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Editorial

Sickness comes in many forms. Pain and suffering, loss and change are all inevitable.
We know that. We've been shaken, what now? How do we heal? What is the remedy
for anxiety and uncertainty? What might curb the fallout of a broken system,
counteract a huge political upset? How do we offer an antidote to climate change, to
racism, to war, to disease, to heartbreak, to grief, to boredom? We searched for a
flicker of light, a reparative ray of hope through literary work that addresses the
theme of antidote.

During a time when we need it most, the voices in this issue engage in the possibility
of remedy to counteract some of the damaging fallout from personal, global, and
systemic ills.

We wish you respite, restoration, and inspiration!

-Nita Noveno, Editor, & Sara Lippmann, Contributing Editor



Dynasty
By Racquel Goodison

America came to me in a barrel and when it left, it took my best friends, my sisters,
my father, my mother, my cousins, my aunts, my uncles, my country and my life as |
knew it.

[ was three years old and I heard that the barrels from my aunt in America—the
land of the brave, a land full of opportunities!—were on the wharf waiting for
clearance. I hoped that she would remember to send me some new clothes so that I
could dress up and look brand new for church the next day. My Aunt June went
down to the Port Authority to collect the barrels and bring them back to
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where we would all rummage through it and claim what we could without an out
and out fight with each other. The older ones didn't always succeed and there would
be that ill-feeling for the rest of the week and sometimes "the time when yu di tek de
pink shoes da terry di sen fi me, dat me di ask ar fa weeks ago" would pop up over
the jerk chicken on the beach, while my mother and my aunts would try to keep
their voices low....all calm on the ocean front.

The clothes filled my closets and the Jamaican Broadcasting Corporation filled my
mind with Dynasty, Falcon Crest, John Wayne, Jimmy Stewart, Jane Fonda and
Ronald Reagan, actor and president. America came to me in a dream and it sang
"come, I'll give you oil and a horse and a ranch and a huge vineyard where you can
ride the range, pilgrim, and drink the wine in the big house on the hill....oh yeah, and
watch seventy five channels with the remote control." The best part was the
seventy-five channels. You can only stand the same repeats on the same television
station for so long before you get sick of the miracle on 34th street and hunger for
latest A-ha video.

The wind is best when it barely touches you, but lifts the boxing kite so high and
strong in the air that you have to pull hard on that string to keep it from flying away.

Laughter. Running in the April wind past the old iron gates of
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and calling to Andrew and Sean who are perched in the Almond tree eating the ripe
almonds fresh off the branches.

In the evening we jumped the same gate and chased each other around the house
while Uncle Christopher played “Misty morning, can’t see no sun. I know your out
there somewhere, just having fun...” Bob Marley and the Wailers.

We’ll be forever loving Jah.

Me and my cousin, Tricia, went to the Bogles, just around the corner, and bought
stewed tamarinds and salted June Plumbs for ten cents a piece. Delicious! On the hot
concrete steps at the back of
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we licked our fingers clean.

America came to me when my cousins left to be with their mother in Brooklyn. They
left when [ was about nine years old and they were so happy to go. I asked, can’t I go
too? You'll visit them in the summer when we all go, my mother said.

They left and I couldn’t wait till the summer came and my mother would take me to
the land of the free and the home of the brave.

Summer came and America showed herself to me at Bobby’s department store on
Church Avenue as well as the endless shops on Flatbush Avenue. Where was ]JR and
the farm? [ wondered if John Wayne was alive even as my mother and my Aunt June
stocked up on the bars of soap and the bags full of house stuff that could be had for
ninety-nine cents, folks, just a mere ninety nine, a bargain, can’t find this anywhere
else! Come right in. Everything in the store for ninety-nine cents!

We went to Coney Island Park and we played all the games. Well, may be not all. We
ran out of quarters and we had to stop, but we played a lot of games just the same.
Who needed JR and the ranch? I'd had Coney Island and a pocketful of quarters.



[ didn’t get to watch all the seventy-five channels. You had to have cable to see that.
[t costs money. But you can always see the thirteen channels that everyone has.
Yesirreee! That sure is better than one. No doubt about it.

When we left I cried. “You’ll be back in a few summers,” my mother said. “Don’t cry
so.” But [ wanted to stay. And I couldn’t help but cry.

*

Jamaica, West Indies.

You could always tell when end-of-year exams are around the corner because the
trees would blossom, the Easter Lilies would unfold their white-yellow flowers and
the grass would get that dark glossy green. That's what Sister Mary Catherine said.
She was right. | noticed that too.

The crotons would sprout out of nowhere and the air would be filled with the pollen
and fallen flowers of tree and plants. The Ackee tree would become so full that the
market place would be clogged with it and the market women would “give you a
dozen for ten dallahs, daahlin, dats all. Jus ten dallahs. Ah wi tek nine. Dat is a very
good price yu know. What yu nat buying?! Yu see betta price? Mi wi cut it down den.
Wah yu seh, sweetie. Yu want it?” And I'd wake up to the sound of Dad pulling down
the ackees by the dozen from the heavy bending branches of the tree in the back
yard. Grunting and sweating, cussing and singing between the plops and whacks of
the fruits hitting him and the ground as they fell. Moments later the smell of mom
cooking it with saltfish would stain the air. Wake-up calls to the senses and no
snooze bars to give me five more minutes before I get up for church or school,
depending on the day.

At school, I'd play Dandy Shandy and the blossoms riding on the fire of the sun at
twelve noon along with the flirting of the wind after it left the whispering gossip of
the trees, would ride up under my Immaculate Conception white, pleated, school
uniform and cool my legs. After school the Coaster minivans would fly like angry
mosquitoes through the thick Half Way Tree traffic and narrow old lanes of
downtown, taking me home with the wind and sweet pollen whipping and tearing at
my face, cooling the heat of all those bodies packed inside that minivan.

When I got home, [ was just in time to see the kids all decked in the grass green
uniform of the Duhaney Park Primary School, just around the corner, and the
checkered olive green of the Church of the Resurrection Basic School further up the
road. You could hear them shouting blocks away, pushing and shoving each other
with every step. Screaming and shouting until Mr. Parague would threaten to come
and beat them all, “ev'ry las' one a ooney likkle pickn’y!” Then they would take out
their soccer ball and kick it down the road where they could jeer at him from afar
and send him cussing long after they had gone home.



Through it all the blossoms from the Ackee tree would blow and the smell of pollen
would swim in its currents. And even though exams were near, summer was right
behind it. And it was as if we were “All innocent of passion, uncorrupt,/ At noon and
evening in the flame-heart's shade" (Claude McKay).

*

When her mother came to get her she was glad to go. So my best friend in the whole
world told me that she had to follow her mother back to America and she would
write to me all the time. Honest to goodness.

The week she was to leave she took me everywhere and told me [ was the bestest
friend she ever had. On the eve of her departure she took me to a Freddie Jackson
concert. He was touring the island in three days.

[ dressed in my sister's black dress and wore a lot of make up. She said I looked
really nice. I told her I tried my best.

Freddy Jackson was sweating like a hog in deep distress by the time he was half way
through the show and I wondered if I would have the guts to tell her that I hated this
man for sweating all over us. And I hated her mother for coming from nowhere and
taking her away. By the end of the last song he had gyrated himself into a puddle of
stinking sweat and she turned to me and gleamed, “Great, wasn't it?!”

[ was gutless, depressed and angry. "Great," | answered and smiled.

The plane took off and all I could do was promise [ would always love her and would
write her tons of letters. It took more guts to say that to her face than to say how
much Freddy Jackson annoyed me and her mother infuriated me.

Two years later, [ looked over the three letters I got from her and tried to remember
what she looked like the last time [ saw her, getting on that plane.

America came and took my best friend in the world. Honest to goodness.

*

"Evenin’ time, /Work is over, now is evenin’ time,/ Wih deh walk pon
mountain/ Deh walk pon mountain/, Deh walk pon mountain side./ Mek wih
cook di bikkle pan dih way,/ Mek wih eat an sing,/ dance and play ring ding/
pan de mountain side./ Evening time" (Louise Bennett).

August was time for the Independence Festival. All the schools would vie for
championships and everywhere you turned some version of one of the ten festival
song finalists would be heard. Plaid bandannas and broad skirts along with the
straw baskets were everywhere. Everyone and everything revolved around the



celebration of Jamaica's independence. For a week at least. At the height of the
celebration the singers would compete for the prizes and the kids would reel with
laughter as they watched Louise Bennett, the best poet ever.

"Wat a joyful news Miss Matty
Ah feel like me heart gwine burs
Jamaica People colonizin’
England in reverse”

Back when England was the place to go.

Christmas always smelt like paint first, as the houses would go through the full paint
job and the sidewalks would beam blinding white with the fresh white wash. Inside
the small front gardens the poinsettias were blood red.

December was the clean, mowed, lawns and the cool wind playing joyously with the
smells, the laughter and the carols. By the time the twenty-fifth came around it
would smell like fresh baked ham, stewed chicken, curried goat, rice and peas,
sorrel, fruit cake heavy with red wine, and carrot juice chased with one hundred and
fifty percent over proof white rum. The running joke was that for a day or two
smokers had to beware: lighting a match in that air could light more than a cigarette.

After such a meal the whole family would sit out on the verandah, satiated and
happy: "We were so happy, happy, -- [ remember,/ Beneath the poinsettia's red in
warm December” (Claude Mckay).

My mother would have it no other way. The child was suffering and we could not
allow her to deteriorate like this any longer. So my father decided to let my oldest
sister go off to college in America, land of the free.

We all piled up into the car together and took her to the airport. Standing together
on the waving gallery, we watched her fly from the nest on the red eye direct to JFK.

Before her flight, she had cried every night until my parents said they would let her
go. She promised to do her best and be all that she could be. That was alright for my
father, but my mother worried that she'd be mugged and murdered. But she let her
go any way and sent her Potato pudding cooked over a charcoal fire along with a bag



of frozen ackee—any other way was confiscated as contraband every time one of
the family went to visit.

It wasn't so easy for my older sister. She cried just as much as my other sister did,
but my parents would have none of it. So they forced her to got to the University of
the West Indies. But she boycotted all her classes and called my mother every hour
on the hour and moaned about all her friends who had gone ahead and left her. All
alone.

The tactic worked well enough and my father took her to the airport saying, as she
left us on the other side of the check out point, that “yu can't saw saw dust”. A little
lessen he had learnt raising three daughters.

[ was left to keep the family together. A token of what was. And America turned into
the letters and pictures from my sisters, the tears and worries of my parents.

*

It was while I was walking through Prospect Park, on my first visit to my sisters that
[ saw the man in the woods. He pulled his pants down and waved his penis at me.
Then he laughed and ran back into the woods. My sister said he was just another
crazy man who probably does this all the time. “So let’s call the police,” I said. “Why
bother,” she answered. Looking at her face then, I noticed how much paler she had
become. It could have been just a matter of the sun.

*

It was not long after they had gone that my father left us to go and get his Green
Card so that he could file for the family and we could all be together again- in
America.

He left for three months and my mother and I barely spoke to, but often argued with
each other during that time. [ shaved my head and wore my father's clothes
everywhere. She told me I was going through a phase and would soon recover. Dad
wrote me the same message.

When he came back I had already turned eighteen, but he thought I was about
sixteen or thereabouts. I think those three months took years from him, and me. He
was not like the way he was before. Something my mom constantly told him. We all
went to the beach and tried to pretend as if everything was like it was before, to
catch some sun. Soon, he had to go again for a few more months. When he did, he
had his Green Card and he had filed for us all.

It took a year and a half for us to be called to the embassy for the interview and the
complete medical. My sisters had to come back to be processed in Jamaica and when
they did it was the first time I had seen them at home in many years. Mom said they



were skinny and looked too pale. Here take some vitamins. Eat some sweet potato
pudding. You don't look well and we have to be healthy for the medical. The land of
the brave would not take us weak and unwell.

We passed the medical. But almost didn't survive the interviews.

k

It was an office building like any other. Grey. Plexiglassed. Concrete holding it all
together.

We had to have proof of an appointment, an official letter with the right imprint and
the proper signatures to be let in. The guard behind the counter just inside the front
doors checked the letter carefully - right time? right date? you're the appointee?
proper id? — before letting us into the waiting room. That too was grey and concrete.
There were chairs welded into rows and stacked one behind the other, filling up the
floor of the whole room.

My mom and [ waited for someone to call me in for the interview. She prepped me.
She fiddled with her hands. She used the handkerchief from her purse to dab at her
upper lip and her forehead. She did that a lot. She told me to be nice, polite, well-
behaved, well-spoken. She told me to watch myself.

When my interview came, it was just me in an office sitting on the other side of a
desk from a white man in a grey shirt and black tie. He asked me about my plans.
What was I going to the United States to do? He asked me about my potential. What
could I go to the United States to do? | remembered my mom in the waiting room. I
said a lot about going to school, about looking forward to getting my BA, about
making something of myself.

It wasn’t all a lie. I was looking forward to going to all of that. But, more than
anything, I wanted to make something of my life in the only home I'd ever known. I
wanted to go to the University of the West Indies. But that was before devaluation
was the order of the day and dad moved away to make a home for us in the United
States. People said we were the lucky ones.

*

America came for me in a barrel before I knew it was more than stuff. And now we
live on the upper floor of

234 Kermit Place
Brooklyn, N.Y. 11218

We carry IDs that mark us as permanent resident aliens.



We no longer have one TV station. We no longer spend evenings watching Dallas or
Falcon Crest, enamored and captivated. America doesn't need to show us the ranch
with Miss Milly on the horse. We're here now and only dreaming takes us back.



An Illustrated History of Battlefield Medicine

By Edwin Rozic

1

My father, who was an oncologist, had the power of pronouncement. “At least once a
month” he used to tell me, “I look into a man’s eyes, and tell him he’s going to die.” It
was never clear to me why he told me that, or, even less so, why he felt compelled to
tell me that repeatedly, or why he never seemed to diagnose any women with
terminal cancer. I did, however, notice after a time that he would usually say it when
things were otherwise cheery, during bright spring evenings when the lilacs were
blooming and the sun still hovered over the hedge of hibiscus as we sat down to
dinner. Once, on a Sunday, as a hummingbird flitted around the pink blossoms of the
hawthorn tree, he announced that he was beginning work on an illustrated history
of battlefield medicine and dropped a dense stack of books on the table that rattled
the silverware. From that evening on, when we sat at table, with our thin slices of
rare roast beef, or broiled bits of chicken parts, he’d page through the dusty tomes
and I'd catch glimpses of limbs, cut at the sockets, fringed by entwined shreds of
flesh and bloody cloth.



In winter, things were different. He would come home from the hospital whistling
and drape his heavy overcoat over the back of the carved mahogany Hepplewhite
chair, nearly toppling it backwards each time. My mother would gently chide him as
we all sat down at the table around steaming platters. “That is why we have a closet,
dear.” And at the dinner table, particularly after one of his darker days, he used to
tell us a joke. It was actually more sad and disturbing than funny, but he laughed
whenever he told it, so we called it a joke. He would always set it up the same way,
after dinner, pushing away from the table. It'd usually start with a story of some
patient who was taking his illness out on my father, but then he’d run his hand
through his thick gray hair and look up at the ceiling. “To a man sick enough to jump
from the Brooklyn Bridge, the only cure is the East River.” And then he would laugh,
that dry blast of air out of his nostrils and a tight-lipped grin.

Wait. That was good, right? That was okay. But there was something missing, no?
I'm going to need you for this one. Yes, you.

Can you stand up, please? Yes, you. Stand up, please. Wait. Never mind. It is probably
better if you just sit down. Yes, that is better. Just sit down. Just imagine.

Imagine you are sitting next to me on a back deck in Chicago on an early spring
evening. We are overlooking an L platform and a train has just pulled into the
station. Not too many people, as the train is inbound and we are close to the end of
the line, just a few bodies with glowing blue faces that stare blankly down into their
laps. Imagine [ am lighting your cigarette with a shaking fist. Despite the warmth of
the day, it is now colder than either of us expected. The green sprouts we had seen
on the trees in the afternoon have faded into the darkness. Imagine it is night, and
we are nervous.

2

Imagine a movie screen behind an empty, flood-lit stage. Faint, blanched images play
on the screen.

When the lights dim, the images sharpen and coalesce into bodies, soldiers, broken
limbless trees and crawling tanks, but these give way to trenches and cigarettes, tin
hat doughboys with earth-dark faces, a confederate soldier in sepia tones somehow
sinking, not into water, but rather a field of dry, blasted grass.

The images dissolve into each other, and as they do names begin to scroll down,
descending toward the battlefields, but vanishing at the bottom of the frame instead
of burrowing into the dirt, or exploding in balls of fire. We read them, or those
inclined to reading read them, others pester the elbows of their wives as they fight
for inches of the arm rest. Thermopylae and Waterloo, Agincourt and Gettysburg,
Antientam, Bowling Green, Paschendale, crossing the Rhine at Remagen Bridge, the
black letters of Hiroshima pass over the face of John Wayne dressed as the Mongol



King. A spotlight comes down on a back corner of the stage, on a dinner table, a
doctor and his family. The doctor pushes away from the table and clears his throat.

“Imagine that I am on that stage, or a doctor, or just an actor in a white lab coat,
eating dinner with a stethoscope dangling from his neck as, I'm told, most doctors
do. Imagine I blow the same blast of air through my nostrils, push away from the
dining room table near the rear of the stage and cross to the front of the stage to
light a cigarette.

“And the actor, the doctor, the man upon the stage, the man speaking to you now,
though you continue to glance nervously at the people around you, with the
cigarette pinched in the tight circle of his fingers, brought his hand to his face and
breathed in, deeply, feeling the smoke curling past the roof of his mouth, burning his
throat, the swirling comfort in his lungs, which he held full for a moment, thinking of
the taxonomy of his tumors, their size and shape and anticipated virulence, and then
release, a curling cloud of bull smoke through each nostril.

“For quite some time, I'd wanted to write a book of battlefield medicine for my son.”
And now the images on the screen change, young, cherubic soldiers dissolve into
bone saws, an M3-Half-trak filled with smiling cadets wipes to a case of Grifols glass
tubes and a refrigerator truck.

“Though I don’t know why I'd thought he’d care. Still, on Sundays in the sun room,
I'd spread my books about me, a tall column which rose from the tiled floor, a short
stack on the glass table, threatening to collapse onto either the begonias or the
chilled pitcher of fresh orange juice my wife had made before starting out into the
garden. Sometimes, I would lift my eyes from the carnage and take a swallow of the
juice to cool my lips, and its taste reminded me of her. I'd look out toward the
hedges where she was crouching with her back to me. I could see the gray streaks in
her black curls which fell outside the censure of her wide-brimmed hat. The way her
face would pinch along with her fingers around stubborn weeds, and flush and
bloom as she planted new bulbs, though unseeable from my angle of view, I could
easily infer from the many afternoons I had squatted beside her, knees in the
Bluegrass, hands in the dirt.”

And now a boy leapt up from the seats, shaking a legal pad and pointing with his
pen, he shouted. “Why don’t you tell them of the broken wrists?! Of the bourbon and
horse races? Tell them that story, the story of the faithless husband, the punishing
doctor.” But the doctor on the stage continued.

“I'd always thought there’d be time, time to finish things. I was working on sketches
in the style of Charles Maurand. My son would see that I could imagine, that I could
see Paré crouching in the blood-damp dirt, beside the broken bodies of war. He
would see I had poetry in my soul. He would see that I had secretly hooked a bit of
sinew from my own flesh through this needle I had stuck in the past, and he would



watch it unspool over the years to reveal this naked self, quivering and exposed and
under bright lights standing before you now.”

But as the doctor spoke, the screen behind him filled with marching soldiers. The
theater shook with the thundering sound of their boots. “I wanted to tell him
something, show him something, but [ was never sure what, but the pictures were a
part of it, and the medicine. [ would heal him. I could.” But now, somehow, the
soldiers had emerged from the screen, their combat boots smacking the stage. The
audience gasped, though some chuckled nervously, one man with a silk bowtie and a
frozen wave of silver hair, embarrassed by his amazement said to himself, “they can
do all sorts of things these days, with the CGI and what not, the social media and
such.”

The screen bulged with the shape of a man, a bespectacled figure who birthed onto
the stage wearing a black fedora, sweating beneath the weight of a black greatcoat
as soldiers filled the aisles. “You are the Doctor, | presume?

“And the Doctor took a step backward, the bare, scuffed heels of his shoes now
jutting out over the edge of the stage. I am an oncologist, head of oncology at
Benjamin Rush, he declaimed in proud defiance, his courage swelled by the lofty
import of his title. So, said the man in the black fedora, you are the head of suffering,
then, the head of watching, the head of doing nothing?”

An applause sign flashed above the stage, and the crowd applauded, and as they
applauded a clapping crowd appeared on the screen. The Doctor was hand-cuffed,
and the applause continued. Why are you doing this? shouted the Doctor, and the
crowd on the screen erupted in laughter, so the crowd in the seats did the same, and
with a soldier at each arm and his heels scraping uselessly across the floorboards,
the Doctor was pulled backstage where his voice, now shrill and gurgling, cried out,
this isn’t happening, this isn’t happening, and the laughter of both crowds came
together as the words ‘this isn’t happening’ flashed across the screen.

The words ‘stand up’ flashed on, and the audience stood. ‘Put your hands behind your
backs’ said the sign, and the audience did that too. The audience watched as the
screen audience mirrored their movements. The soldiers streamed from the aisles
back into the screen where the black-and-white audience kneeled before their
raised rifles and stared down into a long, shallow ditch. The whole house went
black.

After a moment, the lights came back on. The screen was now gone and the doctor
from before had returned, his footfalls echoing over the bare stage. Or so he said,
stating confidently to the audience “the same doctor as before comes back on the
stage, though it is, or should be, obvious to all, that this is not the same doctor at all.
He is shorter, his body has a pudgy softness where the other was lean. He speaks
with a menacing German accent. He is older with bad posture. He is bald where the
other had thick, silver hair. He is not the same, but he tells us that he is.”



The sign says ‘applaud’ and we applaud. “Don’t be nervous, he says again, it is only a
show, a silly entertainment. And the same doctor as before disappeared.”

The same doctor as before appeared now at the back of the house, encased in a
bright tube of light. “My mother sentimentalized everything, he began, fixing for me
a life of perpetual loss and sorrow.” He seemed to glide down the aisle, his black
boots —an odd match for his lab coat—fell noiselessly on the plush red carpet. “My
earliest memory is as a three-year-old, watching my mother sob about how much
better things were when [ was two.” He smiled wistfully and sighed. “I had
eviscerated a stuffed bear, figuratively eviscerated, as the viscera was naught but
bloodless cotton, but there was a coiled lumpiness to the innards that my mother
held in her hands as she recounted the tears and kisses I had lavished on dear Bobo
in the drooling haze of my toddlerdom.” And when he reached the foot of the stage,
he placed his hands on the edge and lifted himself with astonishing ease, as if it were
magic, as if he weighed nothing at all.

“It is only a show, silly children.” And the same doctor as before disappeared.
Soldiers began crossing the stage, banging the floorboards with the butts of their
rifles. Like bats or whales, listening for echoes, the soldiers poked and pounded for a
hollow answer.

At last they found it, a latch in the floor. A man of rank, with black leather gloves,
walked through the thicket of soldiers. He stopped by the hatch and tugged gently at
the tip of each finger of the glove until the whole of it peeled free, revealing the pale
skin beneath. He sniffed the air and nodded, and the soldiers pointed their rifles
while one lifted open the hatch.

“Exposed beneath the floor boards, with his knees tucked to his chin, was a
crouching, bearded child, holding a notepad and pen.”

3

[ was sitting up in bed at night, my knees pulled up to my chin, holding a notepad
and pen and watching the black door which had been sketched into shape by the
thin golden line of light that had just flashed on in the hallway. Already there was
shouting coming from downstairs. My door opened, and my mother appeared as a
black silhouette before my wincing eyes, and when she closed the door behind
herself, the room had gone to blackness. I felt her weight sink the bed as she sat
beside me, felt her fingers stroke my hair as she whispered in a singsong voice, “the
present moment is in a state of ceaseless and violent avalanche.” I trembled at the
sounds of struggle, snapping wood and breaking glass. “Remember the words of
William James, ‘Unbroken continuity is the essence of being.”” The scrambling noises
from below ceased with the sound of a muffled crack, like a single egg carelessly
dropped from a modest height, just the necessary distance for damage.



There was a moment of silence and then the noises assembled themselves into a
single file, a single purpose, a column of thundering boots climbing the steps. “There
were times [ was so lonely” my mother confessed to me hurriedly. “There were
times when [ was heartbroken.”

The door burst inward and the room was filled with shouts and soldiers. They
seized my mother by her shoulders, tearing her nightgown, exposing her skin, and
pulled her backwards, her bare feet dragged over the shards of splintered wood.
“Imagine” and now I only heard her voice, “that beneath your feet, heads are planted
like potatoes.”

And now it was silent. The house, empty. The spray of light congealed into a solid
block through the blasted door, and as [ turned away from it [ saw my shadow on
my bedroom wall, its hazy edges unscathed by its jagged frame. Remembering, like
the elusive letters in a book in a dream, an unfinished task, I began to write in the
light of the hallway. I began work on a story for my son, a tale of instruction and
formation, a story of aspiration and regret, the dreams of youth and love. A story so
beautiful, he would forgive me everything.

[ wrote in silence and then in a hum, a hum that turned into a wet and slithering
busyness, punctuated with an insect click. | wrote as my light faded and narrowed
into a single stream that fell on the page, and then the light was gone. I looked up to
see the golden line sketched around the frame of my door, outside of which I could
hear the baying of gulls, and the crash of the sea.

4

The boy opened the door of a modest cottage, the kind where one would expect to
find a prosperous pilgrim, and walked into a budding garden of chaste and proper
beauty filled with thornless roses and lilies of the valley. Soldiers slept in the shade
of a fig tree, others frolicked beside the mulberry bush, while another small band,
this one grim-faced and vigilant, strapped with M-27 rifles and garbed in their
modular tactical vests, stood guard in the beds of a small convoy of monster trucks
driving in slow, tight circles around a fruit tree of uncertain provenance. In the
middle of it all was a man selling tickets on the bow of a small-scale replica of Noah'’s
Ark. There were people in the garden, though not too many, just the right number,
and just the right kind, smiling and glowing, with Fig Leaf logos on their pink or blue
jump suits.

As the boy emerged from a swirling cloud of butterflies, he saw a family, a boy
carrying a toy gun replica of the kind the soldiers were carrying, a girl with a doll as
blonde as she, mother carrying two shopping bags packed to bursting, and the
square-jawed father carrying them all. Father winked at the boy and gave a firm
nod, “great day to be white” said the man. The boy, the same boy as before, stopped



and stretched out his arms, looking at the backs of his hands. The mother looked
backwards, over her shoulder, and with a warm, matronly indulgence said to the
boy in her small, modest voice, “et in arcadia negro.” Just then Jesus arrived atop the
gentlest of dinosaurs and wordlessly directed the boy, with his outstretched, holy
hand, toward a narrow, grassy path that wound its way between a chirping forest
and a manicured hedge of hibiscus.

The resilience of the path, its firm answer to each wondering step, its refusal to turn
into clouds or a river, all worked to convince the same boy as before that he was not
dreaming, and the initial strangeness of the place, he began to see as just a fine
focus, a higher definition that showed him the clear edges of what was already
familiar, the reds simply redder, the blues bluer, and the whites as white as the
unsullied, petals of an edelweiss in bloom. And so his sense of himself began at his
feet, worked its way through his body as he crossed a short rock bridge, riddled with
bullet holes, spanning a clear and narrow creek, and came to the tips of his fingers as
he pushed open a wrought-iron gate and up through his arms until the whole of him
came together when he looked up at his home and saw through the window the
same cinched curtains with their golden bands, the same set table, the same
steaming platters, the same heavy overcoat folded over the back of the chair, the
same mother, the same doctor as before, the books of battlefield medicine tilting
toward the glass.

5

[ remember waking in the middle of the night with a sated belly, uncertain of where
[ had fallen asleep, trying to reconstruct the room around me, where the walls might
be, the door and windows. There had been so many rooms, the one with the
enormous brown chair in which I used to curl and nap as if in the lap of a great and
gentle beast, the one with a narrow slot in the floor, the size of a penny, that went as
deep as the core of the earth, the one in a foreign land where I lay awake one night
as men in uniforms carried a stretcher bearing a still body past the window, all the
hotels and motels, falling moments in trains and planes where [ would jerk awake in
a panic, soon soothed by the placid chewing of soft and stubble-faced passengers in
business suits, the tossed and rumpled bedrooms of lost lovers, a hospital with a
panting ventilator where I woke up drugged and spinning, beside my wife, our
bodies cupped like tender hands around our infant son.

[ opened my eyes in a room lined with books about wars and pictures of soldiers
bleeding out on their battlefields, and shelves filled with specimen cases of polished
red oak holding elegant glass jars filled with clear liquids and small bobbing tumors,
and closed them again.

And when [ awoke, [ saw a boy at the window, fingers resting on the sill, forehead
pressed against the glass. | came to the window beside him and did the same. We
looked at the deep, velvet folds of an enormous curtain, and as the boy reached up, I



found myself mirroring his movements without effort, his hands moving mine,
reaching for a heavy rope, pulling toward the body, hand over hand, and as the
curtains began to part, [ saw the sun and the soldiers, the garden, the woods, and the
high concrete walls beyond, topped with razor wire, the sea and the sky and the
haze where the two became one, a boy in a boat with his back to the safety of the
shore, pulling away toward the burning sea.

*

And we sat there still, you and |, after the train had gone and the rain had come, and
looked out at the riot of wires and cables, glistening with water, tethering together
the warped and listing poles, our network of electrical crosses, around the bottoms
of which gathered flattened wet boxes and torn plastic bags, all emptied of their
bright prizes. We looked over the back-alley dumpsters and fence-caged cars at the
mismatched brick and wood of the squat apartments with their lopsided decks,
homes and whole cities built of hasty distraction, the chaos of tubes and pipes and
steaming ducts erupting from the flat gray roofs of laundromats. We stood now
together, you and I, holding hands, inferring the street from the slow hiss of tires
and the lights at the top of a bus. We looked over the platform and the nearest walls,
through the gaps between buildings at the clear and bright signs of commerce, the
red neon, a glowing blue window, the iconic golden arches. We looked past them
deeper into the haze where the buildings lost color, and the gray shadows rose into
the twin spires of a church, and you asked me why must they look like needles? Why
must they taper into nothingness? Why must they point at the sky?

There, there, I said. It's okay to sit down. It’s better that way. Go ahead and relax.
Close your eyes and imagine. Imagine the bright blue fields.



1 do not regret making such political choices at that time, because political struggles are
practical; the misconducts were not faults of individuals, but necessities in the revolution
of history. In fact, no one could foresee to what extent power could deteriorate
individuals and the political party in charge. This was the heavy price that we had to pay
in the progression of civilization. What truly mattered, after all, was the awakening of the
people.

—Guo Wan Check, from his memoirs. He is the author of over twenty Chinese books
and best known for his book of essays entitled Opening the Window to America published

in 1984. He also happens to be my grandfather. The translation is courtesy of Muyun
Zhou.

A Grandfather’s Guide to the Resistance

By Leland Cheuk

Almost all of my childhood memories of my grandfather involve him sitting at the
dining table, either penning Chinese characters on gridded paper or pasting news
clippings onto the fleshy, airbrushed pages of Playboy. (My uncle, my cousin and I
would eventually discover, was the loyal subscriber). The clippings were reference
materials for my grandfather’s political essays.

He and my grandmother immigrated to the U.S. in 1980, and they were instrumental
in raising us (my two cousins and my brother) while our parents worked. My
grandfather wasn’t terribly attentive as a caretaker; he was very preoccupied with
his writing. But he was a gentle <

man, who smiled easily and was .
never a disciplinarian. He
specialized in political op-eds,
though he had once aspired to
write what he considered the
highest form of literature: fiction.

But politics got in the way. Born
in 1925, he came of age during a
period in Chinese history that
was more turbulent that any
American can imagine. There
was the Chinese Civil War
between the Communists and
the Nationalists who eventually
colonized Taiwan. Then there
was the Second Sino-Japanese
War, during which the Japanese




army came through my grandfather’s hometown of Wuzhou, forced his high school
to move into the mountains, and burned down the hotel his father owned. Then
came the second part of the Chinese Civil War, which ended in 1950 only to be
followed by the Korean War (known to the Chinese as “The War to Resist U.S.
Aggression and Aid Korea”). There was the Anti-Rightist Movement of the late fifties,
followed by the famine caused by Mao’s disastrous collectivization campaign called
the Great Leap Forward, which preceded the purges of the Cultural Revolution of
the sixties and seventies. Exactly zero of the first fifty years of my grandfather’s life
were not buffeted by the harshest rails of politics.

It's no exaggeration to say that tens of millions died around my grandfather in the
first half of his life. Friends were poisoned. Teachers tortured and executed. Family
members exiled and harassed. Neighbors starved. In 1957, he was one of many
writers and artists to be labeled a “rightist” (a capitalist and/or democratic
sympathizer who dared to, in his words, “help the Party rectify its style of work”). As
punishment, he was stripped of his home, separated from his family, and relocated
to a labor re-education camp, where despite poor health, he was forced to work the
fields and transport water into coal mines. My grandmother went from being a
teacher to a worker in the tea garden of a concentration camp. His children (my
father and uncle) were denied high school educations. My grandfather got
tuberculosis at thirty-five and the work in the mines caused him to cough up blood,
and he spent a year in and out of the hospital, where he ended up getting a
lobectomy and feared his doctors would let him die because of his rightist label.
Though my grandfather’s designation was officially reversed in 1964, the family
continued to be systematically discriminated against. My father and uncle were
exiled to rural areas: my uncle to a swamp infested with “snail fever,” a parasitic
disease, and my father to an army reclamation farm on Hainan Island.

It wasn’t until Mao died (in his memoir, my grandfather refers to him repeatedly as
“Demon Mao”) that the Chinese Communist Party finally admitted that the Anti-
Rightist Movement was not cool. The Party restored rightists to positions in society
and paid reparations. My grandfather was generously allowed to work as a school
janitor. But Deng Xiaopeng did not admit that China had been wrong. The “Anti-
Rightist Movement was correct and necessary,” he said. The country simply needed
the experience of these capitalists to get its economy running again.

By then, it was 1979. For twenty-two years, my grandfather barely wrote a word.

Even today, the Anti-Rightist Movement, which affected at least 550,000 people,
though some have estimated numbers as high as 3.1 million, is a touchy topic for
Chinese mainlanders. As recently as 2013, the vice director of the China Academy of
Social Sciences, the top think tank in the country, said that “not a single person” was
persecuted in the Anti-Rightist Movement, blaming “unbalanced media reporting.”

So what were some of the political choices my grandfather was referring to?



During the Chinese Civil War, when he was twenty-one, my grandfather had to flee
to Hong Kong because he was about to be arrested by the Nationalists for starting a
secret pro-democratic book club.

Ten years later and back in Guangdong, he wasn’t so lucky. While working for a
department devoted to curating (and/or censoring) films, he was one of ten
employees to sign a petition accusing their boss of favoritism and abuse of power.
They had assumed that the Party would hear their complaint and protect them from
reprisals. But their petition was blocked and called an “unlawful activity.” And they
were convicted for organizing “a clique against the Party.”

My grandfather was banished for signing a petition.

%

Mao Zedong of China is a radical example. In order to seize the power and control the
future of the country alone, and to pass it on hereditarily, he willfully played the
political concepts such as democracy, freedom, leftist, and rightist as his political
machinations. Regardless of right and wrong, white and black, he controlled all forces
in his palm by alternating covert schemes and overt schemes. Among them, the most
sinful and detrimental one was that he denounced all of those who demanded
democracy and a fair distribution of power as “unfilial” and “rightist,” condemning
them to eternal damnation and subjugation.

It’s hard for me to read this without thinking about the Real Donald Trump.

He claims that the thousands of calls clogging up government phone lines and angry
constituents asking pointed questions at town halls are “so-called angry crowds” of
“liberal activists.” Our elected representatives are calling us “leftist looneys” and
“paid protesters from the far-left.”

Immigrations and Customs Enforcement are arresting and detaining hundreds of
undocumented immigrants who have been in the country for decades, preparing
them for deportation. They prefer that the media not overtly call these operations
“raids,” which conjures images of armed officers bursting into homes. They would
rather their actions be referred to as the more covert-sounding “targeted
enforcement operations,” which conjures Botox or arthroscopic knee surgery.

Regarding the controversial travel ban, the Department of Justice has argued that
the president alone has “unreviewable authority to suspend the admission of any
class of aliens.”

If these are our government’s first steps in service of the Real Donald Trump, it’s
easy to imagine the next ones. Opponents may be labeled, dismissed, or perhaps
punished for being disloyal, unpatriotic—unfilial. There may be more “targeted



enforcement operations” on more unfilial targets. All under the umbrella of an
“unreviewable authority.”

You might think it’s unlikely that The Real Donald Trump’s administration will be as
radical as Mao’s. But if [ had a bowl of Skittles and I told you just one would
magically conjure a democratically elected dictator with the power to kill hundreds
of millions of people, would you grab a handful?

That’s our Real Donald Trump problem.

[t is very clear that when this administration says “America First,” it does not mean
my grandfather the green card holder, or my father, an American citizen since 1979
and a successful engineer, and it does not mean me, an American-born citizen. It
means Americans who look (rather, unfortunately, I might add) like Steve Bannon,
Reince Priebus, Stephen Miller, and the rest of the president’s cabinet of very white
and very male china.

Before this election, I considered myself an American, even if an occasionally
marginalized one. Now, | don’t consider myself an American at all. | am a New
Yorker, transplanted from California. I've traveled through much of America. But
looking back, I feel as if my sojourns to places like Wyoming, Arizona, rural
Minnesota, and the South, resembled tours to foreign countries no different from
trips to Europe or Asia. America is just another place that isn’t home. This election
has made me realize that I've always felt more like an ex-pat than an American in
the country where I was born. You can’t make America be anything it doesn’t want
to be, especially when it’s not yours.

Let’s be honest about what Real Americans want.
They want to make America easy again.
It's easier to worry about one race, one gender, one nation under one God.

It's easier to think that one man will bring tens of millions of jobs back from
overseas...and robots.

[t’s easier not to hear hard truths like:

¢ Billionaires and corporations are not giving enough back to society.
American companies are hoarding cash just ‘cuz—$1.6 trillion. Apple
itself is holding over $200 billion. A fraction of that would bail out
Social Security for decades.

e Wealth escalators are built into the fabric of our society at every level.
While much of the country lives paycheck to paycheck, those who can
afford a down payment on a home can call their bank up, take out a



second mortgage to get a second home and rent the first one out.
Those who work for the right company not only get a nice six-figure
salary, but can double it with stock rewards and bonuses. These are
just the escalators most of us know about. Imagine the miracles of
compound interest and government subsidies and tax breaks that
billionaires have at their disposal to double, triple, and decituple their
billions. Meanwhile, any proposed legislation to increase the federal
minimum wage from $7.25 to $10 an hour is hotly contested.

It's easier not to hear that if you're struggling in America, your best hope, as it was
for my grandfather, may be the next generation. In the early seventies, with China’s
economy shrinking and the political atmosphere toxic, my father and uncle decided
to flee the country by, as my grandfather called it, “learning the strength of their
legs.”

My parents hiked two weeks straight to the coast through hills and wilderness,
avoiding wild animals. Once they got to the rocky estuary in the Pearl River, they
had to swim all night across surging whitecaps in shark-infested waters to the Hong
Kong customs station. My grandfather wrote, “In Guangdong, stealing out of Hong
Kong became a white-hot public secret. The Pearl River was already dyed red with
the blood of perished educated youth—their floating bodies like buoys.” My parents
trained for months for this swim, wading in rivers with makeshift floating devices
strapped to their waists and small edibles like balls of flour and wild plants wrapped
in plastic and stuffed in their pockets so they wouldn’t starve. My dad was five-foot-
seven, ninety-nine pounds, and near the end of the crossing, he passed out from
hypothermia. My mom dragged him unconscious onto shore. Their legs and feet
were sliced up from the rocks. She was afraid that the Chinese were after them from
the mainland, but she wasn’t strong enough to carry my dad to the customs station.
They were saved by a friendly fisherman who nursed my father back to
consciousness with ginger tea. Some of their cohort didn’t survive the swim because
visibility was so bad that you could easily get swept out to sea.

My parents were one of hundreds of thousands of Chinese illegal immigrants who
flowed into Hong Kong between 1956 and 1980. They were known as “freedom
swimmers.” For decades, the older generation could not speak openly about the fate
of their children. My grandparents learned that my uncle, who was the first to
successfully arrive in Hong Kong, had survived the crossing when one of his friends
delivered a pair of his rain boots. That had been their agreed-upon signal.

Real Americans don’t want to hear that, in comparison to what immigrants like my
parents went through to come halfway around the world to America and then learn
a new language, culture, and trade, all while swimming against the currents of red-
white-and-blue racism, even the most economically beleaguered Trump voter
sounds absurdly entitled. In a recent article in The Guardian by Chris Arnade, who
put 100,000 miles on his car while driving all around the country to talk to Trump
voters, a city police officer in Ohio complained that people on welfare were living



better than him and that America needed jobs. But then Arnade presses him on why
he hasn’t left the dying city.

When I ask why, despite all the problems with Youngstown, he hasn’t moved, he
looks confused. For him the question is silly, because the answer is obvious. “I like it
here - my family is still here,” adding that he initially stayed to take care of his mom
after his father died.

That is the thing about places like Youngstown: people often stay where they are
born. For many it is simply what you do, and the community’s health is dependent
on it. You stay not to just build a life, but also to support older family members.

A perfectly understandable decision. But it’s also one that speaks volumes about the
passivity of Real Americans. Real Americans want America to be made great for
them. If my parents had made a similar decision, I'd have been born in poverty in
China. As a left-leaning urban elite, I literally do not know a single person who hasn’t
moved at least three or four times in his or her adult life in search and in service of
new economic opportunities. Twenty-first century society has become more mobile
and fluid.

Real Americans don’t want to hear that their lives may never get easier unless they
are willing to do what immigrants have done for decades: get further education,
move away from dying towns and industries, and do anything and everything they
can to put their children (not themselves) in the best position to have a better life
than they have had.

Just as tens of millions of Chinese once decided it was easier to name names and
banish rightists to raise themselves in the eyes of the Communist Party, on
November 8, 2016, tens of millions of Americans decided it was easier to blame
immigrants and choose a maybe-dictator (with few, if any, evident moral or ethical
scruples, surrounded by maybe-white-supremacists) than learning the strength of
one’s legs.

In liberal democratic countries, the rightist and the leftist are only labels to approach
consensus, instead of evidence for political and legal persecutions. As a human being
has a right hand and a left hand as well as a right foot and left foot, how can either
side be to blame?

When I read my grandfather’s memoir, I'm taken by how fully he bought into the
democratic ideals of America. He has told me that when he first immigrated, he
didn’t like it here. He was unaccustomed to the language or the environment. But in
America, he could share his opinions through his writings freely, without fear of
reprisals. In America, he began to publish again. In America, he observed, the
concepts of right and left in politics weren’t used to hurt people. The right and the



left ultimately worked together for the good of all Americans. In his writings, he
often contrasted the functional democracy of America with the “people’s democratic
dictatorship” of China. This contrast led him to support independence movements in
Hong Kong and Taiwan. To this day, he likes to tell me that the Chinese Communist
Party is so corrupt that it is bound to break.

Now, I can’t help but wonder if the idea of America he used to criticize the Chinese
Communist Party was just a straw man.

['ve been out there marching in the cold streets with hundreds and thousands of
people, even though [ shouldn’t be in crowds because I'm a recent cancer survivor
with a compromised immune system. I've been calling Congresspeople, even though
[ dislike talking on the phone. And yes, I've been signing petitions, even though
watching Mr. Robot has made me paranoid about giving out my personal
information.

I'm not doing it for America. Because unlike the Real Americans who sat around,
watching their neighborhoods and roads disintegrate and didn’t vote because “both
choices were bad,” 'm doing it because it's hard and it’s only going to get harder.

Because, as my grandfather would say, political struggles are practical.

*

Many people who understand the times thereby regard politics as a great scourge that
can be settled by avoiding it. Can they really avoid it? Actually, they can't. Politics is
both an affair of administrating the general public and an affair of the general public
itself—whether one has a political ideology or not, one normally cannot play smart
and safe.

Despite all the talk about The Resistance (a rather artisanal moniker seemingly
inspired by George Lucas), [ know a lot of liberal-minded folks sitting on the
sideline. They won’t consider a march or a general strike or calling their
representatives. They won’t even sign a petition. They’re tired of election talk.
They’re afraid of recriminations (will @theRealDonaldTrump put me in jail if I
mention him in a disparaging tweet?). They want to play it smart and safe.

But I'm of the mind that none of us can do enough. The new administration of first-
time government people has merely not found the right button on the control panel
as of yet to silence its “enemies.” I saw it when [ was living a few blocks away from
Occupy Wall Street and one night in the early hours of the morning, after the
protesters had been in Zucotti Park for months, I heard their screams as the police
cleared them out once and for all. [ was thirteen in 1989 when the world watched
that man stand in front of a tank in Tiananmen Square, thirty-four in 2011 when the
Justice Department wrote a legal memo justifying drone strikes against American
citizens.



When the truncheon falls, will we decide to play it smart and safe? Will we also want
to make America easy again?

As I sit at my dining table, pouring over my grandfather’s memoir as reference
material, I feel time itself flowing from his pen through my fingers. Now ninety-one,
he has survived to live out his destiny, to, as he put it, “walk the road of literature,”
just as I hope we all survive the presidency that has just begun. In his memoir, I've
found a particular strong passage that [ wish I could clip and paste into a magazine
to always remember:

Truth was a priceless treasure in the first place. In history, countless kind and upright
people dedicated their entire lives firmly in exploration of and in search for truth. As
for me, although I have missed my youth, I gained a series of continuous improvements
in my realm of thought—I walked from blindness to clarity, from pain to relief.

Just on that point, 1 did enough to make the devil incarnate in the underworld never
close his eyes.



Cry Baby by Helen Frick

Something to Lose: A Family History
By Brian Gresko

Ada never let Leo forget he was a weak sonofabitch. A failure. A drunk. From the
early 1940s to the mid-seventies, they lived with their four children in a two
bedroom row house in a working class neighborhood of Philadelphia, a short walk
from the SEPTA tracks. There was hardly space for them all. The three girls shared a
room and a bed, while their brother, Leo Jr., the eldest, slept on a fold-out cot
wedged next to the dining room table.

At the end of a particularly long day of housework, Ada would glare at the close
walls and throw up her hands. “Look at your brother,” she'd gripe to Leo. “Out there
in the suburbs with his fancy house, his nice car. If you worked steady, we could
have that. But you don't. Cause you can't.”

Leo—clever, good with math—ran anxious; he needed everything just so around the
house, knick knacks in their place, TV guide atop the set, quiet during Lawrence
Welk, dinner out on time. He drank to calm his nerves, nerves damaged by drink. In
his journal, he confided to God that he heard voices in his head, critical ones, and
Ada gave them substance, credence. So eventually, meeting her and his own and
everyone's expectations, he'd pour himself a highball.



First, he'd function, making his way sloshed to the Budd Company, where he worked
as a machinist, stopping for a fifth on his way home. When, a week or two later, he
stopped cutting his whiskey with ginger ale, things would turn topsy-turvy. Day
became night: Ada kept the curtains closed against the afternoon sun, shushing the
kids so Leo could rest in peace. Their dinner would be his breakfast. He'd stay up all
hours with the black-and-white set blaring. Sweets and booze. Shaky hands
breaking glasses. Cigarette after cigarette. Sometimes he forgot about the one
hanging from his lips and lit two at once. In the pre-dawn darkness, he'd stumble
into furniture, curse his house, his luck, his wife, his life, while the girls huddled
together in their room, pretending to sleep. If he was up when they came home after
school, he might send them for whiskey. When they refused, he lurched into a cab to
buy as many bottles as he could carry or afford. At some point, Ada would apply the
brakes, cutting off his cash. Then, he'd lash out. Shatter plates. She'd take her purse
and lock herself in the girls' room with the kids and he'd kick the door, rattling it in
its frame. “Let me in there, goddamnit!” The youngest daughter, Gail, would wake
from nightmares about this her whole life.

Even in the depths of it he remained shrewd, full of ruses. A snake, surprisingly
quick to strike. One time, Ada came from the kitchen brandishing a frying pan. Said
she'd bash his head in if he didn't get off that paisley green couch and clean his act
up. “Oh, knock it the hell off,” he told her.

She wouldn't.

He giggled, then paused, considering. Ran at her, but banged into the dining room
table. Toppled to the floor, screaming in pain. She dropped the pan, bent down to
help him. “What did you do to yourself?”

Leo, not hollering now, put her in a headlock. Punched her face. Gave her two black
eyes. Told the kids, “that's what the bitch gets, turning on me like that.”

Once, when the cops came, he told them he needed to pee. They said he could go
upstairs, use the bathroom. He found a long-handled screwdriver in the cabinet
under the sink. Returned, hands behind his back, saying he'd come quiet, sure
officer. Got close, then pulled the screwdriver on them. Billy clubs came out real fast.
They ended up dragging him off the front stoop in a straight jacket. He turned victim
then, pleading for help from his kids, the neighbors, anyone watching. “They're
breaking my goddamn arms!” The kids never knew when he could be trusted.

Another afternoon, when he had passed out on his bed, fifth in hand, little Gail snuck
into his room to see if she could pry the bottle from him. (He slept with his whiskey
for safekeeping—he'd caught the kids watering it down.) He snored loudly, eyes
closed, but when she reached for the bottle he whipped a knife on her. He didn't
trust anyone, especially his family.



For a large drunk, he could move fast. Gail remembered him chasing her and her
sisters into the basement with a steak knife. They kept the key to the back hatch
high on a shelf. As she fumbled to find it on tiptoes, he powered down the stairs. He's
coming for me, she thought. My dad'’s coming to kill me.

The girls learned to hide all obvious weapons—blades, screwdrivers, the hammer—
under the dirty laundry in the hamper. When it came time to phone the police,
they'd carefully dial with their finger in the rotary so Leo couldn't hear its tick-tick-
tick-tick-tick. They protected themselves from him and him from himself. Accident
prone, he required stitches a few times from dropping things like the glass maple
syrup bottle. Suicidal, he twice had to have his stomach pumped from mixing
sedatives with whiskey.

The union doctors never called Leo an alcoholic. They claimed he had a nervous
condition, which he did. Rather than alleviating it, the draconian mental health
practices of the 50's and 60's contributed to his mind's deterioration. Brick-fisted
orderlies would strap him to a gurney for detoxification. He'd writhe against the
leather restraints, screaming in delirium. Piss himself. He received shock treatment
to cure his depression. Rubber block in mouth—bite down—two hundred volts,
temple to temple. The doctors considered performing a frontal lobotomy. They kept
him heavily medicated in the asylum. Sent him home with barbiturates and
tranquilizers, so rather than drink, Leo would pop pills like the hard-tack candies he
loved so much. He'd be sleepy and sluggish, short tempered.

After a couple weeks making nice, Ada would ride him again, the way she rode the
kids. Nothing was ever good enough for her, nothing would ever go their way. The
family was always a footstep away from disaster. She'd needled Leo about being a
louse, till eventually he sought relief in a bottle, and their sick cycle would continue.

Years later, when she saw Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Gail recognized her
parents in Albee's portrait of marital dysfunction and addiction. Like Martha and
George, Leo and Ada created their own world within the walls of that cramped row
house, flipping so quick between victim and victimizer Gail never knew whom she
feared the most, or whom she hated.

In 1976, Leo retired at the age of fifty-seven, a frail, broken man. Ada left
Philadelphia to live with her middle daughter, just married and with that house in
the suburbs Ada always wanted. She left Gail to mind Leo on her own. At the age of
twenty-two, Gail had been engaged twice but never married. She'd studied to be a
dental hygienist, but dropped out. She didn't have a job or career or any sense of life
goals. Depressed in a not-unusual early twenties kind of way. Childhood ended.
Adulthood looming like an impossible journey.

For a short time, Leo and Gail coexisted peaceably. Then, maybe, she didn't prepare
his coffee properly. Or buy the brand of ice cream he preferred. Or sassed him back
when he barked at her. Who knows what reason he found, but he found some excuse



to drink again. Gail thought she could pass through his bender unaffected, but his
gravity caught her. He became sloppy, spilling drinks, bumping tables, yelling about
messes he had made. Dropped lit matches on the floor. Nodded off before the tube,
cigarette in hand. Gail worried he'd burn the house down, so twinned him: sleeping
in the daytime, door open, attuned to his snores; watching TV with him all night.
Only taking short breaks to bathe or hit the store. Two weeks of this. When he
needed her shoulder to traverse from bed to bathroom to that green paisley couch,
she sensed his danger point approaching.

She phoned her mother. “Dad's getting bad—real bad,” she said. She pleaded: “Send
someone to get him. Better yet, to get me. I'm all alone here.”

“I'm not getting involved,” Ada said. “He's your father. You take care of him.”

That evening, Leo cried out from his bed. He had woken up, needed to take a shit. He
draped himself over his daughter and she dragged him ten steps to the toilet. He
stank of stale smoke, rank armpits. Pajamas stained with chocolate and booze, beard
yellow with nicotine. He hadn't showered since starting. He never did when the
depression and drink took hold.

Two people could hardly squeeze into the small bathroom. Gail helped her father
balance as he pulled his pants down with one hand. The other cradled his precious
liquor. As he sat, the bottle slipped from his grasp. Shards of glass went everywhere.
Whiskey pooled in the grout around the titles, soaked the bathmat. Gail sopped it up
on hands and knees with a towel, depositing the glass pieces in the trashcan so he
wouldn't slice his toes. The whole time her father sat on the toilet in a daze, his bare
knees inches from her head, boxers at his ankles, shitting.

She swore that this was the final humiliation. No more. She lugged him to his bed
and went downstairs. Waiting. Pacing.

A while later he called her again. Needed to pee this time. Standing in the doorway
to his dark room, she said no. Told him he could piss the bed as far as she cared, she
wasn't helping him till he sobered up. He didn't understand. Didn't even know who
she was exactly.

'"

As she walked away, he screamed. “You sonofabitch! Help me, you sonofabitch

In the kitchen below his bedroom, she filled a glass of water with shaky hands,
hoping to calm herself. That's when she heard him from above. Thump thump
thump. His footsteps on the ceiling, hard. A kid again, ten years old, hand searching
in the dark for the key. Thump thump thump.

He's coming for me. My dad's coming to kill me.



She bolted into the living room. Grabbed a handful of change from the end table by
the door, shoved it in the pocket of her jeans. Thumpthumpthump. The monster
awake, quicker than he seemed, always, tricksy motherfucker.

Leo, on the stairs now. Gail put her hand on the doorknob. She might not be able to
cure him, but she could safe herself, if it came to that.

Thumpthumpthump—you sonofabitch. Rounding toward her, his foot slipped on the
bottom step. He fell back, toppled onto the landing. An old man once more. Filthy.
Pajamaed. Soused.

A ragged inhale, held. Stillness.
“My foot,” he moaned. “You made me hurt my foot.”

Instinctually, Gail pivoted forward, the focus of her concern shifting from herself to
her father. Ah, but she had seen this kind of ruse before. She gripped the doorknob
harder, hand steady.

“My fucking foot!” He bellowed. “You sonofabitch!”

Gail ran out the door, onto the street, the coins jingling in her pocket as her feet
pounded the sidewalk. Some blocks away she stopped, breathless, in front of a pay
phone. As a teen, she spent summers with a girlfriend in Cape May, New Jersey,
happy weeks away from her family. She'd met a boy there, Pat, a few years younger
than her, with whom she'd had a spark, a connection. Gail called him now, and
though he lived a long way out of the city, Pat drove in to buy her a late dinner then
give her a lift to her sister's house.

When Gail arrived and told Ada what happened, her mother's mouth tightened. “And
you just left him there? What will the neighbors think?”

But no one went to check on him. The next morning, Leo managed to crawl to the
phone. He really had broken his foot in the fall.

Ada visited him in the hospital, then went at Gail harder. “You should've helped your
poor father. You shouldn't have started trouble. You always start trouble—you're a
troublemaker. Now look what've you done.”

The words landed like a kick to her head. Gail knew then that somehow she had to
get away from her family. She would die in this shit otherwise.

Leo joined Ada in the suburbs, recuperating, while Gail returned to the row house
where she grew up, the once crowded place now hers alone. On the weekends, Pat
rode into Philadelphia on his motorcycle, high on cocaine. He had a high-pitched,

infectious laugh and a crooked grin. She'd do a line, hop on behind him, and they'd



cruise through the fields south of Philadelphia, toward Delaware, then stop at a
diner for a bite. After all those years pent up and fearful, he was just the kind of guy
she needed—brash, irreverent, immature. Gail, the good Catholic school girl with a
head full of Ada's warnings that “if it weren't for you kids I'd have left that no-good
lush a long time ago,” had been saving herself for marriage, but one night near New
Year's, drunk and high, she slept with Pat.

Weeks later, when she told him she was pregnant, he offered her money for an
abortion. He wasn't yet twenty, too young to be a father, he said. She balked, unsure,
also feeling the weight of youth, with all those empty years ahead of her. Seeing her
pause, Pat came on stronger, angrier, telling her that if she had that kid, everyone
would know she was a whore, and he'd be goddamned if he shelled out a single cent
to support the bastard. Talking like that, he reminded Gail of her parents. She
walked out on him, and wouldn't speak with him again for the rest of her life.

Upon learning the news, Ada weeped with shame. She chastised Gail, telling her this
gossip would follow her around like an indelible stain—the wanton daughter of the
neighborhood drunk, she'd never amount to anything at all. Gail's eldest sister had
become a Carmelite nun: she suggested Gail cloister herself in the Poconos at a
home for wayward women. She could have the baby on the quiet then give it up for
adoption. Ada urged her to do it.

Gail had, for all her life, lived within the twisted kingdom of her narrow-minded,
deranged family, following their laws, sick as they often were. That might have been
bearable for her alone, but she had another life inside of her now, an innocent one
she intended to protect from these monsters. She built battlements within herself,
protections from her family's barbs. She transformed the unused dining room in her
sister's house into a makeshift bedroom, where she could recover in the weeks after
giving birth. Though she never stopped grumbling and fretting, Ada promised to
teach her to care for the baby. In photos from the months before my birth, Gail
appears young and pretty with long, lustrous hair, but her eyes turn down, marred
by sadness. Still, she manages to smile, her palms against her growing belly. There's
a strength to that gesture, an inextinguishable optimism. It's a promise to the
invisible audience of that photo, a promise to me, and a promise to the young
woman herself that there were other houses besides that small sad one in which she
grew up, or the larger yet similarly claustrophobic one in the suburbs, where Leo
perched at the kitchen table like a deposed despot, while Ada waited on him hand
and foot, same as it had always been.

For Gail, that baby's life—my life—though conceived in a time of chaos and
hardship, changed hers. She made good on her resolve, breaking from her family. By
the time [ was six months old, we no longer shared a roof with Leo and Ada, or any
of my mother's siblings, nor would we ever. Eight years later, Leo, who had finally
taken to sleeping in the same bed as his wife, passed from a stroke, laying beside
her. Ada toiled for decades more, raising her middle daughter's children and their
children too, until Gail arranged for her to spend her final months in hospice, her



housework finally done. Gail was there the day Ada died. She performed final
ablutions, cleaning Ada's body with a wet washcloth, giving her the careful, soft
touches Gail herself rarely received from her mother, as an adult or a child. Gail
buried Ada's ashes in her garden, beneath the lilac bush her mother loved. Though
her parents still rouse her some nights, stalking her dreams in sour fury, when the
springtime breeze brings the blossoms' scent through the kitchen windows, Gail
thinks of them with the slimmest of smiles. She wishes them peace and unmitigated
love, the kind she saw in the eyes of her baby boy, the kind she sees again in the gaze
of my son.



Adams Falls

By Catherine Kapphahn

[ bounded down the expansive concrete steps outside the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. I felt childish and free until a longing for my two-year-old son Radek grabbed
hold of me. Over the last three weeks, we had spent every second together while we
visited my dad in Colorado over the holidays. And now, I'd spent the entire day
without Radek. Who was [ when [ wasn’t being his mom? Who was | becoming
because of Radek? The ice crackled beneath my boots as | headed south on a Fifth
Avenue sidewalk, toward the subway that would take me home to Astoria, Queens.
Snowdrifts piled high against the gray stonewalls of Central Park; the crisp winter
air hit my face and bare hands. As much as [ missed Radek, it also felt liberating to
be in space beyond motherhood, to learn something new with strangers, to wander
playfully through art, to create something, anything.

On that particular day, I'd attended a Lincoln Center Institute workshop through
Lehman College where I taught freshman in the Bronx. Not long after, this additional
programing would be cut, like much of the professional development that they
offered adjuncts for some pay. But for the time being, [ was thrilled to discover that |
could follow my untraditional teaching instincts and instill movement, theater and
art into my writing classes, which, by chance I'd already been doing.

Together, my students and I attempted to define the “aesthetic” experience; it was a
word that made me falter; it sounded foreign to my dyslexic brain. I could only
really understand unfamiliar words when I embodied them, and that took time.
When I used the word with my students, they looked at me blankly, embarrassed to
say aloud, “What is that?”

['ve learned many things alongside my students, so | asked them: What is the
aesthetic experience? Where do we find beauty in our lives? How do we know it’s
happening? Do we have to search for it? Or is it something we stumble upon? In
sharing their experiences, we concluded together that one has to know pain to
experience beauty; that when it happens, usually everything slows down; that it can
occur when one least expects it; when it's something that moves and changes one
deeply, one feels a connection to humanity. A student told me, “The aesthetic
experience is the integration of life and death.”

And on that particular Metropolitan Museum day, it had been surprisingly
exhilarating for me to move through its hallways and vast spaces with a group of
adjunct strangers from different colleges. We sat cross-legged on the floor in front of
a Marc Chagall 1913 painting called The Lovers. A man was sitting in a winged chair.
The seat was invisible; the man became the chair. The green floor suspended him.
He held a woman on his lap. His arms enveloped her. His white mitten-like hand
cupped her breast; the other cupped her abdomen, encircling, supporting. She



leaned back into him. His head extended past his body, separating from it, so that he
could reach her lips perfectly. They were an instant from kissing. A delicate bird
walked toward them. They sat in front of a red table. Behind them, a window with a
view to village rooftops beneath a red sky. Dusk or dawn? Intimacy? Control or
surrender? Was she pregnant? Was he leaving?

My eyes rested on the luxurious red, the violet blue. The security guard crossed his
arms and leaned one shoulder against an open doorway to eavesdrop on our
discussion. The guard was momentarily carried away from a system of rules and
regulations that he had to enforce. He glanced around from time to time making
certain the public didn’t touch anything, then his attention settled back upon the
painting and us. How many days had he spent with this painting? Would anyone
ever ask him what he thought?

[ gazed at the woman in the violet-blue dress in the painting and thought of the
many times that [ held my own belly during pregnancy, one hand supporting the
slope beneath my belly button. I recalled that I'd been unable to stand in stillness,
instead, pregnancy made me sway. [ would rhythmically shift my hips from side to
side, leaning my weight into one leg, then the other, letting the motion begin to
invent my relationship with my baby.

The teaching artist brought us to a different room, and we sat us down upon the
wooden floor in front of another work of art: a 1973 caricature-style painting by
Philip Guston entitled Stationary Figure. It was a line drawing of a human-sized
cigarette man with a cigarette body, ripples of pink flesh, a round head with round
eyes, wide, staring up at the ceiling. He was smoking, a gray puff rising. A window
shutter opened to the night. A dangling light bulb hung above his belly; a black clock
was pinned to the wall.

"Draw it!" our teaching artist commanded energetically. And we laughed a little, and
then like good students, we sketched it, our pencils working quickly, scratching gray
marks upon the white notecards, each line leading us to another and another. The
cigarette man stared at the ceiling of his life. [ entered the art through the process of
drawing it. Would I have stopped at this work of art otherwise? Why didn’t [ ever try
to draw?

Motherhood had shifted my relationship to art. Near our home, at the Noguchi
Museum, Radek had shown me how incredible it was to watch a smooth layer of
water glide over a basalt sculpture. At Socrates Sculpture Park, he showed me how
to climb over tires rooted into the earth and gaze up at a giant, rubber-feathered
raven with wonder.

And that morning as part of this institute, we were asked to close our eyes and
remember a place. In a quiet classroom, we revisited that place in our minds. Then
on paper, we jotted down a list of memories connected to that particular place. [ was
carried away to the previous summer, when Radek and I had driven with my father



to Grand Lake, Colorado for a couple days. With scissors, we cut out the shapes
associated with our place. Afterward, we traced the lines onto paper and painted
them with watercolors. Grown men and women, college and elementary school
teachers, were suddenly children once again, giggling. Before us, white paper plates
were filled with circles of paint, yellows, blues, oranges, and cups of muddy-colored
water. When was the last time I'd painted anything?

My Croatian mother, who had died years ago, was an artist, but she had never sat at
the kitchen table drawing with me as a child; she’d never put a charcoal pencil or
paintbrush in my hand. Instead, she’d encouraged me to dance and drove me to
ballet classes all my growing-up years. It's true that [ had never asked her to teach
me to draw. I sensed that my mom didn’t want to be my teacher. She just wanted to
be my mother. But my fear of drawing or painting was rooted in something else. The
thing about dyslexia, diagnosed or undiagnosed as | was until I was an adult, is that
there were things I felt were beyond me, beyond the capacity of my brain,
impossible for me to comprehend, an impenetrable wall. And poetry, art, and
philosophy were on the other side for me. [ could appreciate them from afar, but for
most of my life, | strongly believed they transcended me.

Recently though, the shapes and lines in paintings reminded me of movement. And
as [ ventured into motherhood, strangely what I craved the most was a painting
class. At the time, I did not recognize that perhaps this was a connection to my mom.
She wasn'’t here to tell me how to be a mother, which while I was pregnant terrified
me. But it was the fierceness of my mom’s spirit, her ability to laugh and venture out
into the world that carried me into motherhood.

[ smiled as I cut the shape of my father walking toward me. With my cutout, I traced
his shape onto the white paper. The page filled with colors. I admit, it surprised me
that the figures looked like actual figures, and I saw them: my father and my son. I
dabbed and twirled evergreens, and steadied my lines into the outline of my son
with his familiar red hoodie over his head. And flying randomly in the background, I
attempted a fox, which looked more like a chubby Welsh Corgi.

[ held a brush in my hand and painted the silhouette of my slender, six-foot-five
father leaning on his wooden cane. I tried to capture his narrow long face; my brown
winter cap pulled down over his forehead. Unconsciously, I switched the paintbrush
from my left hand to my right, from my right to my left. I held the brush like a
wooden spoon, stirring reds and blues instead of oatmeal.

The place and memory arose from a hike that I'd taken to Adams Falls with my dad
and Radek that previous summer. My dad, almost 80, made it clear that he thought
his hiking days were now over. In the 1940s, when my dad was only 16 years old
and living in Washington State, he had begun to work for the National Park Service;
while the other young men, including his brother Jack, were off fighting in the
Second World War. As a young man, my dad became a park ranger. He'd lived in fire
lookouts on Sunrise Peak and Mount Fremont. He rescued bear cubs stuck in trees.



He searched for missing hikers
and worked on trail crews,
blister rust control crews, pine
beetle control crews. He worked
as a ranger at campgrounds and
on his time off, he climbed to
the top of Mt. St. Helens, Mt.
Adams, Mt. Shasta and Mt.
Rainier. Now as I drove us to the

edge of Rocky Mountain *E, & |
National Park, my father told %
me resignedly that he’d '

probably wait in the car while [ went on the trail with Radek.

&
=

The morning was overcast, gray and cold. I'd heard that the Adams Falls’ trail was
an easy one, something I could do with a toddler, and I was determined to go. |
hadn’t really been hiking since before Radek’s birth, but I'd imagined that I'd always
bring him to the mountains and connect him to Colorado even though we lived in
New York City.

This was the first time that I would carry him in the hiking pack that I'd borrowed
from my friend. When we got to the parking lot, I put it on the ground and lifted
Radek into it. Then I squatted down to slip on the shoulder straps. When I attempted
to stand, I staggered, collapsing back down onto one knee. I tried again. It was
challenging to stand up with the large contraption, and I almost toppled forward in
the process. “Jesus!” I exclaimed, laughing, “This is really different than a baby
carrier.” On my third attempt, my dad stepped in front of me, so [ wouldn’t fall
forward. With a steady hand, he helped me so that I could finally get into an upright

position.

"[ think I should go with you," my dad said quickly.

"Are you sure?" | asked.

He nodded, smiling, his long face tilting to one side, his dimple appearing. My dad
would do anything to help me, but [ knew he also wanted to go to see what was up

that trail despite his disability and age.

“We don’t have to go all the way, we can just go a little bit,” I said to him, taking off
any pressure.

“Well, let’s just see,” he answered firmly, zipping up his navy blue puffy jacket.
And so, we made our way on the trail beside the wooden split-rail fence. We could

see Grand Lake against the white sky over our shoulders, and before us: the Rockies.
The trail was flat in the beginning, and my dad had no problem using his cane,



digging the rubber edge of it into the packed, gravely earth. Radek bounced around
on my back, he happily peered over my head as the trail curved into the forest of
blue spruce and ponderosa pine and clusters of white-barked leafless aspens.

As the trail began to rise, it became increasingly rocky. My dad was a bit breathless
as he worked his weaker, skin-and-bone leg. He had contracted polio in 1962, ten
days after receiving the Salk vaccine. Afterward, he and my mom had traveled to
New Jersey, so he could stay at the Kessler Institute for his rehabilitation, where he
fought to learn to use his legs once again. The disease impacted his left leg, and now
that he was older, he lost his balance easily. He was never able to kick a soccer ball
with me or run, but I never thought of him as disabled when I was growing up. |
never once heard him refer to himself as “disabled”. When he reached his seventies,
it took a lot of arguing to convince him that it was finally time to get a handicapped
license plate, and later on, that it was time to start using a cane. Finally, he agreed to
these concessions, and he actually took great pleasure in parking at the closest-to-
the entrance, handicapped space at the grocery store. When he ordered a wooden
cane, one that fit his tallness perfectly, he relied on it and it became part of his
identity.

Now I watched him focus intensely on the trail. He had to be careful to not let his left
foot catch on an embedded rock or jutting-out tree root, or he would fall. His right
leg worked twice as hard. He didn't like slowing people down. We both moved at the
same rhythm now. Under Radek's extra weight, I also needed to take my time. We
passed a family heading down the trail. "It's definitely worth it! The water is really
rushing down. It's not that much farther,” they told us cheerfully.

[ could see my dad wanted to go all the way now. When I asked, from time to time, if
he wanted to rest, he'd tell me, “No, I'm fine.” When I asked if he wanted to wait
while we went ahead, he'd tell me, “No, I'm fine. [ want to see the falls.” [ helped him
over some of the rockier parts of the trail by holding his large hands. Snowflakes
drifted over us. Radek demanded to be let down. I found a large rock where my dad
could sit without having to bend down too low. Too low, then we'd have a hard time
getting him back up. I crouched down, letting the pack's metal support stand pop on
the ground, so that I could slip the straps off, and lift Radek out. Radek squatted on a
lower rock beside my dad, and I passed out the raisin boxes. I could see my dad was
a bit cold, so I insisted he take my brown winter cap. He leaned forward, and I pulled
it over his ears and forehead.

My father, Radek, and I ate silently and gazed into the forest, when a red fox
appeared before us. I caught my breath. My dad pointed urgently to the edge of the
trail, trying to get Radek to look at the right place. "Look, look, Radek, a fox," I
whispered, holding him, turning him in the right direction. Nonchalantly, the fox
trotted onto the trail and climbed upward, his bushy tail swishing from side to side.
"Fook," Radek said excitedly, pointing at the fox. Radek looked at me, his blue eyes
opened wide. My dad and I laughed. The entire trip, Radek had been grabbing onto



words, then repeating them over and over. He
said, “No, no,” when we drove over a snow-
covered pass.

After our fox sighting, Radek refused to return to
his place in the backpack. As I tried to lift him, he
kicked his feet hard, making sure they wouldn’t
go into the holes to make his point. I shrugged
and let him walk. He was precisely between
skipping and running. He managed a fast walk
and caught some air, every few steps. Uneven
slabs of rock jutted out of the trail and I hurried
to help Radek scramble over them, while
simultaneously keeping an eye on my father’s
progress.

The roar of the waterfall filled our ears before we

saw it. It was mid-June and the snowmelt sent torrents of white water down the
creek. We peered over the rocks into the miniature canyon and the three of us were
mesmerized by the loudness. [t was like a jet engine flying overhead and quite a
contrast to the silence of the trail, to the quiet movement of the fox. We felt elated;
we had made it.

[t turned out that for Radek and my dad, going up was much easier than going down.
My dad had always told me, “It takes more concentration when you're going down a
trail.” My dad stumbled and Radek tripped over the uneven ground. Quickly, I
realized that each step could send either one of them tumbling downward. Would
my dad break a leg? Would Radek smash his face? Who knew, but still it felt right
being out there on the trail with both of them.

Radek was determined to tackle the rocky steps downward with or without me. He
was in front, so [ would take his hand, help him step down from a rock. He’d hurry
ahead until I told him, "Wait! Wait for grandpa." Then Radek grinned, turning to
watch my dad. Then [ held my father's hand and helped him step down from the
same rock. It worked. Everyone seemed content and in rhythm.

We made our way down. Radek would run ahead and wait at the next rock while I
helped my father. Then when I came to help Radek, he would turn, hold up his hand,
and say, "Wait, bampa, wait," just like | had been saying it to him. I went back and
forth all the way down, and I didn't mind. I thought of the times my father had taken
care of my mom during her cancer treatment and when she was dying. I thought of
the times he’d stayed up late to help me type my papers or when he’d helped me
pack for an upcoming trip. [ thought of how I could call him at any time of the day or
night with a question, and he would do his best to answer it.



For me, this hike wasn't the most
physically demanding. It was
something much more profound. It
seemed clear that the beginning of
life wasn’t so far from the end of life.
Radek and my dad were seventy-
eight years apart, but incredibly they
moved at the same pace and faced
similar obstacles. This would be my
dad’s last hike; he would die a little
over a year from now. This was
Radek’s first hike. He’d been walking
for only eight months, and years from now, he will not be able to look upon large
boulders without springing onto them and climbing upward.

That day, I traveled back and forth, between my dad and my son, between the past
and the present, between loss and discovery. I listened to the sound of our shoes
against the packed earth and pine needles. | breathed in the faintly smoky smell of
coming snow as we gradually moved forward, together.



Self-Portrait of Night Street

By Ching-In Chen

imagine the street as farm

the tires as seeds

mattress as dream planted in a wide-wet berth

mattress as trade for past soil you ask to break
vine across grate to break

car’s voice against streetlight gone bright

streetlight gone rogue star

what if orange wire weaves into
grass dreams a gathering

of water vines a new breaking
each ground the story
couldn’t last the one where your

everyday star tumbled first to the end



Belonging

after Cassie Mira Nicholson

By Ching-In Chen

(1)
[ locked myself in the rust then not translucent star
not fish in muddy grass not even one slides by

door without glance I learned once a trick

[ made myself round and solid [ drew myself thick brown

stain [ made again in heat layer of smell from my body

you couldn’t pass by [ squatted in that heat welcome welcome
a city shouting again no sparking body leaves unharmed

(2)
no body walks away unharmed
you earned language which didn’t want

nothing like blood coming
from green sky a body slippery
turning in heat into a useful object

one who began sitting syntax
on reclaimed ground wings down
who wore words against a welcome

(3)

[ am one who got away

made my body edge and night

no questions and received

them all again and again ~ pushing

off my diagram only skin
without a shadow only filter

with what remains



Self-Portrait, Neighbor

By Ching-In Chen

It wasn’t always the wire which
cut the field in half which edged
the body into night pushed the
empty door to bits A heavy
metal protects a frail house
making off with its kin until

the next pick-up day

*

But the wire is what’s noticed

we walk pigeon-toed by =~ hemming the breath

a violet condensation in the dusk

a transaction car stops in the ditch what will protect

this plot of mouse dropping and high grass this old mail
unreturned and waiting for its addressee

*

We hem our walk then

condense each transaction

to protect a high unreturned grass

we never half our edges never empty our metals
we frail kin to ditch before picking up breath

again

*

agreed no light when we uncoiled

the octopus in sun  you creepy fool

waited for me to play cards black

shaking table skimming the distance

reading the miles of lines coming

[ don’t know when I gave up my house

to the grass though we still come to visit
the empty [ don’t know how long

we will watch the junk pile crossing the road

*

how long we've been serendipitous
by moonlight bone you gave up the grass
and still came to visit



*

new shoppinga body landscaped argument

bullhorn church constructed weekly

no produce on Emancipation Street one last street
sign to change



Poetic Discotheque

By Myla Grier

Syncopated rhythms of

Yea, Baby—How’d you like those rhymes?
Beating invisible drums
rhymin’ My head
loosely busting Unbraided
hairpin turns Metaphor’s
analogous sayings More literal
figures to watch...
Who’s wearing what?
Scene inside the disco
ball Spinning my imagination
wide Bells bottomed
out  Dancing on curvaceous
tiptoes to personify instrumentation
Bitty bitty bop Boop bop ba-doomp
BeeGees staying alive
In tune
Where is my hustle,
Partner Don’t leave me now
Know thy self
Spin out of control
As deejays play me
Play my beat
Move my feet

Dancing under my word play



Red Robin

By Myla Grier

Red robin red robin

That food is for the cat

Wings all aflutter

Pecking the order as you

Pellet nudge.

Colorful patio pop

Plants compete for the buzz

You are Super Star on notice—
Watch me fly in
Then out!

Wish I had your power to make one stop

Look listen suck breath

And wait

Wait...

Wait

Watching your next step

Wing wanderer, go

Though [ want you as mine

Fly away cardinal red

Let no one steal your shine



INTERVIEW WITH CAREY CRANSTON, President of the American Writers
Museum

By Natalia Nebel

The American Writers Museum opened in Chicago on May

16, 2017, and is the first museum dedicated to American
writers in the US. Described by its president Carey Cranston
as “an educational museum space,” it is interactive, with

hands-on touch screens that allow visitors to learn about
writers, as well as play innovative word games, or type out a AMERICAN
narrative beginning from the sentence of a major novel on WRITER_S
one of many typewriters. Its open design flow make it a MUSEUM
pleasure to walk through, and its children’s section ensures
that there’s something for everyone there. A permanent
exhibit provides historical information on one hundred writers whose contributions
have been woven into an illuminating world history. The American Writers Museum
shines an intelligent spotlight on writers and readers, while emphasizing the pure fun
that language offers.

I asked Mr. Cranston for an interview in order to introduce Chicagoans and its visitors
to the museum’s mission and plans for the future.

Natalia Nebel: Why did the board of AWM choose Chicago as the city for this
museum?

Carey Cranston: While the original architects for the idea for the museum came
from D.C,, they put a great deal of thought into where the museum should reside.
There were three major criteria:
1) A destination city, where a large number of people would have access, both
locals and tourists.
2) A city with a strong cultural heritage, where support for a new national
museum would find support and encouragement.
3) A city with a rich literary history.

After a great deal of searching, they settled on
Chicago.

NN: Could you talk a little about the museum’s
design? In an interview that you recently gave to Fox
News you described the AWM as a museum of
engagement rather than of artifacts.




CC: Yes, the museum is meant to be experiential and educational. While a smaller
physical space than some museums, the AWM exhibits are deep in content. Many of
the interactive touch-screen exhibits allow visitors to delve into deep levels of
content. The more tactile exhibits also have a depth of textual information, which
would be expected of a writers museum. The purpose here is to celebrate the
writers and their writing, not to look at books under glass, but to engage the visitor
with the significance of American writers and their influence on our culture and
history.

NN: ] love the idea of touch screens to spark learning and dialogue. Isn’t this
presentation style also a reminder that books are being read on screen as well as on
paper? Does the AWM address our current multiplicity of media?

CC: The notion of changing media and methods of both reading and writing are an
inherint part of the space. One exhibit specifically, the Story of the Day allows

visitors to play with multiple means of expressing the written word, from pen and
paper, to manual typewriters and then on to modern tablets and voice recognition.

NN: Academics worked with the AWM board to compile a list of 100 writers to be
included in the museum. They were looking for emblematic writers. What criteria did
they use for emblematic?

CC: To clarify, there are hundreds of writers included and discussed in different
ways throughout the museum, and the Curating Team put great effort into deciding
which authors would be central to which exhibits. Also, it is important to note that
the Curating Team was made up of not just academics, but also editors and writers,
and other experts (many of whom fill multiple roles like the poet and professor
Reginald Gibbons).

All of our permanent exhibits are focused on authors who have passed, that was one
criterium. On one exhibit, American Voices, the Curating Team selected 100 authors
to discuss in a chronological/historical context. They worked to develop three
important themes that they felt were important to American writing across its
history, the themes were Identity, Promise, and Edge. So, how these authors
connected to these three ideas were important in the choices.

NN: Nonfiction, journalism, prose and poetry — does any particular genre have a
larger share than another in the AWM?

CC: When you look at the totality of the Museum, I would say there is a balance
sought, but it might lean more toward those writings that have had the most impact
over time, and so certain genres tend to have more staying power and impact over
time than others. But, when you look at certain exhibits like our Surprise Bookshelf
and our Featured Works tables, there is definitely a broad range of genres covered.



NN: On the AWM Facebook page there’s a powerful section on banned books. By
bringing up banned books or other political issues, is there a risk that the AWM will
one day be being accused of taking a political side?

CC: It is always possible that someone will see the choices made in any of the
museum'’s content as being political. In a small space we have made choices that
people will question, e.g. why is this author featured and not that author, and we
encourage discussion. Our intent is not to be political, beyond the general political
belief that encouraging writing is an inherent part of American culture and history.
And, that teaching people to write is a great way to give them “authority.” We
include Jefferson and other important political figures, because of their writing. Our
country was founded on the written word. So while we may not seek to be a political
entity, | expect we will at times be part of discussions about politics.

NN: American Writers Museum will be a great antidote to the current anti-literary
arts movement by virtue of its mission to educate and also celebrate the power and
beauty of writing. This brings me to my final question: how will you involve
contemporary writers in your mission?

CC: The museum was designed with one room that holds exhibits, but is also meant
for hosting events, Readers Hall. We intend to host contemporary authors for
readings and book signings, we hope to hold symposia and writing workshop, and
we are developing programming to reach out to schools in Chicago and around the
nation in support of encouraging writing. The museum has an affiliate network of
author homes and museums around the country, which will help us facilitate our
presence as a national museum.

As Ilike to say it in short, our goal is to celebrate the writers of the past, promote the
writers of the present and thereby inspire the writers of the future.

Mission

The mission of the American Writers Museum Foundation is to establish the first
national museum in the United States dedicated to engaging the public in celebrating
American writers and exploring their influence on our history, our identity, our culture
and our daily lives.

The American Writers Museum will:

- Educate the public about American writers - past and present

- Engage visitors to the Museum in exploring the many exciting worlds created by the
spoken and written word

- Enrich and deepen appreciation for good writing in all its forms

- Inspire people of all ages and from all walks of life to discover, or rediscover, a love of
reading and writing




-Through innovative and dynamic state-of- the-art exhibitions, as well as compelling
programming, The American Writers Museum will educate, enrich, provoke and
inspire the public. We invite you to join us in this movement!

*

Currently on exhibit (as of the publication of this interview in June 2017): Jack
Kerouac’s On the Road scroll. This manuscript and accompanying digital file are on
loan from the collection of James S. Irsay

For more information, check out: http://americanwritersmuseum.org/



http://americanwritersmuseum.org/

INTERVIEW WITH MITZI-JILL RAPKIN on Activism
By Natalia Nebel

Mitzi-Jill Rapkin, a Colorado writer, teacher, and host of literary podcast First Draft,
answers questions about two activist projects that she’s spearheaded in the last four
months.

Colorado contains a very mixed demographic and that is evidenced in the fact that
the state has a Democrat and Republican senator, has had a near even mix of
Democrat and Republican governors over the last century, and has gone for Clinton,
Dole, Bush (twice), Obama and Clinton over the last few decades. Over the last few
years the state has gone blue for the presidential elections, has elected to legalize
marijuana, physician assisted suicide, and gay marriage. It is a state with
exponential growth and according to the Denver Post, more than one in 10 Colorado
households that filed a tax return in 2014 lived somewhere else in our out of

state the year before. That's the highest migration of the 50

states. (http://www.denverpost.com/2016/04/14/colorado-has-more-people-on-
the-move-than-any-other-state/). Given that, the state is changing rapidly.

Natalia Nebel: How would you define activism, and do you think of yourself as an
activist?

Mitzi-Jill Rapkin: [ don't think of myself as an activist, just a pissed off American. |
think if people are frustrated enough they will hit their own wall and do something,
whether it's a phone call, a postcard, a conversation with a friend that feels scary, a
corporate boycott, etc. I think resistance is a creative act. Every individual has a
threshold and for me it's very low, while for others it’s very high in reference to
when day-to-day silence is impossible. I hit my threshold on November 8 and was
completely inspired at the Women's March in

D.C. (http://www.aspendailynews.com/section/entertainment/174067)

NN: Could you talk about what this inspiration led to once you returned to
Colorado?

MJR: [ made countless calls to my representatives’ offices and requested meetings,
but never once heard back from Senator Cory Gardner's office. I was frustrated and
not alone, as demonstrated on Facebook posts and articles in the media. So, |
thought, why not let him know this in an irrefutable way? I called the Denver Post to
find out what it would cost to take out a full-page ad. I figured it would be about six
thousand dollars. How naive. It was $16,500. But, after posing the question of
raising the money on several Indivisible Facebook pages, | thought, screw it! Why
not try? I thought if I got small donations from as many people as possible, together
we could make it happen.



NN: And the first step was?

MJR: [ started a Go-Fund-Me page at two in the morning, posted the link on
Facebook with the text for the ad and let it rip. It took a week to raise the money
from nearly 900 people. Gardner had alleged in the media that his critics were out-
of-state paid protestors, so I was as careful as [ could be and asked for only in-state
donations. Over 200 Colorado zip codes were represented in the final donation
count and only six out of state donations were logged.

NN: What was the focus of your ad?

MJR: The ad primarily called Gardner out for voting 100% of the time with Trump,
when I believed Coloradoans were more nuanced than in pure agreement with a
president they didn’t elect. We also demanded he hold in-person town hall
meetings, which he has yet to do.

NN: What did you do to build a relationship with donors?

MJR: I consistently sent emails to the donors accounting for all the money we’d
raised and letting them know when the ad would run, then sent them a final copy of
the ad. Many kind people offered to design the ad and I teamed up with a designer
who did an amazing job on the graphics. I also encouraged everyone to post photos
of themselves with the ads to Facebook and Twitter and to send copies to Gardner’s
office.

NN: What were the ultimate results of the ad?

MJR: My own Facebook feed and email account became flooded with photos, and I
realized that people felt deeply grateful to be a part of something. When 900 people
opened the Denver Post that day that was their project they saw. They had an
ownership stake in it and for many, I believe, it felt more fulfilling than an
unanswered phone call. All the donors were united and it felt good to participate in
something tangible.

NN: You then went on to create a second project.

MJR: Yes, coming off that success and seeing that Gardner had scheduled no town
hall meetings for the April Congressional recess, I talked with a legitimate activist
about some of her strategies and we riffed about the idea of aerial banners. I got
another 2am burst and decided that a banner targeting Gardner for not holding
town hall meetings on the home opener of the Colorado Rockies baseball game
would get media attention and would be seen by everyone at the stadium and
hundreds of thousands (maybe more?) of people in downtown Denver.

NN: Impressive idea. What did organizing this involve?



MJR: [ simply did a Google search, hired a pilot, and opened another fundraising
page. The goal this time was only $1,800; I figured we could do it. The banner
would read: Cory Gardner: Hold In-Person Town Hall Mtgs. (Aerial banners allow
45 characters.) Within a week we had the money and on April 7 for the home opener
the banner flew over the stadium and downtown Denver for four hours. It was
amazing to see the Tweets and photos coming in, including a mention on the Denver
news and several Tweets from reporters.

NN: Have any local politicians now asked to come on-board?

MJR: During the process it was important to me that neither effort be endorsed or
funded by political groups, but were representative of individuals who wanted to
donate money to a message they believed in. It is astounding, and sad, that people
have to give their hard-earned money, whether it is five dollars or five hundred, to
ask their representative to do a job he is being paid to do. Neither of these
campaigns got into issues, they were just focused on asking our senator to meet
with his constituents. It was a message people could get behind and I know from my
emails that it was not solely funded by Democrats. I had Republicans who donated.

NN: No rigid strategy and no rigid boundaries, in other words?

MJR: Well, I didn’t have a strategy except to raise the money and have people’s
donation matter. [ was afraid of not reaching the goal and having people give money
in vain, but I tried to think positively. I learned a lot along the way about the impact
small acts can have, if not on our politicians, then at least in energizing the folks who
feel they are not being heard.

NN: How were you written about in the media?

MJR: One of the reasons the first campaign for the Denver Post ad was so successful
is it got media attention when | started the campaign. The fact I was raising the
money for the ad was a news story in the Aspen Times and the Denver Post. The
angle of the story, however, was the fact that I worked for the City of Aspen and a
citizen questioned what I consider to be my First Amendment rights to speak my
political mind. I will say that once the stories hit the papers the donations flooded in
and I raised the last $14,000 overnight. So there were a lot of supporters out there.
[ did receive some hate mail and hate phone calls, which were upsetting, but its part
of the political climate we're in and I understand that. [ am not a fan of being in the
public eye so for the aerial banner, although I organized it and made it happen, I
kept my name out of the media as much as possible and had other folks participate
in the press releases.

NN: It seems as though you’ve made the transition from the literary world to a more
public engagement within our democracy very naturally.



MJR: [ have a very public job working for a local government, and so my
involvement didn’t feel like a stretch. I also host a literary podcast called First Draft
and teach fiction. However, I do not want to be in the news regarding my personal
life so that part was very uncomfortable for me. As mentioned earlier, I am working
on finding people to help with the press so I don’t have to be front and center. But
the good thing about what I have done is the work is all very late at night and I'm in
my pajamas and it is really as solitary as writing. The final products of these
communal efforts are not things that require my presence, which I like. Because
then I can still be at home in my pajamas.

NN: Any advice for other ‘pissed off Americans?’

MJR: To anyone who wants to get involved, I'd say, take the plunge. It just takes
vision and passion and, unfortunately, a little bit or a lot of anger. I probably started
too big and I'm not sure [ would have made the goal if it weren’t for the media
attention. But don’t underestimate the power of small donations from a lot of
people and the incredible tentacles of the web that can get your message out.

=



Contributors’ Bios

Leland Cheuk is the author of the story collection LETTERS FROM DINOSAURS
(Thought Catalog Books, 2016) and the novel THE MISADVENTURES OF SULLIVER
PONG (CCLaP Publishing, 2015), which was an Amazon National Bestseller in Asian
American Literature. Cheuk’s work has been covered in VICE, The Millions, The
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awarded fellowships and artist residencies at The MacDowell Colony, Djerassi
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founder of the indie press 7.13 Books. He lives in Brooklyn. You can follow him on
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have received fellowships from Kundiman, Lambda, Watering Hole, Callaloo, Can
Serrat and Imagining America. They are also part of Macondo and Voices of Our
Nations Arts Foundation writing communities. They are a senior editor for The
Conversant. They can be found online at www.chinginchen.com

Racquel Goodison has been a resident at Yaddo, Millay, and the Saltonstall Arts
Colony as well as a recipient of the Astraea Emerging Lesbian Writer’s Grant and a
scholarship to the Fine Arts Works Center. Her stories, poems, and creative
nonfiction have been nominated for the Pushcart. And her chapbook, SKIN, was a
2013 Goldline Press Fiction Chapbook finalist and is the winner of the 2014 Creative
Justice Press Fiction Chapbook Competition.

Brian Gresko is the editor of When I First Held You: 22 Critically Acclaimed Writers
Talk About the Triumphs, Challenges, and Transformative Experience of Fatherhood.
He is widely published, with work most recently in Poets & Writers Magazine and
Slice Literary Magazine. He co-hosts Pete's Reading Series in Brooklyn, and teaches
creative nonfiction for Sackett Street Writers' Workshop.

Educator, writer and spoken word artist, Myla Grier has participated in (and won!)
poetry “Slam” competitions on Long Island and in New York City, in addition to
sharing her verses in Virginia, Maryland as well as overseas in Abu Dhabi and
Dubai. She has been blessed with the opportunity to share this gift on radio, cable
television, online and in print (Teach UAE Magazine, The Torch, Molloy Literary
Journal, Yes Poetry and the Resist Much / Obey Little: Inaugural Poems to the
Resistance anthology). Myla has a self-published book God’s Daughter (on
www.amazon.com as Myla Jones), an inspirational faith-based text, offering
encouragement to women who have been affected by issues such as abuse and
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addiction. Myla currently resides in Maryland, where she co-hosts a Blog Talk Radio
show (“It Ain’t That Early Morning Show”) alongside educator Dr. Marvin Thompson.
Myla also maintains her “Life Matters” blog on www.empeejayblog.wordpress.com.

Catherine Kapphahn's writing has received a 2017 and 2011 Grants from the
Queens Council on the Arts. For her manuscript, Immigrant Daughter: Stories You
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Colorado and now lives between two bridges in Queens with her husband and two
sons.
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published in a variety of literary magazines, including Fifth Wednesday, Prague
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former managing editor of the literary journal Chicago Quarterly Review. Currently,
she’s enrolled in Northwestern University’s Creative Writing MFA program.

Edwin Rozic received his MA in English Literature from DePaul University and
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published in McSweeney's, Glimmer Train and Matador Review. He lives in Chicago
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