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Empath’s daughter

Danielle Pappo

| read that the sociopath has an obsessiortheittnouth; he will watch
yours closely as you spgake mpt i ng your next wo
lips or chew the inside of his mouth. | knew a boyaiviays stared at my
mouth as | spoke. | thought thatdid so because he wanted to kiss it. |
coudnot under stand how a woman coul
going back. You do not see fiuzzled him because | was keen on emotion
but was full of it, too. We were walking down stairs toatbeament ahe

Arts building and he asked me if | trusted. h turned to himyes of
course | trusyoui or | would not have asked him to come sit by me while

I made monotype prints. The concepttfarse prints was a man and a
woman. | painted the couple standing close together but eachrpaimts

a differebbackground: sometimes dots, water, imprinted blossoms, black,
blacker, plainefhere was no end, but a series of differences. Because tha
was how | saw a man and a wonvdhen | told him | trusted him,
hestarted crying right there on the stairs. kégl lio be hysterical, ahd

liked watching him.



Interview

Danielle Pappo

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

This poem comes from a very strange and manipulative rarpatic
rience | had with someone. I cou
anything | experienced was even real. All of it was buried in (his) perfor-
mance, which | apparently ate up. So, | understood emotional manipula:
tion, but my question was alwaysv ban you go back? How does a person
will themselves to return to such a person? Because, | did go back, and
would have kept going back. And r
when you are in it. And you feel good, and wanted. And therhéganl
thinking of my mother and her relationships. How the Empath (which she
certainly is) could be passed down through generations from parent tc
child, mother to daughter, and any which way.

Was there anything in your original coception of the poem tfat did
not make it in?

Actually, this poem is in flux between being part of a largetppasen
narrative (its original conception) and being a-atand piece. | plucked
it from the larger narrative and revised it a bit, because it seemed to hols
up onits own. The larger narrative is made up of a string of anecdotes tha
moves between past and present about my own experiences with relatior
ships told against my mdtaidehe @as e X
allels there, or the inevitable passing dowine next generation. | have
lots of little poenprose paragraphs littered throughout about other boys.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?

Yes. Over the past two years or
ti onal 6e xppoeermi mieont i ng wi th whatdé I
Typically, | locate the piece in a scene, a single moment, or an action. | writ
a lot about relationships, bogedpeople(food always tends to creep in
there tog.
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Is there anything unique abod your personal writing process?

I dondt think there is anything
rather slow throughout the whol e
one of those owrites when inspire

Who are some of youfavorite authors?

I love William Carlos Williams, Dorothea Lasky, Mary Ruefle, and Rob-
ert Creeley to name a few poets. | am literally in love with Sherman Alexie
as a human being (and an author, but, romanticg)lly &éirstalso currently
on book thre®f the Elana Ferrante series. Her writing is super cinematic
and inspirational.

How long have you been writing poetry?

| 8ve been writing poetry since
formal poem | ever wrote was about a very general and. $ag tgiacher
made me give it a positive swing
me&il just thought thatds what a poc¢
my dad saw it, he was very worried about me.

How would you personally define poetry?

| @ vways aeken poetry as existingpiteof. Working within con-
straints and playing with everything there is to make meaning where ther
might be only one (meaning) or none at all.

Where can readers find more of your work? Have you been published
before?
| have been published Apeiron RevigwdDirty Chai Mag

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$

My writerd6s group, actually. I
Massachusetts; but we submit regularly and keep each other updated.
Driftwoolas been kind to us!



City Music

Jeanne Henry

Rhythm: | need

your heat says the

building to the

streetwalker. Feel
inadequacy rise.

Start there. Grow.

Il 6m talking to yo
inside myself. |
want to read your

expression inside

an email, bubok.

My | ips wondt part.
The city is inside

every blue cloud.

Just say perspective. Or,

it was an accident. Or,

what am | doing here?

| walked home alone.

To tell you the truth.

| wanted to feel fullness

without judgment. But

itds more expensive
than youvould

think: Paycheck to

paycheck. But

youbdre alive now.
Youdre burning

imprints into the

u
di dnodt

(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.
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Inheritance

Meghan Sterling

The pain is there, riberdt migrates,

A cage lit up with electric pulses,

A boatds belly that held them, sc
For the crossing, dividing fire from flame,

That set thendown on shore to scrabble sand

And settle. Tumult, New York, Florida,

The blinding glare. Gevalt, the sun so hot,

Corners worn to sharpness. Pai nods
Creates a frame, lights over an ocean

That led them here, home, to migrate smaller

Distanceso 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.



Interview

Meghan Sterling

When did you write the poem?

| do my writingn the wintefi the fourmonths that follow the holidays
are when | go inward and explore. There is something about those quiet
gray months that creates a tremendous gestational energy for creative wol
The rest of the year, | 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 familgws from Eastern
Europdi to America, and the emotional and physical pain that they car-
riedi pain | have inherited in the form of digespa@ that links me to
many of them. | was exploring my own physical pain as a way to be con
nected to their journey crossing the Atlantic, | suppose as a way to mak
sense of mgxperience.

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 afitteit those small changes made a huge
difference in the impact the poemkam It is a "loose” sonnethich
means that it has the fourtdere form and is governed by wilables,
but there is no strict metrical or rhyme scheme. @vtitmthat form came
quickly.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?

| think this poem is a good representation of the kind of work | have
been writing latelymy poems ted to be around fourtedines, and | don't
play around with spaciinggach poem is a small block, as though each one
is building upon the last.
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Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?
| write my first drafts in a fever, very quickly, and then the revision part
takes forever. | suppose that is similar to most poets.

Who are some of your favorite authors?

I love Edna St. Vincent MilaLouise Gluck, Emily Dickinson, Robert
Frost, Gerard Manley Hopkins, George Oppen, William Carlos 8Villiam
Sylvia Plath... Oh, so many pdetsmany to list them all.

How long have you been writing poetry?
| have ben writing poetry since | wsigteeryears old.

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

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

I have been published in numerous journals. You camyowebsite
(meghansterling.comm)see some of thelinked or printed. My chapbook,
How We Drjfhas just been published Blyie Lyra Presss part of their
Delphi Series. You can find it, Volume 3, on their weh#ijpe/blue-
lyrareview.com/blulyrapress).



From a Hollow

Lynn Otto

From a hollow, almost a hole,
the toadds ratcheted voice stops

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 mot he

cold.Someone had closed her eyes.
But her chest, under the covers, was still warm.

I candt get close or the toad wil
The sounds it malkiés

a tight throat?
Some resistance to the lungs?

We used to |isten for the Swainsc
its lifting liquid evensong.

This toad says only
Here



Interview

Lynn Otto

When did you write the poem?
| 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?

| was in a writing residency at the time, and | $albuldrite a poem
on the anniversary of my mothero
passing by the spot where | hadrd a toad or frog slowly croaking a few
weeks before. The sound had stayed with me. Such an obstructed sort ¢
sound.

Anyway, | gave myself the task of writing a poem that had both the toad
and my motherds deat h i nstogdtherahnd | i
see what kind of tension or energy comes out of the encounter. And the
toad turned out to have the voice | needed.

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

In the first draft, the toad was in algle, and my first readers insisted
it must have been a frog. But | needed it to be a toad, with i@dongd
and, well, its toadiness. So the puddle had to go.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?

Every now and then, toads agpi@ my poems, and | 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 istsimiéary
of my poems in that an observation in the natural world prompts a reflec-
tion on the human worl d. Al so, | &
particularly about ruptures in daugitether relationships.
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Is there anything unique about your pesonal writing process?
| am practicing. This is what | tell myself to shush the voice that says
that what | write today wond6t be

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

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

Links to poems publishedhline can be found on my webdyar{ot-
toinfo.wordpress.com

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$

| think | was drawn to the title. When | was young, | keipiadl piece
of driftwood among my treasures. | thought of its possible birthplace, its
roughandtumble traveling life, its resulting smoothness. | can remember
the exact feel of it.



Mountain Speak

Megan Nemise Hall

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 el seds

| buried myself years ago,

stepped into the stubbtevered swells

because here, the ground means more than
the space it takes up.

And it is here, | remain hidden.
The best of me pressed into the soll
until limbs become limb.



Interview

Megan Nemise Hall

When did you write the poem?
| 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-26 East toward
Asheville. The roads cut through the mountains at a height where you cal
see thevalley from far above the road. At this view, | began to consider
stereotypes of the regionds peopl
lead me to the discovery of the poem.

Was there anything in your original conception of the poem thatid
not makeit in?

Yes, | wanted the poem to be more about the speaker. It seemed by th
end that the focus had shifted toward the relationship between the speake
and the landscape.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?
| would say yes, todegree. Much of what | write explores the region
where | grew up and how the definition of the self is often rooted in place.

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?
| tend to write at either 7:00 AM or 7:00.PM

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$®

| first heard of the press during my time in the MFA program at The
University of Tampa. | apprecatie integrity of the magaziaed its
commitment to supporting the voices of the literary community.



What the Dead Remember

Jean A Kingsley

American jewelry, tube of lipstick:
Ravish Me Red

and some cigarettes, although they
are what killed me.

Daughter, do you remember | wore
a bright green sweater, pants,

and socld for luckii as | 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?

0That s Zuni, 6 to the
hunched wer the table,

0and thatds Navajo. 06 He

two small rings in the cup

of 0See the

his han
in design?

o Qo

techni

hel d

ci

an

di fference



Interview

Jean A Kingsley

When did you write the poem?

| wrote OWhat the Dead Remember
Traceri¢ABZ Press), was published in 20tdceriésa book about grief
and the grief process after a prolonged period of multiple and tragic occur
rences in my family. | have enough time and perspective under my belt nov
to actually allow the deceased to come back (and they do without warning
and speafor themselves, which is what | felt compelled to do after reading
some of Mar vin Be (inlwhish hé divesate déddaan 6
Voice.

What was the hardest part of writing the poem? What was the easiest?
The hardest part DRBdadt Revme mh eargo

course, remembering the numerous trips to the oncology doctor for radia-

tion treatments for my mother, but, oddly, the easiest part was allowing he

to speak from the grdvat felt organically natural. In the original version

of the pem, | wrote a different kind of introduction or way into the poem;

I tend to overwrite these introd:t

good sense to let them go even after writing for over tsirntyars, so |

am thankful for the comments angigestions from editors.

How do you personally define poetry

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

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

| have published nationally in a variety of print and online literary jour-
nals over the yeaend | have won a firbbok awardor Tracerieselected
by C.D. Wright.
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What drew you toDriftwood Pres®

What drew me t@riftwood Pressss t hei r honest ¢
who care about doing it right, ol
the editors who helped to refine my poem into the creation it wanted to
ultimately be.



WAIATARUA
Jen Lagedrost

waiatasong /rua two
two songs

wai:watef ataruatwo images
doublienaged water

/Il The smallest of gods pools

himself in foothills, says I/ 6 | |

take thid owlander, he collects

songs, // what sky drops, //shouts

back//ll 1t s MY right t ol
A tiny violin undresses. // Nods.



Interview

Jen Lagedrost

When did you write the poem?
| wrote"WAITARUA" in January of 2016 just after my thimee 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 fo
locations eross 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." | chose all place names that used the
prefix "wai," which means "water," in a furtheréstein 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 allogia poem to become what it willwhat it is
trying to be. | feahat the poet has to be the medium, has to show up to
transmute the poem and guide it i
to know wheretoletgoandletthepggh e yond t he poet &
or intentions. This is a bewildering experienaadavery time.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?

| was challenging myself to stick to some complex rules of form | had
set up for myself, and while my poems tend to be stahthan longer,
this poem and the sequence to Wwitibelongs are particularly and very
intentionally whittled down.

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?
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I think writing is highly controlled and intentiowailile art is a kind of
madness, so bringing the two together im@sw painful and exhila-
rating.

Who are some of your favorite authors?
| adore Wallace Stevens, Kevin Young, Elizabeth Bishop, Anne Carson
James Galvin, and Mark Strand, among others.

How long have you been writing poetry?

Al l my | i feeclt iMyn & iwasst a0 csoelrli es o
and metered poems for each color of the rainbow, chock full of every simile
or metaphor | could think of for each color, thiag¢lieve | wrote when |
was seven or eigite ar s o layd been v@éry eisuahukical, 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 foreaders 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 tc
try to give voice to those who érd that which jdargely yet unheard.

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

My work has appearedMidwestern Gothic, Flyway, Minerva Rising, T
Henniker Review, Stone Highway Reviewabdattecastholodyearers of
Distandeom Eastern Point House Preamong others.

What drew you toDriftwood Press?
Driftwodidls wor | dl'y breadth and inter
We need more journals like this.



The Bedside Book of Roadside Attractions

Glen Armstrong

Sweetorn does its strip tease.
The worl dds |l ongest

continuous breeze lifts
a gentlemanf6s 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.



Interview

Glen Armstrong

When did you write the poem?
Thispoem goes back at | east to 20
are quite a bit older.

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

| had at least one adventure driving from Detroit to L.A. as a younger
man. | have abifo a fascination with how
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 botlasy and difficult.

Was there anything in your original conception of the poem thatid
not makeit in?

The concept is intact. Other drafts of the poem attempted to invoke
wildlife and Burma Shave signs.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why orwhy not?
ltds pretty typical. I i ke col

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?

Not really. Lately | &6ve been ma
right from bed to my desk,r yi ng to tap into sl
making meaning.

Who are some of your favorite authors?
| 6 ve b enesmerizetheely byySara Nicholson and the late Bill
Berkson. Dara Wier is another favorite.
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How long have you been writing poetry?
| 6ve been at it with sthrplveygast t ¢

How would you personally define poetry?

Poetry is still that shamanistic impulse to invite the invisible down to
the campfire to play wi tatameaningor t
ful life.

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

| 86d certainly recommend the poe
is pretty good as well.

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

I dm i n t h RealityeBe&adhquck Goeglesdarch brings up a
bunch of my poems.

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$

| dm drawn to inspired, thought f
way work irDriftwoodoes 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?
| appreciate that youdve read i



The Tour Guide

Emily Jaeger

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

y 0 u 6 r andnfa,reborrg IHe hooks a kiss

from your mouth. Is this how you treat her?

He says, better if you

donot

fist



Interview

Emily Jaeger

When did you write the poem?
| wrote "The Tour Guide" over the course ofZall5spring 2016.

What inspired the poem?
The poem was inspired by a trip | 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 navigatigendered in-
teractions across cultures are drawn from my experiences living abroad fc
multiple years. My favorite type of humor is the unavoidable (but relatively
harmless) disaster.

What was the hardest part of writing the poem?

Probably revisidn originally 1 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 momestl remembered very vividly and had wanted to write about
for a long time.

Was there anything in your original conception of the poem thatid
not makeit in?

The original image that was in place of the "serrated edge” of the shore
Whatever it was, it st as good.

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?
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The themes are familiar. On the other hewduld hope that my po-
etry would not become too categorical. | want each poem to be an experi
ment.

Is there anything unique about youipersonal writing process?

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

Who are some of your favorite authors?
Agha Shaid Ali, Dorianne Laux, Jhumpra Lahiri, Jane Auateh,
Anne Carson.

How long have you been writing poetry?
Since | was tw@wentyfive years).

How would you personally define poetry?
Writing that takes into account the white space on thelpagsity
of language. Responding to the sound and rhythm of words.

Where can readers find more of your work?

My chapbookThe Evolution of Parasasspublished ibling Rivalry
Presin July 2016. My poems also appedpifirhe Four Way Review
andRust + Motamong other places. My book reviews can be fo@ad+ at
amander Magazine.



Featurefte

Mary Christensen

Zoom in:
Her hands are flat on the table,
her eyes are glazed with something
thicker than mucus, tleeacks at her
mout hds corners match the dee
of the tablé on the table a pool of
bl ood reflects the womands f a
ceiling

Flashback:
She is running through the yard,
her shirt is on backwards (she sleeps
alone, naked and hopeful),dhd r e n d s
screams propel her through th
dim light, but the children are podiitry
fat and white

[Zoom in:]
A flash of orange fur running
animal naked through the yard, its
stomach full of hope and raw pink
meatfi the woman sees just feathers,
ri pped necks, so much red
too late and never enough)

Flashforward:
Her fingers inch toward the t
red pool, on the floor sits a bucket,
rag, and mop, all stained the inside
color of chickerfs hereyes, 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)
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Interview

Mary Christensen

When did you write the poem?
OFeaturetted was written in ear
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 th
i s based ar ound seibased an art damazmgveoman$ h ¢
me 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 ster
from my homesickness for Appalachia and for the people and cultures tha
floui sh i n mountain towns. On the
simply inspired byylove of movies.

Was there anything in your original conception of the poem thatid
not makeit in?
This is pretty rare for me, but besides a few small line dditeaging
up my use of white space, most of

Is this poemrepresentative of youwork? Why or why not?

|l 86d say it fits into a definite
previous quest i onsacliafRcesthatkeep finddng r
myself drawn to, but itds also in
and its cultures (rural and Native) make it into the majority of my writing.
However, the poemf6s structureg wa:
revisit.

Who are some of your favorite authors?
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Some of my favorite poets are Natasha Trethewey, Paisley Rekda
Linda Hogan, Russell Edson, and Diane di Prima. | also have a forever sof
spot for Poe.

How would you personally define poetry?

Tomepoetry i s more than just ver
where the poem is a vehicle tran:
reader s. Itds the job of the poet
any borders that may arise (cultural bsydecioeconomic, gender, etc.).
Hopefully, Il &m a good enough mect

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

| 3d have to say read Hogan for
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 fouréleirmafréss c ur r «
online issue.



The Grass Cutter

Russell Helms

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 Etraaleed

hock clung to his teeth and sprung kg his chin. His Granny Nan
reached over and wiped at the gob with a Kleenex. Jimmy scowled an
thrashed his head from side to side.

Jimmyds first | awn. The summer of
sprinkled grass. Jimmy gripped the hard,-hibbkr pull and yanked the
starter like he was ripping the throat from a pig. THe8Bpower Briggs

& Stratton gave himvehubba whubba whald red Craftsman pushmower
from Sears. He rubbed his bony forearm and gave her another yank
Whubba whubba.wh

0Gotta choke it down Jimmy! déd yel
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 thi
handle with his leftamd, reached down with his right arfrdibba whubba
whaaaaaaaaaé

0Ji mmy, gonna turn you.©o

Granny Nan lowered the head of the hospital bed and Jimmy started
coughing and turning red in the face. She reached under his hips an
scooted him toward her. Then she pulled his shoulders over to make hirr
straight. She moved the pillow then pushed hinpoves 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 ar
another betweehis 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
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day before Jimmyds birthday, two
crackedf ol | owed by a wdhmow the yard cn kidbirth-S h ¢
day.

Every | awn yielded a pattern. His
3.2 acres, the acre below the garden next to the lake always worked its
into the shape of a whale. Most yards were just squares thallgplikma
his Granny Nands. Jimmy didnot |
ti mes happened on accident. When
key head turned into a pumpkin. It took him a whole summer to get used
to it.

Jimmy remembers GraradBurt getting up at five to go to the pipe shop.
He waswired like a piandie once saw a man fall from a roof and cut his
jugular on a -Bquare. Grandpa Burt was no fool and whipped Johnny for
playing with matches. 0BulyGradng wn
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 Ji mmyds mother swall owed rat
a runny nose. Sometimedduked at her picture in the drawer beside his
narrow pine bed. She never had a picture made with his daddy. She was s
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.

GrannyNan kept a cot in Jimmy&s roor
she washed him, turned him, fed him. Burt went from six to seven days &
week at the pipe shop. He worked 400 days straight before falling from ar
overhead crane and breaking his neck. Hedan 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
rinse the tub aftelidqibath. She knew he was tired but she liked things clean.
In summer, he was pulling in close to a thousand a month. His Murray wa:
paid for. He pulled down a 10% discount on gas for complimentary mow-
ing at the Shell st at iboefly. Shdhad bija t ¢
firm tits and wanted to get pregnant.
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The sun beat a red finish onto Ji
lawn, third of the day, a weekday. Jimmy looked up at the sun and knew
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. Thri
blocks east, the Sims. Two acres éfUgfistine 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 thedyéhis bony frame stiff and jerky. Other times
shedd stand him and tilt him ovel
Shedd GQiurlni gdarmB shil ml a%ldedd bake ¢
it. She hated the goddamn Ensure, the goddamn feedingutthere it

was. She took him to church once, but he coughed the whole time.

Jimmyds mama Brenda wanted to ge
Granny Nan fought Brenda to wear underwear to school. Brenda liked
every boy she saw and dated them alg@&Heer first bra when she was
eight and stopped wearing it when she was twelve. Even when she was litt
she liked to put her fingers insi
about it.

Jimmyds favorite yard wasdforblese Ton
to five years before hedd scored
the Salvos. Grandpa Burt had beat his ass in high school. Pulled hin
through the window of his daddyé
Fifth and punched his lightsit. His large rectangular front yard had two
flowerbeds and no trees. Jimmy had a flash and decided what the pattel
would be before he cut. It took him an extra fifteen minutes to make it
happen, but the outline gafakandvay
then thinner and thinner. On the last pass a lump clotted his throat.

One sunny day in June, when Bren
Sunday School teacherds house, or
instead. Suggs hated himselftftre 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, milly, the peak of the peak of high summer
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mowing. Jimmy felt like a king. He always timed lunch histTiigee
cheeseburgers and a bag of fries
down from the bank. He always paid cash, walked down and made a de
posit, topped off his two fivgallon gas cans at the Shell station, and with

t he windows dadbhe Ghevy SHvemadodbfasted sut 101
ROX counting down to Friday night.

His 26" birthday. August thed3Granny Nan sat up at 6 a.m., thinking
about coffee and making the cake. But first she had to give Jimmy a batt
shoot him up with Ensure, ptietgoddamn 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 | aundry. Shedd p
the front, pulled out the cake, mowed the back, then fibsiddGerman

chocolate icing. Jimmyods favorite
di dndt care for coconut. She susp

ate it anyway.

After Jimmy had mowed their own
neigtbor lady, Belinda Crawford, a single mom with two teenage girls,
asked Jimmy if he would mow her yard every two weeks. He consulted witl
Granny Nan and came up with ten bucks a pop. That was just what Belind:
was thinking.

For his eighth birthday Grandpart received a whifaced 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 ont
the freshly paved country road and was impaled by a motorcycle.

When she was si x, Nands pa took |

Jimmy took his books home but never looked at them. With Brenda, Nan
and Burt had pronounced judgment
Brenda liked boys. Jimmy graduated watltlass, 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. Sh
had to sprawl on the floor abd c
accident shedd told the church pe



34 | fal 2016

Nands grandmother Sissy, Granny S
She sat in a yellow armchair and
i sed us br ead aessingatsdueto hewcoldsbresd d s

Belinda Crawford took to sunbathing in the backyard while Jimmy mowed.
Sheéd | ay on her back and wundo t

front yard first, with abighaedn i n his shorts. H
aroundback, his whole middle aching. Jimmy could see where she shavec

Usually Burt got his day off on Sunday and took the family to church. He
liked sitting still. The quiet ar
over him likgoin feathers H e & dptile@d vehan hé 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¥nart annoyed hi m. He di
fingers moving sight unseédamawayd/her
had to watch.

It was straighline winds that came through on the tail end of Hurricane
Agnes that knocked over the pecan tree. Jimmy helped Mr. Kivver saw i
up into firewood and burned the branches in a hot popping fire. When he
looked into he fire he felt heat and sadness.

Brenda coul déve used an ol der br c
be.

Burtds health insurance stayed ir
sion and her social security. The visiting nurse came twice alweek,

i nsurance would pay for. She show
jewel sack to keep it wulcer free.

and talked to Nan.

Mr. Tompkins kept a fridge full of beer in his vWalkasement. Help your-
self hetold Jimmy, and he did.

Burt and Nan married in Gatlinbur

Burtds brother Sam got Burt the
Jimmy was mowing lawns and drinking beer he called Burt.
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Jimmy Salvo can mow some grass!

Belinda Crawfordf6s ex made he S
ti me. Hedd missed a payment t
again. She liked for Jimmy to give it to her in the ass.

r
he

The cheapest diapers in town were at the Big K.tA&eccident, Nan
paid Belinda Crawfordds youngest
she bought Ensure and diapers. St
could hear the pee dripping in there.

Burt s ni ck n aSoa Sad#ll thewoekershadnigknames
Nan always checked his pockets for salt pills before she washed his wot
clothes.

Jimmyds hand slipped and the mowe
waukee can went flying. Mr. Tompkins called Burt and told him that Jimmy
was m the ambulance.

When Jimmy broke up with Melissa and her big firm tits, her father got
mad . He didnét want to | ose Jimm
Jimmy was reliable and did a good job. Melissa told everyone she was pre
nant and then said siméscarried.

Ji mmy hated dealing with the banl
take checks. He endorsed the che
ter.6 The branch manager wore a t
was cute, but she was all businesswdgsatook a Dum Dum sucker, root
beer if they had it, from the bamboo bowl.

The very first day after Jimmy di
if Burt would come and get the smashed riding mower out of his front yard.
Burt left it there and laterished 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 dranpeagisiand sometimes a
girl came over and watched him s
with her on the couch in the basement. Nan and Burt turned up the TV.

0Ji mmy, does your daddy ever talk
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smiled and said, ONope.Od Once ass

For the first two summers, Jimmy put up work flyers dbwire gas sta-
tion and at the Piggly Wiggly.

Jimmy didnoét hear the Buick6s hor
off, and sent him flying about fifteen feet into a telephone pole made from
a white pine, which did not yield. White pine needles icobundles of

five and the trees can live upward of 250 years.

Nan was a slight woman. Her shiny-brotvn hair grayed gracefully
through her fifties. After Ji mmy¢
Her sister Della said it was from worry anth@abo much acid. Nan
played tennis in high school and in college. She and Burt played double
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.

Someimes 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 Cliffordés car.

Jimmy tannedasily but liked to keep his shirt on when he worked. He liked
to see a girlds light parts stand
about himself.

The old man in the Buick that hit Jimmy felt bad about it. He settled into a
serious depressiand 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 Jimstye was disappointed in him. Nan told Jimmy,
and hedd felt bad for about five

The Sunday School teacher who got Brenda pregnant, Sammy Sugg
worked it out with his wife but not with his church. The pastor found some
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raunchy pi c tlaptopeaer tberfact@ral catfey fihespolice. The
of ficer who showed up, a Nel son,
these pictures. Besides, that <chi

J i mmy éersedo®er Murray had aidbh mowing deck. The dudes
who worked maintenance at the high school made fun of Jimmy. They
bragged on their commeraiahde John Deere wideea mower with a57
horsepower, tur bochartgheidn ge nhgoi nmee .a
said Jimmy, and that shut them up for awhile.

When Nan graduated from high school, an engagement ring on her fingelr
she did what her mama told her not to. She turned down the full scholarshiy
to Florida State and followed Burt iastéo 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 ¢
than a onelimensional boat withpenciledn sun. Burt said to just let him
play since thatds what he | iked &

Changing the tape that held the f
her breath. She thought it but d
thought about just wallgrout the back door.

Mow that grass, Jimmy!



Interview

Russell Helms

When did you write "The Grass Cutter"?
| wrote this about six years ago while | 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?

|l used to cut my grandparentsd |
mower. Between the lake and the garden there always developed this wh:q
shape that | became fascinated with. It was always there. In regard to th
theme of home healthreal 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"?
| suppose maintaining the fast pace. It gthtetpoint where | just had
to stop and call it a day, othisevit would have been too long. That was
the temptation, to keep goimgcould have stretched to nolexigth but
at the time | was exclusively writing short fiction.

Which part of "The Grass Cutter" was conceived of first?
The character of Jimmy cafingt, Jimmy who mows him some grass.

What's your favorite sentence in this work? Why?

I have a few, most de @&thickwgd ofvi t h
Ensurest reaked hock c¢clung to his te
My favorite line, though,s pr obably OA |l oad of
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washroom behind the kitchen shook the floor and rattled pennies in the
ashtray. 6 It captures the mundan:i
portant.

Our editors worked with you on this story to cut down osome 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 | was trying to s
the 1600s. | cut those parts.

Do you primarily write fiction?

| exclusively write fiction. | just finished abgigk series based on my
experiences as a nurse in Ethiopia. When | was younger, | wrote fiction
bad fiction, and then lapsed into poetry for about twenty years. Qne day
woke up and said it was time to write fiction again.

What other mediums have influenced your work? How?

Well, sad to say, | think reality TV reinforces some of my tendencies
toward the grotesque. |l 8dm a suck
diction. ¢

Is there anything unique about your personal writing process?

Well, I primarily write outside sitting in a plastic chair while smoking
cigars. Itds a habit I candt bre
broken. | had to push it against a dexdt o keep from falling out.

Tell us about your revision process regarding this work.

| always read and reread my stories making changes here and there, ac
ing, subtracting. | had fine help with the editing on this piece from the ed-
itors atDriftwood.

A story like this one succeeds in so far as the reader keeps up with
the various threads you so seamlessly weave togeth#fereyou ever
concerned that you migh lose or disorient readers by jumping (in
time and perspective)so often and so quickly in thenarrative?

Yes, that is a concern. | think the concrete details keep the reader or
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
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time?

| usually write oudbf sync. It seems that | write a scene and then go
backwards most of the ti me. Some
chronologically, but not with oT

thing. | have a theory that all time is simultaneous, émgthéng 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 orfdif
culties did you face in revision with our editors?

Revisions are golden. Having outside readers is invaluable, and | appr
ciate the help I received fr@mftwood suppose the biggest challenge was
with sensationalism versus the cold hard truthizeréladt readers can get
turned off if a delicate subject is handled quickly, so | had to balance my
approach. My stories can get pretty bawdy and need some reining in o
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, thatds tricky. I suppose th
choices are arranged here. | take a lot of that sound from my grandparent
who somewhat raised me. They were from a small town in rural Alabama
and | 6ve spent many years in that
cially my grandfather, who is deceased. | sometimes refer to my stories :
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?

| would have to say so. | was raised Sothern Baptist, hardcore, and we
only freed after spending six months in fikiduring the famine back in
1986. That shook the nonsense from me but left a huge hole in my life,
whi ch | have been filling ever si

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
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Jimmy by Narnkor about six months a few years back, | dropped out of

the mainstream to live with an old man who had had a stroke. | did every-
thing for him and even got him to where he could walk again with a walker.
Thatds a st ory |TheGaoarRatciees Evarything. f i r

"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 stonand theme to discover new elements each
time you revisit it. Talk to usa 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?

| think my most layered stories are written in bursts over a few sittings.
| do like imagery and grounglithe reader with concrete details, which
readers love to see. | think the
good to hear you say that rereading is warranted.

What authorsor works provided a framework for what you attempt in
"The Grasscutter'? Whi ch authors were most
Grass Cuttero?

Oh, wi t hout a do uHertgradplofgphysialrdstail O 6
and the grotesque are admirable.

Oddly enough, Borges is another big influence. He is a sophisticatec
writer and pressures me to remain true to my characters. Even Flaubert he
some nods in the story, especially in regard to the character of Hippolyte
Within poetry, | would point to thesurd and hilarious pieces of Russell
Edson.

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

| have abouthirty stories published. Yaan find links on my website
(russellhelms.com

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$
| & mayslboking for new venues @nidtwooseemed 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?

Wel | | thereds a |l ot of Jimmys a
drudgery of just making it through the day. This is for them.



Careful, Careful
Madeline Rose Williams

ThereA deadbugunderthelimetree.

At first, he thought:(justa curletedf but then he sawthe shineof its
beetleblackwingsandtheprickleof stiff legsclaspedStillroundeyesdim
andmilky.

Whenheturnedit over(carefdarefulvith atwigh there thesoft/hard
greenblushelii hisstomackclenchedToesin thedirt, helookedthrough
waxyleavest the scorchedluesky (thebeetlellfromit, rightoutofthesky,
buzzingndherdeadustikethal.

Therootsof the limetreecurledandplungednto the dirt, whorlsof
smoothbarkandtendrilsreachingleepleavinghegroundhoneycombed,
spongeyocketof earthandwood.

He slid the beetle gentl@nto a freshleaf;gentldaid it down between
two roots, coveredit with dirt, pattedthe mound down. He placeda
smoothgreystoneon top, andaflower,andsatback.

It lookedjustlike arealgrave(greatg r a n daotdatiiface,in asilk
satinwoodenbox, everyonecrying,huggingheavytombstoneand dark
dirt, brightflowers).

He sat,hestoppedletoutyoubreath

He startedwith the windowsillsyan his smallhandsalongthe dusty
groovespickedout piece®f legsandsoft driedbodies Fragmentéragile
in his palm,reflectiverainbowwingsand eyesthreadthin sprinklingsof
legscompletewith miniaturebristlinghairs.

He separatethebitsinto pileson asheebf clearpapereacthpile mak-
ing up aboutonedeadcreatureshortawingor eyeor perhapsoo many
legs.

He duginto the dirt, makingquietbedslinedwith leavesn the shade
of thelimetree.

triedto keepthe bugsfrom blowingaway,
measuredut thedustandlegsinto theirgraves,
moundedhe dirt abovetheirdry, fragilecorpsesA stone,
aflower,asongAshedo ashes.
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The smallhills of dirt with their smoothpebblesoothechim.

H e &heckedhe windowsillsandfound them clean Jookedbeneath
thesinkandfoundno shriveledpidersH e @&eaarlygivenup whenhesaw
movemenbn thedriveway.

He slippedbutthefront door.Hunchedover,helistenedo thehumof
the bumbldeeswervingoverthe pavementa waltzinglimp, a corkscrew
walk:

It d i dseedtb beableto fly.

He broughtit insidein ajar, watchedt circlethe bottom,limp, limp,
eachapalittle slower.

He closedhiseyeskeptthemclosedyvaiteduntil thelow humstopped.
Rest

Anotherhill, anotherstone.



Interview

Madeline Rose Williams

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 youvere considering?

| always have difficulty with titles, so | usually give fake ones until |
absolutely have to pick a real ti

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

| was torn about whether to explain this, but here's my confession: |
actually did make a bug graveyard as a child, during after school care.
mu s t @&rviresedorel, maybe third gradeas obsessed with death, and
| think it was an attempt to be less afraid. However, | got so invested in the
concept that | killed a fly to add to the gratnen | couldn't find any more
dead bugs, then promptly panicked, covered up the graveyand, &itd di
cried for about a week. | 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?

O0Hunched seneato the Hura of the bumlibee werving
over the pavement, a waltzing limp, a corkscrewiitkn't seem to be
able to fly.©o6

The rhythm feels like a wéltone two three, one two thfeand |
managed to get the structure exactly how | wanted it, on the first try. That
doesn't happen ¢ooften.

Was there anything in your original conceptiorof the story that did
not make it in?
Originally | was going to have the boy actively kill a bug, but decided it
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was too dramatic and pulled back a bit.

Is there anything unique about your personakriting process?

| 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
keep writing until that sentence is at least close to how | want it to be.

Ther ebds ¢&entiongaid to Word ahoice in this short work.
About how long did this take to write? How much of the word choice
came through revision?

As | mentioned, | pay close attention to syntax and word choice as |
write, so by the time | completed the firsttdedbt of the work was already
done. Then, once | made larger order edits, | went back over every phras
tried out different words, rearranged a few things, and checked for tona
inconsistency. The last thing Ifdidalways do this was read it out loud,
to sound out the rhythms and weed out any glitches or hiccups.

Thereds a poeti cii amattanton ta line bredaks,u n d
spacing, and a sort of stanzdike structure. Do you have experience
writing poetry? What does poetic structure add to pse?

| 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, an
emphasize something we often forget: text is visual. When we arrang
words on the page, we make sometthiagis physical as well as intellec-
tual, and there's an opportunity to play with that in poetry that is underusec
in more classic prose styles. | blame the invention of the printing press fol
our disconnect from the visual aspect of writing; look aisaratiéd man-
uscript and yduknbwthat 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 AllarPoe, Arundhati Roy. More recent acquaintances: Karen Rus-
sell, Lorrie Moore, Donna Tartt, Maggie Nelson, Richard Chiem. I'd say
they alll influenced o0Careful, Car
poetic language, and stories that are compasshaeful, and just a little
bit disturbing.



Acorn Fights

Victoria Provazza

Me and my sister go to Grandma
watchegudgeJwdly t h t he vol ume on high be
we go outside and have acorn fights. The front yard is small and there is
big tree with strong climbing branches near the sidewalk. The one rule i
we are not allowed to leave the front yard. WWerggcorns and make three
separate piles. One for me. One for my sister. One for Mario. My sister say
we canot tell Grandma about our f
will say someone could poke an eye out throwing acorns. While Grandm:
watchesJudge Judythe house we wait for Mario to walk over. We see
Mari o wal k past Grandmaf6s house &
he stops to play. The fight starts as soon as he gekddraralways wins
our acorn fights. The sidewalk is his hoase land the tree is ours and the
rest of the yard is open battleground. We only get our one pile of acorns tc
throw. My sister is fast and she can run and | am small and | can hide bu
we are not allowed to leave the front yard. Mario is faster andyise alwa
catches my sister and he is bigger and he always finds me. Mario nev
misses when he throws his acorns. | always miss. Sometimes me and r
sister climb the tree in the front yard and Mario will stand on the sidewalk
as we pelt acorns from above anddrigit his shiny head down below.
Mario has a shield he made from a trash can lid that he brings with hirr
every Sunday. He always wins because his shield blocks our acorns and
home base is the sidewalk and we are not allowed to leave the front yar
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 decid
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 sh@fdthe 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 ju
down the street and he has lots of garbage cans all to himself and he
willing to share. My sister says Mario is faster than she is and she needs
shield. He always finds my hiding spots and | want a shield too, but we ar
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not allowed to leave the front yard. My sister says Grandma is watching
JudgeJwind she caddshbewondel hoahce

it will be ten minutes, tops, he lives just down the street. Me and my siste
have never won an acorn fight but we are not allowed to leave the front
yar d. ltds the one rule ankmwe p
sister asks, dond6ét you want a shi
good chance of winning with a shield because | am so small and can hid
and the shield will cover me in my hiding spots even if Mario finds me. |
want to win an acorn figfdir and square. My sister says we will be back

before Grandma notices. It will be like we never left the front yard. Mario
says itoll be quick, ten minutes,



Interview

Victoria Provazza

When did you write "Acorn Fights"?

Iwrote the first draft of OAcorn
story was a response to a prompt assigned in a graduate writing worksho
| was asked to write a first person narrative by an individual charged witt
an i mportant | o batthewdngequenses are for failuge.r e
| thought it would be interestitja ppr oach t he assign
perspective, where the narrator is not only unaware of the consequences
his actions, but unaware of his
idea came to me, it wabght bulb moment, and the story came pauri
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 an
prose balanced between subtle and sinister. Earlier versions of this piec
were much more discreetaking it difficult for readers to pick up on the
creepy factor at play here. However, a mentor of mine once told me tha
you canot be subtle i f there 1is
needed to plant a concrete $eedme sort of indicationof Ma o6 s ag
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 classmat
in that writing workshop provided great feedback for ngl ihitift, and
the editors aDriftwood Présdped 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 pagé both psycho-
logically and in actuality. What do youhink the secret is to creating
the sense that something happened in so little space?
Because | was telling this story in a confined space, | really had to hon
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in on the sentence level and focus my attention on word choice and place
ment. | hoped that idoing so and getting it right, the other elements of
the story would come together.

I think it comes down tknowing when and what information to reveal
to your readefisyou have to trust them.

Endings are tough to nail. Too much ambiguity and your reagr
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?

| agree, writing a satisfying ending can be tough. However AMitho r n

Fights, 6 it was definitely insti
realized Mario had to have the last word, and knew it was finished. Tha
l ast Iine hasndt changed since |

Who are some of your favorite authe? Which authors influenced
"Acorn Fights"?

0O0Acorn Fightsdé was inspired by
0Game, 6 but some of my favorite
Il i ams, Fl annery O6Connor , and Err

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

More of ny work can be found i8tory/Houston and | dm ¢
working on a linked story collect

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$

When | first happened upd@riftwogdhe mission statement is what
caught my eye, but |1 dve grown to
each piece. It gives insight into what went into that final product on the
page, and | always enjoy reading about the writing process.



Just a Moment

Miranda Schmidt

They ask him if he wants to press the button and he hesitates, wishing
that they hadndt mentioned the pc
feels the obligation. Because now he has no choice but to accept the dut
as the only family present, asildest, 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 hestimbling with her onfieconcern-
ingbecause she is so small and light andi deadot droppig her, she
was lying quiet in a cardboard box, arms folded over her chest in imitatior
peace, still in her hospital gown. The mouth was closed and pushed into a
almost smile she had never made in her living life, a strange new tensing |
muscles that walibe, 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 inhabitec
a strange space between expressionsilgtiminal, forever unreadable.
Which is, he thinks, possibly fitting, possibly exactly what his mother was
Maybe.

*

ol dondt want to feel forgotten
said the day he left for college when he promised to call horaen@ate
promi sed because he didndét want h
be lonely without him, with only his taciturn father andgégirdld sister
to talk to. But she told him, oOL:¢
| canpretendtheyot | ost in the mail . 6

So, instead of a weekly phone call, he wrote a weekly letter, telling he
about his classes, giving comic caricatures of his professors, describing t
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 bac
watching from his bed with a higifiored textbook propped between his
knees, O0Thatods Ihigké tAnde Er o ke wowl
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O0Guess so0o,6 too embarrassed to r €

He said more to his mom in thos
person, more than he said to almost anyone. He told himself it was becaus
hewaréd d her to feel included i n hi s

ing that, so far away, she was useless to him. But he wonders, now, if may!
some unhealthy need forgsele vel ati on wasndt gui
he wanted her to write back with kired of sympathetic advice that only

a parent can give.

But her letters felt more pdike than motherly. She even signed them
OHel endé instead of oMom, 6 as if,
name instead. By winter, he found himself forgetting and more often
to write (his roommate assumed it was because of the girl from upstairs h
was dating). By spring, he hardly sent letters at all. But Helen kept sendir
hers, every week through all four years of his BA in History, all two years
of his MAin American Studies. It was only when he started his PhD in
Classics that her letters became less frequent.

He has her Il ast |l etter in his p
the last day that he can almost recite it by memory. She describ@s the bo
of local history she was writing, about how impossible it felt to capture
people who lived so long ago:

Thereds a reason we cal

I
torical peopl e. They arendt p
facts Series of dates. Theyo
l etters i f youdr #de Welhisttrigns They
have to try to make a story o
[

story and a |ife are such com
ing, really, as | try to write this book, is lying. Informed lies. Intel-
ligent lies. Suppottgbledence 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 ge
ture at least. The paper is still sitting on his desk, completely blank.
*

He tries not to, but he candt ¢
on the side of the big metal box, waidgif he should have sent her with
more: with old Christmas cards to remember her family by, a favorite book
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to keep her company in the dark, a coin to pay her passage to the unde
worl d. But she candt nshe&d ntdh @shee ri
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 lifs, mothing 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
notper son, nothing to do with her

It was a body, unanimated, abandonedingghe wrong expression. But

he was also wrong. It alsaser, wrong expression and folded arms and
all. Those were her hands, her nose, her chin. This was his mother, the boc
of his mother.

He tried, when they gave him his few minutes alone with it 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 be
her to come back to him. But he let himself look at her, study her, try to
remember every incevery wrinkle, every angle and curve.

*

He remembers how her hands changed over time, how, when he wa
young, when she would have been the age he is now, younger even, h
hands seemesio strong andpsoaiocgphbhds, |
them, fleing her long fingers. Those hands could help his dad carry the
giant window air conditioner across the yard from the garage every summe
never slipping, never dropping their side, and they could also wield a pe
with a grace and precision Erik alwaysdntle remembers how those
hands would turn the pages of books, would handle old documents with &
stern kind of care.

0These are windows, 6 shedd say,
to find your way inside them. oo

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

0This is what d¢odnmeéeot, s owh,ad snaé
history. Birth, marriage, death.

*

He candét help but feel di sappoi
mation room: all concrete and metal set, plkeryoff the back of a srhal
waiting room filled with pink couches and tissue boxes. He wishes his
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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 briefl
imagines himself in an open fieldking his mother a pyre to rival Achil-
| es . He finds it strange to thi
an updated version of the same procedure that ancient Greek warriors e»
perienced: their dead incinerated on the battlefield, bodies euflaetet
and smoke so the ashes could be s
instructions about what shedd wa
di dndt know. Really, he finds it
differently, asifhds experiencing a season
fore, something between the slagitt 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 ganentgust
as hedd seen characters do on TV

already knew, though hedd never
in their presence, he was relieve
entirely straightrae t hey? No one interestin

At the time, it was his dad that he worried about, his father who shifted
on the couch uncomfortably and sa
on the shoulder before headokmg t o
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 stoofeall his college dating, who pasted a
rai nb®wi dBd bumper sticker on the

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. keatched 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
lieved that her son would end up with a woman, a woman wisbbning
him back home to her.

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

His father is not here, having spent the night before trapped in a hospita
room with her body, not wanting to leave fbleethey found the keys to
the closet that held the body bag to put her in to take her downstairs to the
mor gue. Now his father, wunderstar
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anymore. His sister is not here, too young, their father says, atdifteen, t
see the body of her mother. But Erik is fidrecause someone had to be,
di d n 6ft standimge iy 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 connetitirat, two people cremated in
the same room, side by side. Mayl
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 turesmasits
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, tha
he was choosing dead language and dusty mythologies over the solidity
Mani fest Dest i nthesensecofbbtaintiietacute Jugas c

feeling that came over him when
that single rounded syllable he could hear the dawning disappointment. He
short, clipped, oO0OWell then,adtheoun

sound, he believed at the time, though now he has begun to wonder, of hi
mother realizing that her son would never be a local historian, would neve
continue her work, would, instead, devote his life to a study she found friv-
olous, unrelated to tHiée and place she knew. It was the sound of her
seeing, finally, that they were not, possibly never had been, the same. The
was something foreign in him, something that did not come from her.

After that phone call, she no longer wrote him every weelettérs
came only on special occasions. |
that shedd started going to Bibl
or that her book on local history was ballooning to over 1000 pages or tha
shedd | o <hing btehe BihleoQnllege éoareasons 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, -@liralise, an almestve-
lation.

It 0st@a hWhave ebeen married so
overwhelming need to be faithful to a singular version of yoursel
to the one he fell in love with, to the one you feel you promised hi
when you took your voays. Just
expect you to be one thing or another and they think that that one
thing makes the other i mpossi
when | was younger . I'tds terr
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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
give her. He wrote her a brief letter about the weather, about how change
able it had been that spring.

*

Inthe cremat r i u m, his mother&s hands
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 corn
of an eye, hedd t hi alkeathlhe headtil hes a v
hands shift to a more comfortable position. At one point, he could have
sworn that shedd fluttered an eye
speaking. He only half hoped that she would.

Now he stands at that buttonljtde circle of silver on the side of the

machine. Thereds a temperature (ga
kitchen appliance, some kind of giant washing machine. And they are askir
him, OWould you I|i ke to astaadwor-i t
ried that he can6t, that his ind

contrary, and, disbelieving, refuse to accept that his mother is dead tha
instead, it will fill up that absence with something, anything, a story of mem:
ories put bdcinto 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 almos
every day, so late that all the other kids and even sometimes his teacher h
gonehome,h@ hedd wait with the secret
shef6d give him a picture book anda
finally arrived.

One datfi it was spring, he rememlfetke school secretary gave him
a book of Greek myths and he spéet afternoon reading stories about
Athena and Persephone and Zeus and Demeter and Icarus. The picture
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 ever
thing. Anyguestion he had, she could answer for him. When he asked hel
why the sky was blue she didndt,
ple o0Because it is, dear. o6 She ex
do with spectrums of light and the fwdes that reflected and absorbed it.
When he asked her why grass was green she told him about chlorophy
absorbing sunlight.
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When she came to pick him up that day, she apologized to the secretar:
just like she did every day, and picked up his backpgalegld dim from
the school. He could see, as they walked, that his usually neat and fastidio
mother was wearing two different colored socks: one grey and one greer
He watched them peaking out where the hem of her jeans met her shoes.

I nsi de, noticed hdwdate it \iaks 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 ha
the strangest look in her eyes.

OLetds sading, 6 she

He coul dndt even imagine his mc
knew how. He i magined that what
and 61 1 sit on the swing next t

But she di dn.&¢wajiched her take offf Astsoom as theyt
sat down, pumping her legs and craning her torso forward and back, lettin
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 tepofréme
set looked solid, a long thick metal pole held so high it seemed like it wa
al most in Iine with the el ementar

0Come on Erik,d6 his mother shou
that!o

But he coul dnot . -ddemingsbarbbreke and semt i
him flying, falling at speed. Or what if he swung so high he swung over it,
the swingds chain wrapping aroun
between metal and metal. Or what if he swung over and around and cam
to a world tuned backwards, upside down and inside out and altered for-
ever? But his mother swung higher, so high he could look up and see he
figure set against the purpling sky.

He candt not watoch, heds so afr
she goes too higflipping into the upside down world.



Interview

Miranda Schmidt

Whendid you write "Just a Moment"?
Al most two years ago. It
MFA thesis.
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Did you have a difficult time deciding the titleof your work? Were
there any other titles you were considering?

Titles are alwa tricky for me. They rigknning the work down to one
thing or pushing readers towards a siigt@al interpretation. My titles
always change multiple times beforelesattoneand | 6 m neve.
happy with them.

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

This is probably one of the mos
from my experience growing up in the Midwestedtsdwith themes of
bisexuality and ambiguity and expectation in ways that align with my owr
experience of sexuality and identity. It was also inspired by my own exper
ence of grief. Itds not at all a
than | wsually 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 | wrote when | came back to the novel after

my mom died. |t wiagonfaravhile abeutafdmiyd b
after the unexpected death of their mother/wife. And then, in the middle
of writing it, my own mother die

able to finish the book. It suddenly felt far too personal and impossibly
had. 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 | sat down to write and this moment of Erik



58 | fal 2016

standing in the crematorium happehet. wasndt direct |
enced with my mom or my farfiilyn fact it was very far fromiitout it
opened up a fictional space to write about the uncanny complexities of
death and grief and the strangen:
so fundamentally changed shape.

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

Oh, definitely. Il tds been throu
ing with editors driftwood Prea® took out a lot of extraneous material
that makes more sense in the novel but not as much in a standalone piec

Do you primarily write fiction?

Yes. | used to write more poetapd poetry certainly influenacayg
approach to writing fiction. 6 till loccasionally write a poem here and
there but fiction is where | 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 th
flow of a piece, especially when

Is there anything unique aboutyour personal writing process?

|l tds probably not wunique to me
ages, lines, bits of dialogue. | think of them as seeds. | keep going back t
these fragments and tending thand they grow and link up and start
viningi nt o a story. Of course, at so
to start pruning them back.

Tell us about your revision process regarding this work.

It started as a smadinglgpage scene and kept expanding every time |
went back ovet. Then Iread it at a readiagd started paring it down for
that. After the reading, | cut some more. | think reading a piece out loud to
a room full of people is one of the best ways to really see what in the piec
feels truly essential.

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

Her e 6 s, vénhpartiavlist:rViyginia Woolf, Toni Morrison, Ursula
LeGuin, Salman Rushdie, Michael Cunningham, Aimee Bender, Karer
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Russell, Zadie Simitin terms of direct influence amdpration for this
story, | 6d say Michael Cunninghar
lives of his characters into his
tending moments and allowing a short span of time to hold more than itself.

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

Not a lot of places yet, but you can always fineditiagthe Sun Star
Revieat our website (gstarlit.com

What drew you toDriftwood Pres$

Your reputation for working with authors on revisions as well as the
passion thabriftwood Préss 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 dondt really mdferenosaofmgydiatian. | kg e c |
the idea of having a vague geographical spot full of reatéthink the
pl ace that | aim is even |l ess so
|l 6m aiming for a particul grinthesyc
most unexpected places. This is going to sound sentimeriahbubf

GreenGabteans wi l |l get it: | 8dm ai mi ng
to find kindred spirits, people who read the story and recognize some aspe«
of themselvesint or some feeling that th
into words. Thatds also one of th

writing is all about individual internal worlds connecting.

Texts-within -texts give a piece a unique sense of texturtiey also
provide a sense of depth and nuance. In "Just a Moment," | 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 charactebut also with regards to
theme?

For me, the inclusion of Heleno.
story is so much about Helen, b@tit Hel en f i |l tered tF
ries and Eri kds perspectiveHelen t f
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in this story without letting her speak for herself. So | needed a way to allow
her t oodjdstafitiedik rdotin 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 carse, Helen has to speak through those. She becomes a part of th
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 thinknost readers
will interpret itii symbolically or literally? And,moreover, is that
even a concern for you?

The ending was one of the hardest parts of this story. | knew | needed
an ending that felt |ike an endir
ything directly. For me, the death of someone you love faedenise, like
existing in a perpetual state of irresolution. | wanted that feeling to continue
through the end of the story. The swing set scene was one of those beaut
fully infuriating writing moment .
until, finallyj t does and then you just wr
sort of writing that happens when your unconscious mind takes over. | have
a lot of different ways that | interpret the sceane| think that every
reader ds mi nd wyadndlthinlothatespatedor intérpred i f
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 thege how they can deepe and
expand a character's establishment and development?

| 8dm a big fan of restatement, r ¢
the sentence and narrative | evel s
that prose af f or dmsmyuwwsn.expdrianad, thesway |
our minds tend to work. To my mind, very little in our world feels conclu-

sive and unambiguous and, i n mucl
reflected on the sentence | evel

charat er whodés grieving, thatds hei
itive thinking. Thereds a ruminat

trying and failing to reach a conclusive place of resolution.
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