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									“Snarge” by Brianna Steidle

					“Snarge” by Brianna Steidle is our Poem of the Week.

Brianna Steidle is a poet, translator, and dog trainer. She holds an MFA from The Writing Seminars at Johns Hopkins University, where she teaches poetry and fiction. Her work has appeared in Plume and elsewhere.

 

Snarge

So this is how a starling looks

emerging from the left turbine

of a dredged-up Electra.

The personal effects, still dripping,

have been catalogued and sent away.

The wreck-site ornithologist

recalls that starlings recognize

songs by chains of sound

not unlike syllables. 

Human speech is infinite.

The birds are considered invasive

in many places. Always, 

the scientist tells her apprentices,

trust that you will know a feather

when you see it. Her analysis

is only as good as her specimens.

⋄

From time to time a passing jet

startles a bird of prey

into unlocking its talons,

and its catch is sucked into the engine.

Like this, Nostradamus told his secretary

he was dying. The legions of ill

at Aix and Lyon had taken their toll.

The Centuries flew out of him.

⋄

As a bird snaps open

       its wings, it doubles

in space. Pay attention.

       There, on the scan the dark

is air or the hollow large intestine.

       The white is a mass

of highly saturated crystals,

       also called a cloud.

A tangle like downed phone lines

       signals a teratoma. We classify it

with the language of children:

       mature or immature. 

Don’t say malignant. Instead

       what comes to mind is 

Sturnus vulgaris. A cell of starlings

       lifting off in the shadow of a jet.

⋄

It doesn’t take a prophet—

the ornithologist must confirm

her suspicions with a microscope 

and a European starling

from the Smithsonian collection.

Who knows when its feet withered.

Tucked so, they conjure in her

long days bent over

maps of the aortic branches. 

The ornithologist recommends

long-range acoustic devices

to douse the tarmac

in starling distress calls.

The speakers pump fear,

steady and wide, over the runways.

Among birds,

there is no mistaking it.

 

Author’s Note

“Snarge” refers to avian debris near a plane or airport—the same word for a feather on the tarmac or a whole bird. It’s hazardous in the turbines but also in us. I wrote this poem while in limbo between a routine MRI scan that turned back startling news and the follow-up testing that would give me direction. As I waited, the poem searched—for form, fact, and closure. Nothing was straightforward then, not even a clear-cut metaphor of the body, my body, as debris. I haven’t touched the poem since the surgery. Snarge is dangerous because it reminds us of our imitation. We burn thousands of gallons of fuel to stay aloft. We do what it takes.  




									“Wash” by Kieron Walquist

					“Wash” by Kieron Walquist is our Poem of the Week.

Kieron Walquist (he/they) is a queer poet and visual artist from mid-Missouri. Author of the chapbook Love Locks (Quarterly West, 2023), their other work is found / forthcoming in Best New Poets 2022, Hayden’s Ferry Review, IHLR, Oxford American, and elsewhere. A 2022-23 Fellow at the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown, he holds an MFA from Washington University in St. Louis and was awarded the Missouri Review 2022 Poem of the Year.

 

Wash

                                You blueprint a body | cookie-cut an acre | pour concrete |

       raise lumber | but forget about winter | our labor in limbo | the wind a bullet |

the half-built a whole lot of holes | target paper|

                                       yeah | I was Sunday-slow | mixed Phillips + hex

                     screwdrivers | was no help | was obscene + obnoxious | my Walkman

       loud | like a pinball machine | I’d stim + shadowbox | across plywood + drywall

scraps | kick up sawdust | power cords |

                                       + yeah | you were right | I was lost | in my own world |

                     may never learn | you’d knock a door off | its hinges | saddle it

       to two sawhorses | palm the DeWalt sander | mustard-yellow |

                                                                                     but y’know what | my world

                     included you | of course it did | you were there | father | with me |

       hey look | here’s you plugging in the sander | it pulls power | flickers the light

                 | the whirr

when you sand | cyclone | kick up sawdust |

                                     hey listen | once you’re done we can hear Van Halen |

                on KCMQ | CLASSIC ROCK | our radio paint-splattered | + precarious |

       on an overturned bucket | here we varnish | dip the sleeve of an old t-shirt

                 into the stain |

walnut | dark as Folger’s coffee |

                                      Jesus Christ | the fumes | the force | burrowing a hole

                     in the head | hey listen | we’re laughing | washing the woodgrain |

       its calligraphy | we count the lines | the years out loud | leave it to gloss | leave

                 to wash

at the well | our breath in the cold | sanding | cyclones |

                                                   I’m here | right here | learning | you teach me|

                            to get varnish off your hands | you must wash them|

                                                                                                                       in gasoline

 

Author’s Note

I was at a residency in Provincetown and missing my father. In the morning, I’d wake to the sound of saws and sanders—a neighbor was rebuilding after a storm—and with it, I was back in Missouri, on a small farm, watching my father work on our home. I wrote “Wash” little by little, as I remembered it: the cold, the dust, the radio, the varnish. We loved each other quietly, and still do.     




									“Salt and Corruption” by Ben Kissam

					BLAST, TMR’s online-only prose anthology, features prose too vibrant to be confined between the covers of a print journal. Once a multi-billion-dollar industry in today’s money, the illicit business of “crimping” thrived in nineteenth and early twentieth-century port cities on the West Coast. “Crimping” names the practice of kidnapping able-bodied men for forced labor on lengthy sea voyages. In language that captures the briny, shady spirit of the times, Ben Kissam’s “Salt and Corruption” offers a fascinating account of a once widespread, now little-known form of human trafficking that ruined numerous American lives. 

Salt and Corruption

Ben Kissam

  

Henry Short had a family who cared enough to notice he was missing—and this made him unique. After his disappearance in 1901, his parents no doubt questioned their decision to raise their son, who had just turned 15, in the still-wild Pacific Northwest. At the time, Seattle was home to just over 80,000 people—and home, too, to a booming black market that prayed on young men like Henry.

The Shorts filed a missing person report at the local police station, but in their hearts, they knew it’d do no good. In fact, the uniformed officers across from them might have helped make their son disappear. Still, Henry’s parents told the police their suspicion: they believed he had been shanghaied.

It’s a shame Henry’s height or weight wasn’t documented by the police that day. If we knew that he was tall or fat, we could say with more confidence that he was probably dead by the time his parents realized he was missing. The dose of opium or laudanum he was given would have been more likely to stop his heart: bigger men needed large doses to knock them out for sixteen hours, and the crimps, whose business it was to get teens like Henry to swallow the drugs unknowingly, weren’t exactly anesthesiologists. 

	“Crimp” was a term used in Seattle at the time to refer to a person who was, more or less, a sea pimp. Crimps took many forms: landlords, boardinghouse owners, barkeeps, prostitutes, or anyone whose line of work brought them to the docks or the seedy establishments frequented by sailors and desperate men. 

Many people wanted to be a crimp. There was big money in it if you did it well. Drugging a man, beating him up, and dragging him on board a ship for months of forced labor was worth $30 to $50 in the eyes of a ship captain—roughly $1,100 to $1,800 today. 

Crimping originated in London in eighteenth-century Napoleonic times and remained a reason to keep your head on a swivel at the docks in Liverpool, New York, and Sydney for the next hundred years. But at the turn of the twentieth century, everyone knew the most dangerous docks in the world were located on the upper West Coast in cities like Seattle, Portland, and San Francisco. Had Henry been shanghaied in Portland, he might have been drugged in a bar and held in an underground tunnel until dawn, possibly even dropped through a trapdoor in the floor, before being dumped on a ship. In San Francisco, Henry might have come face-to-face with Johnny Devine, also known as The Shanghai Chicken. Seattle didn’t have tunnels or a kingpin with a cool nickname, but residents knew that any bar south of Yesler Way was a place to avoid. Crimping took place to “an alarming extent” in these areas, the Seattle Star reported.

At the time, the port city of Shanghai was one of the largest and busiest in the world. It took about sixty days to get there by boat and no direct route back home existed, so a sailor would have to sojourn along the West Indies and through the Middle East to Alexandria and London before returning to America. A direct route from London to West Coast port cities like Seattle did exist, but the Panama Canal did not—so ships had to travel south and around Cape Horn at the tip of Chile—some 18,000 miles total. It could easily be two years before you returned home. 

As a result, sailors avoided working these routes. But captains still needed sailors. In those days, a sailor was paid his 20 percent advance before the ship left, but never in cash. Captains set up lines of credit at local shops that provided crews with clothes, food, shelter, tobacco, and alcohol. The sailor would only receive the remaining 80 percent of his earnings if he completed his voyage, months or even years later. For a ship captain, the decision to pay crimps for their service was purely economic. When a man got shanghaied, the captain simply gave the 20 percent advance to his captor—a great deal for the captain and the most reprehensible sort of finder’s fee you’ve ever heard of. 

Captains also had plenty of tricks up their torn, salty sleeves to avoid paying the final 80 percent. When a boat got stuck in the port waiting to unload—which could take months—sailors were not permitted to leave the vessel, even with land in sight. Budget-conscious captains used this delay to their advantage. They fed their crews rotten meat, distributed dirty water, and supplied inadequate clothing, all in an effort to get them to quit. Months and sometimes years of work would get wiped away if a sailor broke his contract. It was far cheaper to get sailors to whom you owed money to jump ship, then pay the crimps at the docks to shanghai a new crew. Occasionally, a man would jump ship sans pay after months at sea on the same boat, only to get drugged a few nights later and end up back on the same boat under the same captain.

In 1890, eleven years before Henry Short was shanghaied, a broker in San Francisco named James Laflin recorded over $71,000 in advances for 1,168 crimped sailors—over $60 each—paid out to his network of crimps. Today, that would be a sum of $233 million. Apply that figure to more than 100,000 crimped men from 1850 to the turn of the century, when Henry disappeared, and you’ve got a black-market industry easily worth billions.

As is often the case, with good business came corruption, and in 1901, crimping was still soaring to new heights in North America. This is when an already brutal practice got darker. 

*

Nine years after Henry vanished, the New York Times ran an article about crimping titled “Why Sailors Prefer the Old to the New Method.” Five years later, crimping would be outlawed for good. 

For fifty years, loggers, farmers, and boozehounds were the type of Americans who got drugged and tossed on ships. While these men came from different backgrounds, they had common qualities that made them shanghaiable: 

Strengths… Vitality and resilience.

Interests… Money, women, and free liquor.

Location… The wide-open West Coast. 

Despite their foul mouths and often modest educations, sailors weren’t stupid. They were, in fact, incredibly street-smart. So much so that roughly every twelve months, crimps had to change their methods and adapt their ruses as word about them spread.

When the men grew privy to what led to their capture—drinking drugged liquor—they started refusing free drinks. As a result, one shanghaier in San Francisco partnered with a cigar bar owner to give away free samples—which had been laced with opium.

When the shanghaiable became aware of who was shanghaiing them, the crimps stopped showing their faces at the docks. They instead hired a team of runners, usually other young poor boys, and overpowering sailors with brute force became the new method. Runners were encouraged to build rapport with boys from good families like Henry Short or play the fool with unsuspecting Native Americans and immigrants from Mexico and Central America who started showing up in town. 

Once again, the sailors adjusted. They quickly learned to ignore any kids who approached them. Hell, ignore anyone you don’t know. 

Everything changed when the crimps started paying off the police.

Cops were already known to occasionally shanghai a man out of convenience. A drunkard who acted up near the docks or bothered women in saloons might be handcuffed and dragged to the next departing boat. Crimps were known to slip an officer a cool $20 bill for his trouble. But once the police were officially on the take, the threshold for “crimes” committed loosened greatly, and news spread that young men were being falsely arrested and forced on ships. As a result, San Francisco police officers who patrolled the docks were required to carry not only a revolver and baton, but a twelve-inch knife, as many men decided that maiming or even killing a police officer was their best chance to escape.

Over and over, the pipeline of shanghaiable men dwindled, but the demand for sailors did not. Eventually, barkeeps and landlords were backstabbed—and many who crimped others got crimped themselves. In one instance in San Francisco, a pastor was summoned to a ship about to leave port and asked to “bless” a supposedly dying man on board. The last image of land he ever saw was of two people exchanging cash on the docks.

Eventually, the crimps realized they had a business problem. Crimping one man at a time was too expensive. So the crimps did what any struggling business owner would do: scale. And they did so to devastating effect.

*

All day, there had been a buzz around San Francisco. A wealthy man was throwing a birthday party for himself on a yacht? Everyone’s invited? Young boys and prostitutes dressed in street clothes handed out flyers all day.

“Free booze!” they shouted. “Free liquor! Get it while it’s still there!”

Several hours later, one hundred men lay unconscious on the deck of a rented yacht. A team of runners worked until dawn, dragging carcasses off the rented boat in fishing nets and distributing them among the captains.

After a decade or two of turning a blind eye to the disaster by the docks—crimping was heavily reported in newspapers—politicians got in bed with the crimps, too. In exchange for a cut of the action, they squashed any talk of lawsuits or unionization before it left city hall. Word was then passed down by lawmakers to the crimps: “Do what you have to do.”

Runners stopped looking for a man to shanghai. Now they looked for men. Early in the evening, they would enter bars and casually learn the name of every man inside. Hours later, after the men were drunk, the runners marched into the saloon with a police force at their sides, telling the men to get on a boat or go to jail for breaching their contracts.

“We didn’t sign any contracts!” the men argued.

A contract with their name (often misspelled) and an unfamiliar signature was brandished, and off they went. 

Crimping started to die off in New York, but you could still get away with it in cities that were raw and growing—Seattle, Portland, and San Francisco. Every day, new faces showed up in need of work. 

Henry Short was drugged or beaten. Whether he was part of a group or a more expensive solo catch, there’s no doubt about the method of his capture. Ship captains didn’t pay full price for conscious men, since they knew they’d either have to knock the man out themselves or drug him to prevent him from jumping overboard.

But what became of a boy like Henry after that?

Say he was sent to Shanghai and made it there in sixty days. Everything went right—as right it could—and after two long years, Henry made his way back to Seattle and his family. Only, his parents no longer lived at 308 Union Street. His neighbors, now speaking to a shaggy man missing several teeth, tell him they left abruptly when their son went missing. They moved to Philadelphia. Or maybe it was Chicago.

Having spent every cent he earned getting home, a boy like Henry wouldn’t know how to proceed. Seattle would have changed greatly in his absence, with more right angles and clean lines and far fewer muddy roads—much different from the cold, damp, swaying existence he was used to. 

So Henry walks to the saloon he sometimes visited as a boy. It’s under new ownership now. A strange man, disgusted at Henry’s musk and appearance, spits at his feet. No matter—he’s now quite used to being treated like scum. He knows a place like this is the only kind of bar that extends credit to people like him, so he orders a whiskey to plot his next move. 

A boy with a dirty face approaches. He’s wearing a cravat.

“Need a job, mister?”

Henry looks up from his drink. “What’s it entail?” he asks.

“The job?” the boy says. “Bit o’ everything, really.”

“You’ll be my boss?” Henry laughs.

“No, sir,” the boy says earnestly. “My father runs a logging business in town. Dollar fifty a day.”

Henry considers. Something feels off. “No, thanks,” he says.

The boy disappears without another glance, confirming Henry’s instinct. The bartender hands him another drink.

“On the house,” Henry says.

“Cheers.” He doesn’t make eye contact.

Henry stares into the heart of his whiskey, scanning for irregularity, wondering if he should have taken the kid up on that job after all. He takes a long sip, figuring what the hell. 

Some time later, he wakes to a familiar scent of rusted metal and sea salt. The subtle red behind his eyelids is the same color as the ocean at dawn. His core muscles instinctively find traction, flexing to the deck against the gentle sway of the ocean. 

Henry isn’t as mad about getting crimped a second time. No longer a boy, he doesn’t have a resume or references or even enough vitamin C to keep his immune system healthy. What he does have are scars on his forearms from rope burns and on his knuckles from fighting. Until society comes to the defense of shanghaied men, which won’t happen for another thirteen years, he’s got no chance at a normal, free life. Outside this floating prison cell, he hasn’t got a pot to piss in. You see? He’s even got a sailor’s mouth.

***

Ben Kissam is a writer and marketing strategist. He’s the author of two books, including the bestselling satirical self-help book I Am Not Your Guru (Yet), which at one time had a small and strange cult following. His essays and stories can be found in the Boston Globe, Red Bull, and Slackjaw. His writing can be found at benkissam.com. 




									“On Renting” by Sara Fetherolf

					“On Renting” by Sara Fetherolf is our Poem of the Week.

Sara O. Fetherolf (she/they) is the author of Via Combusta, selected by Quan Barry for the New American Poetry Prize and published by New American Press in 2022. They won the 2021 Iron Horse Long Story award and they have written text for song cycles and short operas that have been performed around the country. Her writing appears in publications like Best Microfiction 2023, Gulf Coast, CALYX, Storm Cellar, and Gigantic Sequins. They have an MFA from Hunter College and a PhD from University of Southern California. Find her work at sarafetherolf.com.

 

On Renting

This 10AM, the landlord

walks by my bedroom window,

showing the city utility worker

to the gas meter.

I would prefer that he not

know I’m asleep this late, his footsteps

and shadow filtering through

the blinds. I would prefer he not know

the extravagant heating bill we’ve racked up

this rainy January.

I’d prefer he not see the tall weeds

growing around the meter and take it

upon himself to chop

them to the quick. I’d prefer

to not feel Protestantly guilty

for how in my privacy I am

weedy & extravagant, a late sleeper.

Once, I was taught the Lord

owns my life, spreads the sky

like a ceiling over my head, grants money

to those he favors, lightning otherwise.

I suppose the landlord is

a small, frumpy incarnation of that

Lord, taking it upon himself

to trudge past my window

and inspect the meter, talk

to the lime-vested employee

who is calculating our bill

and not his. In the last days

of my faith, I came to think of the Lord

as an enormous grub,

pillowy & pale as curdled milk.

He eats rot into this earth

like a maggot into a potato

but it is human meat

He craves. He wants to make us

in His image by consuming

us down to the bone.

Then I decided I was being unfair

to the grubs, who are, after

all, only naïve

and hungry. I do not believe

the landlord is acting on instinct

when he wriggles through my

morning, but rather some assumed

righteousness. Please don’t catch me,

I think, a blanket at my throat.

Let me send the old gods

after him: Hermes, the thief,

who adores the delicate skins

of true maggots and their instinct

for taking what they need.

Let me send a banshee

to howl at his mailbox

each time he opens a rent check.

Let me send the gods that are grubs

to consume him. It is not even,

honestly, that he is an unkind man.

I should be Protestantly grateful

he loaned us buckets

when the rain came through

and faithfully called the cheapest

workmen to come fix the roof.

In the letter about raising our rent,

he left a polite paragraph

insisting he ought to raise it more, only

he knows times are hard.

Praise be, I guess.

But I am not one who trusts

righteousness, and the old

gods whisper to me:

Let the weeds grow high.

Let blood and rain and bone meal

feed them. Let the maggots eat

the bills. Once upon a time,

they tell me, it will be

your footsteps you hear

outside your bedroom window.

In that country there will be

no gas meter, only

cooking fires & newborn wolves & stars

maggoty overhead.

The wilderness that is to come

is not yours, but it sure as hell

is no one else’s either.

It is biding its time.

It wants blood, not money.

There is no one, they say,

on earth who can escape

its appetite.

 

Author’s Note

Last year, I made a pledge to draft a new poem every day. Most of these drafts were not very good. But even in the bad drafts, I found myself circling the same images and incidents day after day, as if my subconscious were looking for something I couldn’t name yet. About once every two weeks, I would come up with a draft that finally resolved for me an idea I’d been chasing after. “On Renting” began as such a draft, after two weeks of writing rant-y poems about my busybody landlord and my contradictory desires to have a home that I own and to abolish all forms of private land ownership. Hermes, the thief god, kept showing up in my poems around this time, and I think the turn toward the old gods helped me to find a deeper resolution than I had in previous drafts. 

In general, it was a useful revelation to know that I could write bad poems day after day and trust that I was working toward something I couldn’t see yet. It has reshaped how I approach my writing life, and I am glad the first of these poems is entering the world here.




									“Song Night” by Robert Long Foreman

					Parents often worry, “Am I doing this right?”—a question that takes on humorous complexity in Robert Long Foreman’s “Song Night,” which tells the story of a pot-smoking father who discovers his teenage daughter has been following in his footsteps. Beset with concerns no less pressing for being commonplace—about the quality of his parenting, about the strength of his marriage—the narrator learns from his daughter and her friend how to loosen up. First published in TMR issue 46.4 (Winter 2023), “Song Night” is a tender, funny account of what it looks like to bend to contingency—to be along for the ride, to be a river, broad and strong but also helpless in its outflow.


Song Night

Robert Long Foreman

I thought about calling this “What We Do in the Basement,” because there are several things we do in our basement.

It’s a good basement. It’s furnished. It has a fireplace, a couch, a TV we rarely use, and some comfortable chairs. The carpet is ugly, but so are most carpets. It came with the house, so I guess it has other people’s eyelashes mashed between the fibers. There’s a desk and a chair, where I sit and work all day. I have a record cabinet with all my records and a turntable on top. Sometimes I remember that I live in the twenty-first century, so I plug my phone into the receiver and play a song from an online streaming service. What a world. What a basement.

Clara, my wife, keeps her workout stuff there: a yoga mat and weights. She’s not huge, but she’s toned. Some people like to spend their time defining words. Clara spends a portion of every day defining her biceps and calves. She does it in the morning, before I wake up.

When I wake up, I make breakfast, eat breakfast, and take Clara’s place. I go to work as an in-house editor for an investment firm. I don’t tone muscles, I tone documents. I don’t bulk them up; there’s no writing involved; I only further define them, streamline sentences, cut paragraphs in half. It’s like yoga for reports and prospectuses down there.

The basement is also where Kristin and I have Song Night every Wednesday night. She’s our only child, because one is more than enough.

I never thought I’d have a daughter named Kristin. I had a bad girlfriend once named Kristin. She even spelled it with those same two i’s. She wasn’t the meanest woman I dated in my twenties, but she was harsh. I’d rather not get into how.

It was Clara’s idea to name our daughter that. She insisted. And it’s fine, because since then our Kristin has all but washed away the memory of that other one who was mean. I hardly recall what her face looked like.

When she was six years old, Kristin and I started having basement parties. They weren’t real parties. No booze was involved, though I have been smoking cannabis in the backyard every night for almost as long as Kristin has been alive.

Cannabis is okay. It’s not a drug that obliterates me like alcohol does. It slows my mind in a pleasant way. It allows me to focus on one thing at a time, like the songs Kristin wants me to listen to on Song Night.

When we had our first parties, way back when she was six, Kristin wanted to play board games, not listen to songs. She and I played Sorry! and Trouble until nine thirty every Wednesday night, when she had to go to bed. After the board game phase, we played video games: Knights and Bikes, Heave Ho. She turned ten, eventually, and got obsessed with The Sims. She wanted to find out what would happen if she led a Sim into a room and removed all the doors. It’s what Edgar Allan Poe would have done if he’d had access to a Sim.

We found out what would happen. The Sim starved to death.

Kristin laughed. I didn’t.

Okay, I did. I laughed a lot, actually—mostly because Kristin was laughing so hard it was infectious.

For about five years in there, our parties were suspended. Kristin was caught in the throes of puberty, a phenomenon that occurs among many teenagers. She went from being a little girl to being a stranger who hated me and Clara and wanted us to be miserable from the moment we woke up to when we went to bed.

But Kristin’s was a regularly scheduled animosity: puberty is an evil spirit that visits all children as soon as they’re no longer children. When it came to our house and brought its discord, no one was surprised. We were just hurt. For years. Like we’d never been hurt before.

We get along better now. Kristin and I have parties again, but they’re not like they once were. They’re shorter now, and they’re not really parties; they’re Song Night.

I was surprised when she said she wanted to resume our parties. At fifteen, she told me she’d always hated our parties, even when she was six. She’d only agreed to attend them because she felt sorry for me, because I didn’t have friends and she could tell how pathetic I was.

It wasn’t true. I have friends. I’ve always had at least one friend. But I am insecure about everything, and Kristin had found some exposed flesh. She dug the knife in and twisted it like her hormones told her to do, for I was her father, and I had to be diminished.

Now on Song Night, Kristin sits on the basement floor with her loser dad. We take turns playing songs for one another. I’m glad we didn’t do this when she was younger. Her taste in music isn’t perfect, just as mine isn’t, but it’s better than when she listened to songs made for people whose brains hadn’t fully developed yet.

Now she listens to MIA. It was one of the first revelations of Song Night. I knew some MIA songs—but not “Bingo,” until Kristin played it for me. It is one of the woman’s best tracks, and I never knew. When I asked where she found it, she said, “Greta showed it to me.”

Greta is her best friend. They’ve known each other since they were eight.

But at our most recent Song Night, I had to ask Kristin a different question: Where did she get the idea that she should smoke marijuana?

I knew the answer. It’s the same answer the kid gave his dad in an antidrug commercial I saw on TV forty times a day in the 1980s: “From you, Dad. I learned it from watching you.”

I had noticed that Kristin’s eyes looked red. I asked her why that was. She said she had been scratching them. Her eyes were itchy. That was all.

I kept watching her. I observed that when we talked, she appeared to be on a one-second delay.

I asked Kristin point-blank if she was high. She shrugged and said yes. Then I asked her my question: What had possessed her to take up smoking marijuana?

She said, “Why are you calling it that?”

“Because that’s what it’s called. It’s what it is.”

“But when you talk about it when you’re not mad, you call it ‘cannabis.'”

“Kristin.”

“Dad.”

“When did this start? You doing this?”

“Six months ago. I learned it from you.”

There it was.

“Don’t say you learned it from me,” I said. “Please.”

“It’s okay, Dad.”

“No, it is not. Not at all.”

“But then, what? It’s okay when you do it?”

“I’m middle-aged. No one cares what happens to my brain. It’s too late for me and my brain. Yours is fresh. You still have a chance.”

We were silent for a half-minute, Kristin leaning back against my record collection.

What was I feeling? Shame? It was something like shame, but I also knew this wasn’t such a big deal. Teenagers get high. They’ve been doing it since at least the 1960s. They probably did it in the 1860s. And why shouldn’t they? Sure, they should take care of their internal organs, but then, everything causes cancer, now that the world is a trash heap. Even the water we drink causes cancer, as does the air we have no choice but to breathe. And it’s not like teenagers have urgent business to attend to that being stoned would prevent them from addressing properly. They should probably be high all the time, since in the years ahead, there’s nothing but dullness awaiting them and people they won’t like having to deal with but who are somehow in charge of whether they keep their jobs and how much money they’ll make.

She said, “Do you want to hear my song or not?”

I grunted. She took it as a yes.

She played a song she’d discovered on Spotify called “Run Cried the Crawling” by Agnes Obel. It was atmospheric, with piano and strings and Obel’s breathy Scandinavian vocals all mixed in the same aural pot.

It’s a song that walks around you in a circle, never coming close enough that you can touch it, always out of reach.

“It’s a great song to hear when you’re lit,” Kristin said when it ended.

“Come on,” I said. “Don’t talk like that.”

“Am I wrong?”

“I don’t care if you’re wrong, Krissy. I don’t want to hear you say those kinds of words.”

“What kind of words?”

“‘Lit,'” I sneered.

She laughed.

“I have failed,” I said. “I’m the worst father in the world.”

I felt like such a fool. The song I’d played for her prior to her song was “The Shore” by Corrina Repp. It’s another song that’s even better when you’re high, with those vocals that sound like they emerged from the Marianas Trench—like she’s channeling something ultrahuman—and her guitar tone that has bounced off asteroids on its way to your sad little ears.

To be fair, all songs sound better when you’ve been smoking. It’s like what Ralph Ellison’s unnamed and unseen narrator says at the start of Invisible Man, when he describes listening to Louis Armstrong after smoking a marijuana cigarette.

I ended Song Night early. I was high and felt sleepy, and I was mad at Kristin for doing something I had to admit I’d been doing for a long time, often in her vicinity, which meant I had normalized it for her and it was all but inevitable that she’d take up the habit herself.

The next morning, Kristin was in the kitchen, ready to go to high school. The daily shit show. I came up and looked in her eyes.

She said, “What?”

“You know what.”

Clara was taking a shower. Kristin was standing, eating toast, taking small bites like she always has. Her mouth is pretty small.

She said, “Are you checking to see if I’m high?”

“Are you?” I asked. “High?”

“No.”

“Are you going to get high with Greta before school?”

“No.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“We’re not getting high before school. We tried it once, and she hated it.”

“But you didn’t hate it.”

“No. I did not.” She bit toast and said, munching, “School is terrible.”

“I know it is. It’s school.”

“And getting high makes it easier to deal with how bad it is.”

“You’re a straight-A student.”

“I know. Exactly. It’s fine.”

We heard Greta’s car horn. Kristin shoved the rest of the toast in her small mouth and fled.

I wasted no more time. I went to the bedroom and swung open the bathroom door.

Clara jumped. She yelped. “What,” she cried, “the fuck, John?”

She was naked, putting lotion on herself, her skin like cream and the lotion literally cream. She has perfect legs, a flat stomach. Clavicles straight from heaven.

Clara wasn’t mad that I could see her naked. We’ve been together twenty-one years. She was mad that I’d scared the shit out of her by banging the door open. I hadn’t surprised her that way in a long time.

But my god, Clara looks good without clothes. My freaking god.

She said, “What do you want, John?”

I said, “Kristin gets high.”

“What?”

“Kristin. She smokes marijuana.”

“You mean cannabis. That’s what you usually call it. You always say they only ever called it ‘marijuana’ because they wanted it to sound foreign and dangerous.”

I didn’t know what to say.

Applying a different lotion now to her naked face, which jostled her breasts, because her arms moved a certain way, Clara said, “Are you trying to make our daughter sound foreign and dangerous?”

I said, “Aren’t you mad about it?”

“I’m not happy about it.” She squinted at herself. “I don’t know if I’m mad.”

“Well, what are you, then?”

“I’m your gorgeous, aging wife. Oh, come on. Don’t look at me that way.”

“I just don’t understand how you’re so—”

“So what?”

“You don’t seem to care.”

“I care! I do. It’s just—I don’t know. I smoked pot when I was fourteen. I’ve told you that. Do you have an erection?”

“I do. Yes. You’re beautiful.”

“Well, shut the door. I can’t help you with that right now.”

In the kitchen, both of us clothed, neither of us still lugging an engorged sex organ, we had our second cups of coffee.

“You look worried,” I said.

She said, “I’m not worried.” After a pause: “Okay, I am. I don’t know. This isn’t great.”

“It’s not great,” I agreed. “But how bad is it?”

“It’s not that bad.”

“At least Krissy’s not doing heroin. That we know of.”

“I’m pretty sure she is not into heroin.”

“Or meth. That would be bad.”

“I tried meth when I was seventeen.”

“You did?”

“Yeah.” Clara shrugged. “A few times.”

“Well, no. No. You tried it once. After that, you weren’t just trying it anymore.”

“We need to have a conversation with her about this.”

“I already had one with her.”

“We need to have a better conversation. A real one. You know what I mean; don’t give me that look.”

I knew what she meant. Clara knew how to really talk, especially to Kristin.

So we worked all day, or most of the day. We work from home. We have office jobs without the offices. It’s great.

We cleared our late-afternoon schedules so we could intercept Kristin when she returned home. She walked in with her headphones on and found us sitting in the living room.

She stopped when she saw us and said, “You’re kidding me.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Clara asked.

I said, standing, “Do you smoke crystal meth? Kristin. Tell us the truth.”

Greta came around the corner behind Kristin. “What’s up, guys?” she said.

I hadn’t expected her to be there. Neither had Clara.

Clara said, “Kristin, why are you wearing headphones when Greta’s here with you?”

Greta said, “We don’t like the same music. She keeps her headphones on in my car so she doesn’t have to hear mine.”

“You don’t talk to each other?”

Greta said, “Not with my music playing.”

“I’ve never even seen meth,” Kristin said, finally answering my question.

“I’ve seen meth,” said Greta. “Didn’t try it, though; they didn’t offer me any.”

“Greta,” I said, “you’re not even supposed to look at meth. Do you want some coffee?”

She did want some coffee. And I wanted to leave Clara and Kristin alone. They had to talk.

I went to the kitchen. Greta followed. I got a whole pot of coffee going. I mean, why not? I asked Greta how her day had gone.

“It was fine,” she said. “Is Kris in trouble?”

“Sort of. It’s complicated.”

“You know about the weed, then.”

“I guess you do it, too? Do your parents know?”

“No way. They’re not nearly as cool as you guys. They’re absolute freaks—in an uptight way, I mean. They get passionate about organizing closets.”

I wondered two things: How did Kristin talk about me and Clara when we weren’t around, and how did I not assume by now that Greta was getting my daughter high every morning before school? She had on a hemp necklace. She had a look in her eye that told you that even if she wasn’t stoned right then, she would be in the next forty-eight hours. Well, let’s be honest: the next four hours.

But wait a second.

I said, “How many times have you and Kristin smoked before school in the morning?”

“Just once.”

“Did she tell you to say that?”

“No. Did she say she would tell me to say that?”

“Greta, no. If she was going to tell you that, why would she tell me first?”

Greta shrugged.

I said, “Did you get Krissy started with this?”

“With smoking? No. She started on her own, with your stuff.”

I nodded. My head felt heavy. “She learned it from watching me. How long have you been doing it?”

“Shoot. Uh. Two years?”

“Has Kristin been doing it that long?”

“No. For her it’s been, like, less than a year. She doesn’t really do it that much.”

“She shouldn’t do it at all.”

“Probably not. It’s better than drinking, though. Our classmate died from drunk driving.”

“I remember.”

“And we don’t drive high. We’re really safe about it. What are you most afraid of, Mr. York?”

“What am I most afraid of?” I sighed.

“Yeah. You can tell me.”

Could I? Really?

Why not.

“I’m afraid,” I said, pouring Greta and myself mugs of coffee, “that my wife is only pretending to still love me.” It may seem strange, my sharing this with Greta, but I’m an open book, always. “I’m afraid that as soon as Kristin’s gone to college or she sees a different opportunity, Clara will drop me completely. Move out of the house or kick me out. And I’ll be all alone because it’s too late for me to go on dates, I’ve only looked worse every year since we met. And Kristin will blame me for the breakup, even if it’s not my fault. She’ll never talk to me again. It could happen literally any day.”

I sipped the coffee I had poured for myself.

“I meant,” said Greta, “what are you most afraid is going to happen to Kristin? Because of the weed thing.”

“Oh.”

“Are you really scared about all that? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Greta.”

“It’s so bleak.”

“I know it is. It’s my greatest fear. I thought that’s what you were asking me.”

I sipped more coffee. Greta sipped hers.

“Really, though,” she said, “what’s your worst-case scenario? For Kris?”

“There isn’t one. Or, that’s not true. I don’t want her getting into anything more serious than weed. I don’t want her smoking crack—or doing cocaine.”

“She’s not smoking crack. And no one does cocaine anymore.”

“My friend Jim does cocaine. He makes a lot of money, too. A lot more than I do.”

Before I followed that thought to its natural conclusion—that I should get my hands on some cocaine—Clara and Kristin entered the kitchen. Their eyes were puffed. They had been crying.

I said, “Is everything okay?”

Kristin gave me a big hug, the likes of which she hadn’t given me in a long time. She said, “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

I said, “It’s okay.” I patted her back. “I just want you to be safe. And make lots of money.”

“Fuck that,” she said, pulling back to wipe tears from her eyes.

It really was okay, though. I had already known it was more or less okay—”it” being our whole situation, or life, or whatever.

But that must have been the precise moment when I knew, definitively, that I didn’t care if Kristin smoked cannabis like her father and mother did. Yes, Clara smokes it, too, just not as often as I do.

As long as it didn’t interfere with other aspects of life, what difference did it make? As long as Kristin wasn’t high all the time, what was the harm?

Greta was right. Smoking cannabis was far better than drinking, which was a problem in my family and in Clara’s family. It killed her father and his parents, killed my aunt and uncle, nearly killed my sister before she quit and got religious. It’s far more dangerous to drink than it is to smoke weed. Whether they’re driving or operating heavy machinery, or just hanging out and trying not to break anything, I’d rather have a stoned person do it than a drunk one.

Anyway. That whole episode ended without anything really changing, but with everyone feeling better about the status quo. Kristin didn’t quit smoking, nor did I, nor did Clara. Nor did Greta, I guess.

We didn’t punish Kristin, because she outgrew punishments long ago. They never even worked in the first place. She was always the same impossible child after she was punished as she was before it.

The following week, we had another Song Night. It was better. I felt certain Kristin was high that time, again, but so was I.

She played for me “The Magic Number” by De La Soul, which I’d heard before, though I pretended I hadn’t. I played for her the first song from The Low End Theory by A Tribe Called Quest, and she liked it. She hadn’t heard it. Or she pretended not to have heard it, like I had with “The Magic Number,” the song that says three is the magic number because De La Soul has three guys in it.

Two nights later, that Friday, Kristin and Greta were in Kristin’s room for a while. When they emerged, Greta was holding something made of glass. It was purple, and at first I thought it was a sex toy, which made me feel like I was about to have a panic attack.

Then I saw it was a thing made for smoking stuff out of. Like tobacco.

“Hello?” Clara said, looking up from her phone.

We were watching Succession, but when the TV is on, no matter what we’re watching, Clara looks at her phone.

Kristin said, biting her lip, “Greta thinks we have to get high together.”

“I think it’s the only way,” Greta said.

“The only way to what?” asked Clara.

“To fix everything. Kris told me how tense you’ve all been since the other day.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “No one’s tense. We’ve been normal.”

“Exactly,” said Greta. “You’re tense people. I can feel it just standing here.”

Clara said, “Greta, do you talk to all your friends’ parents like this?”

“No,” she said. “You guys are cooler than other parents. Mine especially.”

I knew she was flattering us. I also knew it was true. Most parents are fucking idiots.

“Why,” asked Clara, “do you think us getting high together would be a good thing?”

“I just think it’ll, I don’t know, make things clearer? When you smoke with someone, you’re vulnerable with them. You let yourself be your realest self. You have to.”

She kept talking, but I didn’t pay attention.

I wouldn’t have the best memory of what she said even if I had been listening, because when she finally shut her mouth we all went to the back porch and smoked out of the thing she’d been holding on to.

It was, she said, a steamroller. I’d heard of them but never used one. The way it works is, there’s a hole at the end of the pipe. First you light the weed, cover the hole, and inhale. Then you uncover it and keep inhaling so that all the smoke that’s collected in the body of the steamroller rushes past your mouth into your lungs.

If you’d asked me last year if I would ever smoke weed with my daughter, wife, and daughter’s best friend, I would have said no. But Clara and I had been planning to share a joint halfway through Succession anyway. And it wasn’t like Kristin’s smoking was a secret anymore.

Once we were all sufficiently high, we went back inside and resumed Succession. Greta and Kristin sat with us, not on the couch but on the floor nearby.

“What is this show even about?” Kristin asked.

“Rich people who hate each other,” Clara said.

I said, “It’s like a highbrow version of those reality shows you watch. About wealthy people from the same family who all have massive problems. It’s funny.”

“It doesn’t seem funny,” said Greta.

“It just looks dark,” said Clara, “so it doesn’t seem funny at first. It takes a couple episodes to catch on.”

“It’s like Arrested Development,” I said, “but with a different tone.”

“What’s Arrested Development?” Greta asked.

Clara paused Succession. “Are you kidding me, Greta?”

“About what?”

It turned out, we actually were the worst parents ever, because we’d been raising Kristin for seventeen years and she hadn’t seen Arrested Development. Greta hadn’t either, obviously. So we switched over to Netflix, and Clara found the episode where Michael thinks his brother’s Colombian girlfriend is cheating on him with a guy named Hermano.

The show was as funny as the first time we watched it because for two of the people in our crew, it was the first time they’d seen it. Plus we were high, so for that reason it felt new. It was a good time, and it wasn’t weird like it was a week later, when Greta returned to our house.

She’d been to our house several times in the interim. She comes over a lot.

Clara went to answer the doorbell, saying, “I bet I know who that is”—and found, when she opened the door, that it wasn’t only the Greta she expected, but also the man and woman who had brought her into the world. Greta’s parents.

They really aren’t cool parents.

I mean, I’m not cool. Not at all. Every truly cool person in the world would agree that Clara and I are, despite the flora we smoke, pretty square. But those two are at a whole other level. A squarer one. Like, if we are squares, then they are cubes. Jake and Susan.

They’re tall, like Greta, and blond like Greta. Jake smiles a lot, Susan doesn’t. She wears braces and possibly doesn’t like to smile because she’s shy about wearing braces at age forty-six or whatever.

Like me and Clara, they are products of the Midwest, but unlike us they never left. They have blue eyes and look like they shop for clothes at a little-known boutique called Casual Church Picnic.

Clara said, “Oh!” when she saw all three of them standing there. Three.

The magic number.

“Hello,” said Jake, Greta’s dad, as he walked in. “Greta said you had something to tell us.” Jake is a direct person. He is friendly and good-natured. Direct, though. When he comes to the house, he just walks in.

He didn’t sound upset. He sounded curious to know what Greta had been talking about. Which Clara was, too, just like I was, as I walked into the living room to join them all, having no clue what was going on.

Clara turned to me as I approached and said, “Do I have something to tell them?” brushing her hair back with one hand like Helen Hunt.

“Actually,” Greta said, “Mom? Dad? I’m the one who has something to tell you.” She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, opened her eyes. “I didn’t make those chocolates I gave you on the way here. I lied about that.”

“Okay,” said Jake. “Who made them?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Susan.

“I don’t know who made them,” Greta said. “Like, I don’t know what guy it was. Or lady. My friend got them at the dispensary.”

Susan squinted. “What dispensary? What is that?”

Oh, no, I thought. Oh, fucking no.

I said, though I didn’t want to say it, “A dispensary is where you buy cannabis products. Now that it’s legal.”

Susan said, “What are you saying?”

Jake said, “Did you feed us drugs?”

Clara said, “We didn’t know about this. We had no idea. Greta, my god, what were you thinking?”

“We got stoned here last week,” said Greta. “All four of us. We watched this crazy old show.”

“Arrested Development is not old,” I said, and then thought maybe it was.

Jake’s face was bright red now that he’d had a second to process his situation. He took Greta by the arm and said, “We are going home.”

“No, we’re not,” she said, pulling away. “You can’t drive with twenty-five milligrams of THC in your system.”

I said, “Jesus Christ, Greta. Twenty-five?”

She nodded.

“Each?”

She kept nodding.

Susan’s face was white. “Is that a lot?” she asked.

“Yes,” Clara said. “It’s way too much.”

Jake said, “I don’t feel anything. Is this a practical joke?”

“It takes a while to take effect,” said Clara. “You can’t drive home. It’ll hit you soon. Oh, god. Come sit. I’ll get you water.”

Jake said, “I’m fine. I’m not staying here. Greta, come on. Let’s go.”

I said, “It really is dangerous, to drive when you’re high.”

“I’m not high!”

“Jake, I’m sorry. You’re going to be high soon.”

“I don’t do drugs,” he said, looking at Susan. “We don’t do drugs.”

“You do now,” Greta said.

Was she trying to get herself killed?

“Is this something you people do?” Jake asked.

“Drug people?” I said. “Without their consent? Absolutely not.”

“He means,” said Clara, “do we use cannabis.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, we do that a lot. It’s great.”

“I’m scared,” said Susan.

“Don’t be scared,” said Greta. “It’s beautiful. You’re about to have the time of your life.”

“Bullshit,” Jake barked.

“It’s really not going to be any fun,” I said. “You’ll be lucky if you’re not comatose in twenty minutes.”

“He’s exaggerating,” Clara said, “and that’s not helpful, John. You’ll be fine, you just have to ride this out.”

Susan asked, “How do you know so much about marijuana?”

“We don’t know that much,” I said.

Clara said, “We’ve been smoking for a long time.”

Jake sat on the couch and shook his head.

Was he feeling it yet?

It was strange. These parents were older than us by several years, but they had no experience with this controlled substance that when I was growing up was a rite of passage. Everyone smoked weed at some point, even if it was to try it and find out they didn’t like it.

Where the hell had these two been? Had they never in their lives gone to a party?

No, I thought. Probably not.

They looked frightened and angry. Susan sat with her hands clenched between her knees. Her eyes darted around the room like we might have on one of our walls a blacklight poster of a languid wizard holding a long pipe out of which he’s smoking some uncertain substance, with a dragon standing behind him, also smoking a pipe. Weed art, I mean, the likes of which you’d expect to see on the walls of college dorm rooms.

But we didn’t have any art on our walls. We did have a clock.

“It’s going to be all right,” I said, sitting in the chair nearest to them while Clara brought them glasses of water. “It’ll be intense, but it’s like having too much to drink. It messes with your mood, and you feel bad. Then it’s over. You’re back to normal. It’s easy to forget that once it’s over, you’ll get your life back.”

Jake looked at me like he didn’t know what to say.

“It might even be kind of fun,” I said, “before it gets bad.”

Clara said, “I can drive you home once you level off. I just don’t think you should be in a car when it hits you.”

“Why not?” asked Susan.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Clara said. “You might throw up.”

“Cars are the worst place to throw up,” I said. “I’ve done it.”

“I don’t think they need to hear details about that,” Clara said, which was smart because I was about to offer details. “The best thing is to go home and sleep through it.”

“You’ll probably wake up feeling normal,” I said, “and you’ll have had the best night’s sleep of your life.”

Then I had an idea. I asked if they’d ever watched Arrested Development.

“Of course,” said Susan. “What does that have to do with anything?” After she said that, she gazed into the middle distance, as if she could watch the words she’d spoken float across the room.

It was happening. She was beginning to be high.

It was good to learn that we all had one thing in common. We hadn’t tried the same drugs, and they might vote for all the wrong people, but at least we’d watched one of the same TV shows. I said, “It helps to have something to focus on.” I went to Netflix again, found the show again. “I mean, there’s a reason why when people get stoned, they veg out on the couch. Weed and TV are a grand combination.”

Jake was glaring at Greta. “I still don’t feel anything,” he said.

“I feel something,” Susan said, watching her own hand.

As the show began, I remembered something.

“Do we still have those CBD tablets?” I asked Clara. “The ones your sister gave you?”

She said, “I think so. Why?”

“Because CBD helps.”

“How would it help?”

“It’s one of the active chemicals in cannabis,” I told everyone, like I was giving a public service announcement. “THC makes you high, CBD makes you sleepy. It calms you, and when you add it to your system, it kind of neutralizes the THC.”

Clara said, “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

I said, “I don’t really, either. I just know that the weed strains they put in chocolates like the ones you had are all THC, and if you want to not be as high as you’re about to be, you take CBD. Or chew peppercorns.

“It’s true. Neil Young says so, anyway. If you get too high, chew peppercorns. Scientists say CBD is better, but honestly, in the world of weed wisdom, Neil Young outranks all scientists. It’s never worked for me, though. It just made me taste pepper.”

Susan said, “You mean I have to take more of this stuff if I want to feel normal?”

I said, “Oh, no. You won’t be feeling normal for a while. I just mean, take CBD if you want to be able to stand up in an hour.”

“John,” said Clara, “why don’t you go find the CBD capsules?”

I went to the basement and found the bottle of CBD capsules. When I brought it upstairs, I could feel the tension in the room. I tried to melt it with a joke. I said, “I just got off the phone with High Times. They want you two on their next cover, isn’t that crazy?”

But no one found my joke funny. I didn’t know how much CBD to give them, so I gave them each a capsule.

I think it helped. In the half hour that followed—which we all spent watching Arrested Development with less mirth than the last time we’d watched it—neither of them had a stroke or whatever happens when you take enough THC to give an elephant bloodshot eyes. They merely sat still and didn’t say anything.

Greta asked if the rest of us should get high, in solidarity with her parents.

Jake growled to indicate that he did not want her to do that.

Heather Graham was on the TV when Greta turned to me and asked, “Did you talk to Clara about her leaving you?”

Clara was sitting between me and Greta. “What did you say?” she asked.

“It’s nothing,” I said.

“It’s not nothing,” said Greta. “I think you should talk about it.”

“Greta,” I said, “what the hell has gotten into you?”

“She’s always like this,” Kristin said. “What is she talking about?”

“Yeah,” said Clara, “what is this about, John? What did you do?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I did nothing.”

Greta turned to Clara and said, “He’s scared you’re going to leave him. It’s his greatest fear.”

“How do you know that?”

“He told me,” she said. “I thought you would have talked about it by now.”

“Why would we talk about it?” I said.

“Because you have to. It festers if you don’t. Like a dead animal.”

“It’s true,” said Susan, eyes glued to the screen. “You have to talk about stuff. Or it’s dead animals.”

Greta laughed. “Oh, man,” she said.

“Why are you afraid I’ll leave you?” Clara asked me. “What did you do?”

“Yeah, Dad,” Kristin said. “What did you do?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I did nothing. I’m just scared you’ll leave.”

“Why, though?”

“Because it’s what people do.”

Jake was looking at me. “Not everyone does it,” he said.

“I know that.”

“Oh, god,” he said. “Oh, god.”

I said, “What?”

“Does my voice always sound this way? Am I like this all the time?”

“No,” Clara said. “Well, yes. But you’re going to be fine.” To me, she said, “John, I’m not going to leave you. Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Things are changing all the time. Kristin is growing up. She’s going to leave soon. People split up when that happens. And I’m scared.”

“Well, I’m scared, too,” she said, and she reached across Greta and held my hand. “We’re scared together, like always. I don’t want that to change. Kristin can leave or stay; it won’t affect how I feel about you.”

I nodded. “Okay,” I said and felt something welling up in me.

“See?” said Greta, patting my shoulder. “It helps to talk about things.”

“Greta,” I said, sweeping a hand through my hair in frustration.

“You really need to learn boundaries,” said Clara.

“Maybe I do,” Greta said, “but I got you two talking, didn’t I?”

The episode ended. Only Susan had been paying attention. It was time for us to drive these people home.

Jake and Susan had eyes as red as stop signs, and when they stood, they did it slowly. The CBD must have helped, because they weren’t lying on the floor, drooling, speaking in tongues, or doing all three at once.

Clara would drive them back in their car. I would follow in my car and bring Clara home. Clara, I was certain, would apologize to them all the way that they’d had to go through this. She might help them into their house. If they let her, she’d help them into their bed, where they’d sink into the mattress and leave behind their waking nightmare for a series of literal nightmares that would play out behind their eyes until they awoke together, groggy but otherwise okay.

Kristin said she’d ride in the car with me.

“Why?” I said. “You hate my car.”

“Because,” she said, “it’s Wednesday night.”

“Far out, Krissy. Just stay here.”

“It’s Song Night, Dad.”

“You want to have Song Night in the car?”

“I don’t know. Yeah.”

I shrugged. “All right,” I said. It was good enough for me.

We got in my 2008 Honda Accord—it’s really an awful car; I don’t blame Kristin for how she feels about it—and she plugged the aux cable into her phone.

A few seconds later, as we pulled away, I heard fuzzy white noise—then a drum, a guitar, a keyboard, and someone going, “Bu-bu-da-dum” over and over again.

It was, I learned later, “I Am the River” by Lael Neale. I hadn’t heard it before.

She sang that she was the river. She sang some other things. And the song was like the fastest, saddest, most desperate anthem of all time. She cried out that like a river, we were all moving.

I wasn’t high, but the music moved through me as if I were. And the car was moving, too, so the song was moving with the car, and everything was moving.

By the third verse, I had a feeling I have had but which I almost never have. It was the feeling of knowing you’re hearing a song that’s telling you about the time you’re living in, that shows you where you are on the map of your unfinished life. It sticks a pin in the world and says, “Look. Pay attention.”

Lael Neale reminded me of something: that people are not the same right now as they were five minutes ago or five seconds ago. There’s no such thing as static electricity. There’s no such thing as a static person. Everyone is changing every moment of every day. They’re hearing songs that make their minds turn on a dime. They’re getting dosed with recreational drugs by young women who only exist because of them.

People leave each other. They stay together. No matter what they do, they’re never the same as they were. They are always moving downstream.

Would I have preferred it if none of this had happened? Would I have liked it more if Kristin didn’t smoke weed? If she’d never taken up the habit?

Of course I would have preferred that. The whole situation was weird. Everything was strange. I would have liked for my little girl to never touch the stuff I smoked. I would have preferred that she get into fitness and nutrition. But I’m nothing like that, myself. I hate fitness and nutrition. Why would she be into that stuff? Being into that stuff sucks ass.

And wishing Kristin could go back to not smoking weed is like how I wish she could be a baby again, for just a few minutes sometimes. I would hold her like I did when she was three months old and on the day she was born. I would feed her mushy peas and press my thumb against the bridge of her nose. But there’s no going back to that. It’s all gone.

Kristin was gone, even though she was right beside me.

She cried so hard when she entered the living world. I stood by as she was born, one of the first to lay eyes on the crown of her little bald head. Starting that instant, I wanted to spend all the time I had left reassuring her that life would be okay, even when it wasn’t, even if she would have to keep moving all the time and never stop, like the woman who insists she is a river and has written a song that proves it.

“What do you think?” asked Kristin. “Wait. Shit. Why are you crying, Dad?”

I shook my head. “A lot of things are too much. All the time.”

“What?”

“It’s a good song.”

“It’s not that good.”

“Do you know how I used to go out a lot? Like, to have coffee and read books? I don’t do that anymore. I can’t anymore.”

“Like, as of right now?”

“No. Never mind.”

I didn’t even know what I was talking about.

I hadn’t gone to read in a coffee shop in a long time. I used to love to have coffee among people I didn’t know and read books I liked. But I hadn’t done it lately, I hadn’t wanted to, and I understood that little change to be a sign of how I’m always changing, despite how I stay mostly the same, across the years, plus or minus some extra pounds I’ve gained and the lines that have crept across my face.

Now I had to play a song for Kristin. That was the deal.

I didn’t have one prepared, and I couldn’t think. So I held the phone up to my mouth and told it to play “Stars and Stripes Forever” by John Philip Sousa.

I turned the volume up loud. Kristin looked at me like I’d lost my mind. And somehow, despite everything that was wrong and could never be fixed, I felt great. I was great. I was a river, one that could never be dammed or contained.

***

Robert Long Foreman wrote the novel Weird Pig and the short story collection I Am Here to Make Friends. His work has been in AGNI, Electric Literature, Cincinnati Review, and other magazines. He lives in Kansas City and at www.robertlongforeman.com.
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					“Although the Moon Is Not Made of Cheese, Cheese Is, in Its Small Way, Made of Moon” by Matt Prater is our Poem of the Week.

Matt Prater is a writer from Saltville, VA. His poems have appeared in Spillway, Poet Lore, and the recent Virginia volume of The Southern Poetry Anthology, among other publications.

 

Although the Moon Is Not Made of Cheese, Cheese Is, in Its Small Way, Made of Moon

Keep looking for the gold formula, the grand slam, the grail keeper, home,

        any of that, and we risk overlooking the secrets of an alchemy  

we might actually learn—how a towel becomes a teacup,

        or an anvil a griddle, or mud a scone, or the two one. 

How does a towel become a teacup? By dunking it in a bowl of tea,

        then holding it over your mouth and squeezing it. How else? 

How does an anvil become a griddle? By setting it near a hot fire

        and pouring oil over the surface until the surface is hot and slick  

and then dropping on a cheese sandwich or a hunk of onion

        or whatever you will. How does mud become a scone? First,  

there is a thunderstorm. Then there is a sprig of wheat.

        Then there is a field tedder. Then there is a millstone. Then  

there is a bag. Then there is a sleepy teenager on the last hour of shift,

        stocking the bags while listening to Culture II on earbuds. 

Then there is a kitchen counter. Then there is butter.

        Then there is the oven. Then there is the scone. 

How do the two become one?  If mineral, by heating.

        If vegetable, by grafting. If animal, by bow-chicka-bowwow. 

Don’t laugh. Or laugh if you want. But if you laugh, don’t miss this fact:

        there is nothing we really know on earth except change, 

and even the parts of change that can’t be controlled can be realized,

        and in that realization a kind of control almost comes into view.  

Moreover, it’s taught that in the Garden of Gethsemane,

        Jesus wept tears with the force—perhaps the substance—of blood.  

I don’t like to imagine that. But if I can imagine it, I would imagine this:

        that some first flower was the first to drink the blood. One drop  

of blood, in one spring flower, in one small garden, in one small city,

        in one small province of one small empire, on one large continent  

of a very small planet, in the orbit of one small star, in one small arm

        of a middling galaxy, just one galaxy among a cluster of such,  

and all of them as numerous as drops of water

        in that one small planet’s oceans—oceans which are, 

in their own way, its blood, and a kind of liquid gold.

        There is something key about becoming that small. 

There is something about the opening of the dew to the flax.

        There is something in that even Caesar cannot tax. & somewhere,  

perhaps down towards Biloxi on the Little Pearl, goes the Jesus fish,

        what floats through the waters of the world with gold on its tongue.  

I sometimes wonder whether that fish’s daughter, or great grandson,

        ever swam all the great length to Ireland to meet Fionn  

as the Salmon of Wisdom. Stories transmigrate, like metals,

        through the layers of the tongue. Every word we know  

is augured from some older one. So, it’s possible. Perhaps the cow

        that bowed to the King, offering her trough for a room,  

went on to birth the progeny who looed and jumped over the moon.

        If we want to know what Caesar requires, we can wash  

behind our ears—the ones Jesus admonished, at the end of his tales,

        let those who have them hear. I get in the way of that hearing so often  

by talking when I should shut up. Part of the practice—

        of course, of course—lies in knowing when we’ve said enough.

 

Author’s Note

Sometimes beautiful, sometimes disastrous, and often strange, rivers are thin lines that turn and contain everything. During the years of the Covid situation, I found myself back home with family, often sitting outside at a small rivulet near my late grandparents’ farm. That small turn of water, which fed under a fence into an old abandoned mine work, is a natural connection between my town and the cities of Chattanooga, Memphis, and New Orleans. Somehow, that connection was the turn of these lines, their source, as with all poems, otherwise difficult to explain.




									“Third Person” by Lydia C. Buchanan

					BLAST, TMR’s online-only prose anthology, features prose too vibrant to be confined between the covers of a print journal. The titular “third person” of Lydia C. Buchanan’s essay is a “part-time being”—an anonymous figure made almost ghostly by her part-time work as an adjunct English professor at two universities. Buchanan’s satire gives dissociated voice to adjuncts everywhere, a growing underclass of hyperqualified contingent workers who teach over 60% of college courses nationwide. Though surely broken, the university system in the US is still a place to make connections and spark curiosity—which “Third Person” acknowledges with cautious optimism.

Third Person

Lydia C. Buchanan

 

The part-time professor is alone today. Today she taught two seminar classes and then retreated to her office to prepare for tomorrow’s classes and look at emails. In her office, there are no windows. In her office, there are posters from campus readings that occurred fifteen years ago, the old books of previous part-time professors: two garish orange and black John le Carré novels, The Jesuits by a Jesuit, something called For the Love of Mike, something called The Secret World, and a collection of dated scholarly magazines: PMLA from 2012, Victorian Times, Victorian Times, Victorian Times. In her office, there are the old personal belongings of previous part-time professors: on a shelf, a mesh wire tray of dusty paperclips, a pair of pink plastic screen readers, and a black and blue mug from Target. It is the kind of mug this part-time professor hates the most: square at the base, round at the lip. She thinks it abomination, to shift geometries in media res. There is no way to hold such a thing, no words for such a thing but cheap and ugly. She wants to rid the office of it—throw it out the window she doesn’t have, pitch it into a foreign trash can, microwave it until it explodes—but she is afraid that one day whoever owns it will show up, frantic for their horrid mug. She knows they will never show up. This is everyone and no one’s office. This is the place assigned to people who aren’t expected to come back. 

Sometimes, when she has just stepped into this office, after climbing four flights of stairs and navigating the populated wings of the English department to arrive at this gray and deserted hallway, the part-time professor considers trying to put her own spin on the space. If only there was a window, she could get a plant. If only she had more money, she could get a rug—a cheap one with a bright pattern—and maybe a floor lamp for warm lighting. If only the walls were hers alone, she could put new art on them, something with color, something that has the same effect as a window: a frame to stare through when she wants to forget she’s in this office, with no sunlight and no things to talk to but the horrid mug and its predecessor’s trash.  

The adjunct professor is lonely. It is 2:30 PM, and today she has only talked to students—first-years, barely settled into their dorms—and only to help them resolve technical issues. No, this morning she also yelled at her cat for yelling at her while she showered. The cat is afraid of running water but does not like to be left alone while the part-time professor is taking a shower. So, in revision, the part-time professor has talked to two types of beings today, none of which could be considered compatriots. This is the third day this week that this has happened, and it is the third day of the week. When she goes home, she will desperately want to talk to her husband—an adult, a friend, an equal—but find that she has nothing to say, save of students. She does not want to spend her evening hours talking of students, of work, of people and things that do not think about her in their off-hours. What kind of a life is that? 

Down the hall from her office, she hears a voice.

“Would you like a cookie?” it asks another voice. 

For a glorious moment, she considers leaving her desk, materializing in the hallway, and requesting a cookie, too, but she does not know the voice. It is far from her desk to the door and then down the hall to where the voice came from. At this point in the afternoon, with all the silence and class management, she is weary. The cookie voice falls away, and she surrenders herself to the solitude of the afternoon. 

The part-time professor is a part-time professor twice over. On other days, maybe days when someone else is in this office, she is part-time professor at a different school, with different students. There, her office is not in a dark wing of the English department, but in the basement of the oldest building on campus. The middle layers of this building are beautiful: marble-tiled floors that echo against a heeled shoe and great panels of trimmed oak on the walls, office suites with large windows that look out over a sprawling hillside, signs outside every door explaining who works inside: University President, Dean of Students, Dean of Faculty, Provost. In those halls, every door is open and behind it, at a large, organized desk, sits an assistant. You never see the University President or the Dean of Students or the Dean of Faculty, only their assistants, ready to redirect the unexpected. On her basement floor, the floors are cheap linoleum, the lights are flickering fluorescent squares, each warbling in its own meter. There are no name plates next to the doors, though some, like her, have printed and taped their names and office hours to the wall.  

In the part-time professor’s office in the basement of this building, there is a pleather rolling chair that seems to be disintegrating: if she reaches underneath it to pull a lever—up-down, up-down she imagines she could go—her hand gets scratched and returns to her covered in black dust. It is not mold; it is plastic, dissolving. Almost every day that she comes here, she forgets about the decamping plastic, tries to find the lever without looking, and contaminates her hand. She pulls it out from under the chair, and she imagines it shaking slowly in front of her face. In her imagination, she tries to wipe her hand clean, but instead of falling to the floor, the black dust begins to spread—first to the second hand, the hand that brushed, then down her wrists, forearms, past her elbows and up and down her shoulders. As it reaches her chest, she raises her hands to the sky—the fluorescent ceiling—and a scream breaks loose, shattering all the windows she doesn’t have. She cracks, swarms, implodes into a vapor of black dust. She has been released; she has become an ancient and unshakeable curse. 

Outside of her imagination, she brushes the plastic dust off her hands, sprinkling the floor with whatever.

One fall she returns from summer break to realize that someone else has set foot in this office: the floors are clean of black powder, and there is a different, empty wooden desk into which someone carved, many moons ago: I HATE THIS SCHOOL. This makes her chuckle. That fall, too, a black minifridge appears in the office. For weeks of every-other-morning, the part-time professor opens this fridge to see if another part-time being has left proof of their existence inside. The part-time professor imagines that she, too, might leave a sign of life, or a note, or eat the other being’s leftovers, just to make contact. But there is never anything in the fridge. When she gives up on discovering something inside it, she considers unplugging the fridge to save energy, but as its entire existence is a mystery, she does nothing. This office was assigned to her by a Dean’s Assistant, so someone might know it was she who unplugged the refrigerator all the other part-time professors were counting on. She does nothing but teach, sit in the basement, and leave.

Always the part time professor feels that she should do something. Something about the gray state of her offices, the gray state of her life in them. She would like to find someone to talk to, just for five minutes, when she is alone in these hallways. Perhaps another part-time professor. Perhaps the Dean’s Assistant, who works three floors above her but knows when she is here because these are the hours the Dean’s Assistant assigned to her to sit in this office. Perhaps a supervisor who could advise and mentor her, the supervisor’s very presence a reminder of a better life, a better way of teaching. But the part-time professor knows that her supervisors don’t really want to advise and mentor her. They have graduate students to fill these holes in their hearts, and these graduate students pay money to the institution, money that funds her supervisor’s salary. The part-time professor does not pay money to the institution. She has not been a graduate student in what feels like a long time. She remembers what it felt like to be a graduate student—chosen, expectant—and a weariness settles into her joints. 

Some days, when she feels the need to do something, she considers attempting to befriend her supervisor—they are, after all, in a sense, co-workers—but feels certain that along with graduate students her supervisor has real friends: full-time, tenured, faculty whom she has known and worked with for years. Permanent, ordinary co-workers. The part-time professor knows that her job is to be part time, transitory, to fill scheduling needs and require nothing that will drain department resources: not insurance, not PTO, not retirement, not professional development, not companionship. She is not to draw attention to herself or her status; she is not to tell students she has limited availability in her office hours because she also teaches elsewhere. When these students appear at the door of her drab, part-time office, she is to pretend this is just, exactly, how she dreamed her faculty office would be. This is all exactly as it should be.

Always the part-time professor feels that she should do something. She was raised without television. She was raised to make and fix and share things, not consume them. She feels, often, that she has been doing this for so long that her soul is turning gray. She feels, often, that she should find another line of work. She tries, often, to find another line of work. She dreams of real co-workers. Not sit-com style office rivals and romances, but ordinary co-workers, the kind that notice when someone starts to part their hair on the other side or buys a new dress shirt or goes on a diet, the kind that make meaningless morning and afternoon drivel in the lunchroom, the kind that gripe about the office temperature together. Some days, she thinks it would be glorious to have these kinds of co-workers, that she would give it all—her college schedule, her lack of benefits, the stacks of papers she grades—to have these kinds of regular co-workers to share her daily life with. But to do this kind of thing would be to give up her hope of ever being a full-time professor, a teaching writer whose work is valued enough that she gets an office near other people, near a window. She knows this hope is a far and distant and dimming possibility. She has not been a graduate student for many years. But she was born to do things, to last, to believe that hard work pays off, and so she cannot quite give in to her dream of someone to talk to at the watercooler. She knows that this is her curse and that her employers know that this is her curse: to work hard, without whisper of advancement, without hope of what the institution promised her when she was a graduate student: a semi-satisfying, full-time career. 

She will do something. If she wants to fill her life, she must do something. She knows this. She has a husband, but she does not have a house or children or more than one car or a retirement account. Being a part-time professor is not so lucrative as to allow for any of these things. She didn’t consider this in her 20s when she agreed to become a part-time professor. Back then, she had no sense of how time works, that it keeps going, that some people do things in their time, move their lives left, right, and forwards and backwards, and that some don’t. She knows that, for her life to move in any direction, she must do something. But she does not know how. She has worked hard, very hard, at being a part-time professor, and nothing has moved. She cannot imagine working hard at something else, starting over, with no guarantee of success. She is afraid. Or rather, she is very, very tired. She has papers to grade.

 	At the end of her office hours, the part-time professor stands up from the chair with the cursed bottom, or the chair with the mesh seat in the office with the John le Carré novels, and shuts her laptop, puts it in her bag. Years ago, all the classroom computers were removed. Now, to use the projector when she teaches, she must provide half the equipment. Compensation for the use of her personal laptop for work, the heavy wear and constant carrying, switching on and off and sliding around on her back, in her car, is not part of her contract. She puts her personal laptop into her bag, slugs the bag onto her shoulder, switches the light off, and walks out of her office. The door locks behind her. 

Outside, the sun is setting. Outside, the students are sitting on the quad, leaning arms and backs against each other, reading beneath trees and letting the light, the dying sunshine of autumn, rest its cheek on their shoulder. Under the leaves, their skin flickers golden.

This evening she is not sure if she wants to see them, all those hopes glowing in the fading light. If she looks too long, she might remember—the grass tickling her ankles, the bark rough against her back, the pages, melting under the sun. Time was nothing. If she looks too long, she might remember, and she isn’t sure what good nostalgia would do her now. 

But someone—say, a girl from last semester who sat in the back corner of the classroom, who submitted tight, intense essays, who rarely spoke but analyzed, relentlessly, when given the chance—looks up at the sound of the part-time professor’s footsteps ticking down the sidewalk. In a flash, their eyes meet. In a flash, both are uncomfortable, startled at this unexpected recognition, this person they know and do not know appearing just when the light begins to blur realities. Both drop their gazes to the ground and then, upon reflection, back to meet the other.    

***

Lydia C. Buchanan’s essays have appeared in the Ilanot Review, Cartridge Lit, Meat for Tea, and other publications. Her essay “Maximalism” was named Notable in the Best American Essays 2022. She has an MFA in creative nonfiction from the University of North Carolina at Wilmington and currently lives in Boston. Her website is lydiacbuchanan.com.
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Couplets

I have a cup that keeps the coffee

steaming hot for an hour. A gift

from a friend. I like to sit with it

on the couch in the predawn, hopeful, 

writing poems. My mother, always leaving

a cooling mug of tea somewhere, rejects 

the idea that I buy her one. She says, guess what

I did yesterday? I say, you took a boat

to that little island in the bay. Oh, did I

tell you? she says. Yes, twice. She has

a concussion. It has been a year.

I look up “oldest cup in the world,”

and find an odd giraffe-looking thing,

six inches high on a pedestal

with little holes like a Victorian dress.

Neolithic China. Even older: three cups 

made from human skulls, found

in England. The archeological paper 

I skim says, “manufacture,” i.e.,

“making by hand,” the surfaces 

buffed smooth, the spaces sealed up.

For rituals, scientists guess, 

and yes, what could be more sacred

than to cradle a rare liquid inside 

that shape? What liquid though. What

were we, then. The modern mind 

in its unmanufactured vessel retreats

from the answer, looks around for 

a ritual, a spell to stay inside

a temperature-controlled quiet hour 

in which my mother does not call to tell me,

again, that she found in a drawer a small box

containing all my baby teeth, and to ask,

now would you like to have them back?

 

Author’s Note

A concussion may or may not completely heal, and its timeline is unpredictable. To make sense of what resists sense, I sometimes look back and around, searching for some context or association that might help me. When I do this in poems, I don’t find answers, but I do begin to feel my way towards my own underlying questions or concerns. Some questions that I think came out of this poem: how did humans start to make things, and can our current skill at making save us, and what happened before, and what happens next? 
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					“to the black bear roaming the cemetery” by Mary Hanrahan is our Poem of the Week.

Mary Hanrahan lives near a wetland populated with coyotes, waterfowl, and perhaps a few ghosts. These creatures often find their way into Mary’s stories and poems. She supports several animal conservatory efforts and has an affinity for rescuing anything in need of being rescued. Her work has appeared in Sugar House Review, Booth, The McNeese Review, and elsewhere. She is currently working on her first collection of poetry.

 

to the black bear roaming the cemetery

your young frame

         treading across

the headstones

    probing the ground

as you move

you pause

     for a moment

to mark the large obelisk

    of someone

neither of us cares about

i wonder which bones

drank the best bourbon

   and ate

the red meat

off the t-bone

tell me

when do we stop wanting

the crust of this earth

        stop foraging for

what keeps us full

        inanition on

our own terms

   and you   bear

with your guard hair smooth

dark like my mother’s

i can barely make you out

at this hour

      in this civil twilight

       as i stand

     next to the gravesite

where my parents rest

from all their chores

and labor

      you lumber up

      and breathe in deep

my sweat    my grief

what am i but muscle

and two hundred milky bones

     pulled apart

i am food

but at this moment

i pretend

to be granite

     still and unmoved

  the hardened angel

in repose

or

  the virgin mary

cloaked in marian-blue

stone-faced

an orphan

a virgin to maternal loss

until now

i hover over the bodies

   embalmed

       my mother below

her rosary tangled in long

knotty fingers

she was once fierce

and bear     like you

 

be not afraid

little one    she would say

then bring me cool water

and sing me back to sleep

 

i hear your low grunts

child

lost bear cub    you are getting closer

             i whisper

as a mother would

to keep you calm

i smell the earth

           you breathe in

on your breath

    feel the slush

of spit

       as you survey

my warmth

you have found me

in this garden of dead things

the once useful bodies

that nursed and fed

kept their offspring

whole

we are the lost

and we are here   still

   beyond any reason

we are grateful for

        the blood still feeds

us and we live to witness

our kin

       the ooze of milk

flowing from nipple

as more dead things

pile up around us and

     to one day learn

what will

    become of us

 

Author’s Note

I wrote this poem after visiting my mother’s grave and later hearing of a young black bear roaming the grounds. I felt an instant kinship with this lost bear and imagined the two of us lumbering around with our uncertainties in a graveyard shrouded in mourning. I can’t help but wonder what might have happened if our paths had crossed. Since then, I have had many conversations with the young bear, and I often find him hiding out in my poems. 




									“China Cave” by Dan Thrapp

					BLAST, TMR’s online-only prose anthology, features prose too vibrant to be confined between the covers of a print journal. In “China Cave,” an old man’s tall tale entices three boys to explore a seemingly endless cave. The boys lose more than their way in the process, undergoing a metamorphosis in the depths of the earth that pushes the limits of their human individuality. Dan Thrapp’s yarn is a subtle reflection on the power of stories to seduce, betray, transform, and spit us out the other side, changed forever and blinking in the light. 

China Cave

Dan Thrapp

 

Old man Eleazer favored sitting out on his front porch of a summer evening telling stories about the times way back, long before TV and telephones, when people used to live over on the back side of Bringer Mountain. He’d go on about those folks—“hardscrabblers,” he’d call them—clearing the high benches to grow corn and sorghum, doing what they could, every kind of thing from moonshining to hunting bear and wild hogs and even mountain lion, which still roamed the woods back in those long gone days. He’d talk of the wilderness, too, and tell about strange and wonderful things you’d find deep in the forest, such as the ruins of ancient Indian settlements and skeletons of giant animals. He’d tell of mysterious happenings, like the time a man’s well filled up with snakes and the time another man caught a two-headed fish and the time a little boy disappeared into the underbrush and came out years later a grown man.  

All these tales were fine enough, but the one the young boys liked most was the one about China Cave. “The big one,” old man Eleazer always called it. “Biggest cave of them all, down deep in Sloan Cove, way to the bottom, where the creek flows sluggish amongst boulders big as hen coops, before it sinks down clefts in the rock, never to be seen again.” 

Mostly on the high-summer evenings, when the air was like warm Kool-Aid and the katydids were sawing love tunes in the trees, the lightning bugs flashing in the tall grass—that’s when he’d tell of exploring China Cave’s high wide passageways that went burrowing far underground, leading to chambers vast as cathedrals, wherein you’d find giant stone pillars formed stout as hundred-year oaks and colossal piles of flowstone in twenty colors, each new layer poured down like a fruit syrup on a sundae. He’d swear he had with his own two eyes seen vast forests of mighty stalagmites, some so mighty they’d grown their own stalagmites, and just as many stalactites dripped like candle wax down from the vaulted ceilings, even some thin as soda straws, whole wide curtains of them hanging two full stories, and still others slender as shoestrings and curly-cueing every which way like long frozen white fishing worms.

Old man Eleazer always claimed the cave just kept on going, deeper and deeper into the rock—so deep no one had ever found the end of it. “Got to go halfway to China just to get to the good parts,” he’d tell the boys and then add, “Which some will say is why it’s called China Cave—because it keeps on going all the way to China, but that’s not the truth. The truth’s better’n that. Far, far back in there, far as you can get, there’s a big chamber all decorated floor-to-ceiling in purest white flowstone. You shine a light in on all them decorations, they just light right up, just like a whole room made of bone china, white as the freshest snow.”

 	Plenty of times there were that the boys asked old man Eleazer if someday he’d show them the way to China Cave. “You’re all too young yet,” he always said. Later on, when they were enough older and could argue better, he started claiming he was too old and the way too hard now that no one lived out there and all was returned to wilderness. “Underbrush so dense you can’t see your own feet walking through it, and all the paths long gone and landmarks obscured.” 

Which was not the same as to mean the cave itself was hard to find. No, the mouth of it was so big and wide a train locomotive could’ve gone through sideways, and once you got down off Bringer, down to the creek, you’d feel that clammy breath of it sure enough, cool and humid like a rainy September morning.

“If it’s so easy to spot, then we don’t need no grownup at all,” the boy called Flyer started saying one day. They were out behind the hay barn on a hot afternoon, playing mumblety-peg—him and the boy called Dunker and a younger boy they called Weed, all three of them bored half to death and antsy what with summer winding down and this being before the time of television and video games. “We could just pack up enough food to last a couple days,” Flyer kept on saying. “Get us hold of some carbide lamps and flashlights and take extra batteries.”

	Weed, who was never counted in on anything without a fight for it, said he bet their parents would never let them go on their own. 

“Who says we’re even telling them?” Flyer shot back. He kicked out the knife and stood over Weed, who was smallish for his age and was sitting up against the barn to work at a knee scab. “Besides, you’re too young to go anyways,” Flyer added.

Weed was squinting at him defiantly, lip curled. “If I can’t go, I’ll tell.”

	Flyer kicked at Weed’s sneaker this time and told him he was too dang feebleminded, too. “And too much of a scaredy-cat.” His sneer found Dunker, now, as if the challenge included him, and so Dunker made the same argument to Weed, thereby committing himself to the proposal. 

As always, of course, and to keep Weed quiet, they did let him go. They told their parents the plan was only another camping trip. Over to the Big Blue, they said. Flyer had already sneaked a fifty-foot rope and three carbide-powered coon-hunter’s headlamps from his uncle’s cellar—lamps his uncle’s boys had for a time used to go cave exploring, roping down into every new sinkhole in the neighborhood, hoping for a cavern big enough to charge admission to see. At the Piggly Wiggly they pocketed cans of Vienna sausage and packages of Oreos and Moon Pies. Flyer shoplifted a four-battery flashlight from McCaffrey’s Hardware, shoving the long barrel down his pants and letting his shirt hang over. They all filched batteries until they had a sack full. They pooled their summer earnings and bought a canister of calcium carbide for the lamps. They filled their canteens. They packed a lunch of ham sandwiches and fried pork rinds. 

Then they hitched out to the end of Fergusson Road, to where it stops at Little Fox Creek, and from there they walked through the woods and up the long, rocky hunter’s trail that climbed the flank of Bringer Mountain. It led them to an old homestead high on the mountain’s shoulder—nothing left of house and barn but piles of weathered boards. From there they bushwhacked down through the steep tangle of vine-draped paw-paws and oaks and elms, skirting acre-big patches of nettles high as your head, down to the very bottom of the valley, where pools of green water lay trapped in hollows scalloped out of the solid limestone bedrock. It was a sultry hot day with no hint of any cool cave breath, but undaunted they started downstream, clambering over baking boulders, swatting at the swarms of sweat bees and dodging the dauber wasps that blurred past on amber wings—for a hundred yards or more they kept on and then felt a clammy draft. Above them, screened by sun-shimmered trees, where the ancient walls of limestone rose tall, there it was, the cave’s wide black mouth, high as a train tunnel and a good three times as wide, just as old man Eleazer had promised. In a giddy rush they scrambled up to stand on the lower lip and shout into the echoing darkness. 

Then they put matches to the spits of their lamps and adjusted the flames and picked their way down the jumbled talus pile, down into the cave’s throat, down and down, until finally they reached a level floor, and there they stopped to marvel and stoke their courage, for it was as if they had entered the throat of some gigantic monster fast asleep. The vast domed ceiling disappeared on back into a darkness that seemed darker than any Dunker had ever seen. He took off his coon-hunter’s cap to make sure the lamp mounted to it was still lit. He ran a hand over his sweat-chilled scalp, wiped it dry on his jeans, and turned to look back, way up, where the cave’s wide mouth hung high above them now like a bright window. “We shoulda left a note,” he told the others. “Shoulda left one somewheres someone’d find it if they looked. Just in case of something.”

	 Well, they hadn’t done that, Flyer answered, so it was but spilt milk not to be cried over, and they’d done made their bed to lie in too, so there wasn’t no turning back now because turning back was a coward’s way. 

Dunker and Weed offered no rebuttal but to shoulder up their packs and follow after Flyer, single file across the dank floor of the vast chamber, their sneakers making squeaky scrapes that echoed loud in the silence. Straight on, Flyer kept going, deeper into the cave’s blackness, the chilly air now sucking in from behind, a sure sign the cave would be a big one, just as old man Eleazer had always promised. 

A barren one, though, so far as they’d come. Plain as Silly Jane’s pie, no sign of the foretold rows of stalactites hanging like monster’s teeth, no delicate curlicues of alabaster or tonsils of rosy quartz. The light from their lamps splashed into dark crannies, revealing them to be nothing but shallow pockets sculpted by the rush of ancient waters. The passage twisted left then right, then began to shrink, the floor filling with sandy mud, the canvas-gray walls closing in, the ceiling arching lower. Soon they had to go stooped over like old men, then were forced to their knees.

	“It’s gonna peter on out,” Weed suggested, but Flyer told him to quit his bellyaching. 

	Meanwhile, the ceiling dropped still lower, and the pitch dark gobbled up the puny glow shined out by the carbide lamps.

	“It don’t go no wheres,” Weed complained again. “Whole thing’s just a story made up. Let’s turn back.”

	“Quitter,” Flyer answered. “Go back if you want.” He was still in the lead. He went on wriggling forward, so Dunker kept following, and Weed kept following him, and the ceiling went on lowering, until they were slithering like salamanders, the gritty floor damp to their palms, and their t-shirts and jeans wet through. Another dozen yards, Dunker decided, and then he, too, would call for turning back. Though now he could hear water trickling somewhere ahead, chuckling over stones. In the ceiling, a seam opened, like the ridge of a sagging tent roof, and so they could go on hands and knees, their shoulders just grazing the walls, and it was as if they were crawling through a long tent of stone. Dunker thought he heard whispering voices and cocked his head up to shine his lamp into the seam. The disturbed darkness fluttered and wriggled. A scrap of shadow detached and darted down at him. Then another. Then a whole tornado of fluttering creatures burst out of the seam. Dunker ducked low, swatting at the bats. Weed went flat on his belly, shrieking like a rabbit. It seemed there were hundreds, then only the receding snap of papery wings. 

Weed still lay face down, mewing into his hands. “Bats won’t hurt you,” Dunker told him. Flyer had already crawled on ahead. They crawled after him again, as solitary bats zipped past them, and sometimes two or three, all heading deeper into the cave. The snickering wings moved the dank air against Dunker’s face, and now he thought he could hear the faint squeaking of their voices, though he knew this to be impossible. His older brother had told him bats spoke at a pitch too high for the human ear, and his older brother knew all about such things.

	“It opens up!” Flyer called out. His lamp showed them where the floor went sloping sharply downward to a glittering ribbon of clear water. They slid to stand upright and then marched onward along the stream, charged by the prospect of wonderful discoveries soon to be made. The passage grew steadily taller and ran straight and then turned. Here another passage branched to the left, so there was the question of which way to go. But the stream flowed onward down the main passage, so they went that way, marching along, a hundred paces or more, and then they could hear what seemed a distant throb, like the hum of an electric fan. Soon it became a soft roar, and then suddenly the ribbon of water slipped over a brink into black nothingness. Flyer stepped boldly to the edge. He wasn’t afraid of heights. He had once strapped on wings he’d made of bed sheets stretched over bamboo fishing rods and leapt from atop Tanner’s cliff, out over the Big Blue, meaning to fly, which was why they called him Flyer. He switched on his long flashlight and probed downward into boiling mist.

“Cain’t see no bottom. Must be a ways down.” 

He played the beam across the walls, searching for foot- and handholds. There were none. “Maybe shoulda took the other way,” Dunker offered.

They retraced their steps to the fork and started into the other passage, which was dry and narrow but pitched downward, deepening away from its ceiling and also angling to the left for a hundred paces or more, and then it bent back toward the right, and here stood a single column of glistening orange flowstone, poured down from the ceiling thick as a tree trunk. A couple of paces beyond it the floor abruptly disappeared. 

“Dang it,” Flyer muttered when he shone his beam downward. 

	Dunker and then Weed inched forward to look. The cone of light showed them the glittery stream, a good long distance down, running across a sandy floor.

	“Must be a hundred feet down to there,” Weed whispered, squirming back from the lip.

	Dunker pitched a dollar-sized pebble. It thunked on the sand below, the size of a dime. No more than thirty or so feet, Flyer estimated. He unwound the rope and dangled it over the edge until the end touched. “See? This’ll be easy as pie,” he declared. “We tie the other end round this here column and shinny right down.”

	“Not me,” Weed declared, but gave in when told he’d be left behind.

	Flyer went first, slithering down easily. Then Dunker went, the rope stretching under his weight. Even so, now tied around the column, the knotted end no longer reached the floor. He hung for a moment, only the toes of his sneakers touching, before he let go, and the rope rebounded like a rubber band and then came whipping back to swing freely at arm’s length. Flyer shined his flashlight upward. Weed’s small, pale face peered down at them.

	“Come on! Move it or wait behind!”

	Weed’s face disappeared. After long moments, the flashlight’s beam picked out the soles of his sneakers, inching over the edge. His knees appeared, then his hips. Then he stopped moving and hung there on the lip.

	“Dang it, come on or stay!” Flyer yelled. “It ain’t even that hard, you ninny!”

	“Just hang tight to the rope with your legs!” Dunker shouted. “You just hang on and slip down a little at a time!”

	Weed wrapped his feet to the rope and got himself over the edge. 

	“Slide slow!” Dunker called.

	He came on, slowly, doing as they’d said, inching his feet, clamping his knees. Then he began to slide faster.	

“Hang on tight!” the two below yelled in unison.

	But Weed couldn’t. With a yelp he came sliding fast down the rope and shot off the end of it, and the end of the rope went snapping upward like the tip of a cracked whip and Weed landed with a thump and curled himself into a ball, arms wrapped, hands tucked in at his sides.

	Dunker leaned over him.

	“I burnt my hands,” Weed murmured piteously.

	“Where’s the rope?” Flyer shouted. He played his beam upward and found it. The knotted end had caught fast in a crack, a good twenty feet above them. They gaped up at it, then Flyer began swearing at Weed and roved in a circle, darting his beam wildly over the walls searching for handholds. There was only solid stone, smooth as the walls of a storm drain.  

	They tried everything they could think of to fetch the rope. They spent a long while tossing their sneakers, hoping a lucky hit would dislodge the knot. Finally Dunker braced himself against the wall and told Flyer to climb on up to stand on his shoulders. Then Weed managed to struggle up to stand on Flyer. But he couldn’t stretch nearly far enough to reach the knotted end. So they built a second human ladder, this time Weed reaching up with the long flashlight. The trapped knot was still a good ways above the end of it. They spent another long while scooping sand to build a mound that would lift them the needed distance—until it came clear they would need days to complete the task and even then the mounded sand would surely be too unstable to support all three of them together.  

One by one, they gave up their efforts. “Dang it all,” Flyer began to mutter over and over, and then slumped to the floor and proclaimed they never should’ve let Weed come along. Weed began to sob.

“Someone’ll soon be looking for us,” Dunker offered.

	Flyer flung off his cap and let his head hang low. “Not near before two days from now. And how’ll they know to come looking here even then?”

	Weed began to cry harder. 

	No, Dunker argued, sure as rain someone would soon puzzle it out where they’d sneaked off to. “One of us must’ve said something, dropped some clue without knowing.” He poked at Weed. “You must’ve talked about caves. Or you did, Fly. I think I might could even of said some or other thing. The man at the hardware will say how we bought the lamp fuel. And what about that man, the one give us the ride—said he lives over to Armoryville? You bet he’ll hear about three kids over near Cannon disappearing and he’ll offer up how he let us off near Fox Creek. So they’ll know we made it that far, and they’ll come on up Bringer, looking for our camp. They get up to the old homestead and one’ll say, ‘Hey, I know where they’re at. Last week they was talking about China Cave. I bet they went there.’ And here they’ll come.”

	Boiled down like this, the odds seemed certain there’d be rescue in three days, or four tops. So surviving was but a matter of conserving resources. “And staying put,” Dunker told them. “That’s all we can do anyway.” 

Flyer didn’t argue, except to say it was all just more spilt milk not to be cried over. Weed quit his sniffling. They were hungry but limited themselves to half the ham sandwiches and half their package of the soda crackers, agreeing that these would go soggy soon enough anyway. The rest of their food they would ration out and also ration the calcium carbide and flashlight batteries. Dunker and Weed shut down their lamps, and Flyer throttled his low, and they sat Indian fashion around the tiny flame, holding their hands out to it as if to a campfire, and so it became that in their minds, and they took turns telling of past campouts and other such ventures. Then they began to speculate again on how long each phase of their rescue would take. There’d be the first two days, of course, when no one worried beyond the normal amount. Then a day spent searching over around Connor Springs where they’d said they’d be camping. Meanwhile, word would spread. Give it another day, two maybe. So five at the most, and they could hold out that long. Flyer was sure they could last a week if they had to. “You can live longer’n that without nothing at all to eat,” he said. “I heard it somewheres—all’s you need’s water to drink and we got all we need of water to drink.”

Weed and Dunker agreed with all of this. Dunker had read of men lost at sea going on for weeks on a few biscuits. They would just have to ration what they had. 

“But how’ll we mark time?” he asked. “None of us’s got a watch. How much time’s gone by since we last even knew?”

Had to be late afternoon for certain, Flyer argued. Most probably even later because time always went faster when you weren’t counting it. Weed declared that he was feeling sleepy, and Flyer owned up he was too. This seemed a sure signal that night had come on, so they decided to bed down. They pulled on their extra sweatshirts and Flyer shut off his lamp. They huddled together against the chamber wall and tried to sleep, but in no time the pitch dark wrapped itself like an icy blanket fast around them. Soon enough they were shivering. Finally Flyer declared he would suffer no more of it and rekindled his lamp. He stood over them, flapping his arms, then began to trudge in a circle. Dunker and Weed joined in, the three of them circling for a time and then plodding along the ribbon of glimmering water to where the chamber narrowed again—thirty-one paces it was—going single file, like chained prisoners, and the meager light of their lamps shuddered across the walls like spooky spirits flitting past them, and then they turned and trudged back again to their knapsacks and then turned again to trudge the other way. To keep moving was a far sight better than lying still, but even so the chill worked its way steadily deeper, seeping into Dunker’s marrow, stealing away his heat, sapping what little energy the ham sandwiches and soda crackers had supplied. It seemed certain to him they would need to eat more soon just to keep warm, and certain then, too, that their rations would not hold out until rescuers found them, and once the food was gone, they would weaken and tire of their trudging and grow colder and colder, until they could no longer keep going. Then they’d have to lie down again and huddle up, and then, one-by-one, they would finally drift off to sleep and never wake up. 

This final consequence seemed inevitable as soon as it came into Dunker’s head.  Loneliness closed in on him. A sob caught in his windpipe. He kept on, trudging along after Flyer, but now his teeth were chattering like hailstones on tin, and he cursed and cursed under his breath at how stupid they’d been to sneak off. Flyer’s fault it was, but it was also old man Eleazer’s fault for tempting them with his tales and then not bringing them to the cave when he still could have done it. He was to blame for sure, rocking away on his porch—right this minute, no doubt—with the bright stars and moon over his head, while all they had here to light their weary way was the feeble twinkles their lamps sparked in the ribbon of water bleeding past Dunker’s feet. Water that, like them, had come from out there, falling down from that sky, down onto Bringer Mountain to trickle on down and collect in cracks and flow clear down to the bottom of the cove and there to sink underground and come flowing right on past him, right to here, and then onward, deeper and deeper, to no one knew where.  

	And that was a puzzler. Dunker quit his pacing. Weed quit and waited head down, like a patient dog. Only Flyer went on trudging, away from them, counting off the final paces, and then turning to come trudging back, the pool of light from his lamp closing in, until Dunker could see his narrow face glowing beneath the lamp and say, “Hey, Fly—we know where this water’s come from. But where you suppose it goes to?”

	Flyer needed time to consider. His mouth opened and shut like a fish’s. “Well, it dang sure’s got to go somewhere,” he finally proclaimed.

Dunker gave a nod. “That’s what I’m meaning to say. It can’t just run on in forever. Sooner or later it’s got to run out again.”

	For another long moment Flyer pondered the riddle. Then his eyes rounded. “I bet it runs out on the other side of Bringer! I bet right over there into Connor Springs!”

	“So we just follow it and get out?” Weed peeped timidly.

	“Just wade on down!” Flyer fairly shouted. “On down and through that squeeze at the back of the spring, then straight out into the Big Blue!” 

In other words, right where they’d said they were going in the first place. This seemed too plain a fact to be untrue, and for that reason alone it pointed the way to salvation. To stay put where they were wouldn’t save them anyway—they all agreed on this—and without another minute spent to reconsider, they recharged their lamps and packed up their gear and set off marching single file, following the water down a tall tight passageway, piecing up the story they’d tell when they got home, boasting of the heroes they’d be for escaping the cave all on their own. There’d be plenty to eat then, too, and they began reciting every good kind of food they’d eat—the fried chicken and baked ham and corn on the cob and spuds mashed up with butter and topped in red gravy, and cake with sugar frosting and apple pie and cherry too, and Flyer declared that he would then lie out in the sun and sleep and not wake up till he felt like it. 

A good long while passed in this way. An hour or two or more for sure, and then they quit all such talk, and there was only the quiet scrape and crunch their sneakers made on the sandy floor, the echo coming back at them in the tall tight passageway, which twisted in one direction and then another, its ceiling long vanished into the darkness overhead—even the beam shot from Flyer’s long flashlight couldn’t find it. By then they had lost all sense of whether or not they traveled in any general direction and could not say how far they might’ve traveled. Far enough to put them deep under Bringer—that seemed certain—but whether half the way or more, or less, they could not but make guesses at, and then agree that so long as the passage kept on twisting and turning as it was, the end of it had to be a long distance farther onward than a crow would want to fly. 

Not that there was a thing they could do to alter this condition, either, so they kept on, marching down the meandering passage, Dunker behind Flyer, and Weed behind him, and the passage went on meandering, bending one way, then back the other, sometimes even almost looping back on itself, but then always bending again, each bend ahead offering new hope—until they rounded that bend and there would be another up ahead, and then another bend after that, and maybe another hour passed, or maybe even another two hours, and yet still the passage went on and on, twisting and turning, carving its channel deeper and deeper. 

Until at last Flyer called a halt and declared himself “starved about half to death,” and Dunker said so was he, and Weed came dragging up and said the same, so they ate ten crackers each and divided a can of sausages, and then allowed themselves an Oreo each, and then Flyer argued that rationing wouldn’t matter so much as keeping up their energy. And they’d be out of cave soon enough anyway. So they ate another ten crackers each and divided another can of sausages.

Then they trudged onward, no one speaking at all anymore, and the passage went as before, twisting like a worm, the walls sheer and smooth and drab as a storm drain, the feeble light from their lamps shivering along the barren walls, and the three of them mute as ghosts, until finally Flyer called another halt, and they rested and ate another can of sausages and another Oreo each. 

Then they started off again, and kept on and on, as hour after hour surely passed, another and another, and several times they rested and ate a bit of food and then marched off again until Dunker could believe they’d walked all night and maybe even half the next day, and he could no longer remember how many times they had rested or how many times they’d eaten. Their food supply, more than half gone now, was the only measure, and their only purpose was to keep going, and so they kept going, on and on, and still the passage twisted and turned and doubled back as if it was never intended to reach an end, and finally it occurred to Dunker that all of old man Eleazer’s tales were made up. All the fantastic formations were nothing but lies. There was no chamber full of china-white flowstone. This one gloomy passage was ever and always all there was and would ever be. And if so, then there was no end until the end, and no reason to keep on, but even so, he went on, trudging along behind Flyer, and the passage went on, twisting and turning, burrowing deeper and deeper as if it really would go all the way to China.

Except finally it quit meandering. Abruptly it straightened, then widened, and then a vast chamber opened, the high walls falling back into a darkness Flyer’s long flashlight’s beam could not find the height of nor the far end of, and the floor sloped gently away into it, and fifty paces onward the narrow ribbon of water they had been tracking for all these many hours slipped soundlessly into a lake so clear and still it scarcely reflected the light of their lamps.

	First, they scouted to the right but came up against a solid wall, rising sheer from the water. Then they tried to the left, only to discover the same. For some time after that, Flyer played his long beam in every direction, searching for any other passage leading off, but it was no use. By then Weed had curled himself into a ball. Now Flyer did likewise. Dunker sank down and drew his knees to his chin, and as soon as he closed his eyes, he wanted only to sleep, to forget all the endless dark and silence and every tall lie old man Eleazer had ever told them—every single one made up for sure, he had no doubt of this now—and so why not sleep and then wake up and find all of it but a dream, he in his own warm bed, in his own room, surrounded by house and fields and woods—and if that turned out to be so, then he would get straight up and go to his window and look out to see the starry sky above. 

As hard as he could, Dunker tried to wish this all into being, wish away the fearsome cold and dread and bring on warmth and happiness. 

	And for a moment, which came and went and then came back, he did find what he wished for. For one good long moment he wasn’t tired half to death and scared of dying, and the air against his face seemed warm as an August night, and so soft and pure that breathing was not even necessary. Gratefully, he let his chest collapse. He felt no need to expand his lungs again. Even when he did, the sensation seemed more like a thought than an act, though he was refreshed by it and allowed his eyes to open so that he could wake and see that the dream was but a dream. 

	But, no, it was not. He was still curled tight over his knees at the edge of the endless lake, his tiny bit of lamplight showing the others tucked in their tight curls. He let his eyelids close down, let the other dream flow in around him again, warm as bath water, for one whole heartbeat and another, and then another and another, until icy fingers slipped over him, and his heart lurched, and an awful terror gripped him, and his eyes shot open to stare frantically into the pitch darkness beyond the lamp’s feeble gleam. Because there had to be something out there, some shape in the darkness—a column or rock, anything to offer hope. The lake could not go on forever.  

	He saw no dim outline of a rock, nor any faint glimmer, banked off some distant wall. What he saw—he was fair certain he saw it—was a tiny white spark of light, sharp and bright in all that solid black. A mere pinprick, but, yes, he was near certain it was there, far off, a point of light, shining as steady and bright as a distant star.

	For a long while he went on staring at it, holding his breath, straining to keep the spark in sight, to be sure he wasn’t make-believing it. Then he got to his feet and stepped carefully away from the others and extinguished his lamp, all the while staring straight into the blackness. And all the while, the spark never vanished but held steady and clear as any star in the sky.

	Flyer’s headlamp suddenly swung to bear on him. “Dunker,” he called out quietly.

	“Put that lamp out!” Dunker shouted back. “You, too, Weed! Shut off your lamps!” In total darkness he stared at the star, for that was what it was, a bright, solitary star, unwinking. “Do you see it?” he shouted. “There! Straight out ahead!”

	After a moment, Flyer called back, “It’s sunlight! Far off but there! Ain’t no doubt! We’re saved! We can wade to it! Swim if we got to!”

	The water did not seem all that cold. And they were able to wade for a long distance before it was up to Weed’s waist, and another long distance before he began to tread water. Dunker and Flyer, one on each side, hoisted him then and carried him another good distance farther before the water came up to their necks. The star was still there, sharper and brighter—closer for sure. They could swim to it. Dunker knew he could. Water was his element. He had gotten his nickname because he loved to swim, could swim all day. 

	“You feeling it?” Flyer called out. “This water’s moving.”

	They stood stock still, Weed suspended between them. The water was flowing now, as gentle as an airy breeze. Flowing toward the distant light.

	Without another word they began to swim, Dunker and Flyer still holding Weed, swimming at first like one creature. Then the current grew stronger, and they found that they did not have to swim anymore because the current was carrying them onward like a great, waveless ocean current, toward the star now shining more brightly than ever.

	How long they floated toward it—how long it seemed to remain distant—Dunker could not tell. One after the other, their lamps dimmed and went out. Then there was only the light of the star, brighter and brighter still, closer for certain, and Dunker found that he was no longer holding onto Weed, but Weed was there beside him, and so was Flyer, all of them gliding along with the water, and he had never been happier than he was right then, knowing for certain finally that they would be saved—carried on out into the Big Blue, just as Flyer had foretold. 

So he let the darkness wrap him in its tranquility, and let peaceful memories rush into and out of his head, too fast to catch hold of, as onward the current carried him, until there was only one memory left—more a memory of a memory—of a time long ago, in the back seat of his father’s car, cradled in his mother’s arms, late at night on some gently twisting road, a long way yet to go to reach home. How old he might have been there was no telling. The memory had no image, only a dark warmth, a texture, a smell, and the steady thrumming of the car’s wheels thrilling his blood like a heartbeat, and the murmur of voices speaking too softly to be understood. It could even have been a memory from before he knew words, maybe the earliest memory of all, and the thrumming was his mother’s heart, and she surrounded him, and he was completely weightless now, the water not watery but a pure ether and he suspended in it, paddling like a pollywog. At times he heard again the sound of voices, muffled like the voices of his parents downstairs in the kitchen early in the morning. 

	Then there wasn’t any sound at all. There was no hearing. He could not think of anything. His head seemed huge and full of nothing but blackness. His hands and feet were huge. For a long time, he could no longer sense anything beyond himself. Then he touched a surface, sliding just beneath him. He reached out and felt it, smooth and soft, and he could push gently away from it and float into the blackness, and then after long intervals his huge hand would land softly again. Sometimes he sensed he was not alone, and he wanted to call out, but he had no words. In his head was only the darkness, and he was alone in an emptiness as vast as death—except now the darkness began to sting his eyes and he could not tell if he was surrounded by purest black or a white so pure and bright it blinded him.

	There was a new motion now, too. A faster current propelling him, slipping past him and flowing on ahead. Now the brightness was brightening. Something tumbled beside him. A hand not his own brushed his face. His hand touched the soft side of something that wasn’t him, and then he knew there were three of them—three carried along together into the blinding brightness, the current rushing them forward, knocking them over and over as if they were weightless, no way of telling whether they were falling or rising as they somersaulted and soared—not until they went sliding down through the final fast plunge to tumble, mewing and squinting like newborn babies into early sunlight, the water shallowing as it spread across flooded green fields that sparkled like young rice paddies. 

***

Dan Thrapp wrote his first short story when he was twelve, and by the time he graduated high school he had written more than a dozen. Although he went on to major in Industrial Design at the University of Kansas, he continued to write short stories, and during his final year as an undergraduate, he took courses in fiction writing. His first published story appeared the following year in the anthology Volunteer Periwinkles. Soon thereafter, he entered the graduate program in creative writing at the University of Arizona. After publishing several more stories and receiving his MFA, he remained in Tucson and worked as a technical editor while continuing to write and publish short fiction. During this time, he received fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts and the Arizona Commission on the Arts, along with several national awards including the Missouri Review’s William Peden Prize. He also received recognition as one of the Pushcart Prize Anthology’s Outstanding Writers, and the PEN Syndicated Fiction Project twice named him on its Selected Author list. After publishing two stories in Playboy magazine, he wrote a novel that was published by Warner Books under the pseudonym Richard Hilton. Following these successes, he taught writing at UA for a decade and then worked as an editor and ghostwriter for another decade. He still lives in Tucson and writes short stories for his own pleasure, only occasionally submitting a story for publication. 
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