our pride and were waiting for the day when 
people deemed us too old, too dumb, or too damn lost, to expect even 
basic decencies.  

“So what’d you say?” Sticks asks Queefer.  
“Told him I would’ve like to have gone fishing more with my daddy 

before he had his stroke,” Queefer, suddenly somber, says. “That damn 
thing came out of nowhere. I bet he used to ask me out on the lake every 
other week. Kept putting him off. Did my own thing. Always thought I’d 
have more time.” 

“Alright,” Meechum says. “What was the final question?” 
“I’m telling you, there ain’t nothing in the Bible about no three ques-

tions,” Griff says, slamming his fist down on the bar every fourth syllable 
to make his point. 

“Okay, okay,” Doughboy says, silencing Griff with an outstretched 
hand. “Go ahead Queefer. What’d he say?” 

Everyone got quiet. Queefer had us and he knew it. As often as he 
told them, the timing on his stories was impeccable. This was his stage, 



 

his secret nod to Shakespeare. He’d wait until the anticipation could as-
cend no further without plunging into impatience, and then he’d deliver 
the blow. And when it finally did reach that crucial point, when we were 
all staring at Queefer’s mouth, braced for the impending revelation, he 
threw up his hands and said, “The final question was this. ‘Who do you 
like in this year’s game—Clemson or Carolina?” 

Had Queefer smiled or given any indication that this was a punchline 
rather than a conclusion, the whole bar would’ve erupted into laughter. 
Only he doesn’t. We watch him and his face gives not a single sign that 
would lead us to believe that this final piece of the story should be treated 
any less seriously than the rest of it.  

“Clemson or Carolina?” the good old boy mumbles, his face as 
scrunched and perplexed as if he had attempted and failed to perform a 
trigonometry problem on the back on the napkin beneath his beer. “St. 
Peter asked you that?” 

The whole bar considers the matter at hand. It’s me who breaks the si-
lence by saying, “What’d you say?” 

“Clemson, of course,” Queefer says.  
Except for Meechum, a third generation Gamecock, we all breathe a 

sigh of relief. But encouraged as we are that Queefer backed the Tigers in 
the moment of truth, we are all still curious to hear the story’s end. Once 
more, I rouse the great liar out of his beery silence. 

“What’d Peter say when you told him that?” I ask. 
“That’s the thing,” Queefer says and has resumed his conversational 

voice, a sure sign that the story is nearly over. “No sooner had I spoken 
the word than Peter smiles, the light fades, I go falling through the clouds, 
and like that I’m back in the emergency room.” 

When no one says a thing, Queefer reaches into his pocket and re-
moves a small, sky blue piece of paper that most if not all of us recognize 
as a betting slip from Jimmy O’Banion’s place. He slams the slip on the 
bar, thrusts his beer high above his head, and shouts, “Peter sent me back 
to share the good news. The Tigers are going whip some Cock this year!” 

Meechum boos, we all cheer, Freedie screams out “Preach it, brother!” 
and Queefer, having basked long enough in the spotlight, hops off his 
stool, performs a sloppy jig, and stumbles off to the restroom. He is, I 
notice, no longer limping. 

 
--- 

 
Carolina slaughtered Clemson and we didn’t see Queefer for several 



weeks afterwards. Figured he was licking his wounds. Had to ignore the 
rumors. People said he owed money. People said O’Banion was after him 
and not to talk either. We nodded our heads when they said such things, 
patiently waiting for Queefer to come back and give us his version. 

 
--- 
 

Then came the call. 
“We got Queefer down here,” my half-sister says instead of “Hello” or 

“How are you?” or “I know it’s late, sorry to wake you.” 
I am at home and in bed, my mind still reeling from a nightmare I was 

having in which the undertow caught me and took me out to sea.  
“What?” I say. 
“We have Queefer,” she says. 
“What happened?” I say, sitting up and cutting on the lamp. 
“Overdose.” 
“What?” 
“Overdose.” 
I hear the word, but it has no traction on reality. I process it the way a 

young child would process information about the existence of other galax-
ies. So far is it above my current comprehension, that it almost sounds 
like a foreign language.  

“Overdose?” I say, the word even stranger in my voice. 
She explains and still it means nothing. 
“What?” I say. 
“Queefer’s dead, Barry,” she says.  
“What?” I say. The room seems to spin and there’s a barely audible 

thrum in my ears like the ringing of a tuning fork. I feel drunk and ready 
to spew. Also I feel as if I’ve been punched in the throat. “What did you 
say?” 

“Queefer,” she says, very slowly and very softly. “He’s overdosed. 
Took enough phenobarbital to kill a bear. We tried. But. I’m so sorry, 
Barry.” 

“No,” is the word that comes out of my mouth. Only it sounds 
strange and distant. And it keeps coming too—seven, maybe eight times. I 
cannot stop it. The ringing in my ears has increased. I try to swallow and 
can’t. I set down the receiver and stare at a spot on my bedroom wall. 
Barb’s voice rattles in the receiver, but my limbs feel frozen. I can only sit 
there and stare, staring until my eyes go out of focus, staring until, eventu-
ally, I hear the beep and realize that Barb has hung up. 



 

I get up and go into my kitchen. I turn on the light and shuffle mind-
lessly around the room for a full minute, opening drawers and talking to 
myself. There is something I should do, I know, but for the life of me I 
can’t remember what it is. Eventually, I get a glass of water and sit down 
at the table.  

“No,” I think but do not say. “No, no, no.” 
 

--- 
 
The next night, I tell the ones who don’t already know. 
“Damn,” Doughboy says. 
“Damn,” Griff echoes. 
“Shit,” Freedie says and pulls down a bottle of Jameson’s. 
He pours the shots and we take them. 
“To Queefer,” Freedie says. 
“To Queefer,” we say in unison. 
 We drink. Then Freedie fills the glasses again and we drink those too. 

We sit for a while and think, each of us recalling some fond memory of 
Queefer. 

“Overdose,” Doughboy mumbles.  
“Yep,” I say and have nothing else to add other than what I’ve already 

told them, nothing other than what my half-sister related to me, nothing 
other than what they, along with everyone else, will read in tomorrow’s 
newspaper. We say nothing about Jimmy O’Banion, the rumors we have 
heard.  

Cribs is first to unfurl his favorite lie. “You remember the time Queef-
er came in here talking about how he found some documents in his attic 
that proved he was royalty?” 

“A King,” Griff corrects, reigniting the already thunderous laughter. 
“That’s right,” Doughboy says. “What was it? The King of Scotland?” 
“Something like that,” Freedie says. “Said there was millions in un-

claimed inheritance and probably a castle too. And all he had to do was 
take his family tree over there and show them who he really was.” 

“Waffle House had just let him go,” Doughboy says.  
Griff bursts out laughing, says, “He come in here talking about ‘It’s 

probably for the best. I’ve been meaning to take the time to sail over there 
and claim what’s mine.’ I’ll never forget that.” 

And on we go, one story leading into the next: the time he found a 
ferret in the alley, mistook it for a mink, and bought a round before spill-
ing a fully realized vision for our town’s first mink farm; the time he 



claimed to be in possession of a map to the underground government 
bunker filled with the truths behind the moon landing, Kennedy’s assassi-
nation, and the national debt; the time he told us Willie Nelson was his 
first cousin and offered to bring Trigger down to the bar and play us any-
thing off Red Headed Stranger; and, compliments of Crips, the time Queefer 
swore on his mother’s grave that he had met and wooed a certain interna-
tionally renowned actress and that, even as we spoke, she was twisting his 
arm to commit to a romantic relationship. The time he made St. Peter 
smile. On and on we go, lie after beautiful lie, until, finally, we can re-
member no more and Freedie pours one last round of shots, toasts 
Queefer, and we fall into a freighted silence. 

Meechum, who is still drinking at Freedie’s even though they locked 
up those involved in the stabbing at Snuff’s Alley is now calmer than a 
church, comes in late. He drinks a few, shoots pool by himself, and then, 
out of nowhere, says, “Y’all hear where that old fool offed himself cause 
he owed money to O’Banion? Who in their right mind borrows money 
from O’Banion?” 

The regulars meet eyes. No one says a thing. It’s understood: we all 
know what happens next. Freedie himself comes out from behind the bar, 
fire like I’ve never seen it in his eyes. Cribs sinks a headlock around 
Meechum’s throat, sinks it deep and squeezes until his face turns purple. 
And when Meechum’s fists start flying, Doughboy and Griff clamp down 
his arms. Nothing left to grab, I drive my knee into his sciatic nerve. He’s 
cursing and turning purple and still trying to get free, but no one’s there to 
see us. Freedie flips the sign and hits the lights. We take Meechum out 
back.  

Meechum really is a swell guy. He’s Boudreaux County born and 
raised. His only crime is a lack of history, a too-short list of sins that’s left 
him with a nasty little sense of entitlement. He struggles all the way out, 
kicking and screaming like a man possessed. 

“What the hell!” he screams, spitting at our faces since, in his current 
position, that’s about all he can do. “Y’all are insane! All of you! Insane!” 

Cribs lays into him first, landing some pretty serious blows on 
Meechum’s stomach. Meechum is choking from the blows, spit dribbling 
from his mouth and still cursing us every which way. And that’s fine. We 
don’t expect Meechum to understand. When it’s over, he’ll ruin our 
names in a hundred different rooms and tell the story of this night how-
ever seems best to him. 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Basic Decency"?  
June 2015. 

 
"Basic Decency" was originally submitted under the title "The Bat-
tered King of Boudreaux County." Could you talk a bit about why 
you decided to change the title? 

Titles intrigue me- not only in short fiction, but also in songs and po-
ems. There’s nothing like recognizing the chemistry (you might even say 
the “conversation”) between a work and its title. In the case of “Basic 
Decency,” I didn’t feel the chemistry between the narrative and the origi-
nal title “The Battered King of Boudreaux County.” I’m not sure “Basic 
Decency,” completely captures it either, but, in my mind, it came closer. 
 
What inspired "Basic Decency"? Are any of its themes inspired by 
your own life? 

In terms of literary inspirations, I was reading a lot of Barry Hannah at 
the time that I wrote “Basic Decency.” This may account for the bar set-
ting, the quirky character names, and the general outlandish tone. In terms 
of themes, though, I called to mind all the great liars I know, all the big-
talkers who place accuracy second to entertainment in their story-telling. 
The South, I think, is full of such lovable liars.  
 
Which part of "Basic Decency" was conceived of first? 

Queefer was first. Queefer was there at the bar, telling his stories. I 
didn’t know where he would go or what would happen, but he was there 
lying to a group of captivated buddies. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in? 

Because the story explores the tension between fact and embellish-



ment—and how that tension is established through the act of storytell-
ing—I wanted to include a scene in which the narrator visits Queefer’s 
home. I had in mind that the narrator would see, possibly through a 
drawn blind or back door, a different, more exposed Queefer. I thought 
this would add some pathos to the story and possibly give depth to a 
somewhat eccentric character. And I tried, several times, to write it, but it 
always read too sentimental compared to the rest of the narrative. 
 
You've done a really great job of turning a typically unlikable char-
acter into a lovable one. What, if anything, inspired this attempt? 

Strange as it sounds, moving to the Midwest inspired it. Until the age 
of 28, I lived in South Carolina and, as a result, had taken for granted the 
verbose, exaggerating style of storytelling which Queefer embodies. I was 
shocked at how directly and factually people convey thoughts in Nebras-
ka. They have nearly no capacity for stories. As a result, I came across 
(and continue to do so) as a freak show, if not a liar. Midwesterners did 
not understand, as every Southerner does, that the point of a story is not 
the cold, clear transfer of facts. Stories give warmth and life and encour-
agement. And if bending the truth can create such an effect, isn’t it justi-
fied? 
 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

These days it’s all fiction. From 2008 to 2011, I wrote poems, several 
of which have, inexplicably, been published. I spent those years teaching 
at an inner-city school and the demands, both physical and emotional, did 
not leave me with enough strength to finish short stories. When I trans-
ferred to a calmer work environment, I found I was able to summon 
enough energy to do fiction. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process? 

Probably not. I don’t plan. Like many writers, I start with an image 
and attempt to let it unpack itself. I’ve heard dozens of writers—Ron 
Rash and Richard Ford to name a couple—who take a similar approach. 
It’s really all I know. Any time I’ve ever tried to map out a plot or manu-
facture a result, it’s failed. Not to sound mystical or anything, but stories 
have a life of their own. I just start them and then get out of the way.  
 
Tell us about your revision process regarding this work. 

The revision process entailed cutting large portions of dialogue. Be-
cause the main characters are verbose (not to mention inebriated), the 



 

original drafts contained lengthy digressions into subject matters that, 
while entertaining, didn’t relate to the primary theme. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Basic Decency"? 

I’ve already mentioned Barry Hannah. I would add to that: Richard 
Ford and Larry Brown. All those guys can somehow turn a story about a 
guy in a bar into so much more.  
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before? 

My website (dan-leach.com) has links to many of my short stories and 
even a few of my poems. And my debut collection, Floods and Fires, comes 
out in Fall of 2016. It’s being published by University Press of North Georgia 
and contains fifteen stories that are pretty similar to “Basic Decency.”   
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

Initially I stumbled onto Driftwood through Poets & Writers’ website. 
After perusing several issues and seeing the quality, not only of writing 
but also aesthetics, I sent the story over.  



 

 

 
 

The owner of the club had named it Outlaws because he liked pre-
tending we were in the Old West. Never mind that we lived in dead-
center East Texas. In the club, a narrow walkway circled the sunken dance 
floor. Colored strobe lights winked over the men foolish enough to think 
their dancing prowess impressed us. One bar was located at a front corner 
of the club while a second loomed in back. The region’s most convincing 
drag queen, a dude who insisted we call him Nadine, often shimmied in-
side a floor-to-ceiling cage while we feigned arousal. 

Some nights, all we looked forward to was the arrival of Crackhead 
Clint. 

He typically came early. Anticipation charged the club’s smoky atmos-
phere, bitchy whispers traveling up the line of men awaiting entry. We 
speculated amongst ourselves what dire act Clint would commit this 
weekend. Another teary confession to a man who barely remembered 
fucking him? An offer to exchange a miniscule amount of meth for a 
blow job, maybe a little anal if the dealer proved generous? When Clint 
finally ambled across the threshold, we, of course, raised our glasses and 
shouted a greeting instantly lost in the din. He saw us laughing but never 
realized why. 

Clint was a slender man, probably would’ve remained so even with 
regular meals. His wrists were tiny, offsetting huge and cumbersome 
hands. Don’t ask us how he jerked guys off with those paws. He wore 
pressed khakis and a crisp button-down from Abercrombie or Express, 
one of those franchises that felt no affinity for the overweight. He kept 
his coal-colored hair trimmed close, obscuring the growing bald spot at 
his crown. His wire-framed eyeglasses rested confidently on his nose. 
When asked why he wouldn’t join this century and wear contacts, he ex-
plained that he couldn’t bear to shove a finger in his eye.  

He scurried from man to man, stroking a bicep here, a shoulder there. 
If his target showed interest, Clint stepped up the seduction and grabbed 



 

the man’s crotch. A couple of times he went for the ass. We sensed his 
desperation from all the way across the club. The man was incapable of 
indifference. We placed wagers on how long before a mark definitively 
spurned his advances. By this point, usually, we were well on our way to 
Tipsy Town. 

Honesty was a good thing. Here it was laid out: we’d tricked with Clint 
a few times over the years. Sure, he was a geek, but he possessed this ob-
scure magnetism. He was so indelibly himself, we allowed ourselves, when 
with him, to believe that the established rules of conduct, constraining all 
men of our tribe, could be ignored. Also, he had an amazingly long cock. 
We were talking nine or ten inches. If we bought him a drink, he’d pull 
open his khakis and let us peer down at his source of pride. We never 
confessed our crimes to one another. Jason didn’t know about Coby, and 
Coby didn’t know about Trenton, and Trenton certainly didn’t know 
about Jason. If news of an afternoon with Crackhead Clint, tryst full of 
sweating and grunting, invaded our circle, our reputation would shatter 
like dropped china. 

A beautiful blond buck named Duncan did more than one tour of du-
ty in Clint’s bedroom. We couldn’t figure it out. Duncan was plucked 
from a runway show, complete with bulging biceps and a proud six-pack. 
When he spoke to us, his vibrant blue eyes promised a salvation that most 
gay men long ago gave up pursuing. In short, he was a catch, and it infuri-
ated us watching him comfort Clint after his latest rejection or humilia-
tion. Duncan insisted they were just friends, claimed Clint was the only 
queer capable of conversation. Bullshit. With fags, it came down to one of 
three things: fucking, booze or money. 

More honesty: Crackhead Clint was a bit of a misnomer. If he’d ever 
smoked crack, none of us knew. Speed Freak Clint, though, wasn’t catchy. 
We couldn’t remember who slapped the label “crackhead” on the poor 
bastard, but we never investigated.  

Clint’s supreme debasement lurked ahead, we discovered. 
That August, a week after Madonna’s birthday, Clint breezed into the 

club with Antoine on his arm. Antoine could get any drug you desired in 
less than half an hour. He’d never been arrested and seemed to operate in 
a vacuum. There were no consequences in his universe. We snickered. 
Imagine what Clint did to earn his keep! Antoine was beefy and tall; see-
ing the two together was like watching Tom Cruise and one of his quasi-
wives. While we recollected our wits, the two men journeyed to the sunk-
en dance floor and flung themselves at one another, bodies melting like 
ice atop a stove. It was kind of hot. Actually, it was really hot. Like I said 



before: Tipsy Town. 
This routine went on for weeks. The only place those two appeared 

was Outlaws on weekends. No one knew their routine during the week. 
What we did know: Antoine hadn’t abandoned his drug business, and 
Clint worked at a hotel on the bad side of town, giving directions to tour-
ists and gazing dead-eyed over the front desk. 

Clearly, Crackhead Clint was showing off his conquest. His dark eyes 
burned with victory as he trotted around the dance floor. We threw back 
tequila shots, but the rage wouldn’t abate. We never allowed ourselves to 
snort crystal unless our companion was snorting, too. It was a rule, albeit 
a rule no one would name because the next question would’ve been, How 
did we know that? There was Crackhead Clint, a man without discretion, 
flaunting decorum, and he’d won the fucking lottery. 

Antoine eventually got busted while making a delivery in some shit-
kicker town. You wouldn’t believe how much dope the cops found. It 
made the news. We told anyone who listened that we knew both him and 
his boy-bitch. Crossing paths with the infamous bestows an infamy all its 
own. 

The next weekend, Crackhead Clint hunched over a table far in the 
back, leaving only to get another drink. Duncan tried to comfort him, but 
Clint shook him off. We thought mourning in public was a little much. 
Besides, that speed freak wasn’t upset over Antoine—he was crushed to 
find himself demoted back to Punching Bag of the Greater East Texas 
Faggotry. 

We never expected Crackhead Clint to simply vanish. 
After the third or fourth weekend, we flagged down Duncan. The 

blond man insisted that Clint had cut himself off from everyone, himself 
included. He’d even deleted his accounts on Adam4Adam and Facebook. 
After two months, we called the hotel that employed him, and a snooty 
girl informed us that Clint quit weeks ago. We swung by his shitty apart-
ment and looked for his shitty Mazda. We knocked and knocked. We 
peered through a window. There was no furniture, the space clean and 
empty. The last time we’d left the place, after a trick, we’d tried to conjure 
a compliment for Clint, about his décor or hospitality. We’d tried and 
died. 

Maybe you were expecting Outlaws to never recover from Crackhead 
Clint’s disappearance. Would’ve been touching, we admit. Instead, we 
honed in on a new guy who started coming that winter. He was oddly 
attractive and insanely aggressive, just like Clint. It wasn’t the same, 
though. As we soon learned, this guy wasn’t afraid to confront anyone 



 

who spread shit. We slammed another shot and reflected on this. His dick 
wasn’t noteworthy. 

Several months later, Duncan dropped out of sight, too. We heard he 
had the virus, which surprised us; he looked healthy enough. We congrat-
ulated ourselves for never allowing the deviant to charm us into bed. We 
knew he would’ve tried sooner or later. Madonna turned another year old-
er. A year later, another birthday. Sometime during a megamix of her 
greatest hits, Nadine approached us. We almost didn’t recognize her out-
side the cage. 

Crackhead Clint was a motherfucking drug counselor, she said, adjust-
ing her wig. He worked for an agency in Dallas. It catered exclusively to 
gay men, specializing in crystal meth addiction. We gaped at Nadine until 
she sulked back to her cage, miffed she hadn’t won a more amusing re-
sponse. After she left, we ordered shots for everyone at the bar. We raised 
our glasses to Crackhead Clint. No one heard our toast over Madonna’s 
nasal whine. 

With a little help from Google, we found which agency Clint worked 
for. We made an appointment for Monday afternoon. Almost as an after-
thought, we called in sick to work. During the drive, we rehearsed what 
we’d say after he recognized us. It would be a beautiful moment. We’d 
insist he share how he escaped East Texas, escaped the grind of Outlaws. 
We’d demand he illuminate how one goes about living a life worth more 
than dung.  

The agency’s waiting room was plain, furnished with castoffs from 
other offices. The chairs didn’t match and the television image kept disin-
tegrating into pixels. A muscled man sat next to us, his impressive calf 
jiggling inside his slacks. Could he tell we were nervous, too? 

The buxom young receptionist had to call our name twice. It wasn’t 
our true name. Discretion was essential for men like us. Clint would surely 
recognize our faces. The receptionist gestured for me to continue down a 
hall, our old friend’s office the last on the left. When making the ap-
pointment, we’d confided that Clint had been recommended by several 
friends. The young woman on the line had cooed her agreement. He 
knows what’s at stake, she’d added. He fights for these boys. 

His office was cluttered but friendly. On the wall, along with his di-
ploma from a two-year program, hung a needlepoint sign declaring that a 
messy home indicates a creative mind. The first thing we noticed, before 
we sat down, was how much weight he’d gained. In fact, a small belly 
peered over his khakis. His face had filled out. His gaze still penetrated, 
and we recalled why he spooked us during his days at Outlaws. When 



faced with a long-ago acquaintance, it was awkward feeling both intimida-
tion and superiority. He asked what brought us to his office. He assured 
us everything would remain confidential. The degree on his wall indicated 
that he’d graduated with honors. 

Units of silence accumulated between us. He had no idea who we 
were. None! The blank look on Clint’s face couldn’t be explained away. 
Didn’t he remember those nights, high and naked? Our skin felt hot, and 
we gripped the chair as if we’d been cast adrift on the Atlantic. Finally, we 
reminded him who we were. Even then, Clint did a double-take before 
stumbling through a perfunctory greeting. He shook our hand and smiled, 
but it didn’t feel personal, didn’t feel specific. No doubt every client re-
ceived the same look and gesture.  

He told me the bad news: since we were friends, it was unethical for 
him to counsel us. Dual relationships were forbidden. His colleague Jamal 
was a wonderful counselor, however, and Clint would personally intro-
duce us.  

As he circled his desk to escort me from his office, we noticed a 
framed photograph beside his laptop. Clint and Duncan stood side by 
side, both immaculately groomed and handsome in their tuxedos. They 
posed under an archway made of white wicker, silver and gold ribbons 
weaving through it. The two men looked happier than they ever did at 
Outlaws. A banner reading Together Whatever the Weather stretched across 
the archway, its shadow falling across the two joyful men. 

We slammed Clint into the wall and pinned him there by forcing our 
elbow against his throat. We pushed him toward the ceiling, until his toes 
barely touched the floor. It was difficult for him to speak, but he managed 
to stutter, demanding to know our problem. If you’re angry, he said, let’s 
talk about it. We didn’t want to talk. We wanted a happily ever after with 
the hot blond guy who never looked at us twice. We wanted Crackhead 
Clint zipping from one unlikely prospect to the next, horny and lonely, 
always so lonely. We nudged him higher against the wall, his toes leaving 
the floor. He gasped, trying to speak. We reminded him who we were and, 
more importantly, who he was. We made sure he’d never forget. 

 
 
 



 

 

 
 

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

Nope. Actually, more times than I could count, the title has been the 
first thing I’ve settled upon for a piece-in-progress. I’m loathe to begin a 
first draft until I’m confident of its title (though, of course, I may later 
change my mind). 
 
What inspired “Crackhead Clint Will See You Now”? Are any of its 
themes inspired by your own life?  

For about a decade, beginning with my twenty-fifth birthday, I suf-
fered the gay scene on East Texas, an area with less than a dozen gay bars 
and whose largest city is barely over 100,000. Everyone had fucked each 
other, it seemed, sometimes more than once. In retrospect, it’s no surprise 
I developed such a love for crystal meth, Adderall, and whatever other 
forms of speed that came my way. The circumstances under which I 
learned of this are hazy, but I apparently was given the name Crackhead 
Kearnes at some point. Never mind that I’ve never smoked crack or that 
the men who giggled at my debasement were largely alcoholics. There’s a 
pungent self-loathing in gay circles, particularly rural ones, in which any 
man trying to better himself is degraded. I left East Texas three years ago. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing “Crackhead Clint Will See You 
Now”?  

Keeping the first-person-plural narration from seeming gimmicky.  
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that 
didn't make it in?  

I truly can’t recall, for the most part. What I do remember is a single-
sentence paragraph toward the story’s end that made unmistakable my 
concept of a body of queer men speaking as one. I need to learn to trust 



my readers more. 
 
The narrator and his friends come to represent an almost nameless 
type of person, rather than distinct individuals. What type of person 
do you consider them representative of?  

All the homosexual men, particularly the ones I encountered in East 
Texas, whose hatred for themselves has poisoned their ability to love any 
man like themselves. The true shape of disgust is a circle. 
 
The ending of this work is particularly strong; the conscious realiza-
tion and acceptance of jealousy is what incites the sudden anger of 
that final paragraph. How did you come to the conclusion that this 
would be your ending?  

I knew from the start that I wanted the story to end in a sort of emo-
tional stalemate. A good number of my stories end en l’air, if you will. 
 
Tell us about your revision process regarding this work.  

Mainly it was tightening my notoriously loose prose and making sure 
the narrative voice was consistent yet surprising. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

Since my first appearance, in 2005, in a print horror magazine, I’ve 
published well over 100 flashes and short stories online and in print. I 
long ago stopped keeping meticulous inventory on what’s appeared 
where. It’s not like my publishing history will ever appear on a future ex-
am or whatever. Fortunately, I have a last name with a very odd spelling. 
Simply Googling “Thomas Kearnes” will offer several pages of links to 
my published work. 



 

 

 
 

We hit it on the way to the Walmart in Butler, just past the WELCOME 

TO MISSOURI sign. The Ford thumped, spun out. A crack like gunshot, 
gravel crunching, and Larry muttering, “Shit.” 

He opened the truck door and hocked tobacco juice toward the as-
phalt. Miles of road stretched ahead and behind us, shimmering in the dull 
summer heat. Somewhere far up, the back of another car glinted, a short 
little wink, then vanished over a dip in the landscape. Larry hung off the 
door for a moment, one hand cupped under the brim of his hat, then 
dropped to the ground. He walked to the side of the highway and stood 
still. In the passenger’s seat, I clutched the shoebox on my lap so hard its 
edges dug into my skin. 

“We should call someone,” I said, quiet, so he didn’t hear me, and 
watched his back tense, black shirt strained. Hands on hips, he cocked 
one leg and stood silhouetted in the late evening sun like some kind of 
cut-out—a shadow man, hat low on his head, dip spit pocketed away 
somewhere tender. A tendon in his jaw jumped.  

“We should go,” I whispered, watching my reflection in the wind-
shield open its mouth and say the words. If I squinted just the right way, I 
could focus Larry and myself in the same shot. If I closed one eye, he 
disappeared. If I closed the other, I did. The Ford thrummed like an oven. 
Sweat beaded along my hairline, made the shoebox wilt where my hands 
touched it. A gamey smell emanated from the box, a musk so deep it 
crawled down my throat and stuck there. I closed both eyes and the last 
rays of sun turned the blackness red-hot, made it glow.  

The deer sprawled on the road’s shoulder, its side heaving like fire bel-
lows, desperate but slowing, each breath less wild than the one before. A 
doe, brown eyes like syrup, she brayed deep and low in her throat, huffing 
violently. One hind leg dangled from the hip joint, broke almost clean 
through. Blood, near black, matted the fur there. She kicked hard once, 
twice, flopping on her belly with a sticky, full sound.  



Larry bent down out of sight, then re-emerged, his hands dark with 
blood. He stepped over and tapped on my window. 

“It’s hurt,” he said through the tiny crack I rolled down for him. His 
gray eyes glinted harsh in the sun, the eyelashes fanning out, catching 
these last rays and shining like blades.  

I could see my reflection more clearly in the passenger window with 
Larry’s black shirt as a backdrop. I looked pale and scared. My long 
brown hair looked wet, as if I’d just climbed out of a pool. We should call 
someone, I wanted to say but didn’t. We need to go. I swallowed hard and the 
box’s smell hit me fresh, made me gag. 

Larry reached down and clicked my door open. His face close to mine, 
he pulled me from the truck. The blood from his hands glistened on my 
dress, a thumbprint just below my left breast, the lines of his palm im-
printed on the outside of my right hip. The peppermint tang of his chew-
ing tobacco tickled the inside of my ear as he said, “I need you to hold it 
down.” We left the shoebox behind. 

There’s something calm about seeing frantic things, like you’re under-
water where time moves slower. The deer’s tongue lolled toward the 
pavement, cutting shiny swathes along its dusty surface. It reminded me 
of the kitten, back when I was twelve, recovered from underneath the 
wheel well of my stepfather’s truck. I found Button at the end of the 
driveway in a broken heap, her tiny skull crushed. Like now, the air felt 
heavy. I moved as if in slow-motion; I saw the cat but didn’t cry. 

Larry rounded the back of the Ford and returned, a hammer hanging 
from his left hand. 

He stopped, looked at me. Ran one tight fist across his forehead. 
Hocked deep again and spit so close to me that a hot speck of tobacco 
landed on my bare leg. It was just an accident, but I couldn’t help wishing 
he would quit the stuff as I wiped it off with the hem of my dress. 

“Hold it like this,” he said, oblivious, squatting down so that his body 
was flush with the deer’s, his arms pinned on either side of her neck, lay-
ing like lovers almost. She twisted, brayed harshly, rolled her eyes in panic, 
but he stayed—adamant. “Hold it like this and I’ll finish the job.” 

“Daphne,” he clipped when I didn’t move. “Please.” 
This morning, he’d been gentle. There was a sharpness first, in my bel-

ly. Then a warmth between my legs. The sheets darkened with blood and 
sweat. In the middle of it is where she lay, fish-eyed and buggy, a little 
body curled in on itself. Small, smaller than a kitten even. 

Don’t touch it, he’d whispered, eyes wide, hands already rummaging un-
derneath the bed for the shoebox, something to contain it. And then, 



 

seeing my face, softer—We’ll bury it nice, okay, Babe? He took my hand, 
rubbed a circle in the palm with his finger and whispered, We’ll bury it nice, 
okay? We’ll go to the nice park, in Butler. 

I bent down slowly and crept a hand over the deer’s fur. Her belly rose 
and fell under it. She brayed once more, the sound less edged, gobs of 
spittle frothing at her lips as if to mute the agony. 

“Like this,” Larry said and positioned my hands carefully around her 
ears. He held his own hands over mine for a moment before stepping 
away. One of the doe’s eyes blinked below me, and with my weight on top 
of her own, she calmed slightly. The eye rolled back. We looked at each 
other. 

It took less than a minute to bash the skull in with the flat head of Lar-
ry’s hammer. He loomed above the deer and me, outlined against the 
bright sky, his face blacked out. Blood ran thick and hot over my hands; 
tiny flecks spotted the side of my cheek. I could even taste some on my 
tongue, but couldn’t tell if that was hers or mine. My arms shook. 

Larry paused and a sun spot haloed his head. His chest shuddered with 
the effort of his task, and the sweat dripped from the curls of his brown 
hair. 

“Goddamn,” he whistled, low, and punched the hammer down one 
last time, just to be sure. 

She’s dead I wanted to say but couldn’t, the words stuck, whirling like 
syrup at the back of my throat. I lost her.  

“I lost it,” Mom had said, real low, the day I found Button at the end 
of the drive. When I came inside, I heard whimpering down the hall. I 
followed the sound to the bathroom and found Mom slumped against the 
toilet, a trail of blood spattered along the tile. I stood in the doorway, cra-
dling the cat. Mom looked at me and held out her hands. 

I placed the cat at her feet so that its paw stuck in a puddle of blood. 
“Button’s dead.” 

“Matthew’s going to kill me,” she said, and stroked one finger down 
the length of the cat’s broken back. “I lost it.” 

What do you do with an unborn baby? What had Mom done? Larry 
found the shoebox and promised a little plot in Butler’s nicest public park 
with a wreath of silk carnations, a cross maybe. We got in the Ford for 
Walmart, for the flowers. The sheets we would probably burn, later. I 
didn’t wash the blood off my thighs well enough, though. Faded streaks 
of red crisscrossed my skin. In the back of my mind, I thought the words 
doctor and help, but the flowers would be enough. More than enough. Larry 
had offered them. The flowers would be fine. 



Now, my stomach cramped. Larry flung the hammer away when the 
deer stopped shuddering, breath hitched up high in his own throat, face 
and cheeks ruddy. The deer lay hot and still beneath me and its stillness 
seemed to settle over us all like a blanket. No release from this smothering 
heat, not even in death. I saw the deer, its bludgeoned skull, but didn’t cry. 

“Come on, Daphne,” Larry said, already taking its front legs in his 
hands to drag it forward. “We can butcher it.” His hands found my 
shoulders and pushed so that I rolled off the deer’s body. A piece of grav-
el dug into the soft flesh of my upper knee. It hurt.  

“Help me get it in the back.” 
My stomach cramped again so that I thought I might pass out. I imag-

ined the start of my insides slowly peeking out from under my dress, ooz-
ing toward the road and leaving a trail. Larry squinted at the blooming red 
stain on the butt of my dress and opened his mouth as if to say some-
thing, but then closed it again the next moment. We managed to heave 
the body into the truck bed before another car winked on the horizon and 
crawled toward us. The wind from its passing ruffled dust in my eyes and 
swayed the Ford. I imagined thumbing that car for a ride and hitchhiking 
out of Kansas, west to the coast. I imagined leaving a trail from here to 
there, slowly leaving bits of myself behind. First the baby, then the deer, 
then, finally, Larry. I imagined leaving myself for last. I leaned against the 
Ford, head resting against the cracked window. 

 “Get in the car, Daphne. I don’t want it to spoil.” The door shut with 
a thud. 

“Wait.” He pulled up the floor mat from underneath the glove com-
partment and placed it on my seat. “Now get in.” 

We U-turned in the middle of the highway. The right front wheel wal-
loped a bit. The tendon in Larry’s jaw twitched in time with the revolu-
tions. I hugged the shoebox against my chest, making sure to keep it level. 
Maybe, when the deer was taken care of, Larry would think about the 
baby and the promise he had made, of Butler and roses. Maybe after, we 
could stop by a clinic. 

Mom had wrapped her baby in a clean dishcloth. She had gotten the 
bleach from underneath the kitchen sink and scrubbed her blood from 
the bathroom tile until it sparkled, good as new. She had balled the blood-
ied sheets and burned them in the garbage can outside. She had used dryer 
lint to kindle the fire and a capful of gasoline to make it stay. She had 
done all of these things meticulously. She had not cried.  

“What should I do with Button,” I had asked, her back turned from 
me. She stood beside the garbage can so that the leaping flames put her 



 

body in silhouette, arms crossed in front as if to ward off chill, head bent 
low as if in prayer. 

“Put it in the fire,” she’d said, real low. “Matthew won’t give a damn.” 
Larry was used to doing these things, gutting dead animals and leaving 

the carcasses up to dry during hunting season. Peeling the skin slow and 
sure, cutting the hide, discarding it for the meat inside. When we parked 
outside the house, the dog scrabbled at the screen door, barking raucous-
ly. Larry grinned at him, then turned his face toward me. The stubble on 
his chin caught in that beautiful light from a spent sun, dipping finally 
below the tree line and making our shadows good and long. He grinned, 
leaned over, and kissed my cheek.  

A deer’s hide tearing sounds like an old carpet splitting at the seams. 
The dog barked and wagged its yellow tail. Larry sawed off the deer’s bro-
ken leg with a knife from the garage and threw it to him. The dog gripped 
the bone in his mouth, its weight pulling his head toward the ground. 
Larry drew his knife in a smooth line from the base of the deer’s neck, 
across its belly, and stopped at its asshole. The carpet split. He reached 
inside and rolled out the lungs and heart first. The rest of its guts followed 
smoothly. He worked in the light off the garage roof and placed the or-
gans on a square sheet of old blue tarp. They stunk like shit. Larry cut 
notches around the three remaining hooves and another around the neck. 
He bit his bottom lip as he pulled the rest of the skin off, his brow fur-
rowed in concentration. He worked meticulously, pulling the skin like he 
was pulling down a blanket, or taking off a dress. 

“Put it in the fire,” Mom had said. “Matthew won’t give a damn.” 
I watched Larry roll the discarded hide. I watched him bend low over 

the skinless body of the deer and gently lift it in his arms. There were 
hooks in the garage where he hung his kills to dry. He walked there now 
and hung the deer from its head. It dangled like a broken puppet. The dog 
trotted over and licked the naked hooves. Larry brushed the palms of his 
hands against the seat of his pants, leaving long finger-wide streaks.  

If I hadn’t met him, I might still be with Mom. I might have finished 
school. Twilight settled over the yard, and I slipped around the back of 
the house with the shoebox. The heat lifted. The air felt warm, at least less 
heavy. With that weight went the sun. A lighter, cooler world came to take 
its place. I felt lighter, too. 

I held the box close to me and imagined myself thumbing a ride with 
that car on the highway, hitchhiking somewhere far from here. My stom-
ach cramped again, and that feeling came, of my body shedding itself 
from the inside out, reverse-skinned—my guts lying on a blue tarp like the 



deer’s, trembly and full and quick to spoil. I needed to go to the clinic, this 
urgency rising up in me like bile.  

From the corner of the yard I could just make out Larry tugging at the 
bone in the dog’s mouth, playing with him, hat still low on his head and 
face tired but open, relieved almost. I would burn him soon in the way 
hot blood does when it soaks the sheets in morning, when it gushes out of 
deep wounds.  

“We can go now,” Mom had said, weeks after Button died, when I 
came home from school to see the boxes in the living room, the empty 
spaces on the walls where the pictures once hung. Matthew was still at 
work and wouldn’t be back till late. There were boxes for my stuff, too. I 
looked at her and she held out her hands. “There’s nothing keeping us.” 

I watched Larry play with the dog. I closed one eye and the dog shift-
ed in my focus. I closed the other eye and Larry did. I pressed the shoe-
box tight into my chest and closed both eyes. The darkness settled deep 
over me like a second skin, a blanket that covered me completely, one that 
could, if I let it, peel off come morning with a sound like seams splitting. 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Split Skin"?  

I first drafted “Split Skin” in a workshop my senior year of college, 

almost a year and a half ago now. It’s seen many revisions since then. 

 

Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 

there any other titles you were considering?  

Titles are often very hard for me. “Split Skin” was the first title I came 

up with, which I changed, then changed again, then came back to. The 

other titles were fairly awful, more place-holders than anything. At one 

point, I called it “We’ll go to Butler”. That was scrapped pretty early on.  

 

What inspired "Split Skin"? Are any of its themes inspired by your 

own life?  

I overheard a coworker recounting a recent trip to Kansas to visit her 

boyfriend. On the way to Wal-Mart, they crashed into a deer. Instead of 

calling a game warden, the boyfriend decided to take it home and butcher 

the meat. That’s where the similarities end, but I couldn’t stop thinking 

about that decision—to take the deer home. I wanted to know what an-

other person might do in the same situation, if the stakes were higher. So 

I wrote to find out.  

 

What was the hardest part of writing "Split Skin"?  

Making the character of Larry believable. In earlier drafts, he was 

overtly villainous. I struggle a lot with finding a balance between being too 

subtle and not subtle enough.  

 



Which part of "Split Skin" was conceived of first?  

The first conceived part of “Split Skin” was its premise, particularly 

the image of the deer’s broken leg. I wrote out a line in the initial draft 

that jump-started the rest of the story: “Its leg was broke.” The line was 

cut in revision, but the energy of it, I think, is still reflected in the opening 

paragraph. At least, that’s the hope. 

 

Have you ever hit a deer? What sort of research did you do in prepa-

ration for this work?  

I haven’t, but my sister has. She borrowed my car one week while hers 

was in the shop and, as these things go, totaled it. Thankfully, she came 

out unscathed. Less fortunate were the deer and my car. As far as re-

search, my father and brother both hunt so I’m familiar with how deer are 

prepared once they’re killed. Though I’ve never killed and butchered an 

animal myself, I’ve seen it done. 

 

Do you primarily write fiction?  

I do. I’ve also written some creative nonfiction essays. I feel more 

comfortable working in a prose form. For poetry, I like reading it more 

than I like writing it. 

 

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

I tend to write sentence by sentence- without a clear-cut plan, figuring 

things out. I often surprise myself. It can be wonderful… Until I start 

revisions. Then, not so much. 

 



 



 



 

 

 
 

How would you describe your aesthetic? 
I love the history of the arts. Having lived abroad for a number of 

years, I am keenly aware of the compelling global impact of the arts on 
culture. I'd like to think my work, visual and literary, reflects that history, 
hopefully in subtle ways. I am not interested in noisy, brash displays, but 
in thoughtful, reflective expression of an inner self informed by the past. I 
want a person to see one of my prints, or read one of my poems, and be 
quietly and deeply struck by the thought, the image, the emotion. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding on a title for “Twenty-Five 
Bodhisattvas”? 

No, not on this piece. I decided on the title flying back from a trip to 
Japan. 
 
When did you create "Twenty-Five Bodhisattvas”? 

I visited an incredible, old temple garden in Kyoto (Chion-in) the day 
before returning to the States. The garden (and the whole trip) moved me 
deeply. 

After the idea came to me on my way home from Japan (Tokyo, 
Matsumoto, Kyoto), I designed it in about a week, purchasing the Japa-
nese paper to paste into it and cutting the wood blocks from the design I 
had made (based on the very rough sketch I had made on the flight home 
from Japan) in a few days. Then I pulled a half-dozen prints, making slight 
modifications after the first two pulls; then I began pasting in the paper. 
All in all, it took about three weeks. 
 
What was the hardest part of crafting the piece? 

Cutting, arranging, and pasting the individual strips of carefully select-
ed Japanese yuzen paper. Considerable trial and error was involved. 

Also, it is challenging creating a thing inspired by Japan without sliding 



too deeply into Japanese forms, which are so different. For example, if 
you decorate a room with Japanese pieces, the tone and atmosphere of 
the room changes dramatically. I wanted this to remain a traditional West-
ern woodcut, at its base, while capturing the essence of my temple experi-
ence. 
 
How did you conceive of "Twenty-Five Bodhisattvas”? 

After my experience at Chion-in I wanted to get something down on 
paper, so I sketched out my design for this woodcut in flight from Japan. 
The idea of mixing woodcut with cut-and-pasted paper – the first time I 
had tried that – came to me at that time, also. 

Having previously lived in Japan, I knew I wanted to capture the spirit 
of this amazing place while it was fresh and in a unique way. I wanted to 
assimilate my emotional response into an art form I have used for many 
years – woodcut – combined with a new aspect – pasted Japanese paper. 
 
Was there any theme or idea you hoped to address with this work? 

I tried to reflect the simplicity, calmness and timelessness of medita-
tion inherent in the ancient temple garden I had recently visited in Kyoto. 
 
Is art the medium that you're most invested in? 

It's hard to say. I have written poetry for years, also prose, and I cur-
rently am engaged in a French literature translation project. I move be-
tween these and my work in visual arts according to whatever inspires me, 
without consciously trying to dedicate so much time to one form or an-
other. My preferred – and virtually exclusive – form of visual art is, and 
nearly always has been, woodcut. 
 
Who are some of your favorite artists? Do you have any recommen-
dations for others who enjoyed your work? 

Depends. I heavily studied Italian and French Baroque and Mannerist 
art and still like to see artists such as Caravaggio, Pontormo, and Poussin 
in museums. But I also love 19th century French art – Romantics and 
Academics both – and modern art of all types. In woodcut, I admire 
German expressionist art, including the work of Nolde, Heckel, Felixmul-
ler, Feininger, Kirchner; French moderns, such as Vlaminck, Derain, and 
Dufy; and Americans, such as Casarella and Conover. 

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



 
lished before? 

Both my art and poetry have been published– I have four books of 
poetry illustrated with my woodcuts. See my website: (www.scaccowood-
cuts.com). 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I try to keep up with quality journals online, and have been aware of 
Driftwood Press for several years. One of my poems, “The Triumph of Sa-
lome,” appeared in a previous issue. 
 



 



 



 

 

 
 

How would you describe your aesthetic?  
I like to think of my work as a kind of Post-Modern, Baroque Muta-

tion. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding on whether to add a title to 
your work?  

I add titles to my pieces that can help focus a viewer’s thoughts, yet 
still allow for a broad interpretation in meaning. 
 
When did you create these works?  

These are rather large-scale paintings all done within the last few years. 
  
What was the hardest part of crafting the piece? 

The hardest part is keeping it alive. One can overwork and over-think 
a piece, which can kill it. 

In terms of technical issues, I work in both acrylic and oil and each 
have their inherent difficulties: 

Acrylic tends to darken and flatten as it dries - I compensate for this 
by working in many layers with glazes. I like acrylic paint for its fluidity 
with water and fast drying time so I can rework things quickly. Oil has a 
beautiful resonance, but can be more difficult to work with because you 
are using more complicated medium mixtures and the drying time is long-
er. This can be compensated for with a dryer, but I don’t like using one- 
I’ll just get into the slower pace of oil, which actually adds to the experi-
ence of painting- allowing the painting to build over time. Oil has a long 
history and is of a very fine substance, which is why so many painters 
favor it. 
 
How did you conceive of these abstract works? 

In general, I am always studying esoteric, metaphysical questions, so 



 

the paintings have some of those questions involved. But, I’m not an in-
tellectual- I don’t like thinking of a concept and then depicting it because 
that’s sort of a cerebral, dead process to me. I try to start out a painting by 
emptying my mind of everything I know beforehand. In this way, the 
painting process becomes a wonderful adventure of exploration. I like to 
dive right into the void of the empty canvas and begin creating through 
rapid strokes of paint, much like an Abstract Expressionist might work. 
Afterwards, my mind and thoughts come into play and some basic con-
cepts begin to emerge. 
 
Was there any theme or idea you hoped to address with this work? 

“Machine at the Edge of Forever” does play a bit with the concept of 
perpetual motion. The Enneagram is a multidimensional, moving symbol 
within the “machine”. 

“Purge” ended up being a bit of a play on the “Fall of the Prideful 
Angels” There are elements of sacred geometry and fourth dimensional 
objects floating within the world of the painting. 
 
What is your creative process?  

The role of play is a very important component to my creative pro-
cess. Meaning, if I think something through with too much seriousness 
the painting’s “life” tends to wither. But, if I am flexible internally and 
allow the painting to guide me in unexpected ways (as one might experi-
ence a game) then the forms and concepts come through in a much 
stronger way - a vision takes hold. The piece needs to breathe and grow as 
it is worked and having a seriously playful attitude is vital for this to hap-
pen. 

In general, I start a work by tapping into what I would call my emo-
tional center, rather than the head. After I have established a foothold in 
this way, I’ll begin to allow thoughts to have their say and guide the pro-
cess further. 
 
Who are some of your favorite artists? Do you have any recommen-
dations for others who enjoyed your work?  

I grew up just outside of Washington, D.C. and from a very early age 
began to frequent the Smithsonian museums and the National Gallery of 
Art. I have a very deep Love for all types of painting- from early Medieval 
Baroque through the Renaissance to Modern and Contemporary Art. 

One of my favorite paintings in the NGA is a work by an anonymous 
Medieval painter who is simply known as “The Master of the Saint Lucy 



Legend”. Another favorite is Pollock’s “Lavender Mist”- what an amazing 
exploration of inner space! Also, while at RISD, I spent a year studying art 
in Rome, Italy; while there I saw Pietro da Cortona’s Baroque ceiling for 
the Barberini Palace and that made a huge impression on me. A few other 
favorite artists (in no particular order)- Arshile Gorky, David Smith, Paul 
Klee, Henri Rousseau, Pieter Brueghel the Elder, Joseph Beuys, Piero 
della Francesca, Anselm Kiefer, Picasso, and Giotto. A favorite contem-
porary painter is Julie Heffernan. 
 
Where can our readers find more of your work?  

They can visit my website (www.DavidQuentinSheldon.com). 
 



 



 



 



 

 

 
 

How would you describe your aesthetic? 
My art celebrates the idealized and imagined man with a stylistic edge. 

It's all about capturing a look with the spontaneity of watercolor. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding on whether to add a title to 
your work? 

It does require some thought to create a title that reflects the art suc-
cinctly, but highlights what the art is about. 
 
Was there any theme or idea you hoped to address with this work? 

“Celebrating the Modern Man in Profile” is a series that explores the 
use of contour line and color. 
 
What is your creative process? What was the hardest part about 
crafting the piece? 

All parts require decisions and creative instincts, but for me it all starts 
with finding the inspiration for an image and how I am going to interpret 
it, then the rest becomes easier. 

I prefer Indian ink and watercolors using a sensitive contour line and 
bold spontaneous brush strokes for contrast. I decide about color and 
light and shadow. I try to get the wet-when-dry look that is just one of the 
beauties of the medium. 
 
Who are some of your favorite artist? 

I draw inspiration for watercolor from John Singer Sargent and Au-
guste Rodin; for line from Egon Schiele and Henri Matisse; for light and 
shadow from Vermeer. Inspiration for color and composition comes 
from many contemporary abstract artists. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? 



 

To see my biography and recent art, please visit manartbyvyse.blog-
spot.com and fineart4men.com 

I’ve been published in issue nineteen of The Art of Man, and featured at 
the Leslie+Lohman Museum in New York. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

The quality and presentation of unique art in Driftwood Press made me 
feel that they would present me well and via the interview give more in-
sight into my work. 



 



 

 

 
 

Did you have a difficult time deciding on whether to add a title to 
your work?  

Yes. I usually create a piece of art with an image in mind and apply a 
title to it after it is done. I feel that title will lead people to see a message 
in the piece instead of letting them find one for themselves. For this rea-
son, I usually question whether titles are more helpful or hurtful to enjoy-
ing art. 
 
When did you create "What the Sunflower Sees”? 

I created this piece years ago after my mother passed. I was consumed 
with trying to understand what one person’s entire life experience meant, 
to me, to others, to her. I was trying to construct a concreate data bank of 
attributes that could describe her before memory faded. I came to the 
conclusion that we all see different inspiring qualities in other people, but 
are unable to know how we are seen by others. In short, to truly capture 
an individual’s impact, importance, and personality, (some would describe 
this as the soul) you would have to be both the subject and the all observ-
ers simultaneously. 
 
How did you conceive of "What Sunflower Sees"?  

I thought to have two subjects in a single piece. While the anthropo-
morphized monitor farmer is consumed with the flower in hand, the sun-
flower is consumed with him, and the viewer is trying to understand what 
it is that the Sunflower is seeing. Hopefully, a feeling of an incomplete 
whole has been created. Each character in this relationship of viewer, sun-
flower, and Monitor is missing a piece of the whole.  
 
Is art the medium that you're most invested in?  

Yes. I do change art mediums dependent on my current lifestyle. I am 
currently a traveling wind turbine technician and find that pen, pencil, and 



watercolor are the most suited for the up and go life I am leading. 
 
What is your creative process?  

If something grabs your attention, put it on paper. The muse waits for 
no one. 
 
Who are some of your favorite artists? Do you have any recommen-
dations for others who enjoyed your work?  

My father, Rees Nielsen, has been painting for over twenty years. I am 
constantly surprised by both the subject matter and style that he chooses. 
If anyone out there is looking for new quality art, I would suggest looking 
at your local art gallery. And if you can’t find what you’re looking for, 
then make it. 
 
Where can our readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

Both my father and my work were published in Agave Magazine. 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 





 

 


