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I read that the sociopath has an obsession with the mouth; he will watch 
yours closely as you speak, pre-empting your next words. He’ll purse his 
lips or chew the inside of his mouth. I knew a boy who always stared at my 
mouth as I spoke. I thought that he did so because he wanted to kiss it. I 
could not understand how a woman could “keep going back” until I was 
going back. You do not see it. I puzzled him because I was keen on emotion 
but was full of it, too. We were walking down stairs to the basement of the 
Arts building and he asked me if I trusted him. I turned to him: yes of 
course I trust you—or I would not have asked him to come sit by me while 
I made monotype prints. The concept for those prints was a man and a 
woman. I painted the couple standing close together but each print contains 
a different background: sometimes dots, water, imprinted blossoms, black, 
blacker, plainer. There was no end, but a series of differences. Because that 
was how I saw a man and a woman. When I told him I trusted him, 
he started crying right there on the stairs. He liked to be hysterical, and I 
liked watching him. 
 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

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

This poem comes from a very strange and manipulative romantic expe-
rience I had with someone. I couldn’t tell you now with any certainty if 
anything I experienced was even real. All of it was buried in (his) perfor-
mance, which I apparently ate up. So, I understood emotional manipula-
tion, but my question was always: how can you go back? How does a person 
will themselves to return to such a person? Because, I did go back, and I 
would have kept going back. And really, it’s that you can’t see anything else 
when you are in it. And you feel good, and wanted. And then, too, I began 
thinking of my mother and her relationships. How the Empath (which she 
certainly is) could be passed down through generations from parent to 
child, mother to daughter, and any which way. 

 
Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that did 
not make it in? 

Actually, this poem is in flux between being part of a larger poem-prose 
narrative (its original conception) and being a stand-alone piece. I plucked 
it from the larger narrative and revised it a bit, because it seemed to hold 
up on its own. The larger narrative is made up of a string of anecdotes that 
moves between past and present about my own experiences with relation-
ships told against my mother’s experience with relationships—and the par-
allels there, or the inevitable passing down to the next generation. I have 
lots of little poem-prose paragraphs littered throughout about other boys. 

 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not? 

Yes. Over the past two years or so, I’ve moved from the more “tradi-
tional” poem to experimenting with what I call these “little paragraphs.” 
Typically, I locate the piece in a scene, a single moment, or an action. I write 
a lot about relationships, boys, and people (food always tends to creep in 
there too). 



 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

I don’t think there is anything necessarily unique, but, I would say I am 
rather slow throughout the whole process. And that that’s okay! And I am 
one of those “writes when inspired” types of people.  

 
Who are some of your favorite authors? 

I love William Carlos Williams, Dorothea Lasky, Mary Ruefle, and Rob-
ert Creeley to name a few poets. I am literally in love with Sherman Alexie 
as a human being (and an author, but, romantically first). I am also currently 
on book three of the Elana Ferrante series. Her writing is super cinematic 
and inspirational. 

 
How long have you been writing poetry?  

I’ve been writing poetry since I was in the eighth grade. The first solid, 
formal poem I ever wrote was about a very general and sad girl. My teacher 
made me give it a positive swing at the end. I didn’t even write it about 
me—I just thought that’s what a poem was supposed to be like: sad! When 
my dad saw it, he was very worried about me.  

 
How would you personally define poetry? 

I’ve always seen poetry as existing in-spite-of. Working within con-
straints and playing with everything there is to make meaning where there 
might be only one (meaning) or none at all. 

 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before? 

I have been published in Apeiron Review and Dirty Chai Mag. 
 

What drew you to Driftwood Press? 
My writer’s group, actually. I sadly left them in Seattle and moved to 

Massachusetts; but we submit regularly and keep each other updated. 
Driftwood has been kind to us!



 

 
 
Rhythm: I need 
your heat says the 

building to the 
streetwalker. Feel 
inadequacy rise. 
Start there. Grow. 
I’m talking to you 
inside myself. I didn’t 
want to read your 
expression inside 

an email, but look. 
My lips won’t part. 
The city is inside 
every blue cloud. 
Just say perspective. Or, 
it was an accident. Or, 
what am I doing here? 
I walked home alone. 
To tell you the truth. 
I wanted to feel fullness 
without judgment. But 
it’s more expensive 

than you would 
think: Paycheck to 
paycheck. But 
you’re alive now. 
You’re burning 
imprints into the 

(no stanza break) 



keyboard. Letters      
no longer break 

you. Gmail and 
a smartphone. 
In good humor, 
helplessness calls, 
assured of your 
scratches. Unbroken 
by Ctrl+Alt+Del. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
The pain is there, no there. It migrates, 
A cage lit up with electric pulses, 
A boat’s belly that held them, soup and stone, 
For the crossing, dividing fire from flame,  
That set them down on shore to scrabble sand 
And settle. Tumult, New York, Florida, 
The blinding glare. Gevalt, the sun so hot,  
Corners worn to sharpness. Pain’s constellation 
Creates a frame, lights over an ocean 
That led them here, home, to migrate smaller 
Distances, to not belong without fear. 
But the old hurts stay close, like tattooed skin,  
The tendrils in the belly burning bright 
As stars over the Atlantic, as stars. 
 



 

 
 
When did you write the poem?  

I do my writing in the winter—the four months that follow the holidays 
are when I go inward and explore. There is something about those quiet, 
gray months that creates a tremendous gestational energy for creative work. 
The rest of the year, I am just goofing around.  

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

This poem is about the immigration of my family—Jews from Eastern 
Europe—to America, and the emotional and physical pain that they car-
ried—pain I have inherited in the form of digestive pain that links me to 
many of them. I was exploring my own physical pain as a way to be con-
nected to their journey crossing the Atlantic, I suppose as a way to make 
sense of my experience. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? What was the easi-
est?  

Revising the poem from the initial draft to its current state involved 
being finicky and looking at each word under a microscope. It was exhaust-
ing, and was only changed a little—but those small changes made a huge 
difference in the impact the poem makes. It is a "loose" sonnet, which 
means that it has the fourteen-line form and is governed by ten syllables, 
but there is no strict metrical or rhyme scheme. Writing it in that form came 
quickly. 
 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not?  

I think this poem is a good representation of the kind of work I have 
been writing lately—my poems tend to be around fourteen lines, and I don't 
play around with spacing—each poem is a small block, as though each one 
is building upon the last. 
 



 

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  
I write my first drafts in a fever, very quickly, and then the revision part 

takes forever. I suppose that is similar to most poets. 
 

Who are some of your favorite authors?  
I love Edna St. Vincent Millay, Louise Gluck, Emily Dickinson, Robert 

Frost, Gerard Manley Hopkins, George Oppen, William Carlos Williams, 
Sylvia Plath... Oh, so many poets; too many to list them all. 

 
How long have you been writing poetry?  

I have been writing poetry since I was sixteen years old. 
 

How would you personally define poetry?  
I don't dare. 

 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

I have been published in numerous journals. You can go to my website 
(meghansterling.com) to see some of them linked or printed. My chapbook, 
How We Drift, has just been published by Blue Lyra Press as part of their 
Delphi Series. You can find it, Volume 3, on their website (http://blue-
lyrareview.com/blue-lyra-press/).  
 
 



 

 
 
From a hollow, almost a hole,  
the toad’s ratcheted voice stops me.  
 
There, the bumps of its eyes, its head  
barely above the brown leaves. 
 
Just a year ago, the phone call early. 
I drove three hours, and my mother’s face  
 
cold. Someone had closed her eyes. 
But her chest, under the covers, was still warm.  
 
I can’t get close or the toad will dive under.  
The sounds it makes—  
 
a tight throat?  
Some resistance to the lungs? 
 
We used to listen for the Swainson’s thrush, 
its lifting, liquid evensong.  
 
This toad says only 
       Here. 
 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote the first draft on Dec. 11, 2015, a year after my mother died of 

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

I was in a writing residency at the time, and I felt I should write a poem 
on the anniversary of my mother’s death, but I felt stuck. I took a walk, 
passing by the spot where I had heard a toad or frog slowly croaking a few 
weeks before. The sound had stayed with me. Such an obstructed sort of 
sound.  

Anyway, I gave myself the task of writing a poem that had both the toad 
and my mother’s death in it. I like to push two different things together and 
see what kind of tension or energy comes out of the encounter. And the 
toad turned out to have the voice I needed. 

 
Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that did 
not make it in?  

In the first draft, the toad was in a puddle, and my first readers insisted 
it must have been a frog. But I needed it to be a toad, with its long O sound 
and, well, its toadiness. So the puddle had to go.  

 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not?  

Every now and then, toads appear in my poems, and I think it has to do 
with the challenge of speaking, of writing, perhaps the conflict between 
saying the right thing or the true thing, or even finding words at all. Even 
finding the feelings can be hard sometimes. This poem is similar to many 
of my poems in that an observation in the natural world prompts a reflec-
tion on the human world. Also, I’ve been writing a lot about daughterhood, 
particularly about ruptures in daughter-mother relationships. 
 



Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  
I am practicing. This is what I tell myself to shush the voice that says 

that what I write today won’t be worthwhile.  
 

How long have you been writing poetry?  
About ten years, very sporadically at first. 
 

Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

Links to poems published online can be found on my website (lynnot-
toinfo.wordpress.com). 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I think I was drawn to the title. When I was young, I kept a small piece 
of driftwood among my treasures. I thought of its possible birthplace, its 
rough-and-tumble traveling life, its resulting smoothness. I can remember 
the exact feel of it.



 

 
 
The electric, blue chill of the wind 
makes its way around 
      hills who have no knowledge of Spring, 
 
and in the mahogany tinted dirt, 
chipped stone arrows and broken pipe pieces, 
the remnants of someone else’s peacemaking. 
 
I buried myself years ago, 
stepped into the stubble-covered swells, 
because here, the ground means more than 
     the space it takes up. 
 
And it is here, I remain hidden. 
The best of me pressed into the soil 
until limbs become limb. 
 
.



 

 
When did you write the poem?  

I wrote the poem in April of 2015. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your own 
life? 

The inspiration for this poem came from a drive on I-26 East toward 
Asheville. The roads cut through the mountains at a height where you can 
see the valley from far above the road. At this view, I began to consider 
stereotypes of the region’s people in contrast to the region’s beauty, which 
lead me to the discovery of the poem.  
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that did 
not make it in?  

Yes, I wanted the poem to be more about the speaker. It seemed by the 
end that the focus had shifted toward the relationship between the speaker 
and the landscape.  
 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not?  

I would say yes, to a degree. Much of what I write explores the region 
where I grew up and how the definition of the self is often rooted in place. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

I tend to write at either 7:00 AM or 7:00 PM. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I first heard of the press during my time in the MFA program at The 
University of Tampa. I appreciated the integrity of the magazine and its 
commitment to supporting the voices of the literary community.  
 
 



 

 
 
American jewelry, tube of lipstick:  
Ravish Me Red  
 
and some cigarettes, although they  
are what killed me.  
 
Daughter, do you remember I wore 
a bright green sweater, pants,  
 
and socks—for luck—as I laid out  
my turquoise necklace & earrings,  
 
bronze eagle pendant, beaded bracelets, 
on the radiation table for the attendant  
 
to see, the oncology room dimly lit,  
the big picture window looking  
into the control room?  
 
“That’s Zuni,” to the technician 
hunched over the table,   
 
“and that’s Navajo.” He held   
two small rings in the cup  
 
of his hand. “See the difference  
in design?” 



 

 
 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote “What the Dead Remember” the summer after my first book, 

Traceries (ABZ Press), was published in 2014. Traceries is a book about grief 
and the grief process after a prolonged period of multiple and tragic occur-
rences in my family. I have enough time and perspective under my belt now 
to actually allow the deceased to come back (and they do without warning) 
and speak for themselves, which is what I felt compelled to do after reading 
some of Marvin Bell’s “Dead Man” poems (in which he gives the dead a 
voice). 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? What was the easiest?  

The hardest part about writing “What the Dead Remember” was, of 
course, remembering the numerous trips to the oncology doctor for radia-
tion treatments for my mother, but, oddly, the easiest part was allowing her 
to speak from the grave—it felt organically natural. In the original version 
of the poem, I wrote a different kind of introduction or way into the poem; 
I tend to overwrite these introductory first lines and don’t always have the 
good sense to let them go even after writing for over twenty-six years, so I 
am thankful for the comments and suggestions from editors. 

 
How do you personally define poetry?  

I personally define poetry as writing (verse or prose) that moves us emo-
tionally and/or intellectually from an inhabited space to the uninhabited 
realm—at least, this is what moves me. 

 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

I have published nationally in a variety of print and online literary jour-
nals over the years, and I have won a first-book award for Traceries, selected 
by C.D. Wright. 



 

What drew you to Driftwood Press?  
What drew me to Driftwood Press was their honest concern for “artists 

who care about doing it right, or better.” I have appreciated working with 
the editors who helped to refine my poem into the creation it wanted to 
ultimately be. 

 
 



 

 

 
waiata: song / rua: two 
two songs 
 
wai: water / atarua: two images 
double-imaged water 
 
 
/// The smallest of gods pools 
himself in foothills, says // I’ll 
take this. Lowlander, he collects  
songs, // what sky drops, //shouts  
back //// It’s my right to! //// 
A tiny violin undresses. // Nods. 



 

When did you write the poem?  
I wrote "WAITARUA" in January of 2016 just after my third time trav-

eling in New Zealand. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your own 
life?  

The poem was inspired by my desire to investigate the mythologies be-
hind and the literal meanings imbedded in native Maori place names for 
locations across their island country. Even what we know by its Western, 
colonized name, "New Zealand," is in Maori actually "Aotearoa," meaning 
"Land of the Long White Cloud." I chose all place names that used the 
prefix "wai," which means "water," in a further interest in this plentiful, 
powerful, and defining element to all of existence on the islands.  
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? What was the easi-
est?  

The hardest part is allowing a poem to become what it will or what it is 
trying to be. I feel that the poet has to be the medium, has to show up to 
transmute the poem and guide it in this “becoming,” but the poet also has 
to know where to let go and let the poem go beyond the poet’s expectations 
or intentions. This is a bewildering experience for me every time. 

 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not?  

I was challenging myself to stick to some complex rules of form I had 
set up for myself, and while my poems tend to be shorter rather than longer, 
this poem and the sequence to which it belongs are particularly and very 
intentionally whittled down.  

 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  



I think writing is highly controlled and intentional, while art is a kind of 
madness, so bringing the two together is fascinating—painful and exhila-
rating. 

 
Who are some of your favorite authors?  

I adore Wallace Stevens, Kevin Young, Elizabeth Bishop, Anne Carson, 
James Galvin, and Mark Strand, among others. 

 
How long have you been writing poetry?  

All my life! My first “collection” was a series of “color poems,” rhyming 
and metered poems for each color of the rainbow, chock full of every simile 
or metaphor I could think of for each color, that I believe I wrote when I 
was seven or eight years old. I’ve always been very visual, musical, and 
rhythmic with poetry. 

 
How would you personally define poetry?  

Poetry is a human effort toward what paint, music, dance, and the un-
dulations of the natural world achieve, but using language as a medium. 

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

Travel! Find poets and poetry wherever you go. Hone your abilities with 
verse so that you can give your best effort when the time comes for you to 
try to give voice to those who are (and that which is) largely yet unheard. 

 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

My work has appeared in Midwestern Gothic, Flyway, Minerva Rising, The 
Henniker Review, Stone Highway Review, Drafthorse, and the anthology Bearers of 
Distance from Eastern Point Lit House Press, among others. 

 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

Driftwood’s worldly breadth and interest in diverse voices drew me in. 
We need more journals like this. 

 
 

 



 

 
 
Sweet corn does its strip tease. 
 The world’s longest 
 
 continuous breeze lifts 
 a gentleman’s Stetson hat 
 into the Nebraska sky. 
 
Abandoned furniture 
 litters the landscape. 
 
We gather and get a sense 
 of how the pioneers felt 
 
 as they burned down cabins 
 they had no choice but abandon, 
 
 the iron nails too valuable  
 to leave behind. 
 
On a bluer moon, once or twice 
 in a generation at best, 
 we get to set a billboard on fire. 



 

 
 

When did you write the poem?  
This poem goes back at least to 2013. It’s likely that some of the lines 

are quite a bit older. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your own 
life?  

I had at least one adventure driving from Detroit to L.A. as a younger 
man. I have a bit of a fascination with how we’ve commodified and pack-
aged both the West and interstate travel. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? What was the easiest?  

The theme allowed for all kinds of Americana to work their ways in. 
That made the poem both easy and difficult. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that did 
not make it in?  

The concept is intact. Other drafts of the poem attempted to invoke 
wildlife and Burma Shave signs. 
 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not?  

It’s pretty typical. I like collage. I like to let thoughts jump around a bit. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

Not really. Lately I’ve been making better use of my mornings, getting 
right from bed to my desk, trying to tap into sleep’s less rational way of 
making meaning. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors?  

I’ve been pretty mesmerized lately by Sara Nicholson and the late Bill 
Berkson. Dara Wier is another favorite. 



 

How long have you been writing poetry?  
I’ve been at it with some sort of serious intent for about thirty-five years. 

 
How would you personally define poetry?  

Poetry is still that shamanistic impulse to invite the invisible down to 
the campfire to play with us mortals. It’s still our best chance at a meaning-
ful life. 
 
Do you have any recommendations for readers who enjoyed your 
work?  

I’d certainly recommend the poets mentioned above. Wilco’s new CD 
is pretty good as well. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

I’m in the new issue of Reality Beach. A quick Google search brings up a 
bunch of my poems. 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

I’m drawn to inspired, thoughtful small presses in general, but I like the 
way work in Driftwood goes for the primal while still keeping grounded in 
the world of pea soup, Elvis and the Brooklyn skyline. 
 
Is there anything else you would like to tell us about your work in 
particular? 

I appreciate that you’ve read it. 
 



 

 
 
You already broke the first rule: believed the waves  
would only return to wet rocks. He fishes  
your shoe from the edge where water froze 
lava into twelve serrated miles. No reef.  
You watch him fish the way his grandma did.  
She fills his gray body for an instant:  
throws bread to the waves, casts with just a spool  
of twine, metal hook, and raw meat.  
He butchers the fish right there,  
a second fish waiting in a small puddle.  
Later, in a cloud of dope, he says  
you’re his grandma, reborn. He hooks a kiss  
from your mouth. Is this how you treat her?  
He says, better if you don’t fish at all. 
 
 



 

 
 

When did you write the poem? 
I wrote "The Tour Guide" over the course of fall 2015-spring 2016. 
 

What inspired the poem? 
The poem was inspired by a trip I took to Easter Island on the way back 

from Peace Corps service in Paraguay. 
 

Are any of its themes inspired by your own life? 
The ironic humor in the poem and also the navigation of gendered in-

teractions across cultures are drawn from my experiences living abroad for 
multiple years. My favorite type of humor is the unavoidable (but relatively 
harmless) disaster. 

 
What was the hardest part of writing the poem? 

Probably revision—originally I had written the poem as a sonnet then 
thrown it into a prose poem. Neither were quite working. The imagery and 
ordering needed to be sharpened. 

 
What was the easiest? 

Probably coming up with the "narrative" to the poem. It was based on 
some moments I remembered very vividly and had wanted to write about 
for a long time. 

 
Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that did 
not make it in? 

The original image that was in place of the "serrated edge" of the shore. 
Whatever it was, it wasn't as good. 

 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not? 



The themes are familiar. On the other hand, I would hope that my po-
etry would not become too categorical. I want each poem to be an experi-
ment. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process? 

Especially in this poem, I think the part of the process where I put the 
poem into meter early on helped tighten the language and sound (even 
though ultimately it is not in meter). 

 
 Who are some of your favorite authors? 

Agha Shahid Ali, Dorianne Laux, Jhumpra Lahiri, Jane Austen, and 
Anne Carson. 

 
How long have you been writing poetry?  

Since I was two (twenty-five years). 
 

How would you personally define poetry? 
Writing that takes into account the white space on the page. Intensity 

of language. Responding to the sound and rhythm of words. 
 

Where can readers find more of your work?  
My chapbook, The Evolution of Parasites, was published by Sibling Rivalry 

Press in July 2016. My poems also appear in Apt, The Four Way Review, 
and Rust + Moth among other places. My book reviews can be found at Sal-
amander Magazine. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
Zoom in:  
 Her hands are flat on the table, 
 her eyes are glazed with something  
 thicker than mucus, the cracks at her 
 mouth’s corners match the deep grain  
 of the table— on the table a pool of 
 blood reflects the woman’s face, the  
 ceiling 
 
Flashback:  
 She is running through the yard, 
 her shirt is on backwards (she sleeps  
 alone, naked and hopeful), children’s  
 screams propel her through the morning’s 
 dim light, but the children are poultry—  
 fat and white 
 
 [Zoom in:] 
  A flash of orange fur running 
  animal naked through the yard, its 
  stomach full of hope and raw pink  
  meats— the woman sees just feathers,  
  ripped necks, so much red (she’s 
  too late and never enough)  
 
Flash-forward: 
 Her fingers inch toward the table’s 
 red pool, on the floor sits a bucket, 
 rag, and mop, all stained the inside 
 color of chickens— her eyes, glazed 

(no stanza break) 



 thicker, stare into the red and its 
 reflected ceiling, here she reads 
 chicken blood like tea leaves  
 (she wants to know why) 



 

 
 

When did you write the poem?  
“Featurette” was written in early spring. It was one of those pieces that 

just felt like it was being written at the right time, if that makes any sense. 
 
What inspired the poem? Are any of its themes inspired by your own 
life?  

This poem was actually inspired by another of my poems. This female 
who cares deeply for her chickens seems to be a reoccurring character that 
is based around a few things. She’s loosely based on an amazing woman I 
met during my last few months in rural North Carolina, who did, in fact, 
love her pet chickens. This character and the poem in general both stem 
from my homesickness for Appalachia and for the people and cultures that 
flourish in mountain towns. On the other hand, the poem’s structure was 
simply inspired by my love of movies. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the poem that did 
not make it in?  

This is pretty rare for me, but besides a few small line edits and changing 
up my use of white space, most of the poem’s original draft stayed. 
 
Is this poem representative of your work? Why or why not?  

I’d say it fits into a definite category of my writing. As mentioned in a 
previous question, “Featurette” not only has a character that I keep finding 
myself drawn to, but it’s also inspired by my love of Appalachia. Appalachia 
and its cultures (rural and Native) make it into the majority of my writing. 
However, the poem’s structure was an experiment for me, but one I may 
revisit. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors?  



Some of my favorite poets are Natasha Trethewey, Paisley Rekdal, 
Linda Hogan, Russell Edson, and Diane di Prima. I also have a forever soft 
spot for Poe. 
 
How would you personally define poetry?  

To me, poetry is more than just verse. It’s a form of communication 
where the poem is a vehicle transporting the poet’s intended emotions to 
readers. It’s the job of the poet to make this vehicle sturdy enough to cross 
any borders that may arise (cultural borders, socioeconomic, gender, etc.). 
Hopefully, I’m a good enough mechanic.  
 
Do you have any recommendations for readers who enjoyed your 
work?  

I’d have to say read Hogan for a feel more similar to “Featurette,” and 
possibly Ron Rash and Gary Lemons, as well.  
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

Most recently, two of my poems can be found in Permafrost’s current 
online issue. 

  



 

 
 
 

 
Jimmy Salvo gripped an Old Milwaukee in his left hand and steered the 
black Murray riding mower with his right. He could mow grass in his sleep.  
 
Flat on his back, Jimmy coughed deep. A thick wad of Ensure-streaked 
hock clung to his teeth and sprung back onto his chin. His Granny Nan 
reached over and wiped at the gob with a Kleenex. Jimmy scowled and 
thrashed his head from side to side. 
 
Jimmy’s first lawn. The summer of 1983. Two shady squares of dandelion-
sprinkled grass. Jimmy gripped the hard, black-rubber pull and yanked the 
starter like he was ripping the throat from a pig. The 3.5-horsepower Briggs 
& Stratton gave him a whubba whubba wha. An old red Craftsman pushmower 
from Sears. He rubbed his bony forearm and gave her another yank. 
Whubba whubba wha.  

“Gotta choke it down Jimmy!” yelled Granny Nan from the back porch. 
She was all muscle. 

Jimmy looked up and grinned. He pushed the lever from Fast to Choke. 
He put his left green sneaker on the back of the mower deck, grabbed the 
handle with his left hand, reached down with his right and whubba whubba 
whaaaaaaaaa…  
  
“Jimmy, gonna turn you.” 

Granny Nan lowered the head of the hospital bed and Jimmy started 
coughing and turning red in the face. She reached under his hips and 
scooted him toward her. Then she pulled his shoulders over to make him 
straight. She moved the pillow then pushed him over on his side, propping 
him with a wedge of blue foam stuck inside a big pillowcase. A load of 
laundry spinning in the washroom behind the kitchen shook the floor and 
rattled pennies in the ashtray. She put a pillow between his red knees and 
another between his red ankles. She walked around to the foot of the bed 
and cranked his head up to keep the phlegm from choking him. It was the 



day before Jimmy’s birthday, two years since the accident. A peal of thunder 
cracked, followed by a white flash. She’d have to mow the yard on his birth-
day.  
 
Every lawn yielded a pattern. His biggest regular job, the Smither’s, right at 
3.2 acres, the acre below the garden next to the lake always worked itself 
into the shape of a whale. Most yards were just squares that got smaller, like 
his Granny Nan’s. Jimmy didn’t like to discover new patterns, which some-
times happened on accident. When the Kivver’s lost a pecan tree, the mon-
key head turned into a pumpkin. It took him a whole summer to get used 
to it. 
 
Jimmy remembers Grandpa Burt getting up at five to go to the pipe shop. 
He was wired like a piano. He once saw a man fall from a roof and cut his 
jugular on a T-square. Grandpa Burt was no fool and whipped Johnny for 
playing with matches. “Burn down the damn house, boy!” One day, Granny 
Nan drove Grandpa Burt to work and Jimmy woke up alone. An early 
morning spring breeze blew the thin purple curtains in then sucked them 
back out. 
 
When Jimmy’s mother swallowed rat poison and bled to death, he was just 
a runny nose. Sometimes he looked at her picture in the drawer beside his 
narrow pine bed. She never had a picture made with his daddy. She was still 
in high school. Big wave of blonde hair rising on top of her head. Her face 
framed in it, frozen. She looked like a movie.  
 
Granny Nan kept a cot in Jimmy’s room. From day one out of the hospital, 
she washed him, turned him, fed him. Burt went from six to seven days a 
week at the pipe shop. He worked 400 days straight before falling from an 
overhead crane and breaking his neck. He landed in a pile of sand and stood 
up after he fell. His one last thought was to see Jimmy. 
 
After high school, Jimmy thought about getting a place of his own. Granny 
Nan told him it might be a good idea. He’d gotten to where he wouldn’t 
rinse the tub after his bath. She knew he was tired but she liked things clean. 
In summer, he was pulling in close to a thousand a month. His Murray was 
paid for. He pulled down a 10% discount on gas for complimentary mow-
ing at the Shell station. He dated the owner’s daughter briefly. She had big 
firm tits and wanted to get pregnant.  
 



 

The sun beat a red finish onto Jimmy’s deep brown shoulders. The Kivver’s 
lawn, third of the day, a weekday. Jimmy looked up at the sun and knew it 
was 10:45. He thought about cracking another brew, looked over the re-
maining 0.3 acres, took a deep breath, and called in the reserves. Three 
blocks east, the Sims. Two acres of St. Augustine and twelve peach trees to 
navigate. Quitting time 3:05 p.m. Try and match that, Mr. Banker, punching 
your little purple Radio Shack calculator.  
 
For the first few years, Granny Nan took Jimmy around in the wheelchair. 
She scooped him off the bed, his bony frame stiff and jerky. Other times 
she’d stand him and tilt him over into Grandpa Burt’s old denim recliner. 
She’d turn on Gilligan’s Island for him. She’d bake cookies so he could smell 
it. She hated the goddamn Ensure, the goddamn feeding tube, but there it 
was. She took him to church once, but he coughed the whole time. 
 
Jimmy’s mama Brenda wanted to get pregnant when she was fourteen. 
Granny Nan fought Brenda to wear underwear to school. Brenda liked 
every boy she saw and dated them all. She got her first bra when she was 
eight and stopped wearing it when she was twelve. Even when she was little 
she liked to put her fingers inside there. Grandpa Burt didn’t want to hear 
about it. 
 
Jimmy’s favorite yard was the Tompkin’s. He’d admired that yard for close 
to five years before he’d scored the turf. Clifford Tompkins didn’t care for 
the Salvos. Grandpa Burt had beat his ass in high school. Pulled him 
through the window of his daddy’s Pontiac at the corner of Ensley and 
Fifth and punched his lights out. His large rectangular front yard had two 
flowerbeds and no trees. Jimmy had a flash and decided what the pattern 
would be before he cut. It took him an extra fifteen minutes to make it 
happen, but the outline gave way to his mama’s penciled eyebrow, fat and 
then thinner and thinner. On the last pass a lump clotted his throat.  
 
One sunny day in June, when Brenda walked over to Sammy Suggs’, her 
Sunday School teacher’s house, on the pretext of prayer, she got pregnant 
instead. Suggs hated himself for it the second he came. 
 
On the day Nan was born, her daddy got drunk, blowing his left arm off, 
accidentally, with dynamite. 
 
High noon on a Friday, mid-July, the peak of the peak of high summer 



mowing. Jimmy felt like a king. He always timed lunch just right. Three 
cheeseburgers and a bag of fries at Winchester’s on Sluice Avenue, just 
down from the bank. He always paid cash, walked down and made a de-
posit, topped off his two five-gallon gas cans at the Shell station, and with 
the windows down in Grandpa’s old blue Chevy Silverado, blasted out 101 
ROX counting down to Friday night. 
 
His 26th birthday. August the 3rd. Granny Nan sat up at 6 a.m., thinking 
about coffee and making the cake. But first she had to give Jimmy a bath, 
shoot him up with Ensure, put the goddamn diaper on, change the dressing 
on the sore over his left hip, brush his teeth, comb his hair, and then do the 
brown and yellow laundry. She’d put the chocolate cake in the oven, mowed 
the front, pulled out the cake, mowed the back, then frosted it with German 
chocolate icing. Jimmy’s favorite. Burt’s favorite. She liked carrot cake and 
didn’t care for coconut. She suspected she might be allergic to coconut but 
ate it anyway. 
 
After Jimmy had mowed their own yard a few summer Saturday’s, the 
neighbor lady, Belinda Crawford, a single mom with two teenage girls, 
asked Jimmy if he would mow her yard every two weeks. He consulted with 
Granny Nan and came up with ten bucks a pop. That was just what Belinda 
was thinking. 
 
For his eighth birthday Grandpa Burt received a white-faced heifer. He 
raised it, won three best of show ribbons at the county fair and when Hetty 
reached the age of slaughter he left the gate open. Hetty walked out onto 
the freshly paved country road and was impaled by a motorcycle. 
 
When she was six, Nan’s pa took liberties with the nub of his left arm.  
 
Jimmy took his books home but never looked at them. With Brenda, Nan 
and Burt had pronounced judgment day. But, Brenda didn’t care for tests. 
Brenda liked boys. Jimmy graduated with his class, just like he knew he 
would. The only geometry he needed was right there on the ground, in the 
grass. 
 
Nan pulled a muscle in her back one day, jerking Jimmy up in the bed. She 
had to sprawl on the floor and couldn’t get up for an hour. After Jimmy’s 
accident she’d told the church people to go fly a kite and they did. 
 



 

Nan’s grandmother Sissy, Granny Sis, was the kindest woman in the world. 
She sat in a yellow armchair and nodded most of the day. “The Lord prom-
ised us bread and water,” she’d say, pressing a tissue to her cold sores.  
 
Belinda Crawford took to sunbathing in the backyard while Jimmy mowed. 
She’d lay on her back and undo the strap on her top. Jimmy mowed the 
front yard first, with a big hard-on in his shorts. He’d push the mower 
around back, his whole middle aching. Jimmy could see where she shaved. 
 
Usually Burt got his day off on Sunday and took the family to church. He 
liked sitting still. The quiet and the cool. The preacher’s words just washed 
over him like pin feathers. He’d been baptized when he was 10, so that was 
done. 
 
Jimmy tried the guitar for a while. He thought he might like to be in a band. 
The chord book from K-mart annoyed him. He didn’t like the idea of his 
fingers moving sight unseen. When he got a shot at the doctor’s, he always 
had to watch. 
 
It was straight-line winds that came through on the tail end of Hurricane 
Agnes that knocked over the pecan tree. Jimmy helped Mr. Kivver saw it 
up into firewood and burned the branches in a hot popping fire. When he 
looked into the fire he felt heat and sadness. 
 
Brenda could’ve used an older brother to show her how stupid boys could 
be. 
 
Burt’s health insurance stayed in effect after he died. Nan got half his pen-
sion and her social security. The visiting nurse came twice a week, all the 
insurance would pay for. She showed Nan how to put Vaseline on Jimmy’s 
jewel sack to keep it ulcer free. Mostly the nurse just rubbed Jimmy’s head 
and talked to Nan. 
 
Mr. Tompkins kept a fridge full of beer in his walk-in basement. Help your-
self he told Jimmy, and he did. 
 
Burt and Nan married in Gatlinburg. They hadn’t had a vacation since. 
 
Burt’s brother Sam got Burt the job at the pipe shop. When Sam heard 
Jimmy was mowing lawns and drinking beer he called Burt.  



Jimmy Salvo can mow some grass!  
 
Belinda Crawford’s ex made her so fucking mad, but he paid up and on 
time. He’d missed a payment the first Christmas but he wouldn’t do that 
again. She liked for Jimmy to give it to her in the ass.  
 
The cheapest diapers in town were at the Big K. After the accident, Nan 
paid Belinda Crawford’s youngest daughter Stacey to sit with Jimmy while 
she bought Ensure and diapers. Stacey wouldn’t touch the catheter bag. She 
could hear the pee dripping in there. 
 
Burt’s nickname at the shop was Soap Suds. All the workers had nicknames. 
Nan always checked his pockets for salt pills before she washed his work 
clothes.  
 
Jimmy’s hand slipped and the mower lurched into the street. The Old Mil-
waukee can went flying. Mr. Tompkins called Burt and told him that Jimmy 
was in the ambulance. 
 
When Jimmy broke up with Melissa and her big firm tits, her father got 
mad. He didn’t want to lose Jimmy and the deal they had with the grass. 
Jimmy was reliable and did a good job. Melissa told everyone she was preg-
nant and then said she miscarried. 
 
Jimmy hated dealing with the bank but feared losing business if he didn’t 
take checks. He endorsed the checks “Jimmy Salvo DBA The Grass Cut-
ter.” The branch manager wore a tie and had pink cheeks. The teller Rachel 
was cute, but she was all business. He always took a Dum Dum sucker, root 
beer if they had it, from the bamboo bowl.  
 
The very first day after Jimmy didn’t wake up, Mr. Tompkins called to see 
if Burt would come and get the smashed riding mower out of his front yard. 
Burt left it there and later wished that he had picked it up. 
 
Friday nights Jimmy took care of his tools like Granny Nan taught him. He 
washed and polished and sharpened. He drank a six-pack and sometimes a 
girl came over and watched him sweat. If he had it in him, he’d make out 
with her on the couch in the basement. Nan and Burt turned up the TV. 
 
“Jimmy, does your daddy ever talk about me?” asked Mr. Tompkins. Jimmy 



 

smiled and said, “Nope.” Once ass kicked, always ass kicked. 
 
For the first two summers, Jimmy put up work flyers down at the gas sta-
tion and at the Piggly Wiggly. 
 
Jimmy didn’t hear the Buick’s horn. The car smashed his leg, nearly took it 
off, and sent him flying about fifteen feet into a telephone pole made from 
a white pine, which did not yield. White pine needles come in bundles of 
five and the trees can live upward of 250 years. 
 
Nan was a slight woman. Her shiny nut-brown hair grayed gracefully 
through her fifties. After Jimmy’s accident it went white within two weeks. 
Her sister Della said it was from worry and eating too much acid. Nan 
played tennis in high school and in college. She and Burt played doubles 
before Brenda was born. 
 
Brenda loved to draw and Nan kept her art in a plastic box. Burt got on her 
case about her math and pretty much focused on that. 
 
Sometimes it looked like Jimmy was watching the TV. Nan played it all day 
until it made her sick. Burt had mounted the TV on the wall just in case. 
 
The day before Burt beat the shit out of Clifford Tompkins, he saw Nan 
get out of Clifford’s car.  
 
Jimmy tanned easily but liked to keep his shirt on when he worked. He liked 
to see a girl’s light parts stand out against her tan parts and figured the same 
about himself. 
 
The old man in the Buick that hit Jimmy felt bad about it. He settled into a 
serious depression and several times reached for the phone book to call and 
see how the kid was doing. 
 
Jimmy lost at least one customer because of his drinking beer while mow-
ing. Mrs. Spradley, who lived next door to Mr. Tompkins, actually called 
Nan and had her tell Jimmy she was disappointed in him. Nan told Jimmy, 
and he’d felt bad for about five minutes. 
 
The Sunday School teacher who got Brenda pregnant, Sammy Suggs, 
worked it out with his wife but not with his church. The pastor found some 



raunchy pictures on Sammy’s laptop after the fact and called the police. The 
officer who showed up, a Nelson, laughed and said, “I can’t even see tits in 
these pictures. Besides, that chick must be at least 40.” 
 
Jimmy’s 12.5-horsepower Murray had a 40-inch mowing deck. The dudes 
who worked maintenance at the high school made fun of Jimmy. They 
bragged on their commercial-grade John Deere wide-area mower with a 57-
horsepower, turbocharged engine. “Do you take that thing home at night?” 
said Jimmy, and that shut them up for awhile. 
 
When Nan graduated from high school, an engagement ring on her finger, 
she did what her mama told her not to. She turned down the full scholarship 
to Florida State and followed Burt instead to Tufts in Boston where he had 
a full ride as a Ludbutter scholar.  
 
When Jimmy was in third grade he had trouble memorizing his multiplica-
tion tables. He enjoyed art but couldn’t sit still long enough to pull off more 
than a one-dimensional boat with a penciled-in sun. Burt said to just let him 
play since that’s what he liked best. 
 
Changing the tape that held the feeding tube in Jimmy’s nose, Nan caught 
her breath. She thought it but didn’t say it. Imagined him dead. She even 
thought about just walking out the back door. 
 
Mow that grass, Jimmy! 
 

 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "The Grass Cutter"?  
I wrote this about six years ago while I was doing my MFA in creative 

writing at Bluegrass Writers Studio. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding the title of your work? Were 
there any other titles you were considering?  

No, it seems natural. Mundane but very specific. Choppy and memora-
ble. 
 
What inspired "The Grass Cutter"? Are any of its themes inspired by 
your own life?  

I used to cut my grandparents’ lawn in Alabama. They had an old riding 
mower. Between the lake and the garden there always developed this whale 
shape that I became fascinated with. It was always there. In regard to the 
theme of home health care, I used to be a nurse. A lot of my writing takes 
place in hospitals and nursing homes. 
 
What was the hardest part of writing "The Grass Cutter"?  

I suppose maintaining the fast pace. It got to the point where I just had 
to stop and call it a day, otherwise it would have been too long. That was 
the temptation, to keep going. It could have stretched to novel length but 
at the time I was exclusively writing short fiction. 
 
Which part of "The Grass Cutter" was conceived of first?  

The character of Jimmy came first, Jimmy who mows him some grass. 
 
What's your favorite sentence in this work? Why?  

I have a few, most dealing with the physical such as “A thick wad of 
Ensure-streaked hock clung to his teeth and sprung back onto his chin.” 
My favorite line, though, is probably “A load of laundry spinning in the 



washroom behind the kitchen shook the floor and rattled pennies in the 
ashtray.” It captures the mundane with concrete imagery, which is so im-
portant. 
 
Our editors worked with you on this story to cut down on some of the 
storylines; we worried that the original draft was too ambitious for its 
own good. Could you share with the readers what was cut? 

At some point I was trying to stretch back Jimmy’s life to ancestors in 
the 1600s. I cut those parts. 
 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

I exclusively write fiction. I just finished a six-book series based on my 
experiences as a nurse in Ethiopia. When I was younger, I wrote fiction, 
bad fiction, and then lapsed into poetry for about twenty years. One day, I 
woke up and said it was time to write fiction again. 
 
What other mediums have influenced your work? How?  

Well, sad to say, I think reality TV reinforces some of my tendencies 
toward the grotesque. I’m a sucker for “Hoarders” and “My Strange Ad-
diction.” 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

Well, I primarily write outside sitting in a plastic chair while smoking 
cigars. It’s a habit I can’t break. I wrote my first novel in a chair that was 
broken. I had to push it against a deck post to keep from falling out. 
 
Tell us about your revision process regarding this work.  

I always read and reread my stories making changes here and there, add-
ing, subtracting. I had fine help with the editing on this piece from the ed-
itors at Driftwood. 
 
A story like this one succeeds in so far as the reader keeps up with 
the various threads you so seamlessly weave together. Were you ever 
concerned that you might lose or disorient readers by jumping (in 
time and perspective) so often and so quickly in the narrative? 

Yes, that is a concern. I think the concrete details keep the reader on 
the ground. 
  
Time is obviously a big theme here. Can you speak towards that? 
What is it that you were trying to capture about the nature of linear 



 

time? 
I usually write out of sync. It seems that I write a scene and then go 

backwards most of the time. Sometimes I’ll then rearrange pieces to flow 
chronologically, but not with “The Grasscutter.” Time is a mysterious 
thing. I have a theory that all time is simultaneous, that everything that has 
ever happened has happened all at once. 
 
This piece went through some pretty significant revisions before see-
ing publication. What was removed and why? How does the piece, 
as published, benefit from these exclusions? What struggles or diffi-
culties did you face in revision with our editors? 

Revisions are golden. Having outside readers is invaluable, and I appre-
ciate the help I received from Driftwood. I suppose the biggest challenge was 
with sensationalism versus the cold hard truth. I realize that readers can get 
turned off if a delicate subject is handled quickly, so I had to balance my 
approach. My stories can get pretty bawdy and need some reining in on 
occasion. 
  
One editor remarked that your work felt "Southern." Without hear-
ing their logic behind the label, would you agree or disagree? What 
makes, or doesn't make, one a "Southern" writer? 

Oh, that’s tricky. I suppose there is a dialect in the manner that word 
choices are arranged here. I take a lot of that sound from my grandparents, 
who somewhat raised me. They were from a small town in rural Alabama, 
and I’ve spent many years in that area, listening to people tell stories, espe-
cially my grandfather, who is deceased. I sometimes refer to my stories as 
Southern suburban malaise. 
  
Religion (or, one might say, "spirituality") makes several subtle but 
haunting appearances in the story. Is this a theme in all your writ-
ings? 

I would have to say so. I was raised Sothern Baptist, hardcore, and was 
only freed after spending six months in Ethiopia during the famine back in 
1986. That shook the nonsense from me but left a huge hole in my life, 
which I have been filling ever since. It’s a kind of haunting as you say. 
 
How does the old cliche "Write what you know" relate to you, as a 
writer, and "The Grasscutter" as a story? Were there autobiograph-
ical elements here, or was it more of an exercise in fantasy? 

Yes. My experiences as a nurse play heavily here with the caretaking of 



Jimmy by Nan. For about six months a few years back, I dropped out of 
the mainstream to live with an old man who had had a stroke. I did every-
thing for him and even got him to where he could walk again with a walker. 
That’s a story I tackle in my first novel, The Ground Catches Everything. 
  
"The Grasscutter" is one of those pieces which seemingly begs to be 
reread. The prose always manages to surprise and there's enough nu-
ance in terms of the story and theme to discover new elements each 
time you revisit it. Talk to us a little about the micro and macro de-
cisions that go into making such a complex, layered story? What are 
some other works that you love to go back to? 

I think my most layered stories are written in bursts over a few sittings. 
I do like imagery and grounding the reader with concrete details, which 
readers love to see. I think the fast pace of the story pulls you through. It’s 
good to hear you say that rereading is warranted. 
 
What authors or works provided a framework for what you attempt in 
"The Grasscutter"? Which authors were most influential to “The 
Grass Cutter”? 

Oh, without a doubt Flannery O’Conner. Her grasp of physical detail 
and the grotesque are admirable.  

Oddly enough, Borges is another big influence. He is a sophisticated 
writer and pressures me to remain true to my characters. Even Flaubert has 
some nods in the story, especially in regard to the character of Hippolyte. 
Within poetry, I would point to the absurd and hilarious pieces of Russell 
Edson. 
 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

I have about thirty stories published. You can find links on my website 
(russellhelms.com). 
 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

I’m always looking for new venues and Driftwood seemed like a solid bet. 
They really care about craftmanship. 
 
Is there anything else you'd like to tell us about this work in particu-
lar? 

Well, there’s a lot of Jimmys and Nans out there battling the everyday 
drudgery of just making it through the day. This is for them.  



 

 

 
 

There: A dead bug under the lime tree. 
At first, he thought: (just a curled leaf) but then he saw the shine of its 

beetle-black wings and the prickle of stiff legs, clasped. Still round eyes, dim 
and milky. 

When he turned it over (careful-careful) with a twig—there, the soft/hard 
greenblue shell—his stomach clenched. Toes in the dirt, he looked through 
waxy leaves at the scorched blue sky (the beetle fell from it, right out of the sky, 
buzzing and then dead, just like that). 

The roots of the lime tree curled and plunged into the dirt, whorls of 
smooth bark and tendrils reaching deep, leaving the ground honeycombed, 
spongey pockets of earth and wood.  

He slid the beetle, gentle, onto a fresh leaf; gentle, laid it down between 
two roots, covered it with dirt, patted the mound down. He placed a 
smooth grey stone on top, and a flower, and sat back.  

It looked just like a real grave (great grandma’s coldstill face, in a silk-
satin wooden box, everyone crying, hugging; heavy tombstone and dark 
dirt, bright flowers). 

He sat, he stopped: let out your breath. 
 
He started with the windowsills, ran his small hands along the dusty 

grooves, picked out pieces of legs and soft dried bodies. Fragments fragile 
in his palm, reflective rainbow wings and eyes, thread-thin sprinklings of 
legs complete with miniature bristling hairs.  

He separated the bits into piles on a sheet of clean paper, each pile mak-
ing up about one dead creature, short a wing or eye, or perhaps too many 
legs.  

He dug into the dirt, making quiet beds lined with leaves in the shade 
of the lime tree. 
 tried to keep the bugs from blowing away,  
 measured out the dust and legs into their graves,  
 mounded the dirt above their dry, fragile corpses. A stone,  
 a flower, a song. Ashes to ashes. 



The small hills of dirt with their smooth pebbles soothed him. 
 

He’d checked the windowsills and found them clean, looked beneath 
the sink and found no shriveled spiders. He’d nearly given up when he saw 
movement on the driveway. 

He slipped out the front door. Hunched over, he listened to the hum of 
the bumblebee swerving over the pavement, a waltzing limp, a corkscrew 
walk:  

It didn’t seem to be able to fly. 
He brought it inside in a jar, watched it circle the bottom, limp, limp, 

each lap a little slower.  
He closed his eyes, kept them closed, waited until the low hum stopped. 

Rest. 
 

Another hill, another stone.  



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Careful, Careful"?  
June and July 2016, approximately. 

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

I always have difficulty with titles, so I usually give fake ones until I 
absolutely have to pick a real title. I still refer to this piece as “Bug Grave.” 
 
What inspired "Careful, Careful"? Are any of its themes inspired by 
your own life?  

I was torn about whether to explain this, but here's my confession: I 
actually did make a bug graveyard as a child, during after school care. I 
must’ve been in second, maybe third grade. I was obsessed with death, and 
I think it was an attempt to be less afraid. However, I got so invested in the 
concept that I killed a fly to add to the grave when I couldn't find any more 
dead bugs, then promptly panicked, covered up the graveyard with dirt, and 
cried for about a week. I remembered the incident recently and thought, 
god, I've got to do something with this, what a morbid thing to do. 
 
What's your favorite sentence in this work? Why?  

“Hunched over, he listened to the hum of the bumble bee swerving 
over the pavement, a waltzing limp, a corkscrew walk: It didn't seem to be 
able to fly.” 

The rhythm feels like a waltz—one two three, one two three—and I 
managed to get the structure exactly how I wanted it, on the first try. That 
doesn't happen too often. 
 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that did 
not make it in?  

Originally I was going to have the boy actively kill a bug, but decided it 



was too dramatic and pulled back a bit. 
 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

I take a very, very long time to write anything. I'm obsessed with sen-
tences, so I'll spend ages on one sentence, and sometimes I'm unable to 
keep writing until that sentence is at least close to how I want it to be. 
 
There’s a ton of attention paid to word choice in this short work. 
About how long did this take to write? How much of the word choice 
came through revision?  

As I mentioned, I pay close attention to syntax and word choice as I 
write, so by the time I completed the first draft, a lot of the work was already 
done. Then, once I made larger order edits, I went back over every phrase, 
tried out different words, rearranged a few things, and checked for tonal 
inconsistency. The last thing I did—I always do this—was read it out loud, 
to sound out the rhythms and weed out any glitches or hiccups.  
 
There’s a poetic structure found here— an attention to line breaks, 
spacing, and a sort of stanza-like structure. Do you have experience 
writing poetry? What does poetic structure add to prose?  

I love poetry, and tend to write a lot of poetic prose and prose poetry. 
Playing around with genre allows you to loosen up, focus on sound, and 
emphasize something we often forget: text is visual. When we arrange 
words on the page, we make something that is physical as well as intellec-
tual, and there's an opportunity to play with that in poetry that is underused 
in more classic prose styles. I blame the invention of the printing press for 
our disconnect from the visual aspect of writing; look at an illustrated man-
uscript and you’ll know that text is art. Mass production absorbs that, some-
how. 
 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Careful, Careful"? 

Long time favorites: Ray Bradbury, Robertson Davies, Iris Murdoch, 
Edgar Allan Poe, Arundhati Roy. More recent acquaintances: Karen Rus-
sell, Lorrie Moore, Donna Tartt, Maggie Nelson, Richard Chiem. I'd say 
they all influenced “Careful, Careful.” I love carefully structured sentences, 
poetic language, and stories that are compassionate, hopeful, and just a little 
bit disturbing. 
 



 

 

 
 

Me and my sister go to Grandma’s house every Sunday. Grandma 
watches Judge Judy with the volume on high because she can’t hear well and 
we go outside and have acorn fights. The front yard is small and there is a 
big tree with strong climbing branches near the sidewalk. The one rule is 
we are not allowed to leave the front yard. We gather acorns and make three 
separate piles. One for me. One for my sister. One for Mario. My sister says 
we can’t tell Grandma about our fights because she won’t like it. Grandma 
will say someone could poke an eye out throwing acorns. While Grandma 
watches Judge Judy in the house we wait for Mario to walk over. We see 
Mario walk past Grandma’s house all the time, but sometimes on Sundays 
he stops to play. The fight starts as soon as he gets here. Mario always wins 
our acorn fights. The sidewalk is his home base and the tree is ours and the 
rest of the yard is open battleground. We only get our one pile of acorns to 
throw. My sister is fast and she can run and I am small and I can hide but 
we are not allowed to leave the front yard. Mario is faster and he always 
catches my sister and he is bigger and he always finds me. Mario never 
misses when he throws his acorns. I always miss. Sometimes me and my 
sister climb the tree in the front yard and Mario will stand on the sidewalk 
as we pelt acorns from above and try to hit his shiny head down below. 
Mario has a shield he made from a trash can lid that he brings with him 
every Sunday. He always wins because his shield blocks our acorns and his 
home base is the sidewalk and we are not allowed to leave the front yard. 
When the acorns hit the shield they make a clang, clang noise.  

Today Mario wins and the game is over so fast, me and my sister decide 
to tell him the fight is not fair and square, not with the shield. Mario tells 
me and my sister he will make us a shield from the garbage can lids he has 
at his house if we come over. They will be big and metal and make the 
clang, clang noise just like his shield. Mario says he owns the house just 
down the street and he has lots of garbage cans all to himself and he is 
willing to share. My sister says Mario is faster than she is and she needs a 
shield. He always finds my hiding spots and I want a shield too, but we are 



not allowed to leave the front yard. My sister says Grandma is watching 
Judge Judy and she can’t hear well and she won’t notice us leave. Mario says 
it will be ten minutes, tops, he lives just down the street. Me and my sister 
have never won an acorn fight but we are not allowed to leave the front 
yard. It’s the one rule and we promised. Don’t you want a fair fight, my 
sister asks, don’t you want a shield for protection? My sister says I have a 
good chance of winning with a shield because I am so small and can hide 
and the shield will cover me in my hiding spots even if Mario finds me. I 
want to win an acorn fight fair and square. My sister says we will be back 
before Grandma notices. It will be like we never left the front yard. Mario 
says it’ll be quick, ten minutes, tops. 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Acorn Fights"? 
I wrote the first draft of “Acorn Fights” a little over a year ago. This 

story was a response to a prompt assigned in a graduate writing workshop. 
I was asked to write a first person narrative by an individual charged with 
an important job, who isn’t aware of what the consequences are for failure. 
I thought it would be interesting to approach the assignment from a child’s 
perspective, where the narrator is not only unaware of the consequences of 
his actions, but unaware of his job; to follow Grandma’s rules. When the 
idea came to me, it was a light bulb moment, and the story came pouring 
out in one sitting. 
  
What was the hardest part of writing "Acorn Fights"? 

The hardest part, by far, was finding that sweet spot where the tone and 
prose balanced between subtle and sinister. Earlier versions of this piece 
were much more discreet, making it difficult for readers to pick up on the 
creepy factor at play here. However, a mentor of mine once told me that 
you can’t be subtle if there is nothing to be subtle about, and I knew I 
needed to plant a concrete seed—some sort of indication of Mario’s age in 
this story without drawing too much attention to it.  
  
Tell us about your revision process regarding this work. 

 Having readers made the process easier. My professor and classmates 
in that writing workshop provided great feedback for my initial draft, and 
the editors at Driftwood Press helped me bring it to the finish line. 
   
A common complaint of short fiction is that "nothing happens." In 
"Acorn Fights" quite a bit happens in a single page— both psycho-
logically and in actuality. What do you think the secret is to creating 
the sense that something happened in so little space? 

Because I was telling this story in a confined space, I really had to hone 



in on the sentence level and focus my attention on word choice and place-
ment. I hoped that in doing so and getting it right, the other elements of 
the story would come together. 

 I think it comes down to knowing when and what information to reveal 
to your readers—you have to trust them. 
  
 Endings are tough to nail. Too much ambiguity and your reader 
feels cheated. Too much closure and your reader can feel insulted. 
"Acorn Fights" seems pitch-perfect in this regard. How did you 
know that was the place to stop? Was it instinctive?  

 I agree, writing a satisfying ending can be tough. However, with “Acorn 
Fights,” it was definitely instinctive. When I was writing that sentence, I 
realized Mario had to have the last word, and knew it was finished. That 
last line hasn’t changed since I wrote this story last year. 
   
Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Acorn Fights"? 

 “Acorn Fights” was inspired by a Donald Barthelme story entitled 
“Game,” but some of my favorite authors include Dan Chaon, Joy Wil-
liams, Flannery O’Connor, and Ernest Hemingway.   
  
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before? 

 More of my work can be found in Story/Houston, and I’m currently 
working on a linked story collection. I’d say to keep your eyes peeled. 
  
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

 When I first happened upon Driftwood, the mission statement is what 
caught my eye, but I’ve grown to love the interviews published along with 
each piece. It gives insight into what went into that final product on the 
page, and I always enjoy reading about the writing process. 



 

 

 

They ask him if he wants to press the button and he hesitates, wishing 
that they hadn’t mentioned the possibility because, now that they have, he 
feels the obligation. Because now he has no choice but to accept the duty, 
as the only family present, as the eldest, as the son, of lighting the cremation 
fire.  

Before they closed the door and locked it, before they lifted her from 
the wheeled metal cart and put her in, stumbling with her once—concern-
ing because she is so small and light and dead—but not dropping her, she 
was lying quiet in a cardboard box, arms folded over her chest in imitation 
peace, still in her hospital gown. The mouth was closed and pushed into an 
almost smile she had never made in her living life, a strange new tensing of 
muscles that would be, forever in his mind, her last expression. It was, he 
thought, not quite a smirk and not quite a grimace. It was not quite anything 
really, having been made with no feeling, no person behind it. It inhabited 
a strange space between expressions: eternally liminal, forever unreadable. 
Which is, he thinks, possibly fitting, possibly exactly what his mother was. 
Maybe. 

* 
“I don’t want to feel forgotten when you don’t call on Sundays,” she 

said the day he left for college when he promised to call home once a week, 
promised because he didn’t want her to worry and because he worried she’d 
be lonely without him, with only his taciturn father and eight-year-old sister 
to talk to. But she told him, “Letters are better. When you forget to write, 
I can pretend they got lost in the mail.” 

So, instead of a weekly phone call, he wrote a weekly letter, telling her 
about his classes, giving comic caricatures of his professors, describing his 
girlfriends, describing his boyfriends. Every Sunday night of his first semes-
ter saw him at his desk scribbling out multiple pages. His roommate was 
convinced he had a girlfriend back home. “Man, that’s dedication,” he’d say 
watching from his bed with a half-ignored textbook propped between his 
knees, “That’s like true love or something.” And Erik would shrug and say, 



“Guess so,” too embarrassed to reveal the letter’s true recipient.  
He said more to his mom in those letters than he’d ever said to her in 

person, more than he said to almost anyone. He told himself it was because 
he wanted her to feel included in his life, because he didn’t want her think-
ing that, so far away, she was useless to him. But he wonders, now, if maybe 
some unhealthy need for self-revelation wasn’t guiding his pen. Or maybe 
he wanted her to write back with the kind of sympathetic advice that only 
a parent can give.  

But her letters felt more peer-like than motherly. She even signed them 
“Helen” instead of “Mom,” as if, now that he was grown, he got her real 
name instead. By winter, he found himself forgetting more and more often 
to write (his roommate assumed it was because of the girl from upstairs he 
was dating). By spring, he hardly sent letters at all. But Helen kept sending 
hers, every week through all four years of his BA in History, all two years 
of his MA in American Studies. It was only when he started his PhD in 
Classics that her letters became less frequent. 

He has her last letter in his pocket now. He’s read it so many times over 
the last day that he can almost recite it by memory. She describes the book 
of local history she was writing, about how impossible it felt to capture 
people who lived so long ago: 

 
There’s a reason we call them historical figures instead of his-

torical people. They aren’t people. They’re outlines. Collections of 
facts. Series of dates. They’re old photographs. Journal entries and 
letters if you’re lucky. They’re just the refuse of a life. We historians 
have to try to make a story of it. But there isn’t one, not really. A 
story and a life are such completely different things. So all I’m do-
ing, really, as I try to write this book, is lying. Informed lies. Intel-
ligent lies. Supportable-by-evidence lies. But still lying.  

 
He never got a chance to write her back. He meant to. He really had. 
The night before the cremation, he tried, too late, to write to her. He 

thought maybe he could put the letter with her body, let it burn with her. 
An ineffective gesture, maybe meaningful, maybe meaningless. But a ges-
ture at least. The paper is still sitting on his desk, completely blank.  

* 
He tries not to, but he can’t quite help, as he stares at the silver circle 

on the side of the big metal box, wondering if he should have sent her with 
more: with old Christmas cards to remember her family by, a favorite book 



 

to keep her company in the dark, a coin to pay her passage to the under-
world. But she can’t need those now, not really, because she isn’t here. He 
reminds himself that he is not incinerating his mother, that it is only a body, 
a collection of failed cells. What he feels now, this Hamlet desire to jump 
inside with her, to open the door and take her out and carry her home to 
nurse her back to life, is nothing but a phantom gravity. A confused animal 
instinct.  

He expected the body not to look like her. He expected it to be an it, a 
not-person, nothing to do with her at all. And he’d been right. It wasn’t her. 
It was a body, unanimated, abandoned, wearing the wrong expression. But 
he was also wrong. It also was her, wrong expression and folded arms and 
all. Those were her hands, her nose, her chin. This was his mother, the body 
of his mother.  

He tried, when they gave him his few minutes alone with it, not to let 
himself think that this was the last time he would see it, this body, this face. 
He resisted the urge to call her mommy and stroke her forehead and beg 
her to come back to him. But he let himself look at her, study her, try to 
remember every inch, every wrinkle, every angle and curve. 

* 
He remembers how her hands changed over time, how, when he was 

young, when she would have been the age he is now, younger even, her 
hands seemed so strong and so capable. “Jar-opening hands,” she called 
them, flexing her long fingers. Those hands could help his dad carry the 
giant window air conditioner across the yard from the garage every summer, 
never slipping, never dropping their side, and they could also wield a pen 
with a grace and precision Erik always envied. He remembers how those 
hands would turn the pages of books, would handle old documents with a 
stern kind of care.  

“These are windows,” she’d say, “to the past. But you have to learn how 
to find your way inside them.” 

She showed him how to read old church registries, how to find people 
in old census records. He watched her run her hands over them as if she 
had an extra pair of eyes in her fingertips, as if she could see into the past 
to touch the long dead with them. 

“This is what connects us,” she’d tell him, “what makes us a part of 
history. Birth, marriage, death. This cycle. These records we keep of it.”  

* 
He can’t help but feel disappointed by the eerie mundanity of the cre-

mation room: all concrete and metal set, pantry-like, off the back of a small 
waiting room filled with pink couches and tissue boxes. He wishes his 



mother could be buried in that old pioneer cemetery she loved or wishes, 
at least, that her body could be burned in a less utilitarian way. He briefly 
imagines himself in an open field making his mother a pyre to rival Achil-
les’. He finds it strange to think that his mother’s remains are undergoing 
an updated version of the same procedure that ancient Greek warriors ex-
perienced: their dead incinerated on the battlefield, bodies turned to flame 
and smoke so the ashes could be sent back home. He wishes she’d left some 
instructions about what she’d wanted, finds it strange that even his dad 
didn’t know. Really, he finds it all strange, as if the whole world has been lit 
differently, as if he’s experiencing a season he never quite knew existed be-
fore, something between the slant-light of autumn and the grey light of 
winter, between the end of the evening and the fall of the night. 

* 
When, a month before leaving for college, he sat his parents down, just 

as he’d seen characters do on TV shows, to tell them what he guessed they 
already knew, though he’d never named it for them, never said it out loud 
in their presence, he was relieved when his mom said, “Well, no one is ever 
entirely straight, are they? No one interesting anyway.”  

At the time, it was his dad that he worried about, his father who shifted 
on the couch uncomfortably and said, “Well, ok then, son,” and patted him 
on the shoulder before heading to work, his father who didn’t quite look at 
him, who looked, instead, beside him or past him, for the rest of that week. 
But he was not concerned about Helen who began bragging to her more 
conservative church friends about her donations to LGBTQ organizations, 
who seemed happy to hear stories of all his college dating, who pasted a 
rainbow “Bi-Pride” bumper sticker on the back of her car.  

But when, that last Christmas, he told her he was moving in with his 
boyfriend, he watched the corners of her mouth tighten and fold them-
selves downward. He watched her mouth lose its words and her eyes look-
ing down to conceal what was in them. And he saw, or thought he saw, 
very suddenly, that despite what she’d said all those years, she’d always be-
lieved that her son would end up with a woman, a woman who would bring 
him back home to her.  

That Christmas, her hands seemed smaller, as if they had paled some-
how, shrinking into themselves. 

* 
His father is not here, having spent the night before trapped in a hospital 

room with her body, not wanting to leave it before they found the keys to 
the closet that held the body bag to put her in to take her downstairs to the 
morgue. Now his father, understandably, unforgivably, doesn’t want to see 



 

anymore. His sister is not here, too young, their father says, at fifteen, to 
see the body of her mother. But Erik is here—because someone had to be, 
didn’t they?—standing in the back room of the crematorium where they 
keep the furnaces, two of them. He wonders if sometimes they burn two 
bodies at once, if there is some connection in that, two people cremated in 
the same room, side by side. Maybe it’s less lonely that way. Maybe more. 
The cremation will take hours. He can stay, they tell him, for the first fifteen 
minutes if he likes but then he has to leave her body to turn to ashes on its 
own. There is no one else scheduled for cremation today. He asked. 

* 
There was, at first, only the silence on the phone line when he told his 

mother he was doing his PhD in Classics instead of American History, that 
he was choosing dead language and dusty mythologies over the solidity of 
Manifest Destiny. He hadn’t expected the sense of betrayal, the acute Judas 
feeling that came over him when his mother said, simply, “Oh,” when in 
that single rounded syllable he could hear the dawning disappointment. Her 
short, clipped, “Well then,” sounded like a throwing up of hands. It was the 
sound, he believed at the time, though now he has begun to wonder, of his 
mother realizing that her son would never be a local historian, would never 
continue her work, would, instead, devote his life to a study she found friv-
olous, unrelated to the life and place she knew. It was the sound of her 
seeing, finally, that they were not, possibly never had been, the same. There 
was something foreign in him, something that did not come from her. 

After that phone call, she no longer wrote him every week. Her letters 
came only on special occasions. And so he didn’t know, in that last year, 
that she’d started going to Bible study groups on almost every weeknight 
or that her book on local history was ballooning to over 1000 pages or that 
she’d lost her job teaching at the Bible College for reasons not even his 
father seemed entirely sure of. 

The very last birthday letter she sent him was different than any letters 
she had sent him before. It felt like a code, a half-glimpse, an almost-reve-
lation. 

 
It’s a relief to have been married so long that you don’t feel the 

overwhelming need to be faithful to a singular version of yourself, 
to the one he fell in love with, to the one you feel you promised him 
when you took your vows. Just wait, Erik, you’ll see. People always 
expect you to be one thing or another and they think that that one 
thing makes the other impossible. I wish I’d understood that better 
when I was younger. It’s terrifying, really, to think how unstable 



we are. How unpredictable. Even to ourselves. 
 

He wondered, when he first read it, if she was trying to say something 
more to him. He wondered what response she expected him to be able to 
give her. He wrote her a brief letter about the weather, about how change-
able it had been that spring. 

* 
In the crematorium, his mother’s hands were curled inwards as if they 

held a secret in their palms. But, alone with her, what surprised him more 
than anything else was the way he kept seeing her move. From the corner 
of an eye, he’d think that he saw her chest rise in a breath, her head tilt, her 
hands shift to a more comfortable position. At one point, he could have 
sworn that she’d fluttered an eyelid. He half expected her to sit up and start 
speaking. He only half hoped that she would. 

Now he stands at that button, a little circle of silver on the side of the 
machine. There’s a temperature gauge and more buttons for settings, like a 
kitchen appliance, some kind of giant washing machine. And they are asking 
him, “Would you like to start it,” and he is knowing that he must and wor-
ried that he can’t, that his index finger will rebel at the last moment, turn 
contrary, and, disbelieving, refuse to accept that his mother is dead that, 
instead, it will fill up that absence with something, anything, a story of mem-
ories put back into time, turned to cause and effect, narrated over and over, 
repeating until they make sense. 

* 
He remembers how, in second grade, she picked him up late almost 

every day, so late that all the other kids and even sometimes his teacher had 
gone home, how he’d wait with the secretary in the principal’s office, how 
she’d give him a picture book and he’d read it over and over until his mom 
finally arrived. 

One day—it was spring, he remembers—the school secretary gave him 
a book of Greek myths and he spent the afternoon reading stories about 
Athena and Persephone and Zeus and Demeter and Icarus. The picture of 
Athena looked just like his mother and he thought it was fitting that she 
was the goddess of knowledge and wisdom because his mom knew every-
thing. Any question he had, she could answer for him. When he asked her 
why the sky was blue she didn’t, like other parents, dismiss him with a sim-
ple “Because it is, dear.” She explained it to him scientifically, how it had to 
do with spectrums of light and the particles that reflected and absorbed it. 
When he asked her why grass was green she told him about chlorophyll 
absorbing sunlight. 



 

When she came to pick him up that day, she apologized to the secretary, 
just like she did every day, and picked up his backpack and led him from 
the school. He could see, as they walked, that his usually neat and fastidious 
mother was wearing two different colored socks: one grey and one green. 
He watched them peaking out where the hem of her jeans met her shoes.  

Inside, he hadn’t noticed how late it was getting, but outside the sky was 
just beginning to change its blue to purple. The horizon was just beginning 
to pink. His mom stopped as they walked through the playground. She had 
the strangest look in her eyes. 

“Let’s swing,” she said. 
He couldn’t even imagine his mother swinging. He didn’t think she 

knew how. He imagined that what she meant was “why don’t you swing 
and I’ll sit on the swing next to you and kind of drift a little” so he said 
“Ok.” 

But she didn’t just drift a little. He watched her take off as soon as they 
sat down, pumping her legs and craning her torso forward and back, letting 
the swing take her higher and higher, so high it scared him to look at the 
squeaking chains stretching out from the swing set. The top frame of the 
set looked solid, a long thick metal pole held so high it seemed like it was 
almost in line with the elementary school’s roof.  

“Come on Erik,” his mother shouted down, “You can go higher than 
that!” 

But he couldn’t. Because what if that solid-seeming bar broke and sent 
him flying, falling at speed. Or what if he swung so high he swung over it, 
the swing’s chain wrapping around that bar until he was trapped, pinned 
between metal and metal. Or what if he swung over and around and came 
to a world turned backwards, upside down and inside out and altered for-
ever? But his mother swung higher, so high he could look up and see her 
figure set against the purpling sky.  

He can’t not watch, he’s so afraid but so eager to see what happens if 
she goes too high, flipping into the upside down world. 
 



 

 

 
 

When did you write "Just a Moment"?  
Almost two years ago. It’s an excerpt from the novel I wrote for my 

MFA thesis.  
 

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

Titles are always tricky for me. They risk pinning the work down to one 
thing or pushing readers towards a single, initial interpretation. My titles 
always change multiple times before I settle on one, and I’m never entirely 
happy with them. 

 
What inspired "Just a Moment"? Are any of its themes inspired by 
your own life?  

This is probably one of the most personal stories I’ve written. It draws 
from my experience growing up in the Midwest. It deals with themes of 
bisexuality and ambiguity and expectation in ways that align with my own 
experience of sexuality and identity. It was also inspired by my own experi-
ence of grief. It’s not at all autobiographical, but it’s closer to my own life 
than I usually write. 

 
Which part of "Just a Moment" was conceived of first?  

The image of Erik in the crematorium. That scene that weaves through-
out the story is the first thing I wrote when I came back to the novel after 
my mom died. It was a novel I’d been working on for a while about a family 
after the unexpected death of their mother/wife. And then, in the middle 
of writing it, my own mother died unexpectedly and I didn’t think I’d be 
able to finish the book. It suddenly felt far too personal and impossibly 
hard. But my thesis advisor, the wonderful David Bosworth, encouraged 
me, very gently and kindly, to keep working on it. He talked about writing 
as a way to navigate grief. So I sat down to write and this moment of Erik 



 

standing in the crematorium happened. It wasn’t directly what I’d experi-
enced with my mom or my family—in fact it was very far from it—but it 
opened up a fictional space to write about the uncanny complexities of 
death and grief and the strangeness of continuing to live in a world that’s 
so fundamentally changed shape.  

 
Was there anything in your original conception of the story that did 
not make it in?  

Oh, definitely. It’s been through a lot of revisions. Most recently, work-
ing with editors at Driftwood Press, we took out a lot of extraneous material 
that makes more sense in the novel but not as much in a standalone piece.  

 
Do you primarily write fiction?  

Yes. I used to write more poetry, and poetry certainly influences my 
approach to writing fiction. I’ll still occasionally write a poem here and 
there, but fiction is where I feel most at home at this point. 

 
What other mediums have influenced your work? How?  

Visual art, particularly paintings and photographs, can often give me 
ideas for stories. Also music. The right music can help me get back into the 
flow of a piece, especially when I’m writing it over a long period of time.  

 
Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?  

It’s probably not unique to me but I tend to start with fragments: im-
ages, lines, bits of dialogue. I think of them as seeds. I keep going back to 
these fragments and tending them, and they grow and link up and start 
vining into a story. Of course, at some point, they’ve overgrown and I have 
to start pruning them back. 

 
Tell us about your revision process regarding this work.  

It started as a small, single page scene and kept expanding every time I 
went back over it. Then I read it at a reading and started paring it down for 
that. After the reading, I cut some more. I think reading a piece out loud to 
a room full of people is one of the best ways to really see what in the piece 
feels truly essential. 

 
Who are some of your favorite authors? Which authors influenced 
"Just a Moment"?  

Here’s the very, very partial list: Virginia Woolf, Toni Morrison, Ursula 
LeGuin, Salman Rushdie, Michael Cunningham, Aimee Bender, Karen 



Russell, Zadie Smith. In terms of direct influence and inspiration for this 
story, I’d say Michael Cunningham in the way that he writes the emotional 
lives of his characters into his prose style and Virginia Woolf’s way of ex-
tending moments and allowing a short span of time to hold more than itself. 

 
Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published 
before?  

Not a lot of places yet, but you can always find me editing the Sun Star 
Review at our website (sunstarlit.com). 

 
What drew you to Driftwood Press? 

Your reputation for working with authors on revisions as well as the 
passion that Driftwood Press has for writing craft and for continuing discus-
sions about writing itself. 

 
John Updike famously said that, while writing, he "aimed" his fiction 
toward a "vague spot a little to the east of Kansas." Other writers 
have admitted to having an "ideal" or "imagined" reader. What 
about you? Do you write with a specific person in mind? If not, where 
do you "aim" your fiction? 

I don’t really have anyone specific in mind for most of my fiction. I like 
the idea of having a vague geographical spot full of readers, but I think the 
place that I aim is even less solid than that. If I had to describe it, I’d say 
I’m aiming for a particular psychological leaning that can crop up in the 
most unexpected places. This is going to sound sentimental but Anne of 
Green Gables fans will get it: I’m aiming for kindred spirits. In a way, I write 
to find kindred spirits, people who read the story and recognize some aspect 
of themselves in it or some feeling that they’ve had that they couldn’t put 
into words. That’s also one of the main reasons I read. For me, reading and 
writing is all about individual internal worlds connecting. 
 
Texts-within-texts give a piece a unique sense of texture; they also 
provide a sense of depth and nuance. In "Just a Moment," I love your 
decision to incorporate Helen's actual letters, and not just summa-
tions of them. Can you speak towards that? What freedoms did this 
afford you, not only with regards to character but also with regards to 
theme? 

For me, the inclusion of Helen’s letters felt like an ethical question. The 
story is so much about Helen, but it’s Helen filtered through Erik’s memo-
ries and Erik’s perspective. It felt, in a way, wrong to have so much of Helen 



 

in this story without letting her speak for herself. So I needed a way to allow 
her to “speak” – just a little bit, not in a way that really settled any questions 
for Erik or the reader. And, in this story, letters are the realm of the dead 
so, of course, Helen has to speak through those. She becomes a part of the 
history she once studied, speaking through letters with her son (and, hope-
fully, readers) trying to make sense of her.  

 
All of our editors were huge fans of the ending. The entire swing set 
scene is, on the one hand, rife with symbolic opportunities, and yet, 
it's a truly wonderful moment even if a reader chooses to not explore 
those symbolic options. That said, how do you think most readers 
will interpret it— symbolically or literally? And, moreover, is that 
even a concern for you?  

The ending was one of the hardest parts of this story. I knew I needed 
an ending that felt like an ending but also one that didn’t really resolve an-
ything directly. For me, the death of someone you love feels, in a sense, like 
existing in a perpetual state of irresolution. I wanted that feeling to continue 
through the end of the story. The swing set scene was one of those beauti-
fully infuriating writing moments where what you need just won’t arrive 
until, finally, it does and then you just write it out in one big swoop. It’s the 
sort of writing that happens when your unconscious mind takes over. I have 
a lot of different ways that I interpret the scene, but I think that every 
reader’s mind will come to it differently, and I think that space for interpre-
tation is important. 

 
In the process of drafting, you talked to us a bit about your interest 
in restatement, rethinking, and qualifying. Could you talk to our 
readers a bit about the value in these— how they can deepen and 
expand a character's establishment and development? 

I’m a big fan of restatement, rethinking, and qualifying in prose (both at 
the sentence and narrative levels). I think that’s one of the great freedoms 
that prose affords us. That’s also, at least in my own experience, the way 
our minds tend to work. To my mind, very little in our world feels conclu-
sive and unambiguous and, in much of my work, that’s something I want 
reflected on the sentence level. In this piece, because it’s engaging with a 
character who’s grieving, that’s heightened. To me, grief is a kind of repet-
itive thinking. There’s a ruminative circularity to it. It’s a mind perpetually 
trying and failing to reach a conclusive place of resolution. 



 



 



 

 

 
 

How would you describe your aesthetic? 
Meticulous. Dark, yet fun. 

 
When did you create "Skull” and “Lady in Red”? 

They were all done during the last couple of years. Mostly just for fun 
and to expand my illustration portfolio. They are both experiments in dif-
ferent styles of drawing for me. 
 
What was the hardest part of crafting the piece? 

The hardest part of any illustration for me is always the middle. I start 
losing a little patience and sometimes doubt sets in. I’ve learned it’s always 
resolved by working through it. 
 
What is your creative process? 

Something pops in my head, then I decide what medium is best for the 
subject. I then sketch it out and finish it up on paper or the computer. I 
usually work in pen and ink or vector graphics. 
  
Where can our readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before?  

I’ve been published in a few small publications. Most of my work can 
be found on my website (www.cesarvaltierra.com). I also self-published a 
comic book (www.tonybalazo.com). 
  
What drew you to Driftwood Press?  

My wife really enjoys Driftwood Press, and when she saw that Driftwood 
Press was accepting artwork, she sent some of my pieces. I was shocked and 
surprised when I was accepted. 
  



 



 

 

 
 

How would you describe your aesthetic?  
My aesthetic is defined by bright, pastel colors to convey certain con-

cepts. I believe there is little use to anything unless it is used to move some-
one. The bright colors reflect my own, happy-go-lucky attitude toward life, 
and I try to use my work as a platform for which I speak. 
 
Did you have a difficult time deciding on whether to add a title to 
your work?  

I never have a difficult time deciding whether to add a title to my work. 
I almost always do. Titles help build a piece up and complete it, and quite 
often they are one of the most interesting parts of an artwork. 

 
When did you create "Affection"?  

I created "Affection" in the summer of 2015. 
 
What inspired "Affection”?  

When I created "Affection," I was getting through a particularly tough 
art-block. Nothing I created was working, and all that was happening was 
frustration building and building inside of me. What should I draw? How 
should I draw it? Is there even a point to drawing anymore? All of these 
questions swarmed me, and so I did the only thing I could think of: I went 
back to the beginning, looked in a mirror, and drew myself with a black 
outline. It was the first thing I drew successfully for a while, and I was happy 
with it; I added my favorite color into the drawing— the peach-colored 
hair. Affection, love, positive emotion, is all that it takes to overtake some-
thing that's troubling you. A lot of times, you just have to take a deep breath, 
go back to the beginning, and try again. 
 
What was the hardest part of crafting the piece?  

The most difficult part about crafting this piece was my mentality at the 



 
time. As any artist can attest, while developing it's difficult to keep looking 
forward with hope. Crippling doubt is easy to succumb to. This piece was 
what broke the ice of that doubt, and I emerged at the end more confident 
in my skill, and more hopeful with my potential. 
 
Did you have any goal in making the image?  

Since I tend to think of art as a process, not a product, there was little 
goal-making when planning this particular piece. A lot of my favorite works 
happen by accident, and "Affection" happens to be one of them. When 
creating it, I had no planning. I sat down and poured myself out. 
 
What is your creative process?  

When I create art, I like to have dim lighting and play music. A lot of 
times I sing and draw at the same time!  
 
Who are some of your favorite artists? Do you have any recommen-
dations for others who enjoyed your work?  

Among my favorite artists are Yanjun Cheng and Elicia Donze. 
 

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

I have not been published before! If anyone would like to see more of 
my work, I have an art blog on Tumblr (@carmiel) and also an art Insta-
gram (@carmiel_art).  



 



 

 

 
 

How would you describe your aesthetic?  
My work has been and continues to be a meticulous experiment in a 

monochromatic palette. My work and process is about the contradiction in 
human behavior and our way of thinking. We are programmed to think 
within societal limits while our mind contains the frivolous free-thinking 
spirituality that makes us who we are. The work is based on improvisation, 
which seems planned and orchestrated visually. Each stroke, mark, and 
form on every piece created are contradictions behind the bipolar qualities 
we all have hidden within us.  
 
When did you create "Halfway to the Moon & Back"?  

It was the first piece I created at a residency program I took in Vermont 
in October 2015. 
 
What inspired "Halfway to the Moon & Back"?  

The night before I started the piece, my newfound artist friends and I 
were sitting outside and waiting for the lunar eclipse that was to take place 
that night. I was inspired by the subject matter and how we all reach for the 
moon, only to come back and start and aspire all over again.  
 
What is your creative process? 

My work is process-based experimentation. I work on different types 
and sizes of paper playing with ink and its physical reaction with other elix-
irs. Sometimes the experimentation is with lines and mark-making and see-
ing where it will take me. I usually start off with a reason, title, or a notion, 
and let that be my guidance for each piece I work on until I know it is 
complete. The mediums are monochromatic because I feel the absence of 
colors convey the emotions and radical personal conflicts that define us. I 
enjoy the different delicate strokes and marks that appear when inks are put 
in contact with liquids on paper.  



Who are some of your favorite artists? Do you have any recommen-
dations for others who enjoyed your work?  

My favorite artist of all time is Caravaggio. Even though my work has 
not been inspired by him, I look to him as an artist with immense gratifica-
tion. There are several artists whose work inspires me. A few of them in-
clude contemporary artists such as: Jamil Naqsh, Wakas Khan, D'souza, 
and, of course, Pollack. Those who like my style may want to look at the 
works of Roland Flexner and Anne Tarantino.  
 
Where can our readers find more of your work? Have you been pub-
lished before? 

I have not been published before so am quite honored to be published 
at Driftwood Press for the first time. More of my work can be found on my 
website (www.amenabandukwala.com). 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 


