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SAM KELLY

Animals Populated Madagasgar By  
 Rafting There

Imagine their last night on the mainland:
the long-limbed hugs, the wide-eyed
goodbyes, one last grub
plucked from under a favorite log and then

they’re off, sailing windward
over the skin of the sea:
tenrecs and fossa and dancing sifakas
whirling in time to the song of the Indri.

O, the first sight of those tsingy
clawing up from the earth like a city!

There’s no wet paw / dry paw law out here,
only knotted black net of the night,
hauling stars.
A few slipping free

 fall to sea
  and are fish
   and they feast.

Sam Kelly 1
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KARLANNA LEWIS

Elegy on Behalf of Charles

Follow me to the sirens who smiled
on the corner lot, while the police
blared and no one was home. It was
August, and in August no one is anywhere. Even
days tire of being days and run like dogs, days
speak to each other when we turn our backs
to the waves, when we wait for the moon’s
steady tug on our pasts. Days speak
to each other of our plans, so everyone
else knows our fates before we do, so we
are the ones who have to speak into the tin
can left over from a joke, and we lose
our listeners at ahem. There are words
you can’t say, until Scout’s fingers have zipped
all the way across your mouth. Boy,
it’s stuffy in this trusty Volkswagen
rusting in the parking lot. Today’s lesson is on
unitards and unilateral loves. I’ve been there, in
those one-way costumes and back. I had
to ask permission from the father, the religious
douche, the obsessive troubadour, the garrulous
hothead. I wanted with all my dandelion
heads to see his insides. Why, because he
was tragic, true eyes? and I was comic,
glue eyes? So I settled for the insides
of a death house, a place where jealousy
would, and did, draw blood. Say you
love vampire bats because they fly
without making noise. Well, we can play this game
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all night, but it doesn’t make me feel
any better. Russians love the ballet, understand
that once you lift yourself from Stalin’s spike
that we are happiest when we remember we
can die. So Charles latches on his bike
shoes—good-life charms—& rides into his mad
eyes, unwilling enslavers. Oh mystery, answer
my questions as soon as I get my phrasing, stolen
from the palomino’s airborn mouth,
of Seagram’s and the morning news.

3Karlanna Lewis
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DANTIEL WYNN

Butterfly 
Garden

 In the paper this morning: Melissa G. Moonhart 
(also known as MGM) writes another bestseller! Author to 
be speaking later at Go Green rally in Central Park. Book 
Signing! Find out where MGM gets her inspiration. Hear 
about some of her most popular stories! Stick around for 
tips from the author about utilizing Earth’s natural re-
sources! 1pm!

 I stare at the words for several minutes as the 
muscles of my heart tighten. Could I? Should I dare? I 
can’t! Can I? My son is moving about in his room, getting 
dressed, preparing to enter. Before I can change my mind, 
I fold the paper with this segment boldly in view and set it 
on my son’s Sesame Street placemat at the table. I return 
to stirring the oatmeal I am making for our breakfast. 

 A few months ago, some friends of mine with 
children the same age organized a play-date. We didn’t 
do this often and I thought it would be a great chance 
to introduce him to some kids he might be able to play 
with on a regular basis. He never brought kids home from 
school or asked to go to anyone’s house. I was starting to 
worry. 

Their little boys rocketed around the room pretending 
to be superheroes and arguing over who would be Bat-
man, who would be Robin, while my son laid down in the 
grass identifying different types of clouds: stratocumulus, 
cirrus, stratus, cumulonimbus, and did you know, mom, 
those bring rain?  Do your sons like to read, I asked the 
other mothers. What, you mean besides comic books? 
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Well, do they like to go to book signings? You’re kidding, 
right? Did you hear about that new toy that’s supposed 
to be all the rage for Christmas this year, one interject-
ed. It says ten different phrases, comes with 30 different 
weapons, and it’s supposed to have voice recognition or 
something. Already got one on order, another said, and 
then turned to me. What are you getting your son? I don’t 
answer and return to watching my son make sense of the 
weather.  My son only asked for an Oxford English diction-
ary and thesaurus. 

  I  hear him behind me now. He chirps a good morn-
ing as he enters, sets out the heavy cream and blueberries 
I’ve left in the refrigerator, and then sits in his place. I hear 
the paper rustling and hold my breath. 

“A  book-signing, mom! There’s one today! Can we go, 
please, can we?” 

 I release the breath, spoon steaming cereal into 
two bowls and sit at the table with him. I am only slight-
ly ashamed I couldn’t make the decision on my own. “Of 
course we can,” I say and wonder to myself if I can confront 
this ghost. No, I correct myself silently. She’s not the ghost. 
You are.  

 Later I slip a scarf around my son’s neck to ward 
against the chill, pack a Thermos of tomato soup, and his 
hand in mine, we walk to Central Park. He rattles off the 
names of different types of vehicles: taxi, BMW, Mercedes, 
garbage truck. He tells me he is most interested in driving 
one of those. 

 “Mom, can I have one?”
 “If you’re good, maybe Santa will bring you one.” 

He doesn’t mean the toy plastic kind, he says, just to make 
sure we are on the same page. “Make sure you are very 
specific in your letter to Santa,” I tell him. He continues to 
talk about how he would fill his garbage truck with moon 
rocks and what would be the best way to get to the moon, 
but now I am lost in my own mental listing.
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In second grade, Melissa Gabrielle Moonhart brought a 
dried up chrysalis to school for show-and-tell, while we 
other girls brought our Cabbage Patch dolls and our Lisa 
Frank sticker collections. Green eyes like M&M’s and hon-
eyed hair swept up into wild pigtails on either side of her 
head, she explained how a caterpillar had learned to fly.

 “He chose a limb in my backyard and worked very 
hard to build a home,” she said. “But building it took up all 
his strength so he had to sleep and when he woke up, he 
had wings.”  

 She always sat alone at lunch by choice. She set 
her tuna and cucumber sandwich on the left, her tomato 
juice on the right, and sucked the sugar from her Sour 
Patch Kids before biting their heads off. She discarded the 
bodies.

 “Why do you eat such weird stuff?” Penelope con-
fronted her one day. She had brought her Barbie Jeep 
Wrangler to show-and-tell. Melissa daintily brushed a few 
breadcrumbs from her lap and turned her head, acting as 
if she couldn’t even see her. I saw the pink patches color up 
on Penelope’s cheek and I wanted to shout out a warning, 
but my voice felt too small. Penelope’s hand was quick. 
She snatched the little bag of candy from the table and 
snarled, “This is human food, Martian! You’re not allowed 
to have any!” I’m close enough that when the candy is dis-
tributed, she places a red one in the palm of my hand.

 “Tell, if you’re going to tell,” Penelope said, and 
tossed the empty bag back on the table. Melissa only 
stared deadpan ahead, her mouth chewing mechanical-
ly. Later, after circle time, I snuck over to the cubbies and 
propped the candy piece against her book bag, hoping 
that in giving it back I could make it right. 

 On bus rides home, I chose to sit behind her and 
let my window down so that the tendrils of hair escaping 
her orange elastic bands would blow out and away from 
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her like frenzied feathers. I watched her as much as I could, 
to see what she might do next. She felt like she didn’t be-
long here with the rest of us. While the boys did anything 
athletic and we girls gossiped on the jungle gym, she lay 
with her legs straight up in the air against the wall, her 
eyes closed, humming to herself.

 “What are you doing?” I asked. Grass stuck up from 
her curls and a couple of ants crawled on the sleeve of her 
silver hoodie.

 “Meditating.” 
 “She’s a total Martian,” Penelope told us.

 The place is packed with admirers. We’ve come 
too late to get a good patch of grass, but my son and I sit 
anyway, in the warmest spot we can. 

 “Did you know that a caterpillar goes through a 
stage called metamorphosis?” my son asks.

 “Yes, I did.” 
 “Why do they do that?”
  “Haven’t you ever wanted to fly?” He’s quiet after 

this and then asks for soup. I pour a capful and hand it to 
him.

 “Did you bring basil, Mom?” 
 I shake my head no. “I forgot.” 
 “Ah, well,” he shrugs, “what do you think of grass? 

It’s green too.” He sprinkles a few fresh-plucked blades into 
his soup and I watch wide-eyed as he drinks. He smiles at 
me, a ring of orange around his mouth. “Not the same, but 
not bad either!” I wipe the soup from his lips and give a 
small smile back. I want to hold him to me, but I don’t. 
There’s nothing to do but wait now. 

We had to write about someone we admire. All the boys 
chose  football players or their big brothers, because they 
were strong and knew about being men. The girls wrote 
about celebrities who made careers out of being pretty. I 
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wanted to write about someone I thought Melissa might 
write about, but was so scared I’d mess it up, I just wrote 
about Junie B. Jones and how, even though she was a fic-
tional character, she was very brave. She reminded me of 
Melissa. Melissa wrote about an old woman in her neigh-
borhood that had started a compost in her backyard. She 
was using it as fertilizer to grow radishes for the homeless. 
Melissa helped her tend them once a week. 

 “Martian,” Penelope hissed at her. Melissa only tilt-
ed her chin upwards and spoke louder.

 “People who are forward thinking often are criti-
cized as being too different. Some people do the right 
thing, even if they are alone in doing so,” she said.

 There! A glimpse of her finally! Her hair is pulled 
back in a simple bun. I miss the wildness of her pigtails, 
but the eyes are the same: bright and fierce and sure. 

 “Who is she?” my son wants to know. He likes to 
read. He wants to know how the sun works and why some 
of us are boys and some of us are girls. “Have we got any 
of her books at home?” 

 “That’s somebody great like you,” I tell him, “And 
no, we don’t have any of her books.” I’ve always been too 
afraid to read them, knowing there might be something 
in them about me and how I failed her. Melissa reads an 
excerpt from her new book, the crowd applauds at the 
end, and my son stands on tiptoes to get a good look at 
her. I can tell he likes her. He keeps tugging my coat, beg-
ging for us to move closer. Melissa, a fan wants to know, 
where did you get the idea for your short story “Butter-
fly Garden?” What was it about? I think about this and re-
member recess. 

 It was almost summer, and everyone was antsy for vaca-
tion.  Freddy caught it in his hands and showed it around 
to us all. Immediately docile, the butterfly sat motionless 
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in his cupped palms.
 “It won’t fly again,” she said, coming near. I sucked 

in my own secret breath at her willingness to join us. It 
was as if we had never been interesting to her before now. 
“Once its scales are dusted from its wings, it can never fly 
again.” Freddy opened his hand, inviting it to go, but it just 
sat there, still. 

 “Dumb thing,” he said, and in one sure motion, 
peeled off one of the Monarch’s wings and dashed the 
poor creature into the grass. The castoff wing floated gen-
tly down to Earth. Everyone ran off giggling except her 
and me. She knelt down beside the crumpled, majestic 
thing, tears winding over her freckles. I had a chance then 
to reach out my hand to her, but I waited too long.

 “Go away with the rest of them,” she told me, and I 
tucked my hand into my pocket.

 “I’m sorry,” I said as I left. For everything all year, I 
added in my head. I will always remember her that way, 
her heart breaking over butterflies.

 We are close enough now to see a “Save the Earth!” 
pin attached to the lapel of her green coat. There is a mo-
ment, before she answers, when our eyes lock. I stand rigid 
with my breath caught in my throat and wait. Will she call 
out to me? I imagine I see those M&M green eyes brighten 
for just a second before they slide onwards. I am beyond 
her plane of thought now, but I feel like she is speaking to 
me when she answers.

 “Being different at a young age, children can be 
cruel. Sometimes you feel like their negativity is stunting 
your growth. People say, kids will be kids, but come on. 
We were all kids once. There is a responsibility in it.” I know 
responsibility, I think.

 The Thermos is empty and it’s time to start home. 
People are milling around the stage now, offering books 
for her signature, asking advice on manuscripts they have 
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written. My son turns to me suddenly.
 “Mom,” he says, “you know I don’t believe in Santa 

Claus anymore.” I am silent. He is only eight. I thought I 
would have a few more years.

 “Why not?” I ask, thinking he might have seen me 
wrapping presents, though I’ve been very careful. 

 “The kids at school told me. Mom, sometimes they 
hold me down just to see how long it’ll take me to cry. Or 
the lunches you pack me go missing. They call me Space 
Case.” I look down at my son and then grab him up in a big 
hug. 

 “Why don’t you go over to meet her?”
 “Can I?” he asks, all previous conversation momen-

tarily pushed from his head.
 “Go on,” I urge him. “I’ll wait right here.” He gallops 

over to her, winding his way through the line of people 
waiting. Melissa looks right at him and talks to him first 
over all the others. I watch the two of them with their 
heads bent close together and smile. She takes a book 
from her bag, scribbles something on the inside cover, 
and hands it to him. He runs back to me, a smile bigger 
than his face shining up at me.

 “Look what she gave me!” He holds up a dog-
eared copy of a book that reads The Butterfly Garden 
and Other Short Stories by MGM. I flip open to the inside 
cover and just under her signature, in her untidy scrawl, is 
written:Thank you for giving it back. 

 I think of the red candy piece I propped against her 
book bag so many years ago. She knew all along. I hand 
the book back and he tucks it inside his jacket, protecting 
it like it is a valuable treasure.

 “Let’s go home,” I tell him, and take his hand. “I 
want to show you something.” I stop at a vendor and we 
sit on the stoop in front of our house. I tell him he is so 
special and he should never stop believing that. We watch 
the world go by while we suck the sugar off of Sour Patch 
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BRANDI NICOLE MARTIN

From One Pleiades Sister to Another
After Michael Palmer’s “Sun”

I wrote this. We have burned all their villages.
I wrote it and then I ripped that corner off the page
and put it to a flame. Instead I wrote that we threw down
our benzos and they rolled over tree roots. That we smeared

ourselves with the blood of our enemies, only it was
Technicolor blood and we were the sisters of many colors,
burning villages, and running barefoot through
the grass that had little drops of lavender and royal blue.

In my notebook it said that the grass was glowing blue
and that your hair was glowing too, spread out behind you
when we ran under the moon and the smoke rose
in blushing fumes and magenta fumes.

I wrote that there was no fire because the air felt cool
and we forgot the villages because villages don’t matter.
I wrote that we were in a 9 PM warzone and a 12 AM warzone,
then that warzones followed us, so hold onto me.

I have died and come back to life so hold onto me, I said
when I led us to the open plain. We slit holes in our bellies, 
dug eager fingers in and painted ourselves with lavender and 
royal blue and my love’s eyes blue and your sacred spot of 
ocean blue

and everything else cool from our insides. In my notebook
it said that your hair was blue, and I scratched out blue
to write that hair is phosphorescent, or that I didn’t know
where the smoke fumes ended and your every strand began.

Hold onto me for I am alive and I don’t want the sun

Brandi Nicole Martin
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to rise without you. I don’t want to puke up
half-melted dragonflies without you. I won’t touch their
slimy wings without you. I don’t want to run to the

edge of the forest without you. It is the time of early morning
tribal light and your hair is filled with dew.
I don’t want to burn without you. One time I wrote
We are the dead-eyed soldiers who’ve been gutted and crawl 
still

clutching our insides as they spill out, dripping and hanging
like glistening red fruit from the branches of our ribcages.
Now say this. We are the daydreams of fruit pickers and
undertakers. We have run under the moon and through the moon.
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NATALIE COWART

You Have a Garlic Bread Scar

Curved brilliant red, peeling dead skin
reminding me that I sliced
six cloves of garlic. I wanted you to see
how well I could slice six cloves of garlic.
Your father would have smiled
at my tendency to slave and concentrate
as I do. Your garlic bread scar above
your elbow, the soft side, is sitting
perfectly. I dreamed I licked it,
healing it instantly into a brownish
pink line and tasting like your collarbone
with spicy basil, rough and filling.
I licked it again, this time you didn’t flinch.

Natalie Cowart
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WILL STONE

I Want To Be The Straw That Broke The  
 Camel’s Back

I want to be a metaphor for something important like an   
 atom bomb or a vasectomy.
I want to be the holes in your jeans. I want to be DNA unraveling 
 in space, not knowing
who I am when I wake up and then try to figure out how to   
 walk in soulless shoes. I want
to be reborn a robot who only plays banjo and sings songs   
 about fireflies. I want to be a
heart attack that comes in the night. I want to be purposely   
 vague. I want to be an animal
that pisses on something important, like a poem. I want to   
 be a court-mandated secret
told to a room full of strangers every week. I want to be a   
 hollow tree where lovers carve
their initials in the summer. I want to be a clock that lost his   
 hands taming lions
in Sierra Leone. I want to be the neon lights in the cave   
 where they serve drinks after
hours. I want to be the diamond ring that your father gave   
 your mother when he still
thought he loved her. I want to be a mob of people cheering   
 for a war that will take
their sons far away from them. I want to be a word like    
 ‘time’, scrawled somewhere
in drying cement on a sidewalk. I want to be the names   
 erased by history, nestled
far away in some mass grave. I want to be a carcass stripped   
 of its dignity by hyenas
after the fact. I want to be the tourniquet that held your   
 hand through surgery. I want
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to be the crowbar that kissed your lips goodnight. I want to be 
 the pot that called the
kettle ‘black.’ I want to be the kettle that told the pot, 
 ‘go fuck yourself.
Nobody’s perfect.’ I want to be your paper-cut fingers, 
 slicing life’s lemons
before bringing them to a low boil. I want to be the crumbs left  
 over after the vagrants
have all had their fill. I want to be a night that keeps slurring and  
 drinking and pissing
and talking about how I was just saying something important  
 when I was really just
stuttering. I want to be the morning after, a poem about 
 remembering that I pissed on
a cat outside that I thought was important like an atom bomb or a  
 vasectomy, but was
really just an animal looking for something to eat at the wrong   
 time, in the right place.
I want to fall asleep in the right place. I want to be honest. I want  
 to be an astronaut.
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 When Edgar pulled into his brother’s driveway, he 
found the floral sofa on fire in the front yard. He blew the 
horn for a few seconds. The trailer windows were dark. 
Jeff did not appear. 

 Edgar left the engine running, climbed out and 
marched toward the trailer. In the neighbor’s yard, a Rott-
weiler followed along the chain-link fence. He twisted on 
the spigot, and the hose gurgled beneath the azaleas. 
The dog lunged at the fence, barking, and he corralled 
the hose and sprayed the dog till it shut up and ran off. 
Then he doused the flames.  

 He’d finished and was wiping his mucky hand on 
a pine tree when the trailer door swung open. Jeff came 
out in a black trench coat, strumming a dinged-up acous-
tic. He stared at Edgar’s car. “I thought Nina was coming.” 

 “We have to pick her up.” 
 He tuned the guitar, his ear cocked toward it.  

 “Wanna hear what I wrote for the toast?”  
 “We need to go.”
 Jeff sucked in his cheeks. After a moment, he 

unstrapped the guitar and sulked into the trailer. When 
he returned, he had a small box tucked under his arm, 
a gift for the engagement dinner, something he’d only 
thought to wrap in newspaper.  

 “I like the new suit,” he said, coming down the 
steps. He handed off the gift, went around the side of 
the trailer and crouched in the weeds. It seemed he was 

CASEY WHITWORTH

How Do You 
Sleep?
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doubling over to vomit. But he didn’t. He snapped open 
a pocketknife and snipped a rose from a scraggly bush, 
which he brought over and arranged on Edgar’s lapel. 
Then he grasped Edgar’s shoulders, examined him with 
half-closed eyes, and drew him into an embrace. He 
stank of ashtrays and booze sweat.    

 Edgar patted him on the back. “Okay,” he said, 
peeling away. “We’re going to be late. Let’s try not to 
embarrass ourselves in front of Nina’s mother.”

 Northbound on the highway to Tallahassee, 
manic-Jeff came alive in the backseat. He draped his 
hand over Edgar’s shoulder, the fingertips yellowed, the 
nails uncut, and he rambled like he hadn’t seen anyone 
in days. About how much he admired Edgar for finding 
a respectable girl—a soon-to-be lawyer—and figuring 
out how to coax her into love. He laughed about that, 
clapping Edgar on the back of the head. Edgar nodded, 
made a noise so it seemed he was listening, while quietly 
registering in Jeff’s voice that familiar tone of condescen-
sion. And now Jeff said that he was finally getting his 
own priorities in order. He’d reunited his band for anoth-
er (minivan) tour. This time certain they’d secure a record 
deal.

 “Last Saturday I was in Orlando picking up a used 
Strat,” Jeff said. “I went down to Kissimmee to see Dad. 
His phone was disconnected. I thought I was gonna find 
him rotting in the RV.”

 They were at a red light now, in a line of blink-
ing right-turn signals. In the rearview mirror Edgar could 
see Jeff making a puffer fish face out the window, play-
ing with a child in the backseat of the car beside them. 
The little boy crossed his eyes, wiggled a purple-stained 
tongue, and then the light turned green, the car acceler-
ated away, the little boy waved out the back. 
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 Jeff sighed. “You should see him. Probably weighs 
a hundred pounds.” He leaned against the side window. 
“The whole time I was there he just sat in a recliner with 
that old blue wig on his head and Miss Mary on his lap. I 
brought some burgers, but he wouldn’t eat. Just sipped 
Wild Turkey and hacked into a rag.”

 “Poor cat.”
 “What?”
 “Nothing.” Edgar narrowed his eyes at the road. 

“I remember when we were kids he told us he had six 
months to live.”

 “A couple times.”
 “I had nightmares of him dead in a casket. I 

couldn’t sleep for weeks, and all he’d say to calm me 
down was that clown months were longer than human 
months. I had no idea what that even meant.”

 Jeff chuckled. “You never got his sense of humor.” 
He took out a bottle of fruit punch from his overcoat, 
started shaking it. He offered it to Edgar, but Edgar 
waved it away. Jeff sat back. “He’s pissed you didn’t invite 
him to the wedding.”

 “Pissed? He’s the one who didn’t want to come.”
 “If you say so.”
 Edgar glared into the rearview. “Are you calling 

me a liar?” Jeff took another swig of fruit punch. It was 
always the same conversation with him. Edgar looked 
back at the road and shook his head. “Why are we even 
talking about this?” he said. “I don’t want to talk about 
him.”  

 “All right,” Jeff said. “We won’t.”
 So they didn’t. They drove without speaking, 

past the bustling Flea Market parking lot, past the grave-
stones of Roselawn Cemetery. Jeff was totally quiet, not 
even breathing audibly, like he’d abandoned his body 
and floated off. Edgar cut on the radio to find something 
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to fill the silence, but all he thought about was that last 
conversation with his father, the first in four years. 

 Three weeks ago. In almost one breath he’d told 
his father about Nina and the wedding and their planned 
honeymoon in Hawaii, about her wish to have three 
children, each one year apart so they’d always have play-
mates, and about his promotion to District Sales Manag-
er at New Life Supplements, where he’d soon be earning 
enough money to support a family. The quicker he spoke 
the more apparent it became to him that he was exag-
gerating his excitement and his joy, like a man in need of 
convincing. He didn’t admit his shameful hope that Nina 
would prove to be infertile. When he finished talking, it 
was like he was having a self-induced panic attack, the 
tightness in his chest, the flood of pessimistic thoughts, 
the gasping breaths, the trembling air. 

 “I’m sick” was all his father said in reply. 
 “You’re sick?” Edgar asked. “Is that all you have to 

say?”
 His father muffled the phone, coughed violently, 

then hawked for a few seconds, and spit. “I hope,” he 
managed to say, wheezing, “that you kids live happily 
ever after.” 

 Edgar drew the phone away from his ear. Stared 
at it, hearing the echo of that fairy tale mantra, as if it 
were an incantation. A curse. And then he started shout-
ing condemnations long overdue, not stopping till he 
was hoarse. In the following silence he gritted his teeth, 
slapping away tears, silently urging his father to say 
something. After what seemed an unbearably long time, 
his father began to snore. 

 Meanwhile, Nina had come to the bathroom 
door. In a groggy voice she asked who was on the phone. 
Why was Edgar yelling? It was five a.m. But he told her 
it was nobody. A wrong number. And he hung up the 
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phone, told her “go back to sleep.” After she’d padded 
back down the hall, he flipped off the bathroom light 
and stood in the dark.

 “Look,” Jeff said, leaning up between the front 
seats, “I’ll drive him up the Friday before the wedding. I’ll 
make all the arrangements.”

 Edgar raised a hand to silence him.
 “He can stay with me.”
 “You’re not listening.”
 “He’s going to die.”
 “So what,” Edgar said. “You’re going to die, Jeff. So 

am I, and so is he and so is everybody else.”
 “You’re so angry.”
 “I don’t want you to mention him again tonight.” 
 “Why can’t you just give in and forgive him?”
 Edgar breathed deeply. He wouldn’t stomp the 

brakes, wouldn’t shove Jeff out of the car and into the 
ditch and leave him there in exhaust fumes. No. It had 
been Nina’s idea to bring him along. Her idea that Jeff 
should be the best man. 

 They’d reached the turn for Edgar’s cul-de-sac. 
They blocked traffic for a moment, the blinker clicking, 
clicking. Edgar twisted around to the backseat. “I want 
you to swear to me that you won’t say anything to Nina.” 

 Jeff slowly raised his right hand. “Okay,” he said. “I 
swear.”

 Nina was at the curb in front of the townhouse. 
She’d changed again, out of her black dress and into a 
strapless yellow one. When Edgar slowed at the curb, he 
snatched the gift from the passenger seat and tossed it 
over his shoulder into the backseat.

 Nina got in the passenger door, said hello to Jeff 
and kissed Edgar’s cheek. She noticed the rose in his 
lapel. “That’s perfect,” she said. “I love it.” And then she 
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asked Jeff what he thought of Edgar’s new suit. “It used 
to be my father’s.”

 Edgar pulled away from the curb before she had 
time to shut her door. In his periphery he could tell she 
was giving him a warning look while she dramatically 
pulled on her seatbelt.

 “It’s a perfect fit,” Jeff said. 
 Nina made a pleased sound. She rearranged 

herself, opened the flip down mirror and crowded into 
it. “When I’m done with the bar,” she said, scattering her 
bangs, “I’m buying one of those sleep masks and locking 
myself in the bedroom.” She turned to Edgar, dragged 
her cheeks into an old-looking face, pink lower eyelids 
spilling open, lips puckered between her hands. “What 
do you think of my new look?”

 “Fine,” he said, and eyed the road. “I guess we’re 
going to be late again.”

 Jeff said, “Take the interstate.”

 The Belleview Tower was the tallest building 
in town. At the end of Plaza Parkway, the white stone 
obelisk rose above the courthouse and downtown office 
buildings. 

 In the parking lot Edgar swerved around the 
valets into a space in the outer row of cars. Jeff passed 
the gift up to Nina this time, congratulated her, then got 
out on the passenger side. Nina playfully guessed at the 
contents—an elephant…a nuclear bomb…a brand new 
car!

 Through the front windshield Edgar could barely 
see the Belleview’s top terrace. Nina’s mother had se-
cured a reservation up there in one of the private dining 
rooms. 

 The penthouse level had only recently reopened, 
months after the grand opening turned into a horror 
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show. The story had appeared on the front page of the 
Tallahassee Democrat. A bankrupt lobbyist hosted an 
extravagant birthday party, with lawmakers and media in 
attendance. At the end of the evening, he thanked every-
one for coming, took off his clothes and leaped over the 
terrace railing. Edgar had wondered if it took the man 
longer to undress than to fall thirty-seven stories to the 
pavement. He’d wondered if the man changed his mind 
on the way down.

 “I give up,” Nina told Jeff. “I didn’t even expect 
you’d get us anything.”

 Jeff sparked a cigarette. “It’s not from me.” 
 Edgar leaned across Nina. “Who’s it from then?”
 “Open it and find out,” Jeff said, his smoke drifting 

in the window. 
 Nina passed the gift to Edgar, chanting “open it, 

open it!”  He gave her a look and then ripped apart the 
newspaper to shut her up. 

 Inside was a plastic Batman lunchbox. The one 
he’d taken to elementary school, a red box with EDGAR 
in permanent marker below a black Batman logo. He 
must have been seven—no—eight years old when he 
tied it in a trash bag and buried it in the backyard. A time 
capsule. He’d never expected to see it again. Nina stared 
at the lunchbox, biting her lip, hands clasped in her lap. 
He unhooked the metal latches and took a deep breath. 
When he opened the lid, nothing blew up in his face. 
Inside was a little suede cowboy vest with a brass star on 
the chest. He pinched it between his finger and thumb 
and lifted it out. It reeked of cigarettes and wet dog. 

 Jeff had crouched by Nina’s window. “We had 
one of those horse rocking chairs out in the yard. You 
should’ve seen him. He thought it was the Old West.”

 Nina took the vest in her arms like it was a baby. “I 
bet he looked so damn cute in this,” she said. “And those 
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go with it?” She reached for the chaps Edgar was lifting 
from the lunchbox. With the outfit pressed to her chest, 
she threw back her head, laughing. “Our little baby boy’ll 
be so cute running around with his pudgy butt hanging 
out!”

 “Edgar,” Jeff said, “you remember when you shot 
me with your pellet gun?”

 “On accident,” Edgar said without looking up. All 
that was left in the lunchbox was a wrinkled two-dollar 
bill, a toy hotrod, and a faded photograph.

 “You pointed it right at me!” Jeff said. “You wanted 
to kill me.”

 Edgar made a noise of agreement and, while Jeff 
told Nina the story, he inspected the photograph. Taken 
in front of their mildewed singlewide, the pink insulation 
hanging into the dirt. As a little boy he’d crawled under 
and eaten some like it was cotton candy, and his father 
had to rush him to the ER. 

 In the photo, Edgar stood on one side of his 
father, wearing that suede cowboy outfit, waving a blurry 
hand. Jeff was on the other side in his homemade ninja 
gear, barefoot in the dirt. Except for size and costume, 
even with the one-year age difference, Edgar and Jeff 
looked like twins. Between them, their father leaned 
against a pine tree, his hairy gut bulging over his jeans, 
still wearing the white face paint and yellow fake smile of 
JoJo the Singing Clown, his alter ego. His real smile was 
visible and seemed to betray a hidden anguish. His deep, 
dark eyes looked like black holes. His hair was cropped 
short—a buzz cut. 

 “What’s wrong?” Nina said.
 Edgar shut the lunchbox. His eyelid twitched. He 

glanced at himself in the rearview mirror, but quickly 
turned away. “Nothing,” he said, and traced his hand over 
the lid, a Trojan horse. His father thought that this would 
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win an apology, a wedding invitation. He’d show up in a 
carnival-tent tuxedo, huge blue shoes and that blue Afro 
wig, riding a tricycle down the aisle, honking a bicycle 
horn. Edgar shoved the lunchbox into the floorboard and 
got out of the car.

 Nina got out on the other side. “My mom didn’t 
save any of my little dresses. Not even my baby blanket. 
It’d be nice to have those things now and be able to give 
them to our kids.”

 Jeff took a swig of fruit punch. “Every picture we 
painted, every shitty report card the school sent home 
our Dad kept in shoeboxes. He wanted to save every-
thing.”

 Edgar laughed. “A miracle worker,” he said.
 “He must’ve been a proud father,” Nina said. “I 

wish I could’ve met him.” 
 Jeff looked at Nina, confused. He nodded. Then 

he pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes on Edgar’s, 
bringing him into focus. He seemed aware of his power, 
and he half-smiled. 

 They waited in the elevator alcove. Edgar tried to 
marvel with Nina at the crystal chandelier, the stained 
glass windows and the colorful streaks they cast on 
the lobby’s marble floor. But he couldn’t concentrate. 
His brother’s silence tormented him. They’d grown-up 
together, the only family the other boy had. They’d wit-
nessed each other’s quiet and unquiet rebellions. Van-
dalized the Leon High gymnasium with bricks, gone on 
shoplifting sprees, used wire hangers to break into cars 
in the parking lot of the Tallahassee Mall. The only dif-
ference between them was that Edgar had never gotten 
caught. Now, Jeff had the opportunity to bust him, but 
just stood there with his hands in his pockets, smiling 
and nodding at all that Nina pointed out.
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 In the elevator, Nina prepped Jeff on whom he 
could expect to meet upstairs. Edgar closed his eyes. He 
repeated the lines he’d practiced, what he would say in 
front of Nina’s family. He tried to compose himself with 
the deep breathing exercise he used before each meet-
ing with a potential client. Cold sweat stuck in his arm-
pits, and trickled down the small of his back. This sale 
would define the rest of his life.  

 On the thirty-seventh floor, a hostess led them 
down the hallway and into a room with floor-to-ceiling 
windows. The sun was going down. The whole family 
was already there. Nina’s brother-in-law and twin neph-
ews were out on the terrace. Her mother sat at the head 
of the long table with Nina’s sister. When Nina’s mother 
noticed them in the doorway, she put down her wine-
glass and stood up. She wore a white halter dress. From 
that distance she could have been Nina’s older sister. She 
looked like she was wearing a wedding dress. 

 “I almost didn’t recognize you,” she said to Edgar, 
clacking in heels across the room, “not with your hair so 
short like that. You almost look handsome.”

 Nina rubbed Edgar’s head. “Almost,” she said. The 
previous night, she’d pushed him down onto a kitchen 
stool, buzzed a pair of clippers through his hair, the dark 
tufts collapsing around his feet like dead rodents.

 Her mother touched Edgar’s shoulder, a forlorn 
expression on her face. She traced down his sleeve, her 
eyes glazing, and it came to Edgar that she was remem-
bering a day when her husband’s arms had filled the 
jacket. Then her face brightened. Her hand slid across to 
Edgar’s lapel, and she tilted the rose. “That’s it,” she said 
to Nina. “I want you to go through your father’s closet. 
Decide what Edgar should keep and what I should just 
throw away.” 

 The glass door to the terrace slid open and Nina’s 
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nephews raced toward them like dogs. They circled Ed-
gar and Nina, barking about what they’d seen in the city 
below. Nina was busy introducing her mother to the best 
man. Edgar tried to listen to what Jeff was saying, but 
the hyperactive twins wouldn’t be quiet. They wrapped 
up his legs and strained to pick him up—a game they 
liked to play when Aunt Nina was around to watch—and 
they finally lifted him off the ground. While Nina and 
her mother led Jeff to the table and everyone gathered 
around to shake his hand, the boys paraded Edgar atop 
their shoulders toward the terrace. He flailed his arms to 
keep steady and commanded the boys to put him down, 
but the brats wouldn’t listen. They giggled and turned 
in circles, round and round, faster and faster, again and 
again until the room became a blur and they both got 
dizzy and began to groan. They let go and Edgar toppled 
back onto the tile. For a long while, he lay strapped to a 
spinning wheel. 

 It was Jeff who finally came over to help him up.

 During dinner, Edgar struggled to get comfort-
able in his chair. The jacket seemed too narrow now, 
almost claustrophobic, and he could feel the sticky 
half-moons of sweat in his armpits. He sat up straight. He 
slouched with his elbows propped on either side of his 
plate. He even kicked off his loafers beneath the table 
and curled his toes to the floor. He swallowed his wine 
and poured himself another glass. Then he poured him-
self another glass, then another. Outside, darkness fell. 
And Edgar drank, in and out of the conversation, while 
Nina told her family in arduous detail all about their post-
nuptial plans. 

 “Stop mowing around the bush,” her mother 
finally said, leaning heavy on one elbow, swirling her 
wineglass. “When are you two going to have a baby?”
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 “Mom,” Nina’s sister said.
 “What?” her mother said. “They’re both thirty.”
 Edgar jabbed his steak with a fork. Blood began 

to pool on the plate.
 Nina reached under the table and squeezed Ed-

gar’s thigh. “Well.” She cleared her throat, glanced at him. 
“If it were up to me, we’d start a family now. But Edgar’s a 
little indecisive.”

 Edgar rose from the table then, and fumbled with 
his zipper. “Okay,” he said. “Hike up your dress.”

 “This is a hotel,” her mother said. 
 Nina touched his shoulder, coaxing him into his 

chair. “But I don’t mind his indecisiveness,” she said. “I 
think it’s adorable. He’s like a big boy. He wears socks that 
don’t match so he won’t have to choose one over the 
other.”

 It was true. Beneath the table he had on one 
black argyle, one brown sock with a tan arch over the 
toes. When he looked up, everyone seemed to be staring 
at him. 

 “Isn’t it funny,” Nina’s mother said, “how you live 
with a person for years and yet you never notice an im-
perfection?” 

 “The trick of love.” Nina’s sister smirked. “It wears 
off, believe me. After the roses and the champagne and 
the Belgian chocolates, then come the sharp toenails and 
the farting in bed.”

 The twins looked up from their handheld video 
games and made sour faces. 

 Nina’s mother threw back her head and laughed. 
The same laugh as Nina’s, same tilt of the head, same 
view of the top molars and the red bell at the back of the 
throat. Then Nina and her sister and her sister’s husband 
started laughing, too.

 Edgar drank from his wineglass, peering over 
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the rim at a crowd of familiar strangers. His brother sat 
quietly cutting his steak, sleeves rolled up past his hairy 
wrists, and when he caught Edgar’s eyes, he picked up 
his fruit punch bottle and raised it in a toast. Edgar’s ears 
grew hot. Jeff cocked his head and smiled at him, a pity-
ing smile. Edgar raised his wineglass and then brought 
it to his lips. The wine smelled sickeningly sweet now. 
Merlot dribbled from the corners of his mouth, down his 
chin. Jeff shook his head, pointed with his knife. Edgar 
put down the wineglass. A stain was already blooming 
over the white and blue stripes of his necktie. He lifted it 
and sucked at the fabric to draw out the wine.   

 “Everyone,” Nina’s mother said, standing up, clink-
ing a spoon against her wineglass. “I want to say some-
thing. And, no, it’s not the wine talking. I just want to say 
how happy I am that Nina and Edgar are finally getting 
married.” Then she hiccupped, put the back of her hand 
over her mouth, and excused herself. She took another 
gulp of wine before she began to tell them about the day 
she realized that Edgar was the right man for Nina. 

 They’d been on the dock at sunset, out at the 
house on Lake Jackson, sitting in the swing and watching 
ducks drift on the water. Nina had gone in to take a nap, 
leaving the two of them alone, in their wind-dried bath-
ing suits, heads swimming from a day’s worth of dirty 
martinis. She took that opportunity to learn more about 
the man who’d entranced her youngest daughter.

 Somehow, she still recalled their conversation, 
and each of the elaborate lies he’d included in his pitch 
to sell himself as her new son-in-law. Now she came 
around the table and settled over his chair, her hands 
grasping his shoulders, and she listed those elegant 
lies—about where he’d come from and whom he’d 
been—as if they were the reasons she’d decided to 
accept him into her family. All he could do was close 



29Casey Whitworth

his eyes and sink into his chair, listening with helpless 
amusement while she recounted the lies that had be-
come his truth. 

 What really mattered, though, was what he 
hadn’t told her. What she didn’t know. That he’d grown 
up in a trailer park, and that he was ashamed of it. That 
his mother had given birth to him when she was sixteen, 
then died in a car crash two years later. That his father 
was a failed musician who’d turned into a guitar-playing 
clown, an alcoholic who used to come into Edgar’s room 
at five a.m. and shake him awake, stinking of cheap ci-
gars and stale beer, still wearing that clown smile, whis-
pering slurred words into the young boy’s ear, telling him 
“someday, you’ll love somebody so much that your love 
will turn to hate. You’ll see. I swear. Just wait.” And Edgar 
did wait. And now Edgar could see. He knew what his 
father meant. 

 “So let’s drink,” Nina’s mother said, raising her 
glass. “To Nina’s father. To Edgar’s parents. I’m sure they’re 
well-acquainted by now and drinking champagne in 
Heaven.” 

 Jeff pushed his chair from the table and stood 
up. He started clapping, so loud it seemed he would 
break the bones in his hands, so loud it seemed the noise 
would echo across the Panhandle and down through 
Central Florida to the back bedroom of their father’s RV. 
The others started clapping, too. Jeff sneered, like he 
understood the punch line of a joke meant to mock him, 
then yanked his trench coat from the back of the chair 
and stormed to the terrace.

 “Why’s he upset?” Nina asked Edgar. She gazed 
up at him, her brow furrowed, watching his lips and he 
knew she was preparing herself to hear the truth. 

Jeff did not glance over his shoulder to see if it was Edgar 
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coming onto the terrace. He was at the railing, shaking the 
punch bottle. “I didn’t know this was supposed to be a cos-
tume party.”  

 Edgar came to the railing, almost shoulder-to-
shoulder with his brother. The blinking red light of an 
airplane blipped across the sky toward the greenish-gray 
sliver of the moon. With his finger and thumb he pinched 
the airplane, pretending he controlled its slow ascent. 

 “You definitely won the contest,” Jeff said. “All 
dressed up in a dead guy’s suit. I guess Nina’s the prize 
for first place.”

 “Okay,” Edgar said. “I think you’ve had enough.” 
He snatched the bottle, threw back his head and poured 
the liquid down his throat, guzzling it all, tasting the fruit 
punch but not the burn of alcohol. For some reason this 
angered him. He crumpled the bottle and chunked it 
over the railing. 

 “They don’t even know you,” Jeff said. “Don’t you 
understand that?”

 Edgar pushed off the railing, turned around. 
Inside, Nina and her family clinked glasses again, making 
a toast that Edgar could not hear. Beside her, his chair 
sat empty. She did not seem to care about his absence. 
None of them did. 

 In the glass he caught his hazy reflection staring 
at him. His double, trapped on the other side. He lifted 
his hand and pawed at his cheek, watching the reflec-
tion copy him in reverse. Something frightened him 
then, something he could not articulate, and his breath 
hitched in his chest. All he knew was that it vaguely had 
something to do with how restless he’d been the past 
few nights, how lonely beside Nina in the dark quiet of 
their bed, and how he would glance into obscure corners 
of the room and listen for a footstep on the squeaky spot 
in the hall, waiting for a shadow to move into the strip of 
light beneath the door, as if there were someone coming 
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J. MICHAEL OSBORNE

And Then I Don’t Feel So Bad

I sometimes find myself wishing McCoy Tyner’s
piano solo on “My Favorite Things” would go on for eons,
which is silly, I say, because it almost already does, but I still

can’t help but resent Coltrane’s soprano for walking in
on us at the six-and-a-half minute mark; I know I am
always between sighing and waiting for something

to happen, but how can I have studied “My Favorite Things”
like the Westminster Catechism every goddamned day since
March, and it takes me until October to discover McCoy Tyner’s

left hand? Oh, the things I could do if I weren’t thinking
about myself all the time and, oh, the things that girl could do
if Christianity never made it past the Mediterranean,

but I can’t understand how, even now knowing the doom-
doom-pow of Tyner’s bass notes, I still have to hold the speaker
up next to my ear just to hold on to them before they’re lost again

in the treble. I can’t understand how Coltrane can leave
a song sounding so world-weary and honest, an odd
acknowledgement of bombed Alabama churches

and traffic for no reason and that every six-and-a-half minutes
an x dies of y, and yet can leave a song sounding so joyful
for the subtleties of jazz, for hungover Sunday mornings at home,

for cigarettes on porches, for semicolons, Buster Keaton running
in old-timey fast-motion and season four, disc four of The Wire,
for poetry and To Catch a Predator marathons and brown paper

packages tied up with string—I can’t understand the
Princeton-Ph.D.’d beards and pantsuits in the Religion
department, who can know there’s no way the Romans had a 
census

J. Michael Osborne



38

 
on Christmas and the Documentary Hypothesis by heart,
and who can still pray to something every single Sunday, while
I am perpetually leaning against bars, hoping someone will name

a kind of comma after me and saying the f-word
intermittently; now I lean and wonder how they can
know and still believe, two things I’ve started to think mutually   
 exclusive.

I can’t help but resent the song for ending

The Kudzu Review
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NOELLE KENNADY

Cavity

I can see

the cavity between each rib, in his stapled, ivory cage

as my seaweed nerves crowd,
slinking their emerald frames to the vibrato of his voice
anchored, leagues beneath; soft steel clanking for the pure bell of 
mine.

Tonight is the weight of the Pacific, and
I am the ocean floor,
scaled by one same visitor,
suction-footed and alien.

In a pool of no questions no answers,
sans wild waves,
he questions what side of my chest my heart is on,
my skin freckled and white in sleepy compliance
as he braces for this small death.

Faintly, the television mutters repeated verse of lonely hope,
and I can see the cavity between
us in pale orange light.
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your eyes the inners of poppies, thin strips
 of black, tiny blood notches dying
when they lick the blonde hairs of winter;

like when they see me, approaching you, my
 oxford shoes stuck with beer,
braided waist, breaths folding in like batter.

now, the woven man you are is not only fed
 by my hands; you are other
women’s cream, breath, the bones that can

build eggs. but once, I knew how to sew your
 hands to the rinds of pears,
ready; i knew to strip calloused air from your

lungs, and to collect the dust that falls from
 the many handfuls of past we
throw around like powder, then fold it into

golden knots. but you missed what fades in
 old water. you missed nothing
in my crochet gates, and how they can forgive

any type of cold; nothing of my warm lethargy,
 salt, my clapping self, my never-
dreary morning glories, no. you wanted nobody

plainsong
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who knows small things, who knows how to find
 you the tiny glitter of a steamboat
on a shelf high in the sea, or anything worth its

weight in water, in the sigh of blank relief, and
 point and say, “that. that is all
you need to want. that is all you will ever need.”
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ANTONIO COTRONEO

We Have Lived Here Over A Year and I  
 Just Realized The Light Over The Sink

I.
The coffee in my “Nightmare
Before Christmas” mug is warm
like the dirty laminate floor
under the dishwasher in our kitchen.
In summer, North Florida sways as if
it were moss in the mangroves. A heat
index of a hundred and twelve. I lost
you to Arabia - to Beirut - to the smell of:
lebneh, kibbi, and fatoush. I lost
you to stomach aches and constant worry.
Are you okay? Are you okay when the sand
gets too hot?

II.
The weeds grow higher than before.
I broke down the door when it was raining.
It made you smile. I haven’t made the bed
in weeks and the backyard is overgrown.
I can drink the air like a milkshake
made with pink cupcake frosting and jelly beans,
the green ones not the purple ones. Nothing
grape flavored is ever enough.
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CODY GUSTO

Troubadour  
Salvationist

His nostrils flared the same way they always do when he 
is disgusted. His eyes fell, as if magnetized, to the floor 
and then he was in that trance-like, full-of-thought-
and-sadness state that she did not like. I’m not a writer, 
he said, and he was sure of it. He read his work and was 
never satisfied. He had more life in him than his experi-
ences dictated, and he didn’t know how that happened, 
but he knew it was true. He had two theories for this. 
One had to do with subconscious adoption. His real 
home was in books; he loved the inherent sadness of 
the characters he read. He loved that they were sad and 
subject to suffering and in the palm of circumstance, but 
he really loved that they were warriors, defiant, full of 
life, and truth-seekers, and he wished he could emulate 
them. He felt too low sometimes to do that. He knew he 
housed them in his heart and his mind, in some form or 
fashion. The second theory was related to karmic reci-
procity. He had been told in lectures that he might be 
the amalgamation of thousands of lives. He reserved an 
honorary portion of his cerebral consciousness for the 
viability of this option, but he was doubtful. It’s all just 
masturbatory, he told her, hair wet from a shower, glass-
es on, sitting cross-legged on the bed. It’s all ego, mind-
muddle bullshit. Anybody can do it. I want to be better. 
I want to be the troubadour salvationist for myself and 
for others. He shook his head, taking off his glasses even 
though he was fond of them. They made him feel more 
honest. She looked at him and asked what he had to be 
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so god damn sad about. He sensed the underlying con-
tempt in her voice. She said his life was good and he was 
fortunate and his family loved him and he loved them 
back. He knew this and he nodded solemnly. She was 
reading a book, and they only talked periodically, so he 
had time to ponder sadness, as the morning sun warmed 
him through the window. He thought: I’m sad because 
life is sad. It has nothing to do with me. It’s an innate con-
ceptualization, rampant in all of our hearts and minds. 
He thought: Some people are overwhelmed with it and 
feel too much and other people are surface-dwellers and 
cold and plastic and fake. We’re all in denial about some-
thing. He thought: The Holy Buddha teaches that all life 
is suffering--that birth means death and that is why we 
are sad. He knew she wouldn’t understand if he told her 
that everybody’s life is an adaptation of a Woody Guthrie 
song. He knew she wouldn’t understand if he told her he 
feared his subconscious and that some primordial part of 
his mind was a poison well, intent upon harming himself 
and nobody else. He knew she wouldn’t understand if 
he told her that sadness doesn’t need a reason and that 
is why it bothered him so. So he remained quiet on the 
subject, reaching over her, with an excuse me and silence 
in return, to play an Otis Redding song because some-
times sadness is better expressed without words. Good 
song, she said, smiling, and so did he, acknowledging 
the irony. He studied her and tried to rationalize her, as 
he did everything and realized she was beautiful, sitting 
there, reading that book. A skeleton of a smile was still 
noticeable on her face, left behind from an earlier sen-
tence she had read. He liked the way she smiled. She was 
sitting there, bathed in sunlight, reposed in silence, but 
making a strong rebuttal for his sad bastard outlook. He 
sat there, analytical and decaying, watching her, serene 
and decaying. He was aware of the order of the universe 
and impermanence but he didn’t care because this mo-
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ment was beauty and truth and would become immor-
talized in his mind. He rued his short-sightedness. If peo-
ple and things were sad, which he knew was indeed true, 
then they must also be beautiful and brave and full of 
love. Duality. Never forget this moment, he told himself. 
This is why life is worth it. He put on his glasses again and 
smiled. He realized his writing, though seeded in the ego, 
could mean something for others, and this thing didn’t 
have to be a pervading, ever-present sadness. It could be 
everything. It could be love and truth and beauty. He lay 
prone on the bed and crossed his legs at his bare ankles 
and knew everything went hand-in-hand. Sometimes 
the most beautiful thing in the world is sadness. He sat 
there knowing he wanted to become a beacon, knowing 
he was gorged with that wayward, bumming life and he 
didn’t know how or where it came from, but he knew it 
had found a home inside of him. He reached over her, 
with an excuse me and silence in return, to grab his pen 
and a notebook. He thought: I have to get better.

Cody Gusto
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Michael Garriga and I sit down across from one another 
at Three Guys Pizza, a bucket of beer between us. Two 
years have gone by since we met in Valencia, Spain, 
where I enrolled in his Travel Writing class. A true story-
teller, Garriga is a naturally capturing conversationalist. 
I’m brought back to Valencia, sitting outside a Cervece-
ria, drinking Estrella beer and listening to Garriga as he 
entertains the study abroad students with stories of bull 
fights and Hemingway’s days in Spain. Tonight we’re 
talking about his new piece of work, Duels, a delightfully 
dark collection of short stories that revolve around char-
acters in their last momentsas they face death. We order 
a large pizza, pineapple and jalapeno, and get down to 
business.

Mike McLatchey: Tell me a little bit about where you grew 
up, and how your hometown has influenced your writing.

Michael Garriga: Alright, cool. Biloxi, Mississippi is where 
I grew up. It’s sort of a resistant sister to New Orleans. A lot 
of places, like Destin, FL, you’ll see all these New Orleans 
style restaraunts—there’s none of that in Biloxi. It’ll just say 
Creole. Biloxi is always trying to stand on its own, because 
of this anxiety of being the little sister. So I’ve probably got a 
little bit of that chip on my shoulder.

I grew up amongst a really, really violent family. I don’t 
know if you knew about this. A couple of uncles went to 
prison for murders and arson—a lot of arson—sort of 

MIKE MCLATCHEY

Interview With Michael Garriga
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small-time thuggery. And my dad was always kind of one 
foot in, one foot out. There were pawn shops, a lot of cars 
blowing up, things blowing up, and a general attitude of 
humor towards it, towards violence.

I remember once, my uncle had his power cut off in the 
middle of the night. He called up the power company 
and they said that he didn’t pay his bill, there was noth-
ing they could do about it. So he said, “Okay” and the 
next night he went down and slashed all the tires to the 
power company’s trucks. The cherry pickers, you know? 
And he would just tell this story and laugh about it. Sort 
of reminiscent of that dark humor in violence.

Ever have a gun pulled on you?

The only time that I ever had a gun put on me in real 
life, I was at this juke joint in north Mississippi, and this 
guy, blind drunk, punched me in the sternum with his 
snubnose. And I’m on a first date with this woman as this 
is happening. I thought I’d be cool and take her to the 
juke joint. I used to do sound there so everyone knows 
me, and I’m thinking “Oh this will be cool. I’ll get cool-
guy points.” And I’m the only white dude there, and then 
“Hey you white mother-fucker,” he punches me with the 
barrell. And I just put my hands up like it was an armed 
robbery. Just turned around and walked off like, “You’ll 
have to shoot me in the back.”

You’ve got a collection of short stories scheduled to hit 
shelves soon, exciting stuff. What can readers expect from 
this collection and where can I grab a copy for myself?

The book is being  published by Milkweed Editions 
late in the year. It’s called Duels, and it’s a manuscript 
of genre-blurring short stories. It consists of twenty-
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five narrative pieces, each composed of three separate 
dramatic monologues rendered in the final seconds 
before an ultimate confrontation, and that, when taken 
together, create a multi-perspective story. I have pub-
lished a dozen of them in journals such as New Letters, 
The Southern Review, Nimrod, Black Warrior Review, 
Minnesota Review and Story South, and elsewhere. They 
range from David and Goliath/ Burr-Hamilton/ pistols-at-
twenty-paces-type honor duels to janky bar fights and 
chess matches and two single fathers fighting over the 
last Cabbage Patch Kid on Christmas Eve...all grounded 
or based in nonfiction.

I want to explore confrontation on a variety of levels, 
including animals: I have the last legal chicken fight in 
America and St George against The Dragon; and machin-
ery becomes animate as well: John Henry vs. The Steam-
Driven Machine and Don Quixote and The Windmill.

Dealing with such a diverse range of characters must be 
challenging, especially when you’re writing in the first 
person for each one of them. What kind of preparation 
goes into portraying each unique personality?

I practice what I call “method writing,” trying to become 
my characters. That is, I read and do research on the lives 
and times of these people, find where my own personal 
crosses theirs, and then I spend weeks pacing through 
the house trying to understand their deepest motiva-
tions, fears, and desires. And eventually the voice just 
begins to well up. It’s a stupid way for a grown man 
to live, but my mom instilled in me the importance of 
daydreaming and what else is fiction but the sharing of a 
vivid daydream. I’m a professional daydreamer, I guess.

A lot of your imagery has really stuck with me, like when 
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you say, “the tiniest wound smiles there, then yawns, and 
the black blood breaks down his shirt front.” After four 
days, I still can’t shake that black blood pouring out of 
a yawning wound. Quentin Tarantino once said when 
asked why he feels the need to show such gruesome and 
graphic violence in his films, simply “Because it’s so much 
fun!” Do you think there’s an element of that when you’re 
writing?

Sure, it’s always fun to get to pretend that you’re a ba-
dass. But what it really is about violence is that it scares 
the shit out of you—getting beat up, gettng shot. And 
ultimately it’s the thing that you’re afraid of that is the 
most attractive. There’s some part of you that at least 
finds it fascinating.

The various rituals involved in the creative processes of 
other writers always interests me. For some it’s a type-
writer and a cigarette, and for others it’s Mozart and their 
iPad. Describe the scene for me when you sit down to 
work on something.

You know I’ve never had a cigarette, even though ev-
eryone I know smokes. Isnt that weird? Really, I haven’t. 
I used to have a ‘57 Olympia, this old typewriter, and I 
loved the way it snapped. I think probably the first 30 
minutes of your day should be spent just daydreaming, 
brainstorming. You havent talked to anyone yet. You ha-
vent listened to the news. The news will ruin you because 
you’ll start thinking analytically. No music. I dont even 
want the cats in the room. And it’s just you and you’re 
coming out of that weird dream shit. It works best in the 
winter, because it’s cold and you can stay in bed. And 
you just start writing things down. Maybe I went to bed 
thinking about this certain person, so I start writing and 
none of it makes any sense at all, and nothing may come 
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out of it, but it’s good exercise. Then you start your day, 
and later, you go back to it and pick out the hot spots.

In Duels, all of the stories are structured the same way, 
with the first person accounts of three different characters 
who all tell different parts of the same story. So the events 
of the story still occur chronologically for the reader, but 
he or she gets three different takes on it. What were you 
hoping to accomplish with this technique?

Yeah, I like the idea of a triptych in art, three pieces that 
tell one story. So what I did was separate the story into 
three dramatic monologues. With the two dualists I try 
to show some sort of epiphany, something they realize 
about the world that they didn’t know before. So, for ex-
ample, you could have a child realizing for the first time 
that his parents won’t be able to protect him forever. 
Or it could be learning what sex is for the first time. Or 
understanding what death is. It tweaks your mind a little 
bit.

Then the witness helps, because he or she is outside of 
the action, and is able to describe what is actually physi-
cally happening. Of course, even the witnesses have their 
own desires and fears.

Who are some of your favorite writers? Some other au-
thors who really inspire you?

Duels is actually inspired by Robert Olen Butler’s collec-
tion, Severance. As in a severed head. To me, it’s one of 
the best works of short shorts or flash fiction ever made. 
So, in Severance, Butler says that a person can talk 180 
words per minute when excited, and that once our head 
has been cut off, we can live for a minute and a half. And 
if you add those two together it’s 240 words after your 
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dead, or 270, whatever that comes out to be. So the story 
starts just as the guillotine drops. 270 words. It’s great. 
The pressure is really there. A lot of the stories will end 
mid sentence because their time is up and you’re like “Ah, 
fuck!” It’s left unsaid. Some are funny, some are very sad 
and touching.

Butler talks about this idea of yearning, the deep motiva-
tion of every character, in real life and in fiction. Who am 
I in this world? We don’t really wanna go too deep into 
who we are very often. It’s scary, you know? But, once 
your heads chopped off, you’re free to roam those areas 
that you’re afraid of.

Okay, so, like Severance, Duels deals with nearly that 
same moment in time, just before death, rather than 
after it.

Right, in Duels, you see that same kind of pressure on 
the characters that you see in Severance. You’re walk-
ing away from each other, and you’ve only got about a 
minute to do it, and when you turn around, you’re either 
going to kill someone or be killed. Or both. That’s a hell 
of a moment. And those thoughts that you would usu-
ally bury start to bubble up. You’ve got a minute to put 
your last thoughts together and you’re wondering, “What 
the hell am I doing here?” “What about me would put me 
here?” And you turn around and there’s a kind of reckon-
ing and acknowedging of the world. Their worlds will 
never be the same from that point forward.

You teach several advanced fiction classes here at FSU, any 
words of wisdom for the young writers out there trying to 
make a name for themselves?

Learn your craft. You want to read as much in your genre 



52 The Kudzu Review

as you can. Ingest it all; those novels, stories, essays, 
flashes, poems, they’re your real teachers. They’re the 
ones you can learn from--see what they’re doing right, 
wrong, etc. What you want to steal, immitate, ignore. 
And read them twice, three times, because during those 
secondary readings--when you already know the an-
swer to “What’s going to happen?”--that’s when the text 
begins to reveal its secrets: here’s how I do X, here’s how I 
get away with Y, and here’s how I set you up with Z. That 
is, the first reading is pleasurable; the second reading is 
private investigative work.

Don’t worry about being original. Get that out of your 
mind. That’s an old Modernist trope, and we’ve moved 
beyond that understanding. So, learn your tradition and 
craft, and get your ass in the chair and write. Write, write, 
write. And emulate your favorite texts and build a small 
network of like-minded folks who’ll read your work and 
who will share theirs with you, like a salon in the older 
days. Eventually, you’ll start to move into your original 
ideas, your own vision of art, and start to push against 
the boundaries of your genre, but by then you’ll have a 
full toolbox to help you work on these unique stories. 
That’s when you’ve arrived at art. It takes a lot of time 
to get there. Enjoy the process, man; it’s going to be fun 
and frustrating and terrifying and so damn satisfying.

Speaking of advice, I know you grew up going to Mardi 
Gras. Some friends and I are thinking about making the 
trip this year. Any tips for a first timer?

I’ll send you a whole itinerary for New Orleans soon; it’s 
the greatest city in America for fun. I guarantee

So I guess the last question is...do you think you could 
beat me in a duel?
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JULIA BOMALASKI

Fuck Up     Gauche on Panel

Julia Bomalaski
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Dance Is When All The Butterflies In Your Stomach Spill Out Your Skin 
Watercolor, Marker, & Colored Pencils

AMBER FREEMAN
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GRETEL LAPICA

What Are We Becoming?     Mixed Media

Gretel Lapica
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Jackelope in Bush     Photo
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DANIELLE HORAK

Next Step     Photo

Danielle Horak
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I Hope You Notice Me     Vine Charcoal

ANDREA VALLADARES
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SARA CHAMBERLAIN

B-Sharp’s On A Wednesday

black man in a green suit under a blue
light his soul is a solo piece Parker style.

the history of poetry is jazz
the sound of sex slammed against the wall
is jazz the world put back together 

again the furrowed brow
beaded sweat lip eye rolled 
back concentration is true

jazz, the drummer 
plays back the beat. the horn,
hear the horn ripple 

roll over riddled old
sounds. jazz is lusty 
fuzzies buzzing in your

chest. feet clapping 
beats. the bass is the cold 
that doesn’t leave your toes, turns

feet into ramshackle
shoes while your fingers
melt under the piano’s

tide, jazz is a full moon
rising the melody higher
smashing tsunami style

true blue in the pink
breathe jazz in summertime
air all day, even at night
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in winter under a dull
lamp in the middle of a spinster
collection, in the middle

of a square jazz is a minefield
be careful to watch out step 
on every last one. 
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Gemma Solomons

The Kinds of People You’re Likely to Meet 
While Riding South Florida Public 

Transportation

 Crazy people. That’s who.
 Like a guy with half his brains missing, who’s 

already drunk by five o’clock. You might be fourteen, and 
the only one on the bus along with your friend. And be-
cause you’re at that age, the only acceptable seat on the 
bus is at the very back. Except this guy steps on, and looks 
the whole row up and down until his glassy eyes land on 
you. He may try to mutter, “Yeah,” but he ends up shout-
ing it. And then he approaches, his Publix bags filled with 
glass bottles clink clink clinking away as he shuffles down 
the row and sits right next you. “You kids like to party?” 
he’ll say, licking his lips dramatically. “My friends say I’m a 
wild man. They call me half-man, half-beast. They say I’m 
crazy, but I’m good in bed.” He may inch closer, and be-
cause you’re at that age, you and your friend laugh ridicu-
lously, in total shock at this sudden appearance of insanity, 
and get off at the next stop. Even though it isn’t yours. You 
get off and wait another hour because anything is better 
than the half-man, half-beast.

 Crazy.
 I grew up in Broward County, in a suburb called 

Coral Springs that was just field and swamp before 1970. 
It’s a small town, but getting bigger every day, and neigh-
bors on bigger places like Boca Raton, Sunrise, and Fort 
Lauderdale. That small little slice of suburbia housed 
people from the lower-lower class to the upper-middle 
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class, and anything higher, for the most part, went to its 
cousin, the town called Parkland. Still, it wasn’t uncom-
mon for kids in high school to have a car, or at least know 
several kids who owned cars. Except me. A good majority 
of my friends never bothered to learn to drive, due to lack 
of time, effort, or motivation, or they had their parents to 
drive them everywhere.

 As for me, I am forbidden from getting a driver’s 
license under federal law.

 If that sounds needlessly extreme, let me direct 
your attention to the wild man in the second paragraph, 
with the disclaimer that because of this law, I was forced 
to ride the bus for an entire hour every day to and from 
work. With people like that guy.

 And like the woman who was so tan, she was more 
red than brown. Her skin looked reptilian, and it was im-
possible to tell her age. She could be anywhere from thirty 
to a hundred, and her sun-bleached hair always looked 
wet with grease. She always wore a brown velour dress 
that went to her ankles. She never wore a bra, and her tits 
hung down to her waist, swaying like twin pendulums ev-
ery time the bus made a sudden stop. Regulars on the bus 
would see her coming and would adjust themselves out 
of the way because this woman carried with her a stench 
so foul it didn’t seem possible that it came from Earth. It 
was like how fresh shit would smell on Mars. This cloud 
of smell wafted throughout the bus and people would 
glance back and forth to each other as if others recogniz-
ing the odor would somehow deplete its strength, would 
somehow return all the air back to the bus and purge the 
world of this odious stink. The woman doesn’t notice any-
thing, just stares out the window blankly at the sun.

 The law that exists that keeps me from getting a 
license probably didn’t intend for such repercussions as a 
lower-middle class English girl being stuck on a bus for an 
hour while attempting to work so she could save enough 
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money for college (as this law also prevents her from get-
ting any kind of scholarships or federal financial help). It’s 
called the REAL ID Act, a federal law that came into effect 
shortly after September 11th, 2001, and it says, in essence, 
that anyone without a social security number can’t do a 
damn thing. Certainly not take out a loan, certainly not 
get a legal job. Certainly not drive a car.

 I was born in a small village outside of Manches-
ter, England, along with my older brother, James. My 
mother is from London, my father from Blackpool. In 1992, 
we moved to Coral Springs, Florida the day after James 
turned five, ten days before my third birthday. 

 An old family joke: we moved to this country in 
order to be closer to my dad’s side of the family, who all 
lived already in Florida; now, they’re the reason we want 
to leave.

 1992 was a lot different than 2010. Laws were dif-
ferent then; the government was less strict about many 
things, so my parents were able to get their licenses no 
problem. They could work, open a bank account, get a car, 
get bad credit, all like normal Americans, without hav-
ing to be Americans. However, it’s not like we didn’t try. 
My parents had every intention of becoming the good, 
healthy people of this country.

 Like the woman with white hair, who wears every 
shade of purple possible and big, mirrored sunglasses 
reflecting the whole bus, because she sits with her back to 
the driver and watches everyone else. She moves her lips 
constantly: pursing them, licking them, stretching them, 
babbling silently and forming words that have no mean-
ing to anyone else. Her arms wave wildly as she pretends 
to conduct an orchestra comprised of the other passen-
gers.

 Like the old man in bright, traditional African garb, 
with a grey, unkempt beard that grew like lion whiskers 

Gemma Solomons
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and eyes that looked off in two different directions, who 
held his hands out to me like he wanted to grab  me by 
my upper arms, shouting, “Abracadabra! I wanna reach out 
and grab ya!”

 Like the lady taking up five seats with shopping 
bags filled with baby diapers, baby food, baby clothes, 
baby toys, and spent the whole ride rocking and cooing to 
an empty baby carrier.

 Some people have all the luck.
 My family are not those people. It’s almost like a 

movie, sometimes, how bad things happen to us. My dad 
likes to tell us now, voiced laced with bitterness, how his 
sister had recommended him a lawyer when he first start-
ed the citizenship process, over fifteen years ago. He had 
gone to put mine and James’ names on some form, claim-
ing we were his children, when the lawyer stopped him, 
saying there was no point in doing that now, he could just 
do it later. No sweat. “If I had just put your names down,” 
my dad says now, “none of this would even be happening.” 
The lawyer has since been disbarred and imprisoned.

My parents have filed paperwork that has gotten lost a total 
of three times. When my dad finally got his work permit, 
whoever it was that filled out his information used the code 
for country, “UK”, thinking it meant United Kingdom. My 
dad spent years after that with all his information stating he 
was from Ukraine. 

 All the luck, indeed.

 The kinds of people you’re likely to meet while rid-
ing South Florida public transportation: assholes.

 Like the group of rap star wannabes, who scan the 
crowded bus looking for someone to rouse and spy you, 
still in high school and filled with pent up frustration at 
a whole lot of things, and this group might come over to 
you, screaming to be heard over your headphones, reach-
ing out with fingers to caress the bits of skin showing 
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through your stylishly torn jeans. They might try to touch 
your hair as you twist away like a snake, teeth bared, but 
there’s not a lot you can do when they crawl over you and 
tease you for using big words to try to insult them. You’re 
shaking so hard now, with so much rage, and you hate 
that you sometimes cry when you get so angry, and you 
don’t know if you’re angrier with these assholes who won’t 
ever do anything good with their lives or everyone else on 
the bus, just sitting there, watching.

 I wasn’t even aware of my status in this country 
for the first major part of my life, with good reason. It was 
a concern, living in the country without citizenship, but 
it wasn’t a pressing concern. In the nineties, one could 
still do most of the things any citizen could do. I pledged 
allegiance to the flag every day at school. I celebrated 
Independence Day every year. 

 Like I’m sure that one bus driver did, with the dark 
sunglasses and black riding gloves, who kept the bus in 
place while he tried to talk to an old lady near the front, 
who had been on when you arrived. It took you a while to 
notice their conversation, but you finally tune in when you 
hear the bus driver shout, “Hey, don’t bleed on the seats!” 
And then your head swivels to this old woman, staring off 
into space. She has a gaping head wound, blood matting 
in her dirty blonde hair. “Please. I just need to get to Royal 
Palm Boulevard,” she mutters. “My husband will be there. 
Please, he’s there. I need to go to Royal Palm Boulevard.” 
The bus driver just talks over her, asking if he needs to 
call her an ambulance but repeating over and over for 
her not to get her blood anywhere. Finally, the woman’s 
had enough of waiting to for the bus to move and gets 
off before you’ve even moved away from your bus stop 
and starts walking down the street, in the direction of 
Royal Palm, to this heroic husband, who just happened to 
not be with his injured wife. The bus driver looks around 
wildly, eyes landing on you, the only other person there, 

Gemma Solomons
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as he insists that you saw him ask her if she wanted an am-
bulance, and that he really tried to help her and it wasn’t 
any of his goddamn fault before checking the worn, ugly 
upholstery for blood.

 
 My blood: my father. He’s now a United States citi-

zen, despite no one else in my family being one as well, a 
direct result of that nice, disbarred, incarcerated lawyer. All 
those years, and he was only sworn in as a citizen a couple 
years ago. To give you an example of the speed at which 
these things move: at one point during the process, the 
only thing my dad was missing from his paperwork was a 
legible copy of his birth certificate, so he sent away for one 
from England and mailed it off to the immigration office. 
“You’ll hear from us in six weeks,” they said. He didn’t hear 
anything for the next three years. 

 There is something undoubtedly wrong in the 
whole system. Only bureaucracy can make chaos appear 
so organized. Repeatedly, people on both sides of the 
situation are made to do so many ridiculous things. One 
night, my dad had to go to the immigration office in Mi-
ami at four in the morning to meet with someone at nine. 
While he and a dozen others stood in line, a man stood by 
with a cart, selling the people in line milk crates to sit on 
for a dollar each. When he went for his citizenship inter-
view, an official asked everyone in the room to stand up if 
they spoke English; only my dad and another guy stood, 
out of over two hundred people. Later on, during the ac-
tual interview, they made my dad read a paragraph aloud 
in English to prove it. “They made an Englishman read a 
paragraph in English that was written in broken English,” 
he told me. “You try and explain that to me.”

 Ridiculous.
 Like the squat lady with curly white hair beneath 

a baseball cap that said: “BECAUSE I’M THE BOSS, THAT’S 
WHY!” and wore a t-shirt down to her knees that said, 
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“DEA: DRUGS and EVERYTHING ALCOHOLIC”.  She had a 
Spiderman backpack. She bounced onto the bus, giggling, 
and politely asked these two African-American boys if 
they were related to Ruben Studdard. She won’t ever stop 
talking to herself, but you might hear: “I sent out cards, I 
did. Seven cards. Some of them personal, but I sent out 
seven. Some to my children, and some of them personal.” 
Or she could say, “I did something bad...and it’s hysteri-
cal!” Or: “Torpedo right in the face. I was there with you, in 
Kuwait. I was there when they kicked out President Joseph 
Bush.” Or: “You eventually give up, but still.” Or: “They had 
to watch! And save it.” She might start singing children’s 
songs loudly, the only lyrics, “Love is with me, love is with 
me, love is with me.” She will want everyone to join in. 
No one will. And when she gets off to go--I can’t imagine 
where--she will sweep up her arms at everyone, and say, 
“See you all!”

 Or like the old hero, screaming at the bus driver. 
He keeps the bus in the same spot for twenty minutes, 
hanging out the side door. It’s during rush hour, and the 
bus is crowded, people standing everywhere in the aisles. 
“Don’t make a big deal,” the man cries, shaking his fists. 
“Drive the bus! Drive the damn bus!” Before, you were 
probably too busy listening to music, reading a book, pre-
tending to be not there, so you only catch the middle of 
the argument. Now, you’re interested. Hell, everyone else 
on the bus is. “I served in the war!” the old man shouts. 
He’s clenching an umbrella, even though it’s summer and 
sunnier than ever. “I fought for my country. Why don’t you 
fight instead of driving a damn bus! Shmuck!” The bus 
driver doesn’t even try to be calm, try to be diplomatic. 
He calls the guy a jerk, orders him off the bus, threatens 
to call the police. “Fight me? I’m eighty-two years old!” the 
veteran cries. His tan, melted skin gets pulled tight on his 
face as his frustration grows, the plastic bag in his other 
hand rustling. “Yeah, fight me. You’d be a hero.” Then, he 
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starts to chant, “You’re a hero! You’re a hero! You’re a hero! 
Shmuck. I’ll get you!” And with that final threat he jumps 
off the bus and the driver doesn’t even wait until he’s on 
the sidewalk before pulling out and driving sharply away.

 The kinds of people you’re likely to meet while rid-
ing South Florida public transportation: nobodies.

 And without quoting Emily Dickinson, “nobody” is 
who I am, too. I always tried to separate myself from the 
people I rode with, not because I thought myself better 
than them, but because I never like to contemplate why I 
was even there. If I listened to music, read a book, wrote 
down stories or poems, daydreamed, it meant I could not 
be on a hot, uncomfortable bus for an hour to and from a 
miserable job at my aunt’s company that I absolutely hate 
but was stuck with because I can’t work anywhere else. So, 
I thrived on the disconnect. I had an almost supernatural 
ability that I often boasted about to my friend: if I sat on 
the aisle seat, with my sunglasses on, my headphones in, 
book on my lap and backpack or purse on the seat next to 
me, it wouldn’t matter how full the bus got, with people 
crowding the walkway. Only about one person in ten 
would ask me to move over so they could sit next to me. It 
was like I was in a little bubble of red rage and anonymity.

 I’m in limbo on every bus, as I’m in limbo in the 
country. Trapped between Heaven and Hell, USA and UK, 
the stark insanity on the bus and the pale normality off 
the bus. And every time I glanced out of my bubble at 
some other passenger, forgotten by the majority, crying 
maniacally on the outskirts of  the usual, I felt that big, 
angry monster known as society turn its bold, red eyes on 
me and ask, “Are you nobody too?”

 
  It sometimes feels like even when I get off at my 

stop, I’m still riding. Like the seats are still vibrating be-
neath me, the smell of some kid’s Doritos still clogged in 
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my nose, the screaming laughter of some lady who won’t 
get off her cell phone, the wheels on the bus going round 
and round, and there’s no end in sight. It’s not impossible 
to become a citizen. I say, unironically, and with no trace of 
sarcasm, that America is a land that has always thrived on 
possibility. It’s not impossible, just needlessly difficult. And 
expensive. For me alone, not counting what my family has 
spent for my dad, my mum, and my brother’s paperwork, 
we’ve spent somewhere around eight to ten thousand 
dollars.

 “What’s this ‘we’ you’re talking about?” my dad said 
after relaying that statistic.

 I’m still in the process of getting my work permit. 
It’s not a citizenship. It’s not even a residency, though I’ve 
lived here for eighteen years. The permit just lets me work 
and open a bank account and drive, and that’s all I really 
need to live. I leave my parents to deal with the paper-
work. It’s impossible to wrap my head around. Every so 
often they get me to find old paperwork, get my school 
transcripts, find photos that prove I’ve lived here for as 
long as I have. I had to go get my biometrics done a few 
weeks ago, which is government speak for fingerprinting. 
I needed them in the middle of the week, and I had to get 
to Fort Lauderdale from Tallahassee. And I cannot drive.So 
I got the Greyhound. 

 The kinds of people you’re likely to meet while 
riding the Greyhound: not so different from the people 
riding South Florida public transportation.

 I met the eighteen-year-old kid who told me he 
hates wifebeaters, hates them so much he got arrested 
for nearly knifing a gangbanger he saw smacking a girl 
around, but his pastor and his church group bailed him 
out. I met the redneck biker guy in all black with long, 
greasy brown hair and a beard that would put ZZ Top to 
shame, who spent the whole ride with his nose in an old, 
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There are seven ants carrying one bread crumb
across the cold linoleum floor—unbelievable.

See, mom, that’s why I never went into the garage
and rolled up the moldy rug like you asked me to.

Believe me, there are ants under there, I’ve seen them,
and it’s one thing to lose a bread crumb, but what about me?

What if, as I was rolling up the rug for you, I lost my footing
and got knocked out cold, started seizing on the floor

just long enough for the ants to organize into 1000s
and hoist me on their backs. Think of me waking up

to the feeling of pencil-thin arms tickling my back
and shoulders; small, fiery, six-legged leptanillini

moving me fast on their strong legs, ripping that yellow
shirt I always wear, frantic, yelling out orders to

each other like, bite him! and No, he is for the queen!
and think of them bringing me to the queen and me

falling in love with her and marrying her, becoming
the ant king, and her sucking all the blood from my thorax,

and me dying at all six of my poisonous bride’s feet.
And think of how upset you would be when you found

out that you never got invited to our wedding—you never
got to munch on discarded corn flakes or savor the taste

of the high-fructose corn syrup they found
crusted to the side of your cereal bowl.

King of the Ants

BRIAN ELTOMI



Mama, there are wolves in this house. Mama, I hated
when you let the motor die in the driveway, when it all

crept back to me like a peculiar dream. Mama,
bring me to when things were like the moon,

temporary, sweet-hazy Jane in the morning,
when we woke up, stiff-eyed and dry-mouthed,

sunlight punching holes in our new friends’ skin.
Mama, Mama, I already miss what I haven’t lost yet,

everything is made of electricity, and I am scared
and stuffing myself sick with memories. I almost forgot

the reckless display of clothes across bunk beds and
the impermanence of joy. I almost forgot that morning

when we reconvened on the terrace, barefoot,
drinking olive oil air, sharing words and cigarettes.

Mama, don’t let home re-ruin me, I beg you. I was
a snowflake then; I used to be a day planner without a pen.

Don’t let me get swallowed by the mouths in these walls again.

Hostel

SUZANNE HIGHLAND
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Bry Akers was born and raised in the outskirts of St. Augustine, FL. 
She says, “the desire to be an artist has always been with me grow-
ing up and I never let that fade away. People fascinate me and I think 
that is why most of my work has been about expressing that inter-
est.”

Julia Bomalaski, sophomore art major extraordinaire, enjoys paint-
ing, reading, and spending time with her cat. She is bewitched by 
bright colors & loose paint strokes.

Sara Chamberlain is a sophomore Creative Writing major from Co-
coa Beach, Florida, who has been writing for much too long; when 
not scribbling, she enjoys dreaming of her future as a cat lady, knit-
ting, and walking everywhere due to untolerable gas prices. She 
plans to write for the rest of her life, and hopes to somehow make 
a living at it.

Natalie Cowart is a graduating senior originally from Asheville, 
North Carolina. She is a double major in Creative Writing and Middle 
Eastern Studies. With two puppies, a wedding to plan, and a garden 
to tend to, and poems to write, she is a very busy, very happy girl 
indeed.

Antonio Cotroneo is a recent graduate of Florida State University.  
He is currently enjoying Spring in Tallahassee with his fiancee Nata-
lie Cowart, who is also published in this volume.

Brian Eltomi is a senior majoring in English Literature and Philoso-
phy. He enjoys counting calories, backpacking on treadmills set to a 
high incline, is a proponent of the use of friendship as a renewable 
energy resource, and doesn’t believe in the existence of the external 
world.

Amber Freeman is a junior majoring in Studio Art

Cody Gusto is a sophomore Creative Writing major at Florida State 
University. Cody hopes to pursue graduate studies in either Creative 
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Writing or Screen-writing at the College of Motion Picture Arts here 
at  Florida State.

Suzanne Highland is a writer from Sarasota, Florida who will be 
graduating from Florida State at the end of the semester. She has 
no plans, only ideas.

Danielle Horak is a junior majoring in Studio Art at FSU.  She enjoys 
photographing her favorite spots in Havana and Tallahassee, the 
places she calls home. 

Jackie Juaristi is a poet and artist from Casselberry, Florida who re-
ally digs light, Orion,  cupcakes, any body of water, patterns, making 
lasagna, and cats. She hopes to be living abroad after graduation 
and writing and making things constantly.

Sam Kelly: “Hi, I’m Sam Kelly, a graduating senior in creative writing.  
I’m happy to be here.”

Noelle  Kennady is a senior with a double major in Theatre and Cre-
ative Writing. She’s a Sagittarius who is passionate about listening 
to and creating music, and seeing the world. Some of her favorite 
poets are e.e. cummings, Gertrude Stein, and Anne Sexton, and she 
is thrilled to have her poem appear in this edition of Kudzu!

Lee Kraft is a senior majoring in Graphic Design.

Gretel Lapica is an artist who was born and raised in Miami, FL. She 
is graduating from FSU this spring with a double major in Art His-
tory and Studio Art. Her art work ha s been inspired by the beauty of 
nature as well as the destruction of it caused by society. Check out 
some more of her art work at www.gretellapica.blogspot.com.

Karlanna Lewis has just completed a poetry thesis for her Honors 
in the Major project for her B.A. in Creative Writing and has had her 
work published in various journals. Karlanna is a Tallahassee native 
with a second major in Russian, who also dances with Pas de Vie 
Ballet.

Annalise Mabe is a sophomore majoring in Psychology. She works 
at Lucy and Leo’s Cupcakery and sells her photos at Textures Hand-
made Market.
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Brandi Nicole Martin is a poet and Creative Writing student at FSU 
from Palm Coast, Florida. She spends her spare time singing the 
blues, regrowing her bones, and planning what she’ll do when the 
zombies finally come. Rule number 1: Cardio.

Sara  Milne is a student at Florida State University and will be gradu-
ating in Fall 2011. “I like my work to comment on the documenting 
of the real world and how people perceive it. For the image Jack-
elope in Bush, I want the viewer to see the image, remember the old 
tales of these animals, and question whether the photo is of a real 
animal or of a fabricated one.”

Anna  Olver grew up in Alaska before moving Florida.  She can only 
hope that life continues to be such an adventure.

An FSU senior, J. Michael Osborne tends to write things about 
himself, songs, TV shows, porches, tobacco products, cartoons, his 
beard and Sloane from Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. He currently works 
as the Managing Editor at the FSView & Florida Flambeau, where he 
writes things about songs, TV shows and Sloane from Ferris Bueller.

Kevin Pinner is a student at Florida State. 

Justin Ponczek: ““I design my future with a pencil, so nothing’s perma-
nent.”

Will Stone is a senior double majoring in Creative Writing and Art His-
tory and plans on attending grad school next fall. When he isn’t writing, 
he plays guitar in Atrocitus and Brain Tiger. 

Gemma Solomons was born in Manchester, England and raised in 
south Florida. She is graduating this spring with a major in Creative 
Writing and a minor in Religion and no idea what to do next. She still 
rides the bus almost every day.

Andrea  Valladares is a happy kid. She is a freshman majoring in Stu-
dio Art, reveling in this field and school of utter beauty. She thor-
oughly enjoys the freedom, love and happiness she has discovered 
in Jesus Christ, and she has fallen head over heels in love with Him. 
Her deepest desire is to infect you and everyone with the same free-
dom, through all her actions and creations.
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You are now  reading Casey Whitworth’s biography, perhaps in 
search of accolades and aspirations, perhaps in search of more in-
timate information—street address/daily coffee intake/the loca-
tion of the buried bodies/or the names of the two feline sentinels 
perched on either edge of the writer’s desk. Calm down. All you 
need to know is that the writer is (halfway) healthy and (somewhat) 
sane, currently at work on his latest endeavor, a novel.

Dantiel Wynn attended Douglas Anderson School of the Arts, an 
arts high school, in Jacksonville, FL for Creative Writing where she 
studied poetry and fiction. She hopes to graduate in 2012 with a 
Bachelor’s in English with an emphasis in Creative Writing and a mi-
nor in Psychology, and then find an internship, hopefully abroad. 
Afterwards, she plans to pursue a Masters in Writing.
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