WE R ONE

Rachel Poe
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RIGHT FIST POISED TO CROSS

Laura Ohlmann

It’s been 4 years and I still have Aaron’s voicemail from that
night. It’s the one where he’s being driven home by his father. March
22nd, 2015. 5:48 AM. I can hear the tires hum over streets, his voice
defeated against my ear. I listened to the voicemail the afternoon after
the beach. I couldn’t stand to hear his voice, the soft whisper of it. But
I listened anyway.

“Well, Howdy. I've pretty much done the worst thing a man can
do to a woman, to you. And... not the worst. But close. Close. Actu-
ally, pretty much the worst. I don’t know. I just want to talk to you.
Um, I know you’re probably sleeping oft whatever hangover this can
bring. I'm three days without sleep while I'm talking to you right now.
Nonetheless, I want you to call me. I know I'm drunk while leaving
this message, but I want you to call me. I don’t know, maybe I can
make sense of how everything has played out. I can’t do it right now.
But um, you definitely deserve better than a friend like me. Call me
back, please. Call me tomorrow. I want to talk to you. Alright, bye” It
began that night at the beach, oft Atlantic Ave.

Palm trees sway like peacock feathers through the muted light.
We're driving along the backstreets of Delray, making our way toward
the beach because that’s the one thing we know. My passengers are
scattered in and between the van’s rear seats. Aaron’s the backseat
bartender, handing out cider in brown paper bags. I'm on the cusp of
legalized drinking, driving these drunken bastards toward an evening
of debauchery. We already have it planned out. Sam is my passenger,
my boyfriend, playing DJ for the bottle rocket bodies that laugh with
every curb I hit. At his feet a black backpack is packed with ice, 90
Minute IPA, and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. I have the front windows
open so Lana Del Rey can sing to the pedestrians at the crosswalks
and competing bar music.

When I unpack my body from the car, Cait, Rob, Manda, Robby,
Sam, Aaron, and Tim topple out of the back. There are only 6 com-
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fortable spots in my Mom’s old van, but I fit 8. I feel a moment of
matronly pride while we gather the supplies—black backpack, knit
blanket, plastic bag filled with a 6-pack of Angry Orchard Cider.

“Thanks for bringing us here, Mama Laura,” Rob says, his body
already propelling itself toward the evening’s end and through the
shrub lined beach path.

We move like sloths through the deep sand and I haven't noticed
it yet—the moon has escaped tonight. A new lunar cycle has begun.
We're sheathed in a film of darkness. The beach is our oasis, each face
holds a wind-suffocated voice and I prepare myself for the drunken
fist fights that inevitably happen when alcohol is introduced to our
group. Aaron pours booze into plastic cups. One by one they blow
away after we throw back the shots. Cait and I play ‘catch the flying
cup, until the flat ground is quaking too much to stand.

Each voice is just an empty capsule floating around me, but it’s
too dark to distinguish which voice belongs to what corporeal form.

I hear Sam’s voice pitch, “to Laura being a bitch” while a disembodied
hand raises a shot of rum towards the black skyline. I recognize that
voice. I hear it every night.

Yet, if my head didn't feel like a cavity full of lurching oysters, I
might have thought, that doesn’t make any sense. Maybe he didn’t say
those words? The waves beat against the sandbank and my eardrums.
I've transitioned into an incensed package of alcoholic rage. I head
towards him with only one intention: I want to knock him off his
fucking feet.

This is the love I know. My mother sleeping in my twin sized bed
until her MRSA and Pityriasis rubra pilaris diagnosis. Watching my
father spiral—pouring milk over my sister’s head, breaking bathroom
mirrors and five bones in his hand punching a steel door, then calling
the cops. I know the making-up while picking out the glass on your
knees kind of love. Sam’s family is the same way. This is the affection
we've learned. We fight, we break-up, and then I make stew for dinner
and we have some beer. Maybe that’s why we accept our friendship
with Aaron, it's the damaged love that we know. I can’t turn away
from it.

I drag my swaying body towards Sam and pluck the shot out of
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his hand, but his arm is raised above my head and whiskey spills into
my eye.

I say something like, “you’re a fucking asshole” Before I can
launch into my drunken tirade, I hear Aaron’s condescending laugh
behind me.

“What’re you angry at him for?” he says. “Fight me instead.”

Aaron is an 180 pounds, 5° 10” wrestler, thick neck and shoulders,
small legs that can spin him forward. He blames his red inflamed
cheeks on his Irish heritage, but it’s usually because he’s had too many
drinks. He taught us all how to protect our faces during a boxing
match. Left glove below your chin. Right fist poised to cross. As I turn
my body toward Aaron, I'm welcomed by a push to the chest. I fall to
the sand and am too inebriated to support my tumbling weight. I'm
tempted to say something like, You can’t fight while my back is turned.
But he doesn’t care. He’s probably had ten shots by now, some cider to
“sober him up,” and here I am, thrown to the ground, sand crusting to
the tears on my cheeks.

This is my misshapen group. We're all here because we have two
things in common—tragedy and writing. Aaron grew up in Flows
Way in Lake Worth. If you haven’t been there, don’t. He’s grown up
with kids who pull out shotguns, drug dealers that tail you down
your own block, and Aaron’s robbed the houses of people that he was
friends with. He's also the man who'll drive you to Dandee Donuts in
the middle of the night, he'll tell you a funny self-deprecating story
about being emasculated at the strip club his father works at, he’ll
hold your shoulders as you scream into the night about your dead
baby, he’ll become a first generation college graduate, eventually earn-
ing a master’s degree in fiction—he’ll also tackle you to the beach in
the middle of the night for shit talking his best friend, Sam.

Aaron’s hand wraps around my trachea, while the other hand is
being used to pin my left arm down. I try to scream and rip his palm
from my neck. To silence me, he releases the arm long enough to
throw fistfulls of sand into my narrowing throat. Where is everyone?
Are they watching? There’s sand in my eyes and down my windpipe.

I wonder if it will ever end. I don't have flashbacks to my mother
cradling me as a child or a cascading tunnel that can lead me towards
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a channel of light. Each breath is smothered against the starless sky.
I have nothing to hold onto—each lungful of sand leads me closer
towards a wooden casket beneath fertile Florida soil. Each granule is
like scrubbing Brillo on the inside of my throat. It has breached my
nose, my ears, my mouth - the only thing that feels like salvation is
my hands tearing at his wrists. Why is it so quiet?

Someone pushes Aaron’s straddling body off of mine. I've never
known who. When he releases me, I don’t look back. I shoot up like a
rooted seed and run to my van. I scoop the grains from my throat as I
run. Every granule lodged into a place that can't be washed away with
water. I still feel the imprints, even as I breathe with ease. The bruises
on my neck and upper arms appear immediately like mottled impres-
sionist designs made on a white canvas.; my neck temporarily smaller
than it was, like a corset was placed around it.

I've listened through his voicemail since that night, a handful of
times, looking for some atonement. Part of me has allowed myself to
absolve him. Sam and I have hung out with him a myriad of times
since the beach that night. The strangling like an elephant in the
room. Aaron visited Sam and I a few days ago in our apartment in
Orlando. We were all drinking again—just the three of us this time.
We had Tullamore Dew in whisky glasses that Aaron had bought
Sam. I filled them with whisky and coke, secretly reducing the dose
from 2 ounces to 1. Sam went to bed at midnight with a kiss to my
cheek. He patted Aaron on the back. We sat alone at the writing desk.
I felt oddly safe here. Sam was in the neighboring room and I still
needed to forgive him for what happened.

“Do you remember the night from the beach?” I ask Aaron.

“Which one?”

“The night of Tim’s party”

“When I choked you?”

“We're still friends,” I told him.

“You've given me more than most of my friends ever have. Why?”
His voice went back to that soft whisper. What charade is he playing
tonight? I thought.

He doesn’t need to say what Sam and I have done for him, the
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things we've forgiven. How we traveled from Orlando to give him
aride from St. Petersburg in the middle of the night towards home
in Boca Raton or the cruelties that have been said when he’s had too
many drinks.

He stood up and headed for the futon I folded out for him. He hit
the bed and looked asleep. I fanned the blanket over his silent body
and turned off the lamp near his head. I don’t know why I did that.
Maybe it’s an act of forgiveness?

His hand encircled my wrist.

“You're beautiful” He told me.

I leaned forward to find the lamp switch again. Instinctively, I
know that I didn’t want to be trapped in the dark with him. Aaron
reached over to stroke my hair. He's drunk again, I thought. That'll
be the excuse I heard in the morning. But his hand lingered against
mine—his fingers straying like leeches to my throat while I'm re-
strained on the sand. I thought of Sam sleeping a few feet away, while
his best friend touched my wrist.

The next afternoon, he left without mentioning it. We got burg-
ers at Habit and drove through the wind torn streets. It’s only after he
left, and hundreds of miles are put between us that I told Sam about
the rest of the night. “He’s just lonely;” I told him. Sam didn’t want to
discuss it. It’s just another bullet added to the list. When Aaron got
home to Boca Raton, he texted me 16 times. Three of his messages
linger, which I never respond to:

> You'll never be rid of me

> That much I take comfort in

> 9))))
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FIVE MINUTES TO THE END OF TIME

Maureen Seaton

For Connie

I have seen a scorpion so small it could fit beneath my tongue. The
grace of a car in a cloverleaf. A floating city. Someone alive beneath
the flood zone in what may remain of democracy. Even here, where
pelicans burst in the air like blimps, one or more letters are lost in the
interior of a word.

At this precise moment in South Florida, just as the word mystery
has come to me from the land of Chicago, which is far to the north
and requires at least thirty days to walk there while sweetgum trees
turn orange then red along the way, here comes a stream of sea-blue
bubbles launched like portents from the Taco Shack down the street
where I live beside an ocean that rolls in from the Sargasso more
mysterious than Space itself.

All around me gumbo-limbo trees slink along, and when I look at
them, they pretend I can’t see them, they are so clever and willing
to stand frozen for long periods of time. Once I ripped up an entire
poem and wondered where it went. I believe, as Rukeyser did, that
a poem travels from one mind to another, that I can send one to
Connie-on-Hudson and she will feel it bouncing along gumbo-
limbos into the corridors of her leafy brain. Friend, I will say, if you
had five minutes left to the end of time, where would you send the
last of your breath?

One day I opened the blinds and there was a bubble trembling
outside my bedroom window. Now the guy next door we call Teach
jogs by with his hair full of kelp. There’s an early orphic moon on its
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side above the Intracoastal. I send the word orphic back north, I send
moon, and across the street the ancient couple who just had their
house splashed with sea sleep curled on their porch like ammonites.

Little wind. Sweet weather. The shadow of my head lies between the
shadow of two palms. What kind of sail is that? Jib? My language
faints in three syncopes: imagination, hierarchies, and all plans to the
contrary. I ride down Dixie Highway and my DNA pops. Take that, I
say, and something purls inside me and cleaves me with myth.

When a bubble goes by, luring tourists to dolphin tacos (the fish,

not the mammal), ’'m happy to think about mystery. Here comes a
bubble. Here comes another.

63




WHAT HAPPENED AT FLAMINGO HOUSE

RC deWinter

It’s been a ferocious hot summer.

Now that I'm old bones in a saggy curtain of skin
I don't sleep nights near as much as I used to.

I'm awake with the sun, and when it begins

to melt the day into a pool of pink and butter

I sit here on the porch - the only shade around -
and, like as not, take a nap.

Which I did today, but somethin’ must be

prowlin’ out there in the brush ‘cause the birds,

generally quiet when the sun’s sizzlin,

are kickin’ up a ruckus, and now 'm half-awake,

and hearin’ the birds fussin’ brings Flamingo House to mind.

It's been empty ever since what happened
happened
off in the back of beyond.

Time was I'd walk out that way once in awhile

jes for a little exercise, and when I passed the house

I'd find myself shakin’ my head and sayin’

“My, my..” at the state of it.

All that bright paint faded, cracked and crazed,

the long windows, still barred, smeared with nature’s leavins.

All us kids eventually learned the whole story,

as much as could be known, but at the time

we jes’ knew there was trouble at Flamingo House,
and even though it was dark

the birds were fussin’ and screechin’ then, too.

It was a lover’s quarrel - over what nobody knows -
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but it must've been pretty desperate,

‘cause next anybody knew the police were out there
with an ambulance haulin’ Mr. Bob and Mr. George,
all covered up on stretchers, away.

Nobody knew where they come from,

if there was any family to tell or what.

Mr. Bob and Mr. George are layin’ over in the graveyard,
sleepin’ away the long days and nights

right next to each other, because nobody knew

what else to do but what to put them in the ground together.
I guess nobody was ever able to find out,

‘cause the house was emptied out and closed up

and it’s been that way ever since.

Not long after, Jimmy Bell left town.
His folks never mentioned him again.

He might as well've been layin’ over there in the graveyard too.

Never has come back, neither.

That was a long time ago, and eventually

people stopped guessin’ and speculatin’

and we all jes’” got on with our lives.

I still remember how pretty Flamingo House used to be,
but it’s time to change the channel,

‘cause, like I said, it’s a ferocious hot summer,

and my brain overheats when I try to

put the pieces together and puzzle out what happened.
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SCRATCHING

(Caleb Bouchard

“Acne;” I say. “It causes spots to cover your face, sometimes your
neck, sometimes your back. That’s what my medicine is for” I'm in a
conversation with my girlfriend’s niece, four year old Hannah, who
has commandeered this road trip as her own personal Q&A session,
which started when she asked why I was applying sunscreen inside
the car.

“My skin is sensitive to the sun,” I told her as Aubrie, my
girlfriend, drove. Hannah insisted on riding with us in Aubrie’s new
Nissan Rogue, instead of with her mom and dad. “She has a crush on
you,” Aubrie told me, and I said, “More than she has a crush on our
optimal A/C and Bluetooth capabilities?”

“Why is your skin sensitive to the sun?” Hannah followed up as
we passed the Florida welcome sign, her hands stretching the straps
of her flower print face mask.

“I'm on a medicine to help my skin get better. Sensitive skin is a
side effect of the medicine”

“What’s a side effect?”

“It's something that happens to your body when you take
medicine”

“Like when mama gives me cough syrup,” Hannah said. “And
then I feel all better”

“Not quite,” Aubrie said. She switched lanes, passing a car
with a bumper sticker that read, I WOULD WATERBOARD 1,000
TERRORISTS. “Side effects are smaller than the main effect. And
they’re usually not fun”

We sat in silence for a moment with a radio piece on the
veepstakes soundtracking the drive. Should Biden pick a Black
woman to be his running mate? A war veteran? A governor? A rising
Democratic star? I started to feel lightheaded as the Sunshine State’s
namesake flooded my vision. My eyes felt stale, pickled.

“What are you taking the medicine for?” Hannah said. “Is your
skin sick?”

66




This is when I defined acne—a malady most people can file away
after their high school graduation. Me, though, I've been dealing
with it well into graduate school, after years of antibiotics that made
my stomach swivel and creams that bleached the collars of my
shirts. The worst breakout of my life happened in December, when I
chose to buy Christmas presents over refilling my meds (thirty-five
dollars a pop for Doxycycline Hyclate, Clindamycin Phosphate, and
Adapalene-Benzoyl Peroxide, respectively). By the end of January,
my face was a warzone of infected bumps, spanning from my Adam’s
apple to my temples. When I received my monthly TA stipend, the
first thing I did was replenish my med supply, but by then the acne
had grown too diabolical for the pills and creams. I couldn’t wear a
baseball cap or my glasses without feeling a thorny ache, as if horns
were about to sprout from my head. At night, as I lay in bed after my
daily draining session, my face pulsated in pain, a giant open sore. I
was depressed—some days worse than depressed.

I'm amazed Aubrie stuck with me during that time, but she did,
and every few nights she would come home with a pair of face masks
and we would watch RuPaul’s Drag Race and sip salty dogs as our skin
absorbed the healing properties of charcoal or tea tree oil. Fun as this
was, though, it wasn’t a long-term solution. Isotretinoin, the most
aggressive yet effective acne treatment on the market, was my last
hope to stop being a lifelong pizzaface.

“Ac-ne,” Hannah says, turning the word over as if it's a candy bar
with a strange aftertaste. “Aubrie, will I get ac-ne?”

“Probably;” Aubrie says. “Almost everyone has to deal with it at
some point in their life. It's part of growing up.”

“I don’t want to grow up!” Hannah says, kicking and swinging
her fists. Her bright brown eyes, the same as her aunt’s, narrow to the
width of fingernail clippings. “Don’t want to grow up! Never, ever,
ever!”

At this point, I wish I had a Hydro Flask on me, filled with white
wine or a stiff margarita, but drinking is a no-no on my meds. I look
to Aubrie, whose Wayfarer-shaded eyes are set on the family caravan
ahead. For her, this is an ordinary conversation with her niece. She’s
accustomed to Hannah's bursts of excitement or frustration. I, on the
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other hand, have yet to be trained to deal with these sudden mood
swings. As Hannah wails about wanting to be a kid forever and eat
nothing but French Fries and ice cream, I feel as if 'm experiencing
something akin to a hazing.

A parenting hazing.

Maybe, by letting Hannah ride with us, Aubrie is trying to see if
I'm up to the challenge of raising a kid eventually. Things have been
serious between us for some time now. We've been together for more
than a year, have lived together for half that time, and are saving up
for a house. How will I react if and when there’s a tiny version of us
in our living quarters, watching Mulan on repeat at top volume and
taking hour-long bubble baths when I need to take a dump?

I swipe at my hair—turned as brittle as straw these last few
months—and scratch my arms. My middle fingernail snags a scab,
which turns into a button of blood, mingling with the sunscreen.

This isn’t the first time this has happened today, and it won’t be
the last.

Aubrie looks at me, her maternal sixth sense kicking in. Her
skin is beautiful and blemishless. “Bubba, what did I tell you about
scratching?”

Hannah props herself up as much as she can in her carseat and
peers over my shoulder.

“Bleeding? He’s bleeding?! Pull over! Call a doctor! T'll be doctor!”

“Relax, Ann. It’s just a small boo-boo”

Hannah simmers back into her carseat. She drops her mask and
pulls out a Moana purse and extends a crinkled band-aid to me.

“It’s okay. I get boo-boos, too.”
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LAST RITES

C.E. Whitaker

So many dying flowers, plants

forced to offer up their dazzling,

doomed heads, the white tousled hair

of the gardenias, a parade of golden

sashaying roses around an airborne

wreath of green. Dahlias advance in unison

toward the heads of the mourners surrounding

the polished wood box that gleams and glares

at the front of the room where a stranger lies

on a satin pillow, waxen like the box. This body
that is not you among the wild contortions

of flowers at the Mass for the dead you said you wanted.
The cross the priest presents to mother

as he stands over the reduction of you, what is left —
wrapped up like a gift for God, an abridged

version of you, a benediction, plant food.

Your head stone, this ritual, harder than bone
without breath. The rest of us - the nexus

for all this black and blue. Each head

the same as the next fluttering into the church,
bulging from the pews. This passage swells

like a tumor. You have journeyed into the past,
beyond Mt. Everest and the planets. Like the bristlecone
pine, Methuselah, you are unmoved. We toss

the dying amber roses on your coffin.

You have settled into a lament, Father,

and though we bury you, I know you will return
again and again, as long as I have breath.
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PREMONITIONS

one day;, all the flies will return
palmetto bugs, a trail of ants

and other small things I've killed
an army of the once living
taking their deserved revenge.

the TV will blare commercials through the house
while a voice rises from the kitchen, demanding
“who’s that on for -

the roaches?”

MJ Santiago
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GRATITUDE AND BALANCE

Michael Hettich

Biscayne Bay, dredged, polluted, and much-maligned as it has
been, still holds places of deep and transformative magic. Toward the
north of the bay, where it narrows into the Intracoastal Waterway,
just a few hundred yards offshore there’s a rookery island that teems
with birds: cormorants, osprey, herons, anhinga, magnificent frigate
birds—hundreds of them all, crowded on top of each other amidst
the mangroves, loudly squawking and spitting, singing and flapping,
while the other islands in that part of the bay remain empty, littered
and silent but for the constant breeze through the trees, grasses and
sea grape.

If you paddle quietly from the mainland across the crowded
channel and into the shallow water beyond, you can take a kayak
within ten yards of that bird island without startling more than a few
birds into flight. They’ll squawk at you, sure, and open their wings,
but at that distance you can drift and watch them almost as though
you weren't there. Any closer and they’ll burst into a sudden ruckus,
throw themselves out into the air and fly away, squawking in their
primal, earth-bound voices.

The rookery is the only natural island in that part of the bay; the
others were piled there when the channel was dredged. Though a few
years ago, these slag islands were scraped clean of weed vegetation
and planted in cabbage palm and wild grasses, gumbo-limbo and sea
grape, and though they’re beautiful —if littered—the birds just ignore
them, as though they weren't really there.

Just as they ignore us when we float at a respectful distance.

Through millennia, one of the singular tasks of poetry has been
to convey complex and vivifying experiences to its listeners and
readers, enjoining us to live more profoundly in ourselves and within
the larger world—and at that liminal place where “ourselves” and the
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larger world mix and intermingle. Particularly in periods of rapid and
disheartening change—such as ours—poetry has provided a kind of
solace, as it has encouraged us to think and feel simultaneously as
individuals—entities of unassailable and vivid uniqueness—and as
members of both a human and an extra-human communion, ex-
pressed both in human culture, whose values and yearnings, even in
periods of massive disruption, have been (more or less) shared, and
in a larger culture of being, shared with all creatures and life-forms,
great and small. The greatest poetry—and here I don’'t mean the most
“ambitious” work—connects us to these things and even at times to
something we might call, for lack of more accurate language, a flicker
of eternity—or at least the feeling of eternity. We also know that poet-
ry is a kind of secular prayer that somehow connects with the rhythm
of our physical being, which in turn connects with the larger rhythms
of Earth. Reading certain poems, we feel preternaturally awake, alert
and aware. No answers are given or even proposed, no extra-poetic
rewards offered: the gift is the feeling of the moment itself, captured
in the living breath.

Poetry thus turns us inward and outward at once, drawing us into
the most ancient and yet urgently contemporary of human conversa-
tions, the “great questions” we're engaged in asking, simply because
we're alive right now. And poetry—indeed all literature—performs its
essential work not by providing answers to these questions but simply
by posing them, by engaging sensibility, by creating organic forms
of language we can think and feel through, in order not so much to
“understand” as to apprehend, and, through apprehension, to feel in
complex and nuanced ways.

Poetry can enlarge and enliven the present moment even while
it reminds us that the past lives in the present, as memory lives (or
dies) in our own lives, coloring and even determining our everyday
experience. True poetry enters our blood as it engages our imagina-
tions, and it allows us to vibrate as more vividly living human beings.
In fact, poetry—literature in all its multitudinous forms—is perhaps
the most vital and primal means of connection we humans have—
between body and mind, self and other, individual and society, past
and present, human being and the larger world. If mere information
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somehow diminishes the stock of available reality through its strict
emphasis on utility, literature—the antennae through which we feel
ourselves and the world beyond ourselves—makes it larger and more
various.

We approach the wildness of poetry like we do that bird island.

So what happens to poetry as the world most humans inhabit
becomes ever more uniform and human-centered, commoditized and
utilized, when the fetish of “getting and spending” becomes an ever-
more central form of being? What happens to language when what
rises to the mind are words for human-created entities, advertise-
ments for gadgets we'll never need? Who are we when we've forgot-
ten how to do things with our hands—as I have—or even to walk a
distance across a living landscape? More importantly, what kind of
world have we made for ourselves, so disjunct and estranged from the
actual?

2.

Years ago, when he was in high school, my son and some friends
and I paddled out to the bird island one night around midnight,
when the bay was quiet but the city still hummed. We circled the
island as quietly as we could, startling the rookeries but making only
a few huge white birds fly up to squawk at us and disappear into the
dark. We pulled our kayaks up into the gravel shallows, got out and
stood knee-deep in the chilly water to listen to the bird-sounds and
dripping mangroves.

We were only a few hundred yards off shore, just a half-mile or so
from the traffic and bright lights and night life of Biscayne Boulevard.
No other boats moved through the bay. The shallow water teemed
with minnows, chased in by the larger fish the birds might have dived
for had we not been there. Mullet broke the surface of the shallow
water with their fins, as fingerlings tickled our ankles, reminding
us of certain moods and intuitions we will never be able to connect
with words. We shared these things silently, shivering a little, and
then we got back in our little yellow boats, pushed back out into the
deeper water. As we drifted toward shore, a pair of great egrets flew
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just overhead, close to the water, back to their island. One or two of
them squawked as they landed in the mangroves, invisible now in the
darkness.

A few days later we found an entire skeleton of a sea turtle on
one of those litter-covered slag islands. Its shell was in puzzle-pieces,
bleached white. Our children collected every last shard of bone and
shell though the smell was so strong we could taste it as we breathed
through our mouths, smell it with the very pores of our bodies. We
took the bones home in a plastic garbage bag we found amongst the
litter, dragged them behind the kayak. We soaked them in a bucket of
water and bleach and kept them for years in a Styrofoam cooler in our
back yard. When we moved to North Carolina, we took them with us;
some of the more beautiful fragments still decorate our shelves, wing-
like and mysterious amongst the other beautiful fragments we've
gathered on our journeys.

On a bookshelf in another room: a mason jar full of the leathery
hatched eggs of a sea turtle Matt and I gathered when he was a tod-
dler. I keep them to remind myself of our time together that morning,
the wonder we both felt at finding the hatched-out nest, at my realiza-
tion then that what had happened on that beach had recurred for
millennia beyond our human span of time. And here I was, a young
man then, playing in the sand with my son. Those turtles touch land
only once a year.

And just as we live in our physical bodies, the poem lives in the
body of its form. Its breath is captured and held there, to be released
each time the poem is read. The function of form for the poet, it
seems to me, is to lead the mind beyond its habitual patterns of
thought, down a path of potential discovery. This is what organic form
means: a process by which the patterns and sounds in a language lead
the poet beyond mere pattern toward some sort of revelation. And
that very form holds the revelation in place. Thus form is the process
by which a poem is discovered as well as the body that keeps it alive,
and form is where the poet and reader meet, whatever their distance
in time and geography.

Like everything that lives, the true lyric poem is a dance of frag-
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ments and a flicker of light, a suggestion of perfection that can never
be achieved, conceived in a moment—and in that very moment lost.
If well enough made, it can sing a thousand years. And even if it’s
merely a song-for-the-moment, the richness of its yearning can fertil-
ize the gardens whose bees make the honey of the gods-that-never-
were. It's a honey whose taste can transform us.
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SUNRISE FROM PUMP 7

Mary Wolff

She feels a buzzing in her head as she opens

the gas cover and inserts the plastic card in the metal slot. She
wonders

if different materials recognize their differences

by touch or ignore them altogether.

The buzzing is at the back of her neck
where the spine meets skull, a place so important
it should have a name of its own. Does it already have a name?

She makes a note to Google that later. The pump handle swooshes out
gas

as she pulls back on the metal and she thinks of how she’s only fired

a gun once, but it was enough. The headlines of that story

about a mother killing her grown son at a gun range float across her
eyes

as the numbers tick and roll on the screen.

No, think of something else. A lizard skitters across the pavement
near the trash can. The plastic

liner of the can lifting with the breeze. Is that trash can made of
metal or plastic?

The numbers tick and tick. She wonders how big
her gas tank is in gallons and whether she should know
that information.
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A man with fishing poles hanging in the back of his truck

pulls up at the pump next to hers and she wonders

if fishing is ethically acceptable. Pulling a fish out of water to take a
picture with it while it gasps

for life stings and slaps her thoughts, but where does she stand on
eating fish? the left-over

meatloaf in the fridge is probably expired. How long is beef good for
anyway? She adds it

to her notes.

She thinks of the fish. Her mind sees a giant hook, silver

and looking the way you expect metal to feel by touch, coming down

through the gas station canopy as it parts like a whispering mouth.
The hook

picks up the man by the collar of his shirt and he disappears into the
sky

like he was never there.

She makes a note of the occurrence and then replaces the gas cap
before driving away.
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ST. PETERSBURG

Robert Annis

Ocean waves will lap like this forever, but forever they won't lap

here. Even the shoreline has places to go. Collecting shells betrays

clean up and crime together—and your handfuls turn to armfuls

turn to your t-shirt kangarooed. These skeletons will stand

in finely for the doubloons we were expecting. The sun

sets clichéd, orange and blue and purple blend a smoothie of light,

swallowed by the moon to start its day. We steal away from work

to scrape our heels on sand, but this powdery stuff, the closest thing
to snow

in Florida that no one wants to snort, is too kind. Still the question
stands:

what happens to our skin after it falls away? Watch them dig a hole

and fill it with themselves— So many hidden mouths

or whatever passes for a mouth on a mollusk. The bubbles pop in a
blink.

Too many months away from unconditioned air and I've grown soft.

Every new millimeter of skin further from the earth. I used to walk

barefoot through Florida forests, over earthworms and water
moccasins

obscured by dirt and leaves, loathe to wash my soil caked knuckles.

When I go, make something of my bones—some candlesticks,

guitar picks, or a nice set of dice, just please don’t leave me

to rot atop any mattress plusher than the one we woke up on.
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A CHILD OF MEN

Rylan Shafer

I think I tried to kill myself on a Thursday, but it could have been
a Wednesday or a Friday. I don't really remember. It doesn’t really
matter anyway.

In Florida, we have this thing called the Florida Mental Health
Act of 1971 or “The Baker Act” In short, it allows authorities to hold
someone for up to seventy-two hours for evaluation if “they are a
danger to themselves or others.” Obviously, after the stunt I pulled,
you can see where I am going with this.

Long story short, I've had a lot of time to reflect.

The doctor kept his diploma on the wall so that it hung over his
head like a crown. A short, thick pepper-grey beard compensated for
his poor hairline. He reached a hand over his desk and introduced
himself. I took it.

“I hear you're a Jim Morrison fan,” he said.

“You could say that”

“It’s a good thing you are. If you weren't listening so loud, the
neighbor would never have called in the noise complaint.”

“I guess”

“How are you feeling today?”

“I've been better”

Footsteps of nurses and patients tapped away outside the office.
Muftled voices forced their way through the door. The scrubs they
made me wear were uncomfortable and itchy. Their soft-green color
reminded me of the water in the Gulf of Mexico.

“Does this really work?” I asked. “The talking, I mean.”

“Most people find that it does. Very rarely do I find someone who
doesn’t”

“Why doesn't it work for them?”

“They don't talk”

I watched him leave. My mother standing in the doorway, my fa-
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ther hiding behind the car’s open door, the sun’s glare on the top right
corner of the windshield. Dead pine needles littered the hood, falling
between the gravel of the driveway. Sirens wailed in the distance. The
smell of cut grass, cigarettes, and a burned-out fire pit. The shouting.
Blood drying on my father’s chin. A bruise beginning to bloom on
my mother’s cheek.

Over the years, my dad drifted in and out of my life. Every time
he was gone, I searched for anything to replace him. I began to stitch
together a form of him using different traits from different people. My
brother’s love for sports, my grandfather’s patience, my friends’ dating
advice, my science teacher’s kindness.

The rare times he was around, he told jokes: How are women
like tornadoes? They moan like hell when they arrive and take your
house when they leave! He took me to sports bars so we could watch
the Tampa Bay Buccaneers play. One time, in 2003, he took me to
Hooters to watch them in the Superbowl. That’s the day I learned how
to tear the meat from chicken wings by pinching them at the base of
the bone and pushing the other end down against the table. I still eat
them that way. That’s just the kind of guy he was. It was more impor-
tant for him to be a cool guy because he knew he could never be a
good father.

A decade later and I'm standing over a pale body, trying to differ-
entiate between my dad, an addict, and a stranger. A thin blue blanket
is pulled up to his Adam’s apple to hide the surgeon’s incision. A long,
clear tube is threaded down his throat to help his lungs. His chest
rises and falls as the machine coordinates his breaths. There’s the
steady rhythm of a heart monitor, of his mother struggling to hold
back her sobbing. Searching for temporary solutions to a permanent
problem has landed him here. As next of kin, I have to make a deci-
sion, and I do.

“What were you thinking that day?” asked Dr. Loughe.
“Nothing,” I said.

“Except that you would be better off dead?”

“Not even that”
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He leaned forward in his chair and folded his hands on the dark
wood between us. Sunlight pushed at the back of the blinds from the
east. He drew a pen from a white mug next to his elbow and wrote on
a tablet of paper.

“I'm going to be honest here. Today wasn't as productive as I
hoped. I know why you aren’t talking” Something in his voice made
my stomach tighten like a white-knuckled fist. “And I can’t force you
to. But if you don't talk to me, I can’t listen. When that happens, I
can't help”

He slid the paper to me.

“We're going to start you on twenty milligrams of Celexa. Youre
going to take it once a day. We'll meet up around this time tomorrow.
How does that sound?”

“Good”

“Great”

The nurse behind the window handed me a white pill the size
of a bead with a plastic cup filled with water. After I swallowed both
down, I opened my mouth for him, lifted my tongue. His scrubs were
blue. We were color-coded here. Nurses in blue, helpers in white, us
in green.

Another patient waved me over to the chairs in front of the televi-
sion. His skin was brown like tree bark, his handshake just as sturdy.
He introduced himself as Bromden and asked what I was in for. I
showed him the damage then asked the same.

“Alcohol and drugs, mainly”

He spoke as though we were travelers resting by a fire. Tales of an
old life, one spent out in the deserts of the Arabian Peninsula. At first,
he said, it was the boredom. Someone can only stare at the sun or the
sand for so long before asking themselves, “What am I doing?” Rou-
tine tasks, repeated conversations, stale faces. As the days stretched,
the importance of things faded.

“I still see sand in my dreams, man.”

Then there were pillars of fire taller than any church or cathedral
hed ever seen. Plumes of black smoke rose and blocked the hori-
zon, darkening the sky. Orange glow spilled over the sand, over the
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humvee, onto his squadmates, onto himself. Heat thickened the air,
stinging his throat and lungs. The dense scent of burning oil.

The drinking didn’t start until he got home. It was, as he de-
scribed it, a family tradition; an inheritance bequeathed upon him by
his father and his father’s father. By then, the intense boredom, the
loss of meaning in his actions, was branded into him.

I'm seventeen, drinking on the back porch with my mom’s boy-
friend, Geoff, and his friend, Peter. The two of them had known each
other since they were kids.

“I love them both though,” says Geoff. He sways in his stool.
“They’re like sons” Maybe it’s the drinking, but the way he slurs
through the sentence makes me uncomfortable. He continues: “I'm
proud of them, man. It used to just be them and their mom but now
it is all of us. We're a family. They’ve come a long way over the past
few years. Before I came along, they didn’t even know who The Doors
were. Can you believe that? Imagine being a teenage boy and not
knowing Jim Morrison. Like, come on.”

Peter laughs. There’s a burning in my cheeks. Geoft takes a swig of
his beer.

“But for real, ’'m proud of them. This one,” he says, pointing at
me. “Likes pizza almost as much as me. I keep telling him New York
has the best pizza but he’s never been up there. I keep telling him
we'll go up there one day though. And the other is smart, man. Like,
real smart. He’s going to do better than the rest of us. Not a doctor or
anything, but maybe an engineer”

Geoff puts out his empty hand for a high five. As a carpenter, he
was always better with his hands than his words.

“How about you?” I ask. “Do you have any kids?”

“No,” says Peter. “Never wanted any.’

“Why not?”

“There’s a lot of reasons.”

“Come on, guys. Aren’t we having fun?” says Geoft, cutting us off.
His arms are thrown up in the air. “Let’s not ruin it by talking about
the doom and gloom of Petes life. Yeah?”

And that’s that. I never learn why Peter didn’t want kids. I guess
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Geoff didn’t want any either because after he breaks up with my mom,
he vanishes for good. No calls, no goodbyes. It’s not surprising. After
all, 'm only like a son to him.

Dr. Loughe said, “There’s nothing to be afraid of. I'm here to
help”

“I'm not afraid. I just don’t know what there is to talk about. My
life is no different from most. People have died, people have left.
Nothing more, nothing less”

“Is that really what you believe? That you weren't affected by these
losses?”

“That’s not what 'm saying” I remember wishing that I was on
one of those lounge chairs during my sessions, not the wooden office
chair that Dr. Loughe kept across from his desk. “What I'm saying is
this is a waste of time for both of us. You keep telling me to talk, but I
have nothing to talk about. I'm sad and it can’'t be helped”

“I don't think you're sad. I think you're angry”

The vast, blue sky expands, cloudless, beyond the horizon, bar-
ing us naked to the sun. The soft sss-sss-sss of lumber being sanded
by hand fills my ears as the heat beats down on us. My grandfather
is taking his time smoothing out the piece of cedar. A gentle wind
spills the wood dust onto the grass. Everything has to be perfect and
perfect takes time. Since retiring, he’s passed the days with menial
tasks. Blowing leaves off the driveway twice a day, vacuuming every
two. After visiting his brother in Wyoming, he decides to rebuild the
porch.

His suntanned hands run over the lumber, testing for imperfec-
tions. He blows off the rest of the sawdust. Using a measuring tape, he
measures out his desired length and marks it with a pencil.

“Can you go cut this?” he asks, sliding the wood over the saw-
horse to me.

“How do I use the saw?”

“What?” he says, straightening himself. His thin, silver hair
stands wild like dead shrubbery. Sweat dots his head, darkening his
grey shirt around his neck. The disbelief in his voice trembled in me.
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This was a man who limps, yet I will never follow his footsteps.

“How do I use the saw? No one has ever shown me”

“It’s okay. I'll cut it myself”

“Can you still show me how?”

“Not to be cruel, but this porch is for Grandma, so everything has
to be perfect. You can sand while I cut”

A pattern of disappointment is emerging. It's becoming obvi-
ous that the way we carry ourselves is too different. One too many
times, I ask how to do something he has known how to do most of
his life—unclog a sink, check my car’s tire pressure, change the oil,
the difference in types of wood, how to use this saw. My grandfather
is the patriarch. His word is the word of God. Unlike the palms of his
hands, his voice is soft. Everyone he meets respects him. Geoft used
to idolize him; my dad considered him his best friend; my brother
bonds with him as they labor in the yard together; I continue to fail
him. Sure, the two of us will continue to laugh and drink together
over games of cards, but he will never ask for my help again.

“Where are the women?” asked Dr. Loughe.

“What do you mean?”

“Your story. There’s nothing but men in it. For the last two ses-
sions, you've talked about the men in your life”

“So?”

“You've been putting a lot of blame on them. Saying things like
they never showed emotion so you never learned how to express your
own. But, I want to know, what about your mother? Grandmother?
Woman friends?”

He crossed his legs and breathed through his nose as though he
were meditating.

“I mean, yeah. They were in my life too.”

“And did they express their emotions in a healthy way?”

“I think so”

“Then why didn’t you learn from them? Don’t you think that’s
unfair to them? They loved you just as much and they’ve always been
there for you. Is it because they’re women?”

“Well, I mean, no. That’s not why”
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“Then why?”

In our last session, Dr. Loughe tells me to try writing things down
because it could help me organize my thoughts. That’s how this whole
confessional thing came to be. I have to admit, it hurts. When I first
started, it felt as though I was performing an autopsy—cutting open
my own abdomen, taking the sternal saw to my own chest, determin-
ing my own cause of death. I've come to the conclusion that it’s the
heart. Worst part is, it’s not even my heart. It was handed down to me
like an heirloom, like Bromden’s drinking, like Hemingway’s death.
All these men were apple trees in the same orchard. It never mattered
whose roots I fell beside, I would rot all the same.

But they don’t care. They’re not the ones who have to live with
their failures. It doesn’t matter to them that my mom taught me how
to shave so I used pink disposable razors throughout my teens or that
they cut up my face since I didn’'t know that five-bladed razors are
better or that I grew out my beard to hide the scars that dot my chin
and jaw because I can’t do something as simple as shaving my fucking
face.

“That’s alright,” he said. “Let it out”
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PRAYER FOR THE SEA TURTLE

Adam Halbur

Two, three, four hundred
meters dive. Don’t let us

catch you up, Leatherback.

You, who outlived T-Rex

and brontosaurus, don’t let us
bring you back this time from
the bed of extinction. Dive,
kilometers, miles. Our sins
multiply. You, upon whose back
the earth rests, take us down.
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AN EQUINOX

Gregory Byrd

Four years after I left Plantation Key, Blanche died from throat
cancer. My mother had told me that she was in a Miami hospital
somewhere, but I had been so busy I don’t remember anyone telling
me that she was sick. Bill didn’t tell my mother either. And when my
sister who was working at that hospital visited, in her fog of chemo-
therapy, Blanche called her a little bitch.

It must have come quickly, because I remember Blanche being
home three years before when I visited from college for a few days.
My parents were preparing to sell their house and there was a sense
of things being a certain way for the last time before they changed
forever. Like the time late in the evening before all of the color fades
from the sky. But I was wrong, because no matter how much the
houses in Indian Waterways changed from working folks’ houses
to those owned by the rich and air-conditioned, the waters of those
canals always ran green and the cormorants and mullet always came.
But the mullet were not there as they once were. When I was a kid, I
would watch them come down the canal in vast numbers, stretching
from one side to the other so that even someone as graceless with a
snatchhook as I, could snag four or five from a school. Brian, who
was older than I, could choose his fish at will and even snag a remora
from the larger ones.

That November day I had come down to visit my parents and
help them pack up the house. I pulled on some cutofts and called our
old dog with the grey along her muzzle for a swim. A mix of black
lab and cocker spaniel, she once would leap from the dock into the
bay and swim a quarter mile after ducks while I called and called. The
mallards would lift off the water and fly twenty yards before settling
down. Theyd do the same thing and the dog would follow until she
became tired enough to hear my calls and would arrive back at the
boat ramp almost too tired to pull herself up. This day she eased her-
self down the ramp behind our house and into the canal. I dove into
the green canal, pulled down to where the temperature changed and
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swam through the cool before surfacing near the middle. Blanche’s
house was two canals over. I swam towards the head of the canal. The
opposite direction was a sort of canal cul-de-sac where tarpon would
roll in the evenings. Before we reached the head of the canal, where
it would lead to Blanche’s house, the dog was already tired. She’s
spent her recent years on the chaise lounge, walking down the pool
steps and taking a quick turn to cool herself, retired from ducks and
from boys. I rolled onto my back and let her rest on my chest and we
floated until she had recovered enough to go on.

It must have been a weekday. Things were quiet. Center consoles,
Boston Whaler skiffs and sailboats were all tethered to their docks.
On a weekend at noon, they would be coming in from an early day
of fishing or heading out late for fishing or skiing. But now it was
quiet, with only a slight falling tide and that sleepy sense that all of
Florida gives at that time of day when it is hot and the animals and
the tide and fish and everything says you should be in the shade
drinking a beer or resting or anchored next to mangroves somewhere
until things cooled down reasonably. Like most of the other houses
built in the sixties and seventies, Blanche’s house was a two-story
house built all of concrete and even the roof of poured concrete. The
builders and the old residents had learned a thing or two after all of
the bad storms. There had been, of course, the 1918 storm, which hit
Key West, the Labor Day storm of 1935, which threw railway cars
into the bay and killed the veterans working on the overseas highway.
Then more recently was Donna in 1960 and Betsy in 1965, which
came ashore on my father’s birthday and which everyone says I can’t
remember since I was only five months old, but I swear I do. So the
houses and the buildings are concrete block and poured concrete so
that the upper story is free from flooding and the rest of the house
doesn’t blow away. Blanche was on the screened porch upstairs. I
boosted the dog onto her boat ramp and pulled myself up, long and
lean on books and running but with a beard shed never seen. I called
up— “It’s Greg!” She looked up from her book—

“Of course it is! Get a towel and come on up!” The towels were
downstairs in a cabinet. I dried the dog as much as I could, then dried
myself off and came upstairs. She put down her cigarette and stood.
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We hugged and she kissed me on the cheek. Her face, it seemed,
always had wrinkles that convinced me she was telling me the truth
when she said she was Cherokee. The dog lay down, panting softly.
“Get us a beer before you sit down.” This was almost a eucharist.
When I was in middle school and high school, I would take a short-
cut behind the San Pedro Catholic Church and come out just down
the road from her house. The place behind the church was the real
holy of holies. I would pick my way across the half-swampy landscape
one limestone paver at a time, over tidal puddles and past stunted
buttonwoods, white mangrove, saltwort. Today, I haven’t the heart to
go back and see if it’s been drained and paved over. If I had known
then about St. Francis and the animals, I would have connected the
little church with that expanse of swamp, that small wilderness that
somehow spoke a spare mysticism that foreigners see as wasteland. I
walked through it on purpose, knowing the risk of rattlers or mud-
dying my school shoes. Somehow, I imagined that Blanche spent
time gazing over this expanse from her porch, as if she could see
something others couldn’t. While Bill was plastering houses, she read
stacks of library books and smoked cigarettes during long afternoons
in front of the canal’s heavy movement, not as a watcher, but as a part
of it somehow, the way the cormorant drying his wings or the green
heron perched in the shallows is part of it all.

She cracked open her can of Schaeffer and I opened mine and
took a good long pull. The slight bitterness was good after the canal’s
salt in my mouth. I raised the can to her and she did the same. When
I came by as a kid, we would share a beer as a big secret, pouring a
little in a juice glass for me and taking the rest for herself. We would
talk, or rather I would talk and then I would walk home.

“You look good,” I said. She smiled.

“How is that college? You're studying literature?”

“Oh it’s all good. My favorite part is talking about books after
class with some of my friends. I'm taking an independent study on
Hemingway this summer”

“Ah, Farewell to Arms. To Have and Have Not. You went down to
his house once, didn’t you?” She took a long drag from her cigarette
and the wrinkles around her lips crinkled. I couldn’t tell her, but I

always loved this about her. I laughed. %




“Mike and I went down there for Hemingway Days one year. I got
to see the room where he wrote. Then we got drunk at Sloppy Joe’s.”
She smiled. “You read Old Man and the Sea?”

“Oh, no,” she said, “I have Billy for that!” We laughed. Bill and
my father would fish the Gulf Stream and Bill would stay out until he
came home with grouper, though his heart was always somewhere
between Plantation Key and Camaguey.

“You know what it’s about?”

“Oh, sure. In Cuba, an old man who likes baseball catches a mar-
lin by himself. I read it a long time ago.” She looked off towards a line
of clouds over the Australian pines.

“At the end, he comes home with only the skeleton of the marlin
and a tourist at the marina says to her husband T didn’t know that
sharks had such beautiful tails. It’s like that down here now, isn’t it?” I
said.

“Yeah, getting to be more and more. No one eats mullet anymore.
They're talking about developing the dump into housing.”

“And Mom and Dad are selling the house and moving to Reno”

“Yeah” She sipped from the beer while holding the cigarette in
the same hand. “But the tide moves out and the fish move with it
except for the mangrove snapper under the dock and then the tide
comes back and sometimes the manatees or dolphins come in”

Ilooked down at the canal. Sometimes the manatees would stop
at her dock and Bill would give them water from the hose. Turtlegrass
on the surface told of the tide moving a little.

Suddenly, something felt like the end of a season. Something
in the soft salt air felt like goodbye and it was like being on the flats
when a cloud comes over the sun and it feels like you're somewhere
else, in another landscape. It was good to talk books with Blanche
again, but she looked tired, as if I had interrupted a time she would be
resting. We sat and watched the water move. The dog stretched and
looked up at me. We finished our beers and I crushed them and put
them in the bucket where they kept them until Bill turned them in for
cash.

“I have some things I promised to do for Dad before he got home
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today” We hugged again.

“You read some good stuff up there, okay? And remember to get
outside sometimes. Come visit” We smiled, both a little teary-eyed.
I was young enough to expect shed be there the next time I came
home, but I imagine she knew the color of the sky and understood
she wouldn’t see me again. As I walked the dog down the stairs and
coaxed her into the water, Blanche was watching. The dog would only
swim a little while before climbing onto my chest and I could look up
and see her on the porch as I pulled the dog and myself along with
the tide. The canal clicked in my ears when they were submerged but
something moved over the sun and my old neighborhood that mo-
ment was a quiet equinox.
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COSMOSIS

Here on the Island of the Dead, where flowers
begin and end their lives,

on a branch molting pink mimosa bursts
over the river I sit coiled like a snake,

conversing with evaporating mists.

—Captivated by the sun’s reflected
halo, and by the delicate length

to which my fingers have grown of their own
volition, and the green translucency of skin

that stretches in between.

But I am only half a fish, so resist
exiting this rippling suspension of humidity

for solid ground where I must go
crawling on my belly, painfully.

I turn my head like an owl, and trace
the blue lines of a snake in flight

from an egret’s splashing stab. A dry

waterfall flows through my eyes. I must've
swum this same river sixty-five million times.

The voice of the water hyacinth
has drowned and deafened any sense

(larice Hare
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of pencil-skirt responsibilities. Human memories
are Spanish needles sprouting in reverse

up through my dermis.

A purple orchid opens the sunrise in its throat
from my navel’s fleshy calyx.

Yellow nymphaeas root in my nerves
and ruffle from my web-linked fingertips.

Roseate spoonbills occupy my head, nesting in my
neglected star-jasmine snarls.

As I leave the streams of a drowned world in
search of some level, some

golden depth of air and light,

the churned soil behind me greenly
phosphoresces, burning briefly

just as bright.
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FLYING TO HAVANA AT MIDNIGHT

Sandra Cimadori

My Spanish teacher, Senorita Castillo, tells us she astral projects
at midnight and visits her island homeland. Most nights she goes to
the house in Havana where she was a rich little girl. Some nights she
strolls along the Malecon with her dead father. She complains that life
in Miami is sad compared to what she left behind. We are callow girls
and boys, but well trained, sitting up straight, expressionless. Snide
comments and eye rolls are saved for outside of the classroom.

How does Seforita Castillos soul depart from her body and fly
to Havana at midnight? I envy her power. I ask my Abuela, how is it
possible? She warns me, esas son cosas del Diablo y sélo traen mala
suerte. Those are things of the Devil and they only bring bad luck.

David Amato hates Sefiorita Castillo. In truth, she does expect a
lot from those of us who speak what passes for Spanish at home. She
chides us when we mangle the celestial language, the language that
proverbs say must be spoken to enter Heaven. David does not take
criticism well. One Friday night during a school dance, he tosses a lit
cigarette into the front seat of her car. He is expelled.

And then one morning, Sefiorita Castillo never arrives to class.
We sit quietly because we are so well trained, but finally Joe Harvey
remarks, “Maybe she didn’t make it back from Cuba.” Laughter
erupts. Julie Morra President of the Spanish Club tells him to shut up.
Coach Parker comes in and says there was a car accident.

Senor Cortez is our sub the next day. God, he is so cute. He
sits on the teacher’s desk and talks to us like we're friends. He tells
us about how he met Sefiorita Castillo in college. I wonder if he is
her boyfriend. Julie Morra raises her hand and asks if we can make
Spanish get well cards for Senorita Castillo. He stares out the window.
I think he knows more than he is saying.

On Friday the entire school is called to assembly. Mr. Browning,
the principal, tells us Sefiorita Castillo died. The bell rings. Julie
Morra leans against her locker and cries. Joe Harvey says David
Amato is a psycho, that he tampered with her brakes.
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I run to the football stadium, climb to the top of the bleachers,
throw my arms out to the blue sky above. I imagine Sefiorita Castillo
is speaking the celestial language in Heaven or maybe the Havana of
her childhood...for her it would be one and the same.
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AN ESSAY ON THE POETS WHO WROTE OUR BODIES
Ashley Inguanta

If my body is a poem, it was written on the Sangamon River in II-
linois. Way before that, I saw the ghost of a dog I loved shining in the
sky—Ilike a star, but different. That’s how I knew my body was being
written; I saw the starry thing at twilight, and it was kind, and then a
glittering fish leaped from the water, and then a wild turkey flew into
the trees. The man I loved taught me how to climb over logs in the
river, how to carry the canoe with me as I climbed. He led me to a
bridge from the 1800s, just off of the riverbank. After the sun set, we
paddled back to the house where we were sleeping. It belonged to his
family.

If Florida’s body is a poem, it was written before any of us got
here. And if the poet who wrote my body is anything like the one
who wrote Florida’s, I bet the poet’s hand was soft, understood water,
and knew how to make its trees hold its birds. When I walk with my
Illinois-written body on the thin, Florida land, I want to understand
its poet. I wonder where its poet lives, and if the poet is sad that so
much of Florida’s wild land has been overlooked, taken, erased.

The poet who wrote my body understands something crucial—
that my ghost will be a lot like the starry watchdog’s: aerial, pres-
ent from the perspective of every piece of earth. As I walk with my
Illinois-written body on the thin, Florida land, I wonder what will
happen to wild Florida as it continues to disappear. I don't notice
Florida’s ghost in the sky in the same way I can notice my dog’s. But
I feel it as I look out, over miles of grasses, yellow and green and
speckled with white flowers, black birds with red beaks. I feel Florida’s
ghost resting with its wild landscape—holding on, like a person who
died young, who watches over a person who is still living.

It is so easy to look at the Sangamon and to see it. To see its rich
brown water, its golden fireflies glowing in the dusk. It’s so easy to
walk into an Illinois forest, look up, see a sun-dog in all its color and
temporality, and to say, to the man you love, look there, a rainbow,
and then run with him for as long as you can, which is not long, but
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he is patient—and yes, it is so easy to stop and marvel at bowling-
ball-sized mushrooms, to joke about cooking them in soy sauce, to
laugh at yourself, the Florida girl, trying to run up all the Midwestern
hills.

It is harder to take your friends to the Everglades and walk with
them near the grass, the same grass you walked near before, by your-
self, the same grass that helped your body heal. Here, Florida said, a
hand to hold your hand. And when I reached my hand for joining,
Florida said, Hey, I know the poet who wrote your body, and when
I said, I miss that poet, Florida said, I miss mine, too. It's harder to
take your friends to the Everglades and hear them say, There’s nothing
here.

In 1907, I believe Florida’s Pablo Beach held mankind with grace.
I do not know this for sure, but I have a feeling. I saw a postcard, over
100 years old, of a moment: Women wore black bonnets and dresses
as they played in the water. Small waves curled, kind of like the way
a bird’s wing moves, but not quite. I like to imagine a flock of doves
carrying me with their drift, back in time, placing me down in front
of these women so I can ask them, Where is the poet who created
this land? And they might say, In the lines of that mother’s hand, over
there, but they are more likely to say, The poet who wrote Florida?
What do you mean? And wed be in it together, gathering our tele-
scopes with the aid of my ghost-dog, who tonight beams just inches
from my window.

Sometimes, when another piece of wild Florida gets erased, I
imagine Florida’s poet saying to Florida, No matter where you are,
you can always find me, and holding their hand to a magnolia, or an
egret, or feeling the heartbeat of a cypress.

In Illinois, the man I loved took my hand and led me into his
family’s house, up four flights of stairs, each floor empty and room-
less, made with bright, golden wood. When we got to the top, we
could see what felt like everything. Trees for miles, speaking their
root-language, living their slow lives. Maybe the poet who wrote my
body lived somewhere like that—in a place that could not only touch
the earth, but in a place that had to rely on it to find the words.

I may live the rest of my life trying to find the poet who made me.
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I may live the rest of my life trying to find what I found in Illinois.
But I know that when I walk beside the Florida grasses, beside the
cypresses and magnolias, I feel a kind voice, one that has been around
for a long time. I know that when Florida finds its poet, I will feel it,
wherever I am, even if I am sitting next to my ghost-dog in the sky
100 years from now. I will know because that’s how Florida is—even
more wild and loyal in its erasure.

Imagine a poet who could write that.
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FISH

One cut.
Straight down’ll
sever d’ head.

In Alaska
d’ eyeballs
a delicacy.

One cut.
Right across’ll
gut ‘em.

Scoop it out.
C’mon it’s
easy.

Get cut lessn
schuckin’
oysters.

One cut.
One cut.
An’ toss.

Yrik Max Valentonis
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BROMELIADS, A RANDOM PRIMER

Let’s start with easy
pineapples
tight-lipped

all no you won't
until it’s colada yes
& shimmy poolside

cha cha cha
cha cha cha
Then on to Tillandsia

say Spanish moss
festooned freeloader
Glom queen

makes the beast
with almost any back
Bark or phone wire

needs you but doesn’t
wants you
but could care less how or where

Jeff Schiff
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THE SEVENTH BOWL

Ciera Horton McElroy

Thirty miles outside Orlando, in a sleepy town off the interstate,
surrounded by signs for the young-earth dinosaur museum, there
is a small white church with no air conditioning. And in this small
white church with no air conditioning, there is a preacher who does
not wear deodorant. And this preacher, who sports sweat crescents
under his arms every Sunday, has been bald since 1995, which is
when he had his first vision. He has had 148 visions since then, but
his first was prophetic. His first foretold the Day of the Lord: he saw it
like a contagion, the sickness of sin would spread (at last). It could be
bubonic or avian or pneumonic. Whatever.

Maybe this vision ripped-off movies like Outbreak. Maybe this
vision came from the preacher’s private fear of being HIV positive
when, in his pre-preacher days, he lived in a small communal apart-
ment in Los Angeles. But the preacher claims the sight is straight
from Revelation.

Plague is coming, he tells his congregation. The plague will be
deadly. The plague will be swift.

They do not use hymnals in his church, and they do not need Bi-
bles. They stand with their wooden fans and sing songs from memo-
ry. They rock unvaccinated babies on their hips, and they convulse in
holy laughter. They are blue-collar and happy, they are mailmen and
landscapers, home makers and Defeat-Darwinists, and they give 20%
to the small white church with no air conditioning. This goes into the
Mission Fund for Plague Protection.

The preacher has grand plans.

His church is small—sixty-nine members—which is really quite
perfect. His vision? A bunker, Cold War style. It came to him in a
literal vision (#121), on July 4th weekend, 2002, while he stood bar-
becuing snake on the church’s lawn. This snake was a Sunday sacrifice
that he caught and skinned himself. Eating the evil serpent was like
medicine from Eden. One minute, he was flipping fillets and listening
to the choir ladies gossip. The next, he saw it like blueprints.
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A founding member and contractor agreed to build the bunker
free of charge, though, he laughed, hed never built a basement before.
After all, this is Florida. The coast is near.

Ever since that snake-infused dream in ‘02, the preacher who
does not wear deodorant and has had 149 visions has been stockpil-
ing emergency supplies. On Sundays, congregants arrive with their
tithe checks and altar donations. They bring tuna fish and beans,
matches and candles, gauze and flashlights. This is a survivalist
church—and the preacher, he is not charismatic. He does not exude
charm. What he brings: visions. That, and the promise of survival.

Vision #84: He saw mammoth bones walking through a theme
park and knew apocalypse was coming.

Vision #116:

What did God send to Egypt? The preacher cries from the pulpit.

Plagues! the church cries back.

There have been many false alarms about the End. At least twice,
the preacher who does not wear deodorant has gathered his entire
congregation into the shelter—including the two old ladies with walk-
ers and the man with a Moses beard—and closed the seven locks and
announced the wrath of God was here. The plague of all plagues had
arrived. In 2009, the HIN1 pandemic bloomed like a poisoned tulip.
In 2013, Ebola.

It’s like a hurricane sickness, he told the church when Ebola
struck West Africa. Everyone was gathered in the bunker again, sit-
ting on cots with warmed cans of beans and spam. Fluorescent bulbs
glowed from their lanterns. The storm wrecks your whole body. You
bleed from your gums, you bleed from your anus—blood, every-
where! Like the angel’s bowl of disaster in the Book of the Lord, blood
will run through the streets.

The 2009 bunker-stay lasted only five days due to an unforeseen
circulation problem with the single above-ground vent. In 2013, all
sixty-nine members (plus the preacher) stayed for a good two weeks
of board games and peeing in a pot before 1) they ran out of food,
and 2) a young school teacher of twenty-five went into labor with her
first baby who, they realized almost too late, was breech. It’s a miracle
that she made it to the hospital in time and discovered that the world
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had not, in fact, ended. It’s a miracle, too, that any of the congrega-
tion keep their jobs after these stints. Then again, this is a small town.
Someone must run the dinosaur museum gift shop.

They are good people, if paranoid, these church-goers. It’s a pity
what happens to them.

The preacher who does not wear deodorant and has had 149 vi-
sions and has been stockpiling emergency supplies since 1995 has his
final vision in 2016: he sees palm trees and banana baskets, gas masks
and fumigation in Havana. The virus is coming, truly this time. It will
live in the bodies of insects—they will land on human flesh. They will
suck blood and transmit disease. This disease will deform babies.

After the preacher delivers his prophecy on Sunday, the congre-
gants return in silence to their homes. They pack up photographs
and wedding china, baby blankets and books. They ignore the heavy
winds coming from the shoreline; the wrath of God is in the plague
and the plague is in the bugs. This time, there is a new urgency—ru-
mor has it that the virus already reached Miami.

The end will come swift for them, all seventy-one. On the tenth
day in the bunker, the storm will surge, the sea will flood, beach
chairs will float inland during the hurricane. They will be under-
ground on another round of Checkers, and someone will be singing,
and the preacher will try to envision the new heaven that is so close
he can almost see the gold, and the generator will give out, and the
unvaccinated babies will cry, and the water will trickle, then rush,
down the steps like a river—like a flood that took the dinosaurs’
breath.
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WINGS OF CEDAR KEY

Doug Long

As our truck wound along the sandy pathway, side mirrors
brushed against palmettos that formed into a subtropical jungle. A
few old cottages painted turquoise and yellow rose from the menag-
erie of live oaks—wooden buildings sitting on high stilts. Our hunt
was for a rental a few days along the back bay waters of Cedar Key on
Florida’s Gulf Coast.

Leaving our neatly ordered suburban lives of tree-lined streets
behind, we began passing rustic fishing shacks drying nets used for
clamming, a Dollar General store and small marina—which was little
more than one gas pump, a few bait wells and some flat-bottomed
skiffs used at high tide. Nautical charts tacked on a wall showed
single-digit depths from Snake Key to the Suwannee River. There was
a faded takeout menu for Tony’s “world famous” clam chowder.

Locals—many with tough browned skin from years washed in the
Florida sun—often work the waters here to scratch out a living. Their
well-worn boats scatter among dozens of small mangrove covered is-
lands, morning to night, raising crab traps and checking farmed plots
for clams and oysters.

It wasn’t so much for a ride around the old Florida town in one of
its aging rented golf carts—one way to cover the island’s back roads—
but mainly to see birds. While there are about 400 native Cedar Key
year-round residents, the winged population here numbers in tens of
thousands.

Serious birders—something I never pretended to be—are seen
with expensive cameras on tripods with long telescoping lenses and
spiral notepads. But for anyone, seeing so many winged creatures
across estuaries and mangroves and pristine saltwater flats— you feel
a sense that just maybe, the world’s not ready to give in to climate
change just yet.

A local eco-tour captain who runs a covered pontoon through
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local waters charging tourists by the hour mentions Black Bellied and
Piping Plovers, Western Sandpipers, Marbled Godwits, Whimbrels
and Red Knots. Birds living on the mud flats on high and low tides,
many arrive in Florida’ fall season and winter—when nights cool for
fires in clay chimneys or river rock enclaves and people gaze across
the marshes. Silhouettes of birds can fill the air. A good number of
these flocks come a long way—as far as the cold tundra of the Arctic
Circle to visit here.

We found our cottage, but were quickly welcomed by clouds of
no-see-ums and biting black flies—perhaps nature’s way of creating
coastal land made for birds, not people.

Jan DeBlieu, who wrote Hatteras Journal some years ago, bought
a historic house on a desolate spit of sand in the 1980s to study birds
and marine life and ecosystems through several seasons. She wrote
daily observations from a kitchen table, winds blowing the laced cur-
tains of an open window—sometimes working by candlelight during
Hatteras storms.

While she visited the North Carolina beach often talking with sci-
entists, locals and wildlife experts, she was also drawn to the island’s
“back door”—its marshes and sound waters. “Of the different terrains
along our coast,” she said, “the salt marsh, with its roster of biting
creatures, is widely considered the least hospitable”

But later described its richness in natural resources—not only
birds, but tiny organisms she often gathered in jars of saltwater to
study. Some, she said, with life cycles that would not endure the next
tide.

After carting our luggage and a cooler up a rickety staircase—a
house painted bright with Caribbean-like pastels, windows shuttered
with bamboo blinds—we discovered our own back door to a screened
deck. It was situated fifteen feet up and offered a wide-angled vista
of pristine waters, small islands and quiet ponds—a five-star Airbnb,
at least for nature lovers. A neighbor’s dock, about a hundred yards
downwind, stretched across the tall grasses and palmettos and incom-
ing tidal wash a good quarter mile out—reaching to a waving turtle
flag on a rusted pole; a place where a dented aluminum canoe sat
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waiting in solemnity.

The deck gave the feel of outdoor theatre built with two-by-eights
and formed with wicker chairs. A strong breeze pushed across creat-
ing rippled waters gathering like tiny waves. A few tattered holes in
the screen had thankfully been repaired keeping the “biting creatures”
at bay.

In morning, I rose early. I ground fresh beans from Brazil—the
brown paper bag stating my morning coffee was helping to restore
Amazon Rainforests—and found a wet cushioned chair with a front
row seat to the back bay. My pug wandered over next to me, large
rounded eyes gazing out. Her perceptions of life were to live each mo-
ment. Dogs seemed to know better than most humans. Life is fleeting.

The sun was just rising over rustling palms. A filter of red and or-
ange illuminated the marsh and islands beyond. There were sounds of
birds—most hidden in trees and island shrubs. The scent of the coffee
mixed with sulfuric smells of low tide. What had been water the day
before was now mud. Thick marsh grass hid the chorus of croaks and
chirps. But the longer I sat watching, the more birds became visible.

A tern with Batman-like wings sat on the branch of a dying cedar
tree. He stiffened with nervous attention. Eyes were on the marsh.
Others who entered his space were met with aggression. He flew to
the sky repeatedly in wild chases always returning to his branch.

I watched as an Osprey flew from his nest in a tall pine—wings
gliding gracefully on high currents of west wind. I could imagine the
brothers Wright as young boys laying in grass, staring up; dreaming
of elevating skyward on a summer day. On water, a local crabber in
his flats boat came racing past a small island a short distance away—
the high pitched buzz of his 8-horse power engine piercing the silent
morning.

In Florida summers, heat rises with a cloud of steam. The water
forms in tiny ripples as thick, humid air builds through hours of sun.
Pursuing anything beyond lifting a glass of sweet tea on ice leaves a
shirt soaked in perspiration. By late morning, theres little coming off
the coast beyond occasional puffs of wind. A fan whirls slowly. The
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clouds start to form.

As the hours pass from our back bay porch, we begin to feel gusts
of air. Cumulus mountains billowing rise sharply across the horizon;
skies slowly darken. The multitude of birds, awakened from their
midday slumber, frantically seek cover on the lee side of the wind,
tucking into mangroves and nests.

I watched curiously, thinking how spoiled we humans are; clos-
ing double-paned windows and watching storms from light-filled
rooms—never a need to get wet. Our nearby tern clings to his dead
branch, now swaying in the breeze—eyes still turned skyward pro-
tecting and holding his ground.

Across from the horizon of blackened skies, the rain came.

In her book, Rain - A Natural and Cultural History, Cynthia
Barnett says, “Florida summer afternoons create just the atmospheric
chaos a thunderstorm craves,” describing how “rain’s applause rings
loudest from the palm trees, fronds drumming with steady apprecia-
tion”

Wind pushes into our screened porch as the distant clouds fill the
air with a haze connecting sky with water. The Osprey in the tall pine
circles his nest lifting high, then returning, hunkering down until his
white-tipped head can no longer be seen. Two pelicans glide in like
runway planes and stream past us finding cover beneath a wooden
dock.

As the heat fades, the rain sprays a deluge-like waterfall oft our
high-pitched roof. The afternoon had transformed. The air cooled.
The birds, gathering droplets of beaded water on their tiny wings
could only wait and listen—knowing it would soon pass as it had a
hundred times before; quietly perched on nests of fragile eggs, mater-
nal warmth beneath their feathered coats.

It was a morning several years ago, my wife and I launched kay-
aks along this coastline.

Paddling across open water, we found a small inland estuary
surrounded by tall grass. It was high tide and several pathways could
be seen meandering across miles of watery highways. I remember
pausing to sit and listen—to observe all that was around us; like being
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in the center of a darkly-hued Winslow Homer painting brushed on
canvas nearly a hundred years ago.

The picture formed as light rain began falling. An airboat—al-
most flying—swept by but was quickly gone. Then there was only the
sound of a thousand drops touching lightly around us. The silence of
nature was all encompassing.

It was a moment to embrace until it was gone—finally rounding
the marsh, being careful not to scrape on islands of sharp-cutting
oyster shells always hidden just beneath the surface. Then a few light
strokes, dipping without a splash, found us drifting. We drifted into
an unexpected sanctuary unapproachable on Cedar Key’s low tide.

What we were seeing didn't seem real. Dozens of Roseate Spoon-
bills surrounded us—elegant creatures splashed in pink and roosting
on mangroves. Their honking calls sounded one side to the other.

Mac Stone, Executive Director of the Natural Land Trust in
Greenville, South Carolina, who previously worked with a Florida
Audubon team that visited mosquito-laden waters and boot-high
mud for years studying the winged creatures, referred to it as the “fly-
ing barometer for the entire ecosystem ... the pink canaries in the coal
mine;

While the bird was doing well in Cedar Key and areas around the
Gulf Coast, it’s nest counts were said to be dwindling farther south in
Florida Bay. Much the result of over development and diminishing
freshwater resources. The so-called ‘river of grass’ was suffering.

In an instant, several of the spoonbills took flight. Soon, all the
birds fluttered skyward—a blur of pink and white vanished in the
gray morning.

In 2015, Cedar Key became home to a mysterious disappear-
ance—on an island just a mile or two beyond our rented back porch
called Seahorse Key. These islands have names on local fishing charts,
but most are not made for exploring. An exception, but only open
to a select few, Seahorse has a small lighthouse atop an ancient sand
dune and is home to a wood-framed building that serves as a marine
research center for University of Florida students shuttled out by
boat.
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It was also home to one of the largest bird rookeries on the Gulf
Coast. Within its tight mangrove and oak forest and conch-shelled
beach, experts estimated—although not easy to count—there were as
many as 20,000 nests that included White Ibis, Brown Pelicans and
Tricolored Herons. Every branch weighed down with birds guarding
their eggs—an enormous task for some just to lay a few hatchlings
and nurture them to flight; often a process taking months to com-
plete.

Kenny McCain, a retired Fish and Wildlife staff member, said
in an NPR August 2015 story that he had become a kind of steward
to the island—taking his boat on patrol around the mangroves most
mornings to monitor what had begun to give the appearance of a
crowded apartment building in Brooklyn. Its feathered residents had
been coming here for decades. The noise of so many birds described
by some as deafening—nature’s soundtrack turned on high.

Then on a routine visit one early morning in April after a storm,
McCain reported—something was different. He motored in toward
a cove and cut off his engine and listened. There was no noise. The
birds were gone.

What was described as “thousands of nests and generations of
eggs” were somehow left behind. McCain said he had been there just
a couple of days before and all was normal on Seahorse—the usual
setting of a chaotic aviary world. He motored on around but found no
evidence of a single bird. They had somehow vanished overnight. The
silence was described as “eerie.”

NPR’s Amy Green reported even researchers didn’t know where
the birds went. They searched the region by air but “could only ac-
count for a small fraction of the birds,” she said.

“For all those birds to just up and leave is pretty shocking,” said
Larry Woodward, working at the time for the Lower Suwannee and
Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuge.

In subsequent years, those studying bird behavior kept their eyes
on the horizon for flocks to return. One man from Texas believed a
Russian submarine testing sonic weapons offshore had scared them
off—an opinion that brought wry smiles to locals, knowing water
here seldom rose beyond several feet. Others suggested something
disturbed them during the night. One left and others followed. By 109




2019, a number of birds began nesting on neighboring Snake Key. But
Seahorse remains a mystery.

Who really knows why birds do what they do?

Adam Nicholson wrote a book called The Seabirds Cry and spent
a lifetime trying to understand bird behavior. Others are studying
Herring and Black-Backed Gulls who abandoned wild coastal islands
to suddenly begin nesting on Portland, Maine rooftops.

Nicholson was hooked when his father took him across to ob-
serve nesting birds off the windswept coast of Scotland as a young
boy. Later in life, he started to explore high cliffs and rocky shores
from Norway to the Atlantic seaboard. He observed birds that trav-
elled across entire oceans and returned to the same rock on the same
cliff year after year. His worries today are for seabird colonies disap-
pearing to extinction—much resulting from climate change.

“Extinction stalks the oceans,” he says. “There is a danger that the
hundred-million-year-old cries of seabird colonies, rolling in bays
and headlands, will this century become but a memory.” In his book,
he states there are a billion fewer seabirds than there were in 1950.

For him, as with many, it's personal—describing in one morning
observation, “they were flying over me no more than two feet above
my head, unaware of any human presence and emitting the most
beautiful sound I have ever heard a seabird make: not a cry but the
rustling of air in their feathers ... making their own wind music”

In the Gulf of Maine, the oft referred to seagull, has declined by
forty percent in one decade, says a report in Yankee Magazine’s July/
August issue. University of New England ornithologist Noah Perlut
has studied rooftop gulls for eight years. He and his students, wear-
ing protective helmets, climb to rooftop hideaways in places like the
Portland Museum of Art—clipping tiny orange-and-black bands on
baby birds amidst what is described as “nests of grass, mussel shells
and plastic trash”

Is it their way of adapting to survive?

“They just have a bag full of mysterious behaviors,” said Perlut,
“but their lives in reality are much more complicated” He works to
understand “why they’re here (on Portland rooftops) and how long
they’ll stay”

0 Just then, the piercing scream of a bird overhead drifts effortlessly




in the sky of the Florida afternoon. A call for freedom in flight in the
steady breeze, or was it a call for help? With oil spills and dangerous
runoft from farther north, rising waters and warming air and emis-
sions from too many cars—how long before birds in the sky vanish as
they did on Seahorse Key?

Evening was approaching as we gathered again on our back bay
porch, biting flies bouncing off its screens. The beauty of the open
marsh, the lowering sun—so much nature had begun to fade in
waning light. The pierce of an American Bald Eagle sounded in the
distance.

Gathering clouds would soon take our sunset away, but there
was a sudden urge to climb into the nearby aluminum boat—to flip it
upright and join the sounds of birds calling; a few dips of the paddle
moving us forward to another world—one without Covid infec-
tions and politicians and sports teams playing in front of cardboard
cutouts.

“The world lies east,” said poet Sydney Lanier. “How simple the
marsh and the sea and the sky! A league and a league of marsh grass,
waist-high, broad in the blade ... stretch leisurely off in a pleasant
plain”

Nature enthusiast Charles Seabrook grew up along the marsh
lands of southern Georgia and authored, The World of the Salt Marsh,
calling it “a vast nursery that succor untold number of creatures great
and small”

“It’s a place where only the most resilient forms of life—natural
and human—manage to prevail,” said DeBlieu. And yet, prevail they
do. The salted wings of birds begin to fly from all compass points,
each grasping a mangrove branch, a pine or an oak. It’s a place birds
have come to for centuries in time.

High tide is forming a small tributary, slowly pushing into the
marsh grasses below. The sweltering summer heat begins to fade and
the cooling breezes stretch across the waters. Flashes of lightning
flicker ten miles distant.

By nightfall, the cottage is quiet—the last of a stack of pulp fic-
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tion read, a few scattered lamps turned off. We could hear the winds
rattling hard beyond the porch. Night bugs fill the air and palm trees
shake against the wooden cottage’s east side. A rumble of thunder
grows louder, deeper; the rhythm of drums continuing to build until
rain begins to fall again.

There’s the sound of a southern rain on our old-Florida tin roof—
the feeling of being inside—safe; the heavy tapping from above and
its metronome-like rhythm.

My thoughts are of our little black tern, the osprey and the peli-
cans clinging to their windblown branches; the lightning that sud-
denly lit their world in the dark night—the tiny newborns beneath
them that had yet to fly.

For them, everyday is survival. It’s their life on the marsh.
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ler, David Califf, and Manny Momot, are known for their cult-classic
wizard chatroom WizMUD, in which players roleplay as wizards and
use social mechanics to uncover secrets and create personal gameplay.
SweeTango is the team’s second full game and is set to be released in
late 2020.

SANDRA CIMADORI was born in New York and grew up in South
Florida in a multilingual home. She graduated from Florida State Uni-
versity. She teaches and writes, dividing her time between North Caro-
lina and Florida. Her flash fiction has been published in Glassworks
Magazine, Hot Flash Fiction, Storgy Magazine, and most recently in
West Trestle Review and The Dead Mule School of Southern Literature.

RC DEWINTER'’s poetry is widely anthologized, notably in Uno: A
Poetry Anthology (Xlibris, 4/2002), New York City Haiku (Universe/
NY Times, 2/2017), Cowboys & Cocktails (Brick Street Poetry, 4/2019),
Nature In The Now (Tiny Seed Press, 8/2019), Coffin Bell Two (Cothin
Bell, 3/2020) a Headrest for Your Soul (Other Worldly Women Press,
6/2020), in print in 2River, Adelaide, Door Is A Jar, Event, Genre Urban
Arts, Gravitas, Kansas City Voices, Meat For Tea: The Valley Review, the
minnesota review, Night Picnic Journal, Prairie Schooner, Reality Break
Press, Southword among many others and appears in numerous online
literary journals.

RYAN DICKS is a queer enby Florida transplant currently living in
Seattle (Occupied Duwamish Territory). They like to take pictures to
document things they see on walks and trips with friends. Their inter-
ests include cooking fried rice weekly, watching queer cult movies, and
listening to NT'S mixes.

MERIS DREW was born in 1995 and raised in Southeast Florida. Af-
ter receiving a BA in Art and Art History at New College of Florida in
2016, she spent some time working in various national parks before
settling in Austin, where she continued to enjoy miscellaneous em-
ployment, learning many things from and about the people of the Tex-
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as Hill Country. In 2019 she moved to Bloomington, Indiana to pursue
her MFA in Painting at Indiana University. She has shown her paint-
ings and drawings in venues throughout the US. More of her work can
be seen at merisdrew.com.

BRANDIE DZIEGIEL is a visual artist, printmaker, & veteran. She re-
ceived her BA in Art Education from the University of Maine in 2016.
She’s a 2018 Creative Pinellas “Emerging Artist” grantee and 2020 Gas-
parilla Art Festival “Emerging Artist”. She’s exhibited work in a variety
of juried group exhibitions and her prints have been published. She
approaches printmaking as a medium that has potential to be used as
a powerful mnemonic device -- raising awareness for our threatened
natural heritage. Each print is a personal narrative filled with mythic
elements and earthly creatures, inspired by memory and the fleeting,
albeit, enduring natural world.

JULIE GARCES was born and raised in Miami, FL. Her work has ap-
peared in Tampa Review, and is forthcoming in Inkwell Journal. She
lives in Los Angeles, where her work continues to appear in the tat-
tered backpacks of bohemian writing circles and stuck in office copy
machines.

RL GONZALEZ DEL VALLE graduated from the Florida Interna-
tional University MFA program in Creative Nonfiction after a long ca-
reer practicing emergency medicine. Working in an inner city hospital
for over two decades under her maiden name, Reina gathered stories
of the patients she cared for and the people with whom she worked.
After her career ended unexpectedly, Reina discovered the blessing of
time, learning to put down in writing what she had experienced. She
is currently working on a linked memoir. Reina lives in South Florida,
midway between the ocean and the Everglades.

ADAM HALBUR is author of Poor Manners (Ahadada 2009), poems

awarded the 2010 residency at The Frost Place, Franconia, New Hamp-
shire. He holds an MFA from Warren Wilson, Asheville, North Caro-
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lina, and has published in Midwest Prairie Review, Rosebud, The Fourth
River, Dunes Review, and Forklift, Ohio. Some recent projects include
translating Andrei Platonov (with generous assistance!) and trying to
read Spanish lit.

AUDREY HALL’s poetry has appeared in Crab Creek Review and is
forthcoming in Alaska Quarterly Review. She recently earned her MFA
in Creative Writing from the University of Florida.

CLARICE HARE grew up in the rural Midwestern U.S. and bounced
around a fair bit before settling in Florida, where she currently lives
with an assortment of furry and scaly pets. Her work has appeared in
Datura, SurVision, South Florida Poetry Journal, Arsenika, Gone Lawn,
Menacing Hedge, and elsewhere. Her first chapbook, Discovery Chan-
nels, is forthcoming from Dancing Girl Press in fall 2021.

MICHAEL HETTICH, a long-term resident of Miami, moved to
Black Mountain, NC, in 2018. He has published a dozen books of po-
etry, most recently To Start an Orchard (Press 53, 2019). A new book,
The Mica Mine, won the 2020 Lena Shull Book Award from the North
Carolina Poetry Society and is forthcoming from St. Andrews Press.
His work has appeared widely in journals. His website is michaelhet-
tich.com.

MICHELLE RENEE HOPPE is the founder and Creative Director
of Capable Magazine, a literary magazine for stories of disability and
illness. Capable has been featured by Zingara Poetry Review and The
Kenyon Review. She manages a team of editors and oversees website
design, all submission selections, readings, workshops and accom-
modations, branding and social media development. Her writing ap-
pears in South 85 Journal and HoneySuckle Magazine, among others.
She lectures full-time in the English language translation department
of a Saudi university. She holds a BA in English from Brigham Young
University, where she edited two lit mags and ran a nonprofit.

CIERA HORTON MCELROY’s work has appeared in AGNI, Bridge
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Eight, The Crab Orchard Review, Little Fiction, Lumina, and Flash Fic-
tion Magazine among others. She is represented by Folio Literary Man-
agement and can be found at www.cieramcelroy.com.

ASHLEY INGUANTA is a writer, art photographer, and holistic edu-
cator. Most recently, her poetry and creative nonfiction have appeared
in Atticus Review and Contrary Magazine. Ashley’s new chapbook of
poems, The Island, The Mountain, & The Nightblooming Field, honors
and celebrates a human connection with the natural world, and you
can take it home through her website, ashleyinguanta.net.

AIDEN JAMES is a fiction and screenwriter. His work has appeared in
Coffin Bell Issue 3 “From inside a Ford Pinto”, Variant Literature Sum-
mer 2020 “Liberty Never Leaves Without a Wanting Feeling”, and The
Mid-Town Reader “How to Forge a Firestick” He won the Sassaman
Award for Outstanding Creative Writing in 2020.

LEAH CLAIRE KAMINSKTI’s poems appear in places like Bennington
Review, Fence, Massachusetts Review, Prairie Schooner, and ZYZZYVA.
Dancing Girl Press published the chapbook Peninsular Scar. Some of
her recent honors include Grand Prize in the Summer Literary Sem-
inars Fiction & Poetry Contest and in the Matrix Magazine LitPOP
awards judged by Eileen Myles, and a residency at Everglades National
Park. Born and raised in South Florida, she now lives in Chicago.

EDDIE KRZEMINSKI was born and raised in Naples, Florida. He re-
ceived his MFA from Florida International University. A recipient of a
Sport Literate poetry prize, his work has appeared or is forthcoming in
Grist, Split Lip, Juke Joint, Small Orange, and elsewhere. He plays bass
and teaches writing classes in Southwest Florida.

STEVE LAMBERT'’s writing has appeared, or is forthcoming, in Saw
Palm, New Contrast (South Africa), The Pinch, Broad River Review,
Longleaf Review, Emrys Journal, Bull Fiction, Into the Void, Cowboy
Jamboree, Cortland Review, and many other places. In 2015 he won
third place in Glimmer Train’s Very Short Fiction contest and in 2018
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he won Emrys Journal’s Nancy Dew Taylor Poetry Prize. He is the re-
cipient of four Pushcart Prize nominations and was a Rash Award in
Fiction finalist. He is the author of the poetry collection Heat Seekers
(2017), the chapbook In Eynsham (2020) and the fiction collection The
Patron Saint of Birds (2020). He lives in Northeast Florida, with his
wife and daughter, where he teaches at the University of North Florida.

GISELE LEWIS is a decade-long resident of Tampa. She writes about
family, art, and volunteering with the local refugee community. She
also loves synchronized swimming, wine consumption, and teaching
her daughters to curse in French. Her work has been published or is
forthcoming in the Baltimore Review, Pirene’s Fountain, and Havik!
Her interviews with women’s-fiction readers appear at giselelewis.com.

DOUG LONG, who lives along Florida’s Gulf Coast, enjoys writing
that creates a sense of place. His work often explores how we inter-
act with nature and our environment in a way that defines us. He was
previously published in Lowestoft Chronicles and travels the country
visiting National Parks and nature preserves shooting photography
and writing. His current projects include a short story collection titled
“Blue Hills” about life in the Appalachians. “Wings of Cedar Key” was
written as an impassioned plea for the winged creatures trying to sur-
vive today’s world.

MARIO LOPRETE, a recognized as a promising talent of the interna-
tional emerging artistic scene, investigates contemporary art that con-
nects Urban style with the hip hop world. His work brings forward a
singular and fascinating visual research, inspired by the deep poetic
impact of Hip Hop culture and the Italian tradition of fresco painting.
Mario recently obtained notoriety in the Netherlands, Italy, Germany
and the United States of America through public institutional exhibi-
tions. Through the use of image, he strives for the knowledge of reality,
tirelessly investigating the territories of the human “veritas”

CLAIRE MASSEY served as selection editor for the 2019 edition of
The Emerald Coast Review. In 2020, her prose and poetry appeared in
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Panoply, Persimmon Tree, The Avalon Literary Review, The Dead Mule,
Flights and Tiny Seed. Her flash fiction is forthcoming in Wilderness
House Literary Review. She is the current Poet Laureate for the Pen-
sacola branch of National Pen Women.

MANNY MOMOT is an artist based out of the Tampa Florida area,
who focuses on creating pro-social, online experiences and games.
Manny, David Calift, and Tyler Cauthen, are known for their cult-clas-
sic wizard chatroom WizMUD, in which players roleplay as wizards
and use social mechanics to uncover secrets and create personal game-
play. SweeTango is the team’s second full game and is set to be released
in late 2020.

LAURA OHLMANN is an MFA graduate from the University of
Central Florida. Her work is forthcoming in The Rumpus, The Linden-
wood Review, and Weasel Press and has appeared in The Maine Review,
HoneyeLime, and South Florida Poetry Journal. She enjoys sleeping
in her converted Honda Element and biking up mountains with her
partner and dog.

JONATHAN WAYNE ONDINA is a fashion design graduate from
the Fashion Institute of Technology, who focuses on knitwear and sus-
tainability. “Swimming in Plastic” is inspired by the increasing levels
of ocean pollution, and ways we can re-purpose plastic into wearable
art and everyday clothing. As an emerging designer, Jonathan feels re-
sponsible for promoting dialogue about the impact of fashion on our
planet. As one of the top global polluters, much more work is needed
to close the waste loop in fashion. To see more work, check out @Jona-
thanWayne on instagram.

RACHEL POE is a 24 year old Dunedin, Florida native. Her life has
floated around the world of creative arts; her career being a profession-
al dancer, but her biggest hobby being a portrait photographer. At 19,
she moved to Tampa to pursue her dance career and found herself in
a melting pot of race and culture. After the death of George Floyd, the
Black Lives Matter movement swept the country and Rachel saw the
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vulnerability of her Black and BIPOC friends. She took to the streets to
capture the raw pain and division in her own beloved city in hopes of
spreading awareness and starting important conversations about rac-
ism and injustice on a smaller, local scale.

M]J SANTIAGO, originally from Central Florida, is a queer Mexican
American currently living in Brooklyn. They enjoy making bad art,
petting their cats, and organizing with their community. They have
published two chapbooks, Swallow (BottleCap Press, 2020) and Baby
Knife (Tenderness Lit, 2018), and one micro-chap, Brilliant Blooming
Voices (Post Ghost Press, 2019). More of their work can be found at
www.mjsantiago.com.

JEFF SCHIFF is the author of That hum to go, Mixed Diction, Burro
Heart, The Rats of Patzcuaro, The Homily of Infinitude, and Anywhere
in this Country. Hundreds of his pieces have appeared in more than a
hundred and twenty publications worldwide, including The Alembic,
The Cincinnati Review, Grand Street, The Ohio Review, Poet ¢ Critic,
Tulane Review, Tampa Review, The Louisville Review, Tendril, Pem-
broke Magazine, Carolina Review, Chicago Review, Hawaii Review,
Southern Humanities Review, River City (The Pinch), Indiana Review,
Willow Springs, and The Southwest Review. He is currently serving as
the interim dean of the school of graduate studies at Columbia College
Chicago, where he has been on faculty since 1987.

AUTUMN SCHRAUENAGEL, born and raised in Oviedo, Florida, is
a MFA poetry student and Graduate Teaching Assistant at Oklahoma
State University. She was awarded the Academy of American Poets
College Poetry Prize representing the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. Her work has also appeared or is forthcoming in West
Trade Review, Paperbark, and Montage Arts Journal.

SHIELA DENISE SCOTT, creative with a focus on poetry and pho-
tography graduated from Full Sail University with an earned Creative
Writing for Entertainment B.F.A, and Antonelli College with a Digi-
tal Photography A.A.S degree. Her published works include “Multi-
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tudes of Array”, “Elders Are Cool”, “Blended Survival’, “Saddest Thing’,
“Constellation of Stars”, “Bar belles”, “Crumbled Promises” and other
stories, and poems. She turned her hobbies into a career and fell in

love.

MAUREEN SEATON has authored twenty-one poetry collections,
both solo and collaborative—most recently, Sweet World (CavanKerry,
2019), winner of the Florida Book Award for Poetry, and the chap-
book, Myth America (Anhinga, 2020), co-authored with three Florida
poets (Holly Iglesias, Carolina Hospital, and Nicole Hospital-Medi-
na). Other honors include the Lambda Literary Award, Audre Lorde
Award, the NEA, and two Pushcarts. Her work has appeared in Best
American Poetry and many fine literary journals and anthologies. A
memoir, Sex Talks to Girls (University of Wisconsin, 2008, 2018), also
garnered a “Lammy.” Seaton is Professor of English/Creative Writing
at the University of Miami.

RYLAN SHAFER got his degree in English Literature and Creative
Writing from Aberystwyth University. For now, he lives and writes out
of North Carolina. Previous work can be found in Literally Stories. You
can also follow him on Twitter at @rylanshafer.

RACHEL TANNER is an Alabamian writer whose work has recent-
ly appeared in Memoir Mixtapes, Blanket Sea, Wine Cellar Press, and
elsewhere. Her first poetry collection, Heal My Way Home, is available
from Nightingale and Sparrow Press. She tweets @rickit.

ELYSE THOMAS is a 17-year-old, second-generation Puerto Rican
and Jamaican writer from Miami, FL. She has been recognized by The
Poetry Society, Alliance for Young Writers, the Poetry Society of Vir-
ginia, It’s All Write, the National English Honor Society, and Just Po-
etry. Her work is published or forthcoming in Foyle Young Poets, The
Poetry Society of Virginia, The Bridge Bluffton University Literary Jour-
nal, Polyphony Lit, Gyroscope Review, Alexandria Quarterly, and more.

LAUREN TIVEY is the author of four chapbooks, most recently Mo-
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roccan Holiday, which was the winner of The Poetry Box Chapbook
Prize 2019. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in South Florida
Poetry Journal, Grimoire, Connotation Press, and Split Lip Magazine,
among other publications. She teaches English and Creative Writing at
Flagler College, in St. Augustine, Florida.

M. HAGEN TREADWAY is a writer and photographer based in South
Tampa, Florida. His work frequently centers around social and politi-
cal aspects of American culture, structures of consciousness, and con-
siderations of an individual’s contribution to a collective. He earned
his B.A and M.S from The University of Tampa, and was featured in the
university’s creative writing publication Neon in 2018.

YRIK-MAX VALENTONIS’s novella 120 Days of Gomorrah is avail-
able from Alien Buddha Press. His comics and writings have recently
appeared in: Cliterature, Maintenant, and Robots Fighting Monkeys
Magazine; chapbooks: iDEAL and this is visual poetry; anthologies:
Alien Buddha’s Block Party, Alien Buddhas House of Horrors 3, Animal
Blessings, Beer-Battered Shrimp for Cognitive Ruminations (forthcom-
ing), Divided Again, Heat the Grease Were Frying Up Some Poetry, Sin-
bad and the Winds of Destiny, and Zombie Nation: St. Pete. He earned
a BA in English and American Literature from the University of South
Florida and a MFA in Poetry & Prose from Naropa University.

C.E. WHITAKER lives in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, where she teaches
writing at Nova Southeastern University. She earned her MFA in Cre-
ative Writing at Wichita State University. She is currently working on
a poetry manuscript and a mystery novel. She has published in Stand,
Saw Palm - Places to Stand, and Blueline.

JUSTIN WHITTAKER is an undergraduate student at FSU complet-
ing his major in studio arts. He's worked within the art medium since
grade school where he first found his love for illustration. He has an
avid interest in sequential art, specifically its use to tell great narratives
through a mix of art and text to create something unique.

122




MARY WOLFF is a poetry MFA candidate at the University of Cen-
tral Florida. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in The Lascaux
Review, Black Fox Literary Magazine, 34th Parallel, and Qu Literary
Magazine. She is working on her first book-length poetry collection,
which follows three generations of women as they navigate depression,
addiction, and suicide. When she isn’t writing poetry, fiction, or cre-
ative nonfiction, she enjoys spending time with her wife and their two
dogs. You can find her on social media as M. Wolff Writer.
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