New Poetry by Jess Avelno
Flores:

New Poem by Jess Avelino Flores: “This Year”

New Poetry by Jason Green:
“Winter Haiku,” “Spring
Haiku”

New poems by Jason Green: Winter Haiku and Spring Haiku

New Poetry by Wayne Karlin:
“What Binds Us”

New poem by Wayne Karlin: “What Binds Us”
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Dreizehn: Anticipation

As a reserve unit we had a different family dynamic than the
regular army. Since there were only three platoons in our
company, the commander wanted to even out the women per
platoon.

New Nonfiction from Jerad W.
Alexander: An Elegy for
Videotape

Scott found the videotapes in his garage and brought them into
the kitchen. We stacked the VHS in a wine box and the little
Hi8 tapes in a gray shoebox for a pair of boots that belonged
to his wife Tiffany.

New Review by Adrian
Bonenberger: Fury, The Tank,
and Forgiveness

One of the first things I published on Wrath-Bearing Tree was
a negative review of the movie Fury, based entirely on its two
minute preview.
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New Fiction by Lacie
Grosvold: Tora Bora Bargain
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It started, and it ended, with a bad bargain in the mountain
caves of Tora Bora. I have nothing but time now for the what-
ifs and the whys, but every trail I follow leads back here. So
long ago, our unit swept through the sprawling tunnels,
seeking Taliban. Conlin and I were the youngest in our squad.
Back home, his age didn’t stop him from getting into bars, and
the broken tooth he got from fighting didn’t stop him from
grinning. Our lieutenant always put us together, thinking my
cautious nature would temper his wild one. Conlin called me
“Dad,” then the whole squad did.

After days of not seeing an enemy, the light on my helmet
caught the eyes of a cowering Afghan boy. He held something
out, as if in offering for my mercy: a pottery lamp so small
it would fit in my hand, ornamented with intricate blue and
green swirls. I was mesmerized.

“Clear!” I yelled as I backed out of his dark corner,
pocketing the lamp.

As we exited the cave complex, a staccato of shots scattered
shrapnel from the rocks. Conlin slumped against me. I turned
and saw the boy holding a gun just as he took a bullet. As the
boy fell, his eyes bored into mine. In the pocket of my
fatigues, the lamp shuddered. On the ground, Conlin’s last
smile still played on his lips.

I accompanied Conlin’s flag-draped coffin to his hometown. His
mother and kid brother hugged me hard like family. Mama Conlin
sent me home with a handmade quilt and made me promise to
write. I can’'t say exactly why I never did it, but it could
have been because of the shadow.

A man’s shadow, unfaded by light, followed me since Conlin’s
last day. Only I could see it. I thought that if I could ditch
the lamp, the shadow would leave too.

On the way to rejoin my unit, I threw the lamp from a Black
Hawk. It disappeared into the scrub. It was back in the foot



of my sleeping bag that night launcher, but it was sitting on
my meal tray when I got dinner on the base.

When I was discharged from the Army, I traveled the world,
hoping to leave the lamp behind, convinced that the shadow
would not follow me if I didn’t have it. I dropped the lamp in
an Indonesian volcano only to find it between the threadbare
sheets of my hostel bunk. I chucked it off Tower bridge in
London, but it was back in my pocket when I paid for my drink
at a pub.

Every time I found it, it quivered under my touch. The shadow
lingered nearby.

I told a monk outside a temple in Bangkok about the shadow
dogging me.

“Make peace with your sorrow and guilt,” he advised, blind to
the shadow lounging in the grass at his feet.

That monk was right. It was time to stop running and set down
roots. I bought a house and a few acres in a backwater town,
moved in with two duffels, and made my thrift-store bed with
Conlin’s mom’s quilt. The county hired me to work road
maintenance. My second summer there, every man between eight
and eighty was in love with the girl from the feed store, but
nobody so much as me.

Jennifer Day was lemonade in the heat and sunshine after a
storm. She glittered with magic when she laughed. She wore her
strawberry blonde hair in long braids, and I never saw her
have a bad day. When she rang up my order, being close to her
burned off a little of that dark fog that hovered over me.

In hopeless moments of intense longing, I had an intuition
that the lamp held answers. Since I was settled, the shadow
didn’t follow me so much; it seemed to lurk inside the lamp.
Jennifer had her choice of men. I was shy, surly and serious.
Why would she choose me? I held the lamp close and thought of



her. That was when the shadow emerged, thickening from a light
shade to a smoky form to something like a real man. His robes
were dust-colored, and above his head a hat floated like a
plume of smoke.

“What are you?” I asked, knowing it sounded rude. I didn’t
know what else to say to a man made of smoke.

“I am a djinn,” He said as if it were obvious.

“Like a genie?”

“Something like a that, yes,”

“What’s your name?”

He shook his head.

“Okay, I'm gonna call you Jack.”

“How may I serve you?” he asked in a rich baritone.

“I get three wishes?” I asked, remembering a cartoon genie.

“Three, or ten, or none.” He grinned like it was a joke. I set
the lamp down and turned away, not wanting to tangle with this
dark being. Out of the corner of my eye, Jack faded to shadow
then disappeared into the lamp.

Nightmares of Jennifer falling for Dean Ratliff from the next
town over kept me from sleeping. Jack was the answer to my
angst. Knowing the consequences, I made the wish anyway.

She blushed and agreed. The date was magical. Her smiles
evaporated my self-doubt. For once, I felt at ease, like
myself. She even seemed to think I was funny. I dropped her
off with an electric kiss. That night, pain tore from my neck
through my spine to my fingers and toes. I fell to my knees
and tried to keep breathing. I knew it had something to do
with Jack; I pulled myself to the mantle to grab the lamp and
summon him.



“Jack, what is happening?”
“Every wish has a price.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You never asked.”

“Is it always pain?”

“The price depends on how difficult it is for me to acquire.
She liked you, but you could not have captured her heart
without my magic, so it was a little bit of pain.”

A little bit of pain. I convulsed on the floor.

Once we were in love, the memory of the agony seemed more than
a fair price. We married within the year. Our Fern was born
first, then baby Brooke. Jack faded to “the djinn,” which
faded to a mist in the corner of my eye. The lamp no longer
gravitated to my hand. It became a dusty relic on a shelf,
from another time and another place. I thought of it less and
less.

Happiness was sweeter since it had taken an unnatural
intervention to make it mine, but the thought of the bargain
brought a bitter aftertaste. I felt that I lived my life in
the time between the lightning that lit up the sky and the
thunder that would come crashing.

One late summer day, Jennifer hosted a party and invited our
friends and family. I was never much for socializing, but
something about her made it easier for me to be around all
those people. She and our girls wore matching cornflower-blue
cotton dresses. They looked like storybook fairies, spreading
good cheer to all our friends who saw them. Jennifer made sure
everyone had enough to eat and someone to talk to. A parade of
sticky-handed children followed her around like little ducks,
asking for treats or fetching things she asked them to bring
to guests. The They held hands, singing



Ring around the rosie
Pocket full of posies
Ashes, ashes,

We all fall down!

After three rounds, Jennifer fell to the ground on cue, but
didn’'t get up. I thought she was teasing the kids. Her long
hair was splayed in the soft grass, her dress laid out around
her. I ran toward her and realized she’d passed out. That
sweet summer evening turned to panic. In a daze, I carried her
to the car and raced to the hospital.

The next hours were a blur. I only clearly remember my
Jennifer, still in her cotton dress and loose hair. My fae
queen, confined to the sterile, scratchy sheets and stark
neutral tones of the hospital room. She eventually woke up.
They transferred us around and around the hospital, running
test after test.

A doctor in a white coat with a solemn face told us they’d
found a tumor in her brain. It was far gone. There was Llittle
they could do. His black eyes betrayed no pity; his practiced
way of delivering devastation didn’t allow me to rage or cry.
I couldn’t breathe. Jennifer looked away as tears streamed
down her cheeks. I knew she was thinking of the girls, but I
could only think of how I could not lose her.

Jennifer was quiet on the way home, staring out the window. I
wanted to fix this, to offer reassurance that she shouldn’t
despair. It’s crueler to make a promise before you’re certain
you can deliver. The thought of asking the djinn for anything
more felt hopeful but desperately dangerous. But he’d brought
us together. What wish-price could be worse than losing her?

At home, Jennifer went to bed. I ran to the den to retrieve
the lamp, its swirling design warming under my fingertips.



Jack’s ghostly shadow emerged. I could barely make out his
eyes, but a wisp of a smile haunted his face.

“What’s your wish, my master?”
“Will Jennifer die of this cancer?”
“Yes.”

“Can you make her better?”

He floated from the corner and glided around the room like a
puff of smoke, relishing the freedom of movement, the
intensity of my attention.

“I could. Is that your wish?”
“What will it cost?”

“One child.” My throat tightened, preventing me from yelping
in a panic.

“No,” I rasped.
He swooped to the other side of the room.

“A fire will kill your neighbors,” he responded, calculating
with lives like coins.

“Which ones?” I was disgusted at myself for asking.

He wafted to the window and looked down the street. “The blue
house.”

My friend Bill lived there. I thought of Conlin’s broken
smile. I felt sick for considering it. My conscience couldn’t
bear another death.

“I will pay. Not them.”

The smoky form expanded, then settled on the recliner next to
me.



n

“Of course, master.
coalescing.

He grew thick with thought, his form

“What do you want?” I asked him, my voice cracking.
“Your pain.”

“I'll take any pain.”

He puffed up, doubling in size.

“Make the wish.”

“I wish for Jennifer’s cancer to go away.”

I caught the hint of a smile as he nodded into a puff of smoke
and whooshed back into the lamp.

The next few days, I wondered if I'd imagined my conversation
with the djinn. But within a week, the color was back in
Jennifer’s cheeks. She read the girls from Grimms’ Fairy Tales
with more narrative enthusiasm then I’'d seen for months. When
she cackled as the evil witch, the girls’ squeals and giggles
reached me in the next room. When they fell asleep, she asked
me to take a walk with her in the moonlight. We strolled hand-
in-hand around the yard and looked at the stars. She felt warm
and alive and full of optimism. Any price is worth this.

“You’ve got an angel watching out for you,” he said. The lamp
vibrated in my pocket. Jennifer squeezed my hand.

I was flooded with relief, yet my jaw grew tighter, and my
fists stayed clenched. I braced for agony, and when it didn’t
happen, dread grew and knotted me up like a vine.

My Jennifer didn’t die, but surviving gave her a thirst for
things I couldn’t provide. She started with a glass of wine at
dinner. Then a bottle. I read the girls to sleep so they
wouldn’t see her stumble into bed. Maybe this was a phase. I'd
seen soldiers overindulge after deployment; many of them went



back to normal. But some never did.

Within a year of cancer recovery, Jennifer got a job evenings
waiting tables. She said she needed to get out of the house
more. Her new coworkers liked to party. I didn’t like that she
experimented with drugs, snorting coke with 21l-year-old
dishwashers, but she laughed off my concerns and soon blew my
paychecks on harder highs. She insisted that she was just
having a little fun, living out a little youth now that she
had a second chance at life.

On Brooke’'s twelfth birthday, I brought home our favorite
three-cheese pizza. There was no cake, just Funfetti box mix
on the counter and no Jennifer in sight. I wished for Brooke
to cry. Instead, she calmly suggested we drive downtown, where
her mom had said she needed to meet a friend. We passed the
picturesque main street for a rundown row of abandoned
buildings.

After searching for an hour, we found her asleep in a
condemned store’s entryway. Without complaint, my daughters
helped load her in the car and rode home silently. We were all
lost for words in our own ways. When Jennifer sobered up
enough to realize what she had done, she was clean for three
weeks. Brooke forgave, settled for a late grocery store cake,
and held on to hope.

A few months later, I came home from my night shift to
strangers sleeping on my couch. The living room was strewn
with bottles, takeout boxes and used ashtrays. My girls
huddled in their room eating cereal with sour milk to avoid
the party outside. I cleared out the living room of the trash,
literal and figurative. I made breakfast and invited the girls
out for a warm meal. Seeing them come hesitantly out of their
room made me realize they weren’t little girls anymore. Fern,
who had been a boisterous small child, grew to a cloistered
young woman, her big eyes watching like a deer ready to bolt
to safety.



I summoned the djinn but knew speech would push me over the
edge. Not wishing to cry in front of him, I stared into his
smoky form and said nothing. He hovered nearby. Was there an
expression of sympathy in his shadowed face? For so long, my
dearest ambition was to rid myself of him. Now he was the only
one who really knew me. As my silence persisted, he faded to
smoke and hovered over my discontent, my one true companion.

Jennifer withered until she was skeletal and grey. One rare
evening when she wasn’t high or hungover, she darkened the
doorway of my den. She wore the blue cornflower dress, but the
effect was the opposite of what I'm sure she’d intended. The
dress hung loose and wrinkled. Her once vibrant skin was
sallow and gray, her once strong arms, bony. Her hair was lank
and dirty.

“I know you can make it stop.” My gaze slid to the little lamp
on the mantle, but I knew she didn’t really know.

She knelt at my feet, eyes red with tears.
“I never wanted to be this. I wish I had died of cancer!”

She stared into my eyes, and I wondered if on some level she
knew it was my fault. Why else would she ask this of me?

I stroked her head as she sobbed in my lap.

Any words I thought of seemed meaningless. The truth, too
unbelievable. Guilt choked me. My own selfishness, my fear of
losing her had turned her into this. On the mantle, the lamp
quivered.

When she left, I grabbed it. It fluttered erratically like a
bird caught in a net.

Jack unfurled from the spout, expanded, and settled in an easy
chair.

“You didn’'t tell me I'd pay with emotional pain.”



“You didn’'t ask,” he responded.

“Can I undo any of this?” He morphed into a large face.

’

“You can undo it all,” he said, opening his mouth and
swallowing me. I entered the dense fog of his form as scenes
took shape:

A few months after the cancer diagnosis, my Jennifer lies in a
hospital bed, wilting like the vase of curling pink roses at
her bedside. My daughters are beset by grief. I can’t comfort
them. I am helpless and heartbroken, and my love isn’t enough
to heal them.

We travel back again, before I dated Jennifer. She smiles at
Ratliff down at the feed store. She says yes, she can go out
with him when she gets off of work. I am alone.

Back further. I’m back in the cave with the boy. We both look
so young, probably less than five years apart. The boy offers
me the lamp. I ignore him and call for backup. A gunshot. Pain
in my back. A second boy with a weapon.

Then we were back in my den, the djinn reduced to human size,
nearly solid with a curling mustache. His robes gathered their
dusty color, and the tinge of his reddish hat deepened.

“Your wish is my command,” he said. I had it now: a path for
preventing all the suffering, from the start.

“Take me back to the caves.”

Smoke and sweat fill my nostrils. I'm eighteen again, staring
in the eyes of another scared boy. Instead of the lamp, I take
a bullet.

It’s not like the vision he showed me. I am fully present yet
still know what could and will be. I have a sense of the
futility of the battle we are fighting here. I haven’t met
Jennifer yet, and I also know she will have a good life



without me. My girls will never exist. The grief for them, not
the wound, is what is killing me. Conlin will accompany my
flag-draped coffin, hug my mother. I'm barely aware of my unit
rushing the cave where I lie.

I close my eyes and imagine the faces of my children. Conlin,
panicked, kneels by me and kicks the lamp the boy dropped when
he was shot. It clatters across the stone and dirt floor.

As I die, my soul unstitches from my body and lingers nearby.
My spirit doesn’t fade. Shadow threads tie me to another
vessel. I am pulled towards the lamp, into the corner where it
came to rest. I watch headlamps moving through the dark,
sweeping the cave, pausing on my body. After all these years,
I no longer feel the weight of Jack’s shadow. He is free, free
to die, free to rest. Now I am the shadow.

Every wish granted has a price due.

I ache for the lamp to catch someone’s eye on this dark cave
floor.

New Fiction by Eldridge
Thomas III: Glitter
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Sometimes I wonder if there’s more Elvis in Vegas at
Christmastime or if it’s just my daddy getting to me again.
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They got him on electronic billboards wishing everybody happy
holidays. He sings “Silent Night” or “Silver Bells” everywhere
you go. You can’'t walk the Strip without seeing ten Elvises in
red coats and pointed hats on a unicycle or skateboard or
making giraffes or big-boobed girls out of balloons.

Each year, they put out a twelve-foot Elvis in front of the
Westgate. He’s hunched, arms out, stuck mid hip shake. He'’s
got on Santa’s suit and pom-poms, but no white bushy hair or
beard, and his coat’s unbuttoned enough for everybody to see
his muscled mannequin chest. His pom-poms and gold buckle
bedazzle. Little red-nose Rudolph stands over to the side and
stares up at him meekly, waiting for a pat, some kind of
kindness.

I do the same: stare at him, not so much as twitch an eye,
while tourists roll luggage around me or head out to wherever
they’re going, wherever that might be.

It's Christmas Eve, the only time there’s a quiet, warm hum in
the ER. Somebody’s got hot chocolate. Somebody brought candy
canes and sugar cookies with sprinkles. The overheads are at
half-mast. Elvis sings “Jingle Bells” somewhere down the
hallway. Hattrup is hanging lights in a window. He's only got
one string, which isn’t enough for anything, but I don’t
chastise. Today, I'm letting the spirit in.

“Georgia Boy is back,” Hattrup says. He has a high, wispy
voice and aluminum-colored eyes that flicker, making him seem
anxious at every second.

“We call state troopers Georgia Boys,” I correct him. “Where?”
“Four.”
“Thank you.”

“You visit Elvis today?”



I walk, don’t answer.

Georgia’'s asleep when I find him. With his hair and beard and
bird chest, he looks 1like Gregg Allman Jesus. He's
shirtless—left arm blue, blotchy, swollen—-and hooked to an IV
and air. He's from Valdosta, about an hour from Waycross,
where I'm from, and we're only a few years apart, so we got
connections.

Georgia’'s a frequent flyer and has already been told he’ll
lose the arm to sepsis if he can’t keep it clean. It’'s hard
for him, because he lives on the Strip, plays 90s alternative,
hoping passersby will toss money into his guitar case. He sang
“Come as You Are” for us once. His whole shtick was rasp.
Hattrup didn’t think much of it. I thought it was fine.

I pull his chart, and he stirs.

“Hey, Georgia,” he says.

“When’d you come in, Georgia?” I ask.
“Last night.”

“I was on last night.”

“Tonight, then? Is it Christmas?”

I tell him there’s about five hours yet.

n

“It always feels like Christmas,
lights up year-round in these parts.”

he says. “They keep the

“We had some neighbors like that.”
He giggles, says “Us too.”

“At least the weather’s Christmasy,” I say. It’s the only time
of year South Georgia and South Nevada share a similar
temperature, a frigid fifty/sixty degrees.



’

“Did it snow Christmas Day,’
thirteen, fourteen?”

he asks, “when you were about

“Heck yeah. We got at least six, seven flakes.”

“Us too.” He smiles. “It was magical.”

Winter is the time for clouds in the desert, when I sometimes
drive ninety miles to lie on my car’s hood and watch the sky.
I get there at least a full hour before sunset, when the
earth’s the color of Spanish moss in October and the sky old
beat-up jeans, and the chunky clouds billow up 1like
skyscrapers, and the thin ones stretch across quilt-patterned,
each bumping into the next. It’'s just like home, just right
there, like you could touch them if only your arms were three
times as long.

In swampy flat Waycross, you can see a storm’s advance miles
away with its gray showgirl’s curtain.

Then the glittery night. They always said you can go into the
Okefenokee and see the Milky Way with your own bare eyes, but
I never did.

I miss the pines, how their branches hide with the moonlight,
except for those at the tippy top. Under the moon, they smell
like wood and mint and look like stick figures with triangle
heads that lean with the wind, threatening to break.

At ten, the ER is called to attention, and Col. Mihata arrives
to wish everybody a merry Christmas. Col. Mihata's husky,
wears wire eyeglasses, and comes across as friendly even
though he smiles with gritted teeth. When he leaves, Hattrup
is in my ear.

“You can’'t,” he says. “Not safe.”

“Mission already accomplished.”



I walk back to the nurses’ station with him on my heels.
“I don’t mean the plane ticket.”

“He doesn’t have an ID, so I got him a Greyhound.”

“To Georgia? How long is that?”

“Two and a half days.”

“He’s an addict. He won’t make it.”

“He says he’'s got enough stash for a few days.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“The reason for the season.”

I open Georgia's songbook. He doesn’t remember his dad’s
number, and he’s scared to talk to him anyway. He said call
his Sunday school teacher: the number’s scribbled somewhere in
the book. I learned this when we talked about how, growing up,
we both liked Sunday school but hated church. His teacher was
a gentle man who also taught him guitar.

“You can’t drive him to the airport, a bus station, or
anywhere. What if he has a flashback and kills you?”

“He’s a heroin junkie.”

“He was in Iraq and Afghanistan and wherever the hell else.
Put him in an Uber.”

“You're free to come with.”

The songbook is a mixture of random ink and pencil sentences
and lyrics, his handwriting sometimes large and curvy,
sometimes tiny and all caps. There’'re sketches of objects
throughout: a fire hydrant, a traffic light, a Coke can.

“No, I'm going home to my sweet thing.”



I find the number on the third page, at the bottom. He
literally wrote out Sunday School teacher, then a colon, then
the guy’s name, Carl Thornton, then the ten-digit number. He
drew a little guitar beside the digits.

“Call me and leave your phone on speaker the whole way.”

“He’s harmless.” I turn to Hattrup, to his fluttering tin foil
eyes. “It’s Christmas. Let me do some good in the world.”

I dial before he can say something else.

It’s just after midnight when I hear a radio voice down the
hallway. Spend Christmas right here with Elvis. Put a country
ham in the oven, an angel on the tree, and the King’s
songs—White Christmas or Blue-

Georgia’'s awake, stares blankly at the TV, flips channels.

I tell him I talked to Carl, and he sits up. I tell him I
talked to his daddy, too, and he rubs his face one-handed,
hides his eyes. I tell him: Both men will be there when his
bus pulls in. They’ve looked for him, knew he was in Vegas,
even flew out a couple times, never could find an address.

I tell him the hard part: His momma died last year. Heart
attacked her. She worried every day for him.

His shoulders heave. I hand him a box of tissues. He smacks it
away, pulls out the IV, pulls off the nasal tube. He jumps up
and bangs a leg against a chair, tumbles headfirst into the
wall, clinches a fist, wants to punch the wall, needs to punch
something, slaps the wall open-handed instead. Slaps it a few
times.

He turns to face me.

’

“What happened in Iraq,” he says, “he never understood I
couldn’t be normal after that.”



I wait for him to say something else. He doesn’t. I ask if I
can give him a hug. He thinks on it, his eyes droop then
blink, then he says please.

It's just after seven when we walk outside, where the sun
already blazes, and I remember Hattrup saying we might set a
record.

“Hot damn,” Georgia says. “You know how many times I wore
shorts on a Christmas?”

His bus doesn’t leave until nine something, so I say let’s go
see Elvis. He nods, doesn’t even ask.

We stare and listen to slot machines beep and chime their way
across the Westgate’s breezeway, hear someone win a jackpot.

Georgia’'s shirt hangs over his shoulders like a cape. He took
a shower at the hospital, but his clothes are still filthy.
Tourists make a point to walk around us.

“You dig the King?” he asks, finally.

“My daddy did,” I say. “Liked him so much he wanted to be him.
Had the wave haircut, the sideburns. Even impersonated him.”

Georgia sniggers.

“Back home, the ladies’ auxiliary put on a Hee-Haw-type show
every Christmas. The mayor dressed up like a woman, and
everybody thought that was funny. They set a pig loose, and
some idiot chased him through the audience. Some beauty queen
sang, and Daddy did Elvis.”

“Something happened to your old man?”

“I came home from bootcamp and told him I who I was, and he
told me I was no child of his, and that was that.”



“Deep South strikes again.”

“So, I actually hate the King.”

He laughs.

“What you’'re doing for me,” he says. “Thank you, Georgia.”
“You gone make it, Georgia?”

He shrugs. He’s honest.

He says he needs his music to live, so he has to keep his arm.
I can’t tell if he really wants to get clean.

I just know he wants to get home.

New Poetry by Kyle Hanton:
“Deployment, 2017”

New poem by Kyle Hanton

New Poems by Rachel Rix:
“Experimental Simulation of
Joint Morphology During
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Desiccation:;” “Second
Deployment;” and “CO0’s Canon”

New poetry by Rachel Rix

New Poem by Nathan Didier:
“Hearts and Minds”

New poem by Nathan Didier: “Hearts and Minds”

New Fiction by Adrian
Bonenberger: Calvary Hill

Captain Abibalus was troubled. Walking up the dusty, cypress-
lined path from Kyrenia’'s harbor, Abibalus’ practiced eye took
in the worn marble buildings. Much had changed since the last
time he’d been here over a decade ago.

New Fiction by David James:


https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-poems-by-rachel-rix-experimental-simulation-of-joint-morphology-during-desiccation-second-deployment-and-cos-canon/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-poems-by-rachel-rix-experimental-simulation-of-joint-morphology-during-desiccation-second-deployment-and-cos-canon/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-poem-by-nathan-didier-hearts-and-minds/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-poem-by-nathan-didier-hearts-and-minds/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-fiction-by-adrian-bonenberger-calvary-hill/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-fiction-by-adrian-bonenberger-calvary-hill/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/11/30/new-fiction-by-david-james-the-infiltrators/

The Infiltrators

Barabbas walked hurriedly down a dusty side alley in the old
city of Jerusalem, glancing side to side before furtively
ducking into a low doorway of a house where he was finally
able to drop his uncomfortable human disguise and assume his
true form.

New Fiction by Michael
Carson: The Childhood of
Barabbas

My first memories are of the hills outside Judea. A small
lizard, with a black stripe and black eyes, staring at me and
I at it.

New Nonfiction by Blake
Rondeau: Smile

]

I remember the smell of the plastic blue gym mats under my
face as I grappled another Marine in the hanger bay of the USS
Boxer. What felt like a youth indoor football field, except
grey non-skid instead of turf, two huge accordion sliding
doors which opened up to the elevators to take aircraft to the
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top deck of the ship. In reality, in our day to day the doors
just let in all the weather from outside into the bay. Today,
the humidity was somewhere between eighty percent and Satan’s
asshole and our polyester-blend uniforms did absolutely fuck-
all to absorb the sweat-no one even bothered to wear skivvy
shirts anymore because all it did was create more laundry.

I was training for my Green Belt in MCMAP (Marine Corps
Martial Arts Program). I was a two-year Corporal and had been
on leave when our grey belt class was offered, so now I was
working back-to-back courses to avoid getting left behind on
the Marine Corps standard.

Today, the Staff Sergeant (SSgt) running the program thought
it would be funny to pair me with the fat-fuck LCpl. LCpl Cox
outweighed me by easily 50 pounds—you were supposed to be
partnered with people similar in stature in order to do body
weight exercises and carries with your partner. Instead, I had
a SSgt with a grudge against me for being the office clerk and
not just a “gun bunny” (artilleryman) who decided today was
the day he’d screw me over.

We’'d been training for about an hour and a half, covered in
sweat and face stuck on the mat. My Direct Report came running
into the hangar bay and told me that First Sergeant (1lstSgt)
was looking for me. Having been the Battery Clerk for some
time now, this was not an unusual request because my job was
to generate reports for him. In fact, I had been training
Stueland, my LCpl, to be my replacement, but it seemed he
liked spending less time in the Battery Office than I did, and
I would frequently get calls from the 1lstSgt asking me where
the hell his clerks were.

“Did he say what he wanted,” I asked.

Stueland just shook his head and said, “All the Brass are up
there though.”

Great. I thought as I walked through the ship. There was



nothing like an ass-chewing from everybody. First Sergeant
knew I was in MCMAP-he had insisted upon it—-so he wouldn’t
send for me unless something was wrong.

I walked through the mess hall, down the passageway, up a
flight of stairs, and took a right at the exercise bikes. I
paused in front of the flimsy, white door of the Battery
Office, took a deep breath and entered.

When I opened my mouth to say good morning to 1stSgt, I was
eye to eye with Chaps.

Chaps was the Battalion Chaplain, who, in an earlier life was
a college football player. He now stood in front of me, large
shoulders slumped, fidgeting with his wedding ring as he did
when he thought. He looked down and quietly told me to shut
the door. A SSgt from beside me slid a chair into the back of
my legs.

“Sit, please,” Chaps said. I did. As I sat down it started to
dawn on me what was about to happen. It also dawned on me how
many men were standing in the smallest company office I'd ever
been 1in.

The Navy provided offices for the Battalion around the ship’s
gym. Each infantry company had an office and then all the
attachments, like our artillery battery, got the smaller
rooms. Inside the small room was my CO, X0, my LT, 1lstSgt, my
Gunny, Company Gunny, my Platoon Sgt, and HQ Platoon Sgt all
off to the sides of the office, and Chaps in front of me on a
little metal chair. Ten grown men in a 10x10 room furnished
with desks on both sides and two filling cabinets shoving us
all into an even smaller, more uncomfortable 8x8 foot space to
talk about whatever bad news Chaps was about to lay on me.

That’s when he picked it up off the desk. The red folder. Two
things in the military come in red folders: Secret Material
and Red Cross messages. Chaps wouldn’t be here to deliver an
Intel brief-I may be a Marine, but I'm not a complete fucking



moron.

“We received word today that your grandmother passed away.”
Chaps said slowly.

“Which one?”

“Uh..” He fumbled the folder open again and looked, “uh..both,
I'm afraid.”

“Both.” I repeated. “So, Nancy and Marylynn?”

Chaps looked again, wanting to make sure he got this right.
“Yes, I'm afraid,” he repeated his salve.

“When?”

“Marylynn on the 24th and Nancy..” he checked the record, “The
11th.”

I took it all in for a moment. God love her, but Nancy-my
mom’s mom—was kind but in a depressive state for most of my
life and we never had much of a relationship.

But Marylynn; she was a third parent. She had my sisters and
me over for sleepovers, holiday weekends, and birthdays all
the way until we were in our teens. She did all the grandma
things: She let us stay up late and watch movies, order pizza,
eat too much ice cream, play pool in the basement, and in the
winters, would always have my grandpa make a fire for us to
roast marshmallows for s’'mores.

My sisters and I would read books or magazines, play with new
toys, or play Chinese checkers with my grandma in the living
room. Grandpa would sit in his chair at the back of the room
and Grandma would take her time-outs to have a cigarette and
let us continue to play.

She would often tell me I had a beautiful smile. She’d just
watch me laugh and play with my sisters, never commenting on



if a joke I said was funny or if a story I told was
interesting—she had no mind for the substance of our
adolescent prattle-but she would stare at us; happy to see our
smiles. A form of currency, as a grandparent, to know you're
fostering happy moments in your grandchildren, a confirmation
of love.

The last time I can remember her commenting on my smile was
when I stopped by my grandparent’s house on my 10-day post
bootcamp leave. I had graduated some ten pounds lighter than
when I left and, according to her, hadn’t had ten pounds to
lose in the first place.

I had worn my uniform to church and then driven over to her
house to say hello and check in after being away three months.
She smoked her GPCs at the kitchen table and greeted me with a
turn of her shoulder and an, “0Oooh hiiii,” as I knocked and
walked in the door.

“Hi Gram,” I said as though no time passed.
“Look at you! Looking sharp. Say, what a nice uniform.”

“Thanks, Gram.”

”n

“Oh, there you are,” she said as the smile had broken across
my face. “So handsome.”

I was hoping the compliments would die down before my grandpa
heard and came into the room. He had been in the Army, my dad
had been in the Army, they all were in the Army. So, me being
in the Marines was a point of needling for my grandpa.

“So those are your dress blues,” he said, entering the kitchen
from the living room.

MYeS . n

“Look pretty sharp,” he said with his subtle inflection that
let me know he was a little proud.



n

“But remember,” he changed to a would-be serious tone, “You
ain’t shit unless you’re Airborne,” he chuckled.

I laughed and felt at ease knowing I was still just their
grandson. I wasn’t a warrior, a devil dog, a hard charger,
Jarhead, Killer, Hero, or any other bullshit name given to
Marines. I was just a kid.

k% >k

But now I wasn’t at ease. Nor was I laughing or smiling. Nine
men avoided eye contact with me. One man, Chaps, who had been
like an uncle to me since I moved to this Battalion and
started going to church regularly, stumbled through the
details, out of love and empathy of course, but nonetheless,
there I was sitting like a fool, getting factoids from inside
a fishbowl. Alongside men I didn’'t want to drink a beer with
let alone be completely torn open; none of these men knew me,
none of them cared. We’'d shared nothing more than pleasantries
in two and a half years and now I sat in a cold room, on a
metal chair, sweat freezing against my body, as my blood
congealed inside me and my mind reeled from the idea that when
I do get to finally go home, the woman who had made my family
a family was no longer there. No more drawn out “hi’s” when I
walked through the door, no more soft hugs, and no more
holidays in her house where the petty family squabbles died,
because she said so, and we just got to be a family and enjoy
the food and decorations she made.

Now, looking up, and seeing them look back at me, that was
worse. Everyone looking for me to react, waiting with vacant
faces for me to tell them it was okay and that they could go
back to their own lives and fuck off about my own issues. My
tongue felt fat and heavy in my mouth. My mind was screaming
at me to just say something and get out of there.

“Can I.. go?” I asked. I felt like a child asking for a snack,
but what the hell else was I to say.



n

“Sure.” Said Chaps, “But before you go..” I felt whatever
energy I had that was trying to lift me off my seat, slump
back down again.

“Let’s pray quickly”

Fuck. Me. Hard. The thought screaming in my head. Chaps,
buddy, as much as I appreciated this gentle gesture, I just
needed to leave.

But he prayed. He prayed that they be at peace and other such
things. I'm sure it was sweet. He was being so kind. But until
he said, Amen, I didn’t hear a word of it. I was biting my
lips and repeating, Do. Not. Cry. in my head until he
finished.

“Thank you,” I said clumsily after the prayer was over. As I
stood up to leave, I finally made real eye contact with my LT
and Platoon Sgt who were both nodding their heads slowly in an
attempt to be consoling, but only looking stiff and
uncomfortable as their weight shifted, brushing against one
another. I gave them a nod back and opened the door and closed
it with a crack.

I was back into the gym next to the empty exercise bikes,
walked forward only a few paces, before my favorite Sgt
appeared,

“Did you hear if we were going out tonight?” he said to me.

I didn’t hear him. I didn’t understand the words until later
when I was back at my rack with the shades pulled. But at that
moment, I reached out to hug him and he hugged me back. And I
cried. I cried hard. In total the hug probably lasted 15
seconds. But it felt like an hour. When we separated, he asked
me if I was okay. I didn’t respond directly or even to him. I
simply straightened up, wiped my tears, and said aloud that I
was sorry.



I was sorry I wasn’t with my family. I was sorry for crying on
a grown man. I was sorry for getting myself stuck out here in
the middle of the ocean, so I couldn’t go home. There was a
great deal I was feeling sorry for—-not least of which was
being there for my grandma. Not holding her hand, sitting in a
hospital room, trying to ease the pain by telling her a joke.
I have thought many times that, had I been home, maybe I could
have made her laugh and maybe even myself laugh, and we would
be sharing, “I love you’s,” and making a final memory with
laughter.

Or perhaps it could be some other happy cliché I could have on
replay inside my memory bank like saying goodnight and turning
the lights off for her to pass blissfully in her sleep. But
that doesn’t happen in real life. There are no perfect
hospital-scene endings. No holding her hand while the music
fades and the lights go out. No whispering a final message
into her casket.

It’s been fifteen years since then, and I haven’t smiled the
same way since. Oh, I can laugh. Some days, I can feel truly
happy. But it never seems to feel the same and I find it’s an
all-too-common practice to remind myself: Smile. There you
are.

New Review by Larry Abbott:
Surviving the Long Wars

[x]

Surviving the Long Wars: Creative Rebellion at the Ends of
Empire. Chicago: Bridge Books, 2024.
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The 4-day 2023 Veteran Art Triennial and Summit in Chicago,
held from spring into the summer of 2023, coinciding with the

20" anniversary of the US invasion of Iraq, was held in
various venues in Chicago. A variety of exhibitions at such
venues as Newberry Library, Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago
Cultural Center, featured the work of over fifty artists.
Surviving the Long Wars developed out of the summit and the
exhibitions.

The editorial collective which oversaw the book, Aaron Hughes,
Ronak Kapadia, Therese Quinn, Meranda Roberts, and Amber Zora,
reflects various perspectives: veteran, non-veteran, feminist,
Indigenous, and queer. They have put together an expansive
volume that highlights the “profound connections between the
two most protracted military conflicts in US history: the
‘American Indian Wars’ of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries and the twenty-first century’s ‘Global War on
Terror’ (GWOT)"” (1).

The roughly sixty contributors, vets and non-vets, are
represented with photographs, installations, paintings,
essays, poetry, and performance. There are also historical
artifacts which illustrate the connections between the two
“long wars.” The book gives broad exposure to writers and
artists who may be unfamiliar to the general reader.

There are four major sections in the book, each with a brief
introduction, a poem, essays and related artwork. “Residues
and Rebellions,” for example, includes contemporary work by
Monte Little and Miridith Campbell, among others, that are
paired with selections from Akwesasne Notes and The Black
Panther newspapers from the 1970’s and with Kiowa and Black
Horse ledger drawings from the late 1800's. The visual
correlations are made explicit with a Black Horse ledger
drawing displayed with a photograph from Notes, gouaches by
Pakistani-American Mahwish Chishty, and a 2022 ledger drawing,
“Enlistment,” by Marine Corps vet Darrell Wayne Fair.



“Enlistment” 1is one panel in a series of ledger drawings
depicting key events in his life. Also included in this
section (and in later sections) are Miridith Campbell and
Melissa Doud’s contemporary take on traditional dresses.
Campbell’s Marine Corps Dress—Southern Style (2022) integrates
items such as vintage Marine service buttons on tanned
buckskin. Campbell served in three branches of the military
and the dress reflects her service and Kiowa heritage. Her
Counting Coup (2002) uses a Civil War cavalry coat with
“Kiowa-style beadwork” replacing the epaulets. Similarly,
Melissa Doud, an Army vet, created Bullet Dress (2016),
placing 365 bullet casings on a dress made from an Army
uniform. The casings replace the jingles on a powwow dance
dress. (Likewise, Monty Little’'s poem from his chapbook
Overhang of Cumulus reveals hidden similarities between
apparent disparate images through juxtaposition, thus creating
unexpected connections:

Bullet shells drop on splintered
floors to mother’s
cadence in her jingle dress).

Roxanne Dunbar-0Ortiz’ essay, “Why is the United States the
Most Militaristic State in History,” takes a long view of
American wars, while Meranda Roberts takes a close look at the
major works in the exhibition.

These interrelationships are further explored in “Reckon and
Reimagine,” the second section. Rijin Sahakian’s essay
“Embedded Horizons” focuses on the Iraq War and the work of
Iragi artists Ali Eyal and Sajjad Abbas in particular. She is
critical of the barriers to the broader exposure of Iraqi art
in the West. She writes that “The works of Eyal and Abbas are
acts of defiance against conditions designed to force
surrender. . . . But will the art world, informed by and
participating with war’s image making and financial structures
ever take the risk of remaking the rules of engagement?”
(134). Amber Zora's essay “Disrupting Business as Usual:



Transforming Bureaucracy into Art” surveys the ways that
artists “have utilized the detritus of the military
machine—the mountains of bureaucratic paperwork, the ephemera,
the piles of surveillance materials—to illuminate dark and
forgotten aspects of militarism” (137). The artworks 1in
“Reckon and Reimagine” exemplify her view. Gerald Sheffield,
an Army vet, uses pages from the Army Field Manual to create
fm-05.301 (2016), which exposes “the underlying machinery of
psychological warfare” (141). Other works in the section
include Chitra Ganesh and Mariam Ghani’s Index of the
Disappeared: Parasitic Archive (2014) and Hanaa Malallah’s
She/He Has No Picture (2019-20). The former is an installation
with a huge filing cabinet behind a desk, suggesting
impersonality, where everyone is just a card among thousands
or millions of other cards. The latter memorializes the
hundreds of victims of the bombing of the Al Amirayah shelter
in 1991 by “featuring portraits of the victims crafted from
burnt canvases” (142).

The third section, “Unlikely Entanglements,” focuses on
“visual parallels [which] surface between artworks by
civilians impacted by the US long wars and BIPOC veterans
critiquing the military they once served in” (154). Laleh
Khalili’'s essay “Tomahawks, Chinooks, and Geronimo: Settler-
Colonial Fantasies of US Navy Seals” analyzes the ways that
Navy Seals, and the military generally, have adopted 1in
various forms the names and symbols of Indigenous people.
Junaid Rana’s “Life During War on Terror Time” discuss both
individual artists and the ways that art sees “things anew
when before they were unseen” (209). The strength of the
section lies in the art. At first glance Bassim Al Shaker’s
series Moment of Silence (2022) appears to depict the creation
of the cosmos. However, a closer look reveals “an unfamiliar
sky in the minutes of silence following explosions” (159) that
Al Shaker survived. “‘I saw body parts in the sky. The
paintings show what the sky looked like at that time. The
works describe death and loss, but also a new life after a



loss’” (159). Ruth Kaneko’s Sutured (2023) uses remnants of
her time in the Army to cover a box that connotes a sense of
the futility of war. Army vet Rodney Ewing’s “Faded,” from a
series on silk-screened ledger paper, Planned Obsolescence
(2022), takes an 1image of Black prison laborers and
superimposes an outline of wheels and gears, suggesting how
the machinery of society abuses and exploits Blacks. A work
from another series from 2022, Come the Mean Times, depicts a
Black man with arms raised on the top part of the canvas;
superimposed on the figure is an outline of a biplane with a
naming of parts, like “elevator flap” and “right aileron.” On
the bottom half of the canvas, upside down, like a mirror
image, is a Native figure holding a child. Superimposed on
this lower part is a map of the Trail of Tears. In this series
“Ewing creates a dialogue about the harm done to Indigenous
and African American peoples by the interconnected histories
of colonialism and white supremacy” (186).

The first part of the fourth section, “Surviving the Long Wars
Summit,” is comprised of numerous photographs of the various
exhibitions, workshops, discussions, and performances that
were part of the summit. There is also documentation of the
Iraqg War Memorial Activation, in which participants lay
flowers into the waters of Lake Michigan. The section
concludes with a short essay, “A Sweeter Future,” two longer
essays, “’'When Black People Are Free, All People Will Be
Free': Black Freedom, Indigenous Sovereignty, and the Limits
of Reparations Discourse,” and “The Summit: Then and Now,” and
a conversation between Army vets Kevin Basl and Anthony
Torres. Torres curated the performances in Triennial, and as
he explains to Basl, his “vision was to create collaborative
opportunities among performers and attendees and help build a
community that would exist beyond the Triennial” (286).

Aaron Hughes’ essay in the Conclusion, “Sowing Seeds of
Resistance,” discusses the life and work of White Mountain
Apache artist Frederick Gokliz as a springboard to a broader



consideration of the work of contemporary artists such as
Monty Little, Mariam Ghani, Ruth Kaneko, and Darrell Wayne
Fair. Hughes sees in these and other artists “a web of
interconnected exploitation” (313). He follows this up later
in the essay when he writes: “However, I believe that when
veterans move away from identities solely rooted in military
service and American exceptionalism and instead embrace
solidarity grounded in shared experiences of exploitation, new
possibilities emerge” (321). His comment reflects the theses
in some of the other essays, which call for the creation of
new communities.

The concluding section, “Afterword,” includes an essay by
Ronak K. Kapadia, “Afterword: Meditations on Survival and
Rebellion,” which examines “three defining moments” during the
three years of planning for the Triennial: the withdrawal from
Afghanistan, the continuing U.S. role in the Palestinian War,
and the self-immolation of Aaron Bushnell in protest of that
war. For Kapadia these events are intertwined and “prompt a
deeper meditation on the concept of f‘surviving the long
wars.’'” The compelling writers and artists in the Triennial,
along with dozens, if not hundreds of others in the U.S. and
throughout the world, such as Indigenous artist Richard Ray
Whitman and Afghanistan War veteran Henrik Andersen of
Denmark, are instrumental in prompting this meditation.

New Poetry by Elisabeth Lewis
Corley: “An Loc”

New Poem by Elisabeth Lewis Corley: An Loc
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New Nonfiction: The Footsteps
of Giants by David James

ALl this is to say that pilgrimage is not for religious
journeys alone, but for any act of traveling that takes us to
a place of special cultural significance.

New Nonfiction: Interview
with Adam Kovac

So that’'s what I did. I sat down and attempted to write
The Great American War Novel. I wouldn’t have sent the
manuscript out on submission if I didn’t think I’'d come as
close as I was able to actually accomplishing that.

New Poetry by Patricia
Hastings: “Dad”

New Poem from Patricia Hastings: Dad
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New Poetry by Faye Susan: “I
am the Daughter of a
Storyteller”

New Poetry by Faye Susan: “I am the Daughter of a Storyteller”

New Fiction by Tod Denis:
“Drilling Position”

Brendan always felt smaller than the other guys in the locker
room. Probably it was their triceps, military tats, and/or
their ability to call each other “bro” and sound natural.

New Review by Travis Klempan:
Adam Kovac’s The Surge

Whether we wanted it or not, America was — up until this very
moment, perhaps — truly the indispensable nation.


https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-poetry-by-faye-susan-i-am-the-daughter-of-a-storyteller/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-poetry-by-faye-susan-i-am-the-daughter-of-a-storyteller/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-poetry-by-faye-susan-i-am-the-daughter-of-a-storyteller/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-fiction-by-tod-denis-drilling-position/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-fiction-by-tod-denis-drilling-position/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-review-by-travis-klempan-adam-kovacs-the-surge/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/09/01/new-review-by-travis-klempan-adam-kovacs-the-surge/

New Nonfiction by Karie
Fugett: Excerpt from Alive
Day

Dillon crawled in circles on the carpet, the TV behind him
glowing with reports of destruction and death. Though it had
been only days since the boys left, it felt much longer.

New Interview with Karie
Fugett

I think at the time I was just kind of following my orders.
And then, by the time I was thinking something’s wrong, I was
so in it that I just kept following. It really took a couple
of years before I started getting angry, but at that point it
was kind of too late.

New Fiction by Josh Bates:
Excerpt from The Baghdad
Shuffle

The patrol was unsettling. The initial ‘liberation’ euphoria
had soured. It was all bad vibes from the second we exited the
Country Club. Hard brown faces casting the evil eye. 0ld men
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sitting in front of shuttered store fronts, sizing us up. We
still didn’'t have an interpreter, but I tried to press a few
locals anyway. I showed them Izzat's photo. I gauged
reactions. No hints of recognition. Just hard stares and
brusque wave-offs.

New Poetry by Celeste
Schueler: “In Oklahoma,
Another Air Force Spouse
Tells Me Starlings Are An
Invasive Species” and “I
First Compared You To A Blue
Jay”

Three years before we met,
Friends tell me to stop reading
Virginia Woolf after my suicide
Attempt and an ex-boyfriend
Gifts me a burned CD of

The Beatles at Easter—
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New Poetry from Galen
Cunningham: “Winter of
Discontent” and “War Games”

New Poetry by Galen Cunningham

New Fiction by Neil Allen:
The Scar

The two boys creep towards the edge of the crater and stare
across.

New Fiction by David James:
Oxenstone

Dark clouds were building over the mountains to the north,
like Giorgione’'s Tempest. I bought a glass of red at the
rooftop bar and stayed to enjoy the view. The tour was over.
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Review of Sheila Dietz’s The
Berry and the Bee

Her poetry is rarely sentimental or wildly emotional, but
rather steady, wise, and quietly observational.

New Fiction by Kevin M.
Kearney: Freelance

The HYPR Dryver Manual was clear: a Dryver should not, under
any circumstances, touch a customer. Simon read and re-read
the line on his phone, looking for an exception, something
like a loophole that might help him remove the snoring man
from his back seat.

New Fiction by J. Malcolm
Garcia: Pleasantries

The gauze bandage had come off in his sleep, and he touched a
bare patch of warm skin and the tight line of ten stitches
with the tips of his fingers. He was conscious of the wound,
its need for protection. His naked scalp beneath the gauze,
its exposure now with the gauze off. Healing will take time,
the doctor had told him.


https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/07/06/review-of-sheila-dietzs-the-berry-and-the-bee-by-jenny-chen/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/07/06/review-of-sheila-dietzs-the-berry-and-the-bee-by-jenny-chen/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/06/02/new-fiction-by-kevin-m-kearney-freelance/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/06/02/new-fiction-by-kevin-m-kearney-freelance/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/06/02/new-fiction-by-j-malcolm-garcia-pleasantries/
https://www.wrath-bearingtree.com/2025/06/02/new-fiction-by-j-malcolm-garcia-pleasantries/

New Poetry by Sara Shea:
“Customs”

New poem by Sara Shea: “Customs”

New Poetry by Benjamin
Bellet: “What Was It Like?"”;
“Zero Five Thirty”; “West
Point”

New poems by Benjamin Bellet

New Review and Interview by
Larry Abbott: James Wells'’
Because

He was 39 years old at the time of his death, and left a wife,
Betty and three children, Ora, Kathleen, and the youngest,
nine-year old James.
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New Interview with Kevin M.
Kearney

But on a personal level, I don’'t think there is an easy way
out. I think the real answer is you need to go the other
way—-you need to change your mind. If you believe that tech is
intentionally trying to rewire your brain, then that should
frame everything you read on a device. Why was this fed to me?
And what is it trying to make me feel?

New Nonfiction by Matt
Eidson: Binge

Sometimes I’'d imagine that compressing the areas of fat would
break apart the tissue and allow it to dissolve into my body.
In my downtime, I would knead the fat to a pulp.

New Nonfiction by Evan
Balkan: In Praise of Awe

It’s hard to define, awe. But certainly we know when we feel
it. It's a rare thing, buried under the onslaught of daily
routine and the indignities of, say, a red traffic light when
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we're late for work. Our ego—that most human of
qualities—screams at us: “I am the universe. The universe 1is
me."”

New Poetry by Loretta Tobin:
“In the Dead Man'’'s Seabag”
and “River City”

A blue ribbon marked
First Thessalonians,
where he had underlined-
Be joyful always;

Hope and Heartbreak in Kyle
Seibel’s ‘“Hey You Assholes”

About four years ago I first encountered Kyle Seibel’'s work
while volunteering with this publication (Wrath-Bearing Tree).
He submitted a poignant animated story, “Lovebirds,” which
surprised and delighted me. It is unusual to experience
surprise let alone delight at my age when encountering new
fiction. This was during COVID. A vignette that didn’t beat
you over the head with meaning, the story unfolded in a way
that allowed the reader to experience the ups and the downs
(the hope and the heartbreak) without judgement. I enjoyed it
greatly.
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So it was that I became greatly excited when Kyle announced
that it was part of a book and that the book, Hey You
Assholes, had a publisher. That was a couple years later,
maybe 2022 or 2023. I bought five copies. The publisher
shuttered and I got no books.

Fast forward to early March of this year, when between
solicitations for money for progressive and reactionary causes
I found an email from Kyle telling me that the book had found
a new home and in fact was out in paperback.

I'm glad that there are still some honorable (and wise!) [#]
publishers out there, and that Kyle found one. Kyle sent me

a copy of Hey You Assholes, which I read with such pleasure
that I was moved to write this review. If some day he ever
finds the address of the publisher who stiffed him and me, I
only hope that he lets me know and has a seat in the car for
when we go on an appropriately misbegotten but emotionally
necessary mission of vengeance.

Kyle’s stories have that thing every writer hopes for: a
voice, a distinct identity, and a message. Some of the stories
in Hey You Assholes are very short, no more than a couple
pages, snapshots of some weird or messed up situation. Others
are proper short stories with a beginning, middle and end. All
of them bang.

He writes the kind of story I prefer in short fiction;
snapshots of an emotion or a situation. Usually the situation
is confused and involves a professional or personal
relationship; someone wants something that another person
can’t or won't give. Ambition and love thwarted. Few of the
stories are, like “Lovebirds,” optimistic or encouraging; most
of them follow people who derail themselves or who find
themselves betrayed. Many of Seibel’s protagonists remind me
of the main character and narrator in Denis Johnson’s Jesus
Son who just keeps fucking up, no matter how hard he wants to
succeed and improve. But they don’t give up.



Why would I review this for WBT? Have we turned into another
literary magazine, adrift from our original purpose and
mission? Absolutely not; Hey You Assholes was written by a
veteran (Seibel was in the Navy) and is full of stories set on
ships and in garrison; many characters and interactions are
informed by the mechanical logic of the service, which is a
time-honored fabric by which to weave the tapestry that is a
person’s experience of life. Reading about life on a boat, or
on the west coast of California, one cannot help but think
that these stories would be just at home in Carthage or
Athens; different settings for the wandering, weird life one
encounters while navigating a wandering and weird world.

It took me the better part of a Sunday to read Hey You
Assholes, and if you like books the way I do, you won’t regret
it. If you're strapped for time, keep it by your bedside and
read a story or two before going to bed. It will make you
laugh, and it will make you think. It will also support a good
publisher, which apparently is an increasingly rare thing in
this crazy world. In case you need more reasons to buy an
awesome book.

New Fiction by Matthew James
Jones: Excerpt from
Predators, Reapers, and
Deadlier Creatures

g

I'd been in Afghanistan for three months when I saw the woman
in the marketplace die. Thirty or forty men haggled the price
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of fruit as she skirted a low stone wall in her burka, stomach
swollen in late pregnancy. Our drone was hovering overhead,
studying the Pattern of Life, when the woman triggered the
bomb, which exploded in a white flash. The screen dimmed; we
saw her legs had been severed, nearly at the hip.

Commotion: the men in the market scrambled to aid her, pouring
water in her mouth, and we sent a helicopter, which landed in
the marketplace a few minutes later. The men formed a
protective circle around the dying woman. When the medics
climbed from the chopper with their kits and stretchers, the
villagers didn’t let them get close.

Minutes passed. The medics arguing with the villagers as the
woman’s mouth stretched into a black ‘0O’ and blood seeped into
the sand and we sipped coffee and cracked cruel jokes until
she died.

And I didn’'t even want to go here, because you can’t make
sense of the stupid awful waste of it no matter how you try.
But back then I hadn’t yet grown wise; after my shift, I
stumbled back to the barracks in the pre-dawn fog and sat on
the steps outside in the rear of the building to be alone.

I heard a whimper. A muted cough.

Pulled a little sailor’s flashlight from my pocket, spun
around, and poked my head under the steps. A black cavity
yawned—more than large enough for a person to crawl into the
building’s underbelly. I inched forward, flashlight piercing
the darkness, and discovered the Bigfoot.

On closer inspection: this was not a military-issued Bigfoot.
It had wormed its way into the corner beneath the shower room
where the floor got soggy and sagged. Shining my little light
up and down its hulking body, dozens of greasy frogs hopped
deeper into darkness. The creature huddled next to a
drainpipe, where marks in the fungi suggested it’d been
slurping the nourishing scum.



At first I had no idea what I was seeing: a bulkish white man-
shape snuffling in the dirt, enormous hands pressed over its
brow like the light was a welding torch. Thick fur tufts,
filthy and matted with sweat and frog oil. Some kind of
tremendous gorilla-bear, eyes glittering with intelligence,
whimpering and seeming to mouth language—what other word but
Bigfoot applies?

The flashlight nearly slipped in my sweaty palm. A voice in my
head told me to run, run far, sprint all the way back to
Canada. Another voice said, get your pistol out, fool, and I
complied, pulling my rusty 9mm from the holster, and flicking
off the safety.

The creature, seated in the cellar’s muck, peeked at me
through its fingers, big pooling blue eyes, fuzzy eyebrows
furrowing low, two great canine tusks jutting over a wolf-like
muzzle. It grovelled: the saddest Bigfoot I’'d ever seen, yet
also the happiest, since it was my first.

I tried to keep my voice steady, but it cracked anyway. “Are
you.. with the Taliban?”

To my surprise, it responded in a twangy English with a voice
deeper than a bear’s. “Shit, man. I ain’t with anythin’ ‘cept
a hundred frogs, and ‘bout four thousand fleas.”

“You’'re obviously not from around here.” I was looking at his
thick fur, orange and matted, with patches of white, freckled
skin peeking out. Summer in Kandahar the heat rises halfway to
boiling, and just a bit cooler at night. “How the hell did you
get onto the base?”

The Bigfoot hung its heavy head and sighed. “Took a nap on the
wrong plane.” It picked at a few rags that clung to its
shoulders, that might have once been a woolen scarf. “I’'m
havin’ a pretty shitty day on toppa whole stack of other
shitty days. I know ya gotta job to do, but please don’t shoot
me. Please.” He closed his eyes, waiting for the bullet, and



clasped his hairy- knuckled hands. “I know how I look but I
never wanted to hurt nobody.” His lower lip trembled.

It could not know that it was pleading for mercy from a drone
operator. That in the last month, I had seen eleven people
killed by missiles and bombs. I hadn’t ordered any of the
strikes, but I had facilitated each one by lining up assets
and passing information. If I hadn’t seen that woman die in
the marketplace, I would have wasted the freak. But watching
without being able to do anything had been the absolute worst
feeling, like a fabric in the chest tearing. Here was a living
creature who needed my help, and a chance to prove to myself I
was still capable of a good deed.

I took a whole sleeve of Saltine crackers, which my mother had
sent me in a morale box, and slid it, and two bottles of
water, into the crack at the back of the barracks, where his
eyes glittered in the dark.

I felt for him, the big bastard. He was hot in his pelt and
chomping the heads off frogs. “Don’t let anyone else hear you
crying,” I said. “I can’'t protect you. Avoid discovery.
Preserve water.”

The Bigfoot nodded its huge head in thanks.

I made a promise to tell this story, even if it hurts. There
will be drone strikes, monsters, barbed wire, and forbidden
love in bunkers. Once I was a giant but now I sit in the wake
of strength with the cripples. I have taken innocent life and
nearly destroyed myself in grief.

But the story starts with a kindness, and that matters.

Predators, Reapers, and Deadlier Creatures is available for
purchase on Amazon.
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New Interview with Matthew
James Jones

Black and White Noah

Predators, Reapers and Deadlier Creatures (PR&DC) 1is
unafraid to be funny about serious subjects. Can you
tell us some of the books that inspired you to write
something as unsettling and wry as PR&DC? Or do you see
it as a unique book in the history of military
literature? Or is “military literature” even a genre of
literature?

The humour of PR&DC has been one of the hardest things to
pitch — the cover looks like a conventional war story; the
back cover makes it sound like a surrealistic thriller. And it
is those things. But it’s also a profoundly satirical book.
All of the officer class is lampooned. I'm pretty sure the
Colonels merge in a blur of light, transforming into a four-
headed snake, which slithers up a vent. The pranks, the
teasing, the playful barbs: we had to make war funny to
survive it. Naturally, the humour darkens until it feels like
violence. Naturally, the laughing makes us ache and feel like
grabbing a shower after. Naturally, this was a thing we all
needed to undo when we got home, so that sacred things could
become sacred again.

One of my inspirations here 1is Slaughterhouse V, where
Vonnegut uses the device of “getting unstuck in time” to
undermine the chronology. Once he even erases the war
altogether, briefly. This makes perfect sense to me. Our
psyches circle traumatic experiences like unflushable turds
whirling. You're figuring out which brand of smoked tofu you
prefer when your body decides it’s back in the war, seizes up;
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everyone’s too close; you can club your way past six or seven
civvies easy, using a jug of maple syrup for a mace, leap the
checkout and dodge the police by scurrying up a tree. Right
there in that hippie organic supermarket, your breathing has
gone apeshit and your heart is hammering out of your chest. So
yeah, trauma is your very own fucking time machine so why not
put one into the story, in the interest of telling the truth?

Naturally, I could point to Catch 22 as the classic military
satire, again with its loops and loops. The bureaucracy
forever pushing the yardsticks back. There’s one scene in
PR&DC, an interrogation, which is basically an homage to Catch
22, though I don’t have the patience to circle around so much
as Heller circled, and I inverted the logic: the main
character Yossarian doesn’t want to embark on another bombing
run since he wants to be free of the fear of death. Jones, in
my book, fears death (the rocket attacks, the Taser Rapist,
the Shit Beast) but not as much as he fears killing. Both
Yossarian and Jones are pulled inexorably into deeper
complicity with the war, and so lose their agency to the
bureaucratic mechanisms that give the war its shape.

All that to say PR&DC is part of a longer humanist
conversation about war, which will and must continue so long
as war distorts us. So, forever.

PR&DC 1is uncannily prescient when it comes to our
current fitness moment, to somehow appreciate 1its
outsize role on military installations and Global War
on Terror (GWOT) culture. What role do you see physical
fitness playing in this novel? How does this connect to
your own experiences with mental health?

On one hand there’s the Army conditioning, exemplified by the
“Herculean abs” of the General himself, who promotes fitness
as the means to better, saner, stronger soldiers, who can work
longer hours, with worse food and less sleep. Others train to



boost personal power, dominate others, never feel like a
victim again. Another lifts because he feels like his head 1is
cracking apart, to numb and exhaust the body, to sleep without
dreams. There’s a lot of moving pieces in war — a lot of force
flowing. The civilians and soldiers both get swept up into the
momentum, become part of the mechanism, or its output. So we
train to feel in control of something even if our dominion
extends no farther than our grasp. One problem with the War On
Terror is we often felt we were fighting shadows. No wonder we
needed to lift literal concrete.

Ask my comrades who killed themselves how inextricable fitness
is from mental health. It still isn’t enough, naturally, but
even the most testosterone-poisoned soldier, girded with
fantasies of invincibility, permits himself to train the body.
Meanwhile he scoffs imperiously at therapy, believing the mind
is the only muscle born strong. Nagging feelings follow after
the war — he drinks. To avoid his rages, his wife takes the
kids away. Alone, he drinks harder — life becomes a wheel of
grinding mirrors. He takes a long long bath and stuffs the
shotgun in his mouth.

In a distant forest, we hear the recoil of our comrade’s death
— birds leap from their branches. So I started to train with
the fallen logs. No matter the cascade of bark chips and
centipedes. Lunge and circle the maple with a knobby trunk on
the shoulder — squat a stump. I lined the logs up side by side
like fallen soldiers. Other veterans started to join me on
these workouts, and so the log gym was born, a shrine.

Why do you think so much military fiction tends to be
strictly realistic or tend toward realism?

Because military service prunes creativity. That explains why
my students at the Ecole Militaire are trying to develop it so
hard — a necessary skill for high leadership, but scandalous
for underlings. If the purpose of art is to create emotions,



than who is less qualified than the soldier, whose culture
demands swift emotional amputation, often self-administered?
They worked hard to make us machines. The problem is it
doesn’t always take, or the life force cracks the sidewalk,
like a stubborn flower. This is why the war-poet is a rare
thing: the soldier who insisted on remaining whole.

I can expand further: you can describe horrors in detail but
only the ones who’ve also seen horrors know how it feels.
Naturally, 1in describing the emotions too obviously the
writing gets heavy-handed, showing. If you want to tell a
story with larger-than-life emotions, than you may have to
break the rules. And how boring, anyway, to create a world
entirely from your mind, like a book, and bind yourself in the
same constraints as our tedious earth. Imagination is for
breaking cages. That’s one of the ways we took ourselves out
of the war, by living it half in our heads. So, in my book I
wanted the reader to be always wondering, “is this the real
part or made up?”

You remember that scene in Full Metal Jacket where the
soldiers, so callously, dress up (and even name) one of the
fallen enemies? Soldiers often engage in this type of macabre
puppetry, yet the war-writer wants to work with a bit more
respect and self-awareness than this. All this realism makes
things feel more solemn, more like Hemingway. But soldiers
aren’t solemn.

The current American vice president dismissed the role
of other, non-U.S. countries in GWOT. The current
American president dismisses Canada as a sovereign
nation. How do you see PR&DC as part of this
conversation? Or do you?

Once upon a time, America was the light. You intervened all



over the world and stood against dictators, mashed democracy
down throats because, ironically, freedom mattered. We forgave
you that part of the American dream where you all wanted to be
idiot billionaires who lived without consequence — there’s
always someone else to blame. Now I slap anyone who cracks a

51°" state joke. Nobody’'s fucking laughing. My people went to
war when the planes struck the towers and America called on
us. I fought alongside my American brothers in Afghanistan —
fully integrated into an international force. I sent
helicopters to pick up your wounded.

The news never reached Vance that other countries fought in
your wars, despite the fucking Wikipedia article. Or pick up a
copy of my book if you want to feel it. Make America Curious
Again — you can start by learning who lost legs when those
roadside bombs burst. How we lost friends and it cracked our
minds like overpriced eggs. How, when we watered the desert
with our blood for more than ten years, we killed for you over
and over. And we died again and again.

America has suffered history’s greatest con — only the idiot
billionaires will escape consequence — the rest will pay the
price. The meeting with President Zelensky showed the world
that Trump is Putin’s ass-puppet. Only the dimmest refuse to
see this. Meanwhile, that great light that once lit the world
has guttered.

I know American veterans still cling to honour. The world
sorely needs your leadership to overthrow your ludicrous
pirate-king, who so gleefully sold your country to Russia.
Meanwhile, the idiot-billionaire class divvies the spoils,
and, in a climax of irony, calls the working people
“parasites.”

Ask any Canadian, particularly the veterans who fought in your
wars, how they feel.

It’s quite simple. You betrayed us.
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I especially enjoyed how PR&DC captures the sense that
we already know what is going to happen in a war story,
but knowledge of the event beforehand doesn’t make it
any less surprising. It also is stuck on one of the
central facts of war: We kill people in them. Why do
you think this is difficult for people to get their
head around? What does it say about people? Should we
celebrate our willful ignorance or condemn it?

Yes, the killing isn’t the surprise. It’'s what happens after
the killing, when the killed don’t stay properly dead. We
developed all these tools so that we wouldn’t feel the grief:
they weren’t even humans, just blurry, pixelated blobs. So
sure, foreshadow is one of the tricks up the sleeve, but I
wanted a proper haunting, rainbow handkerchiefs for miles, a
ghost that plagues the story and the point of telling. The
killing isn’t the surprise at all. The grief is the surprise.

I remember when I came back from Afghanistan and went back to
school for my MA. Many of my colleagues in peaceful Ottawa
questioned my service, like there was no way military service
of any sort could be honourable, even to aid a then-staunch
ally. “What’'s the point of having a military?” they wondered.
“The US will protect us.” Some bleated that they believed in
peace. I shake my head — no one wants peace harder than a
soldier.

Now our old protector is gone and Canada eats the bitter pill
of its own weakness. I personally don’t believe in war but I
went to make tough choices that only a feeling human could
navigate, not a killbot. After, I helped create training
modules for officers on the ethics of drone war.

Certainly, wars for oil or precious minerals are an
abomination of morality. Afghanistan, though? After 9/11,
overthrowing the (ruthless, backward) Taliban for sheltering
Al-Qaeda was justified. Only after a year or two in the war



did things start to get fucked up, when the war became a
bizarre act of post-colonial nation-building. We should have
left that place long ago. Or stayed forever.

All that to say, keeping your hands clean in life 1is a
tremendous privilege. Everyone who has a problem with my
service can go fuck his hat.

We noticed a lot of word play and fascination with
naming throughout. Can you expand on the importance of
nick names and naming in art and the military? Why did
you choose to include boxes that include the
definitions of words not usually defined in military
manuals?

The book functions as a sort of geometric proof on the theme
of dehumanization. So when the narrator meets Noah, the
“monster,” the steps towards shared humanity are small: first,
gender. Second, name. Third, an exchange of stories. And so
forth, in little nibbles, until Jones must accept Noah'’s
humanity (and indeed, friendship).

The honourable Major, concerned that killing is becoming “too
easy,” insists that all “targets” be given human names. At the
beginning, the name-game achieves its purpose, with semi-
plausible names chosen for the drone-strike victims. But soon
these names devolve into the names of famous betrayers, and
eventually, in the hyper-sexualized language of the killing,
the targets are all given “fuckable” names, like pornstars.

Your pirate king, Putin’s ass-puppet, plays the name-game very
well. He knows the power of the cruel, undermining nickname,
or the facetious sub-title, savage soundbytes. The bully’s
oldest trick: these names plant seeds in people’s minds.

You may also notice the fun I have with my own name. For the
last decade, this shitty, ubiquitous name has done me no



favours getting traction as a writer. Indeed, it’'s hard to
compete on Google with Matt Jones, NFL quarterback or Matt
Jones, cancer researcher or Matt Jones, homicidal madman. So I
had to own it, in the book — my common-ass name becomes a way
for me to speak for an experience beyond myself. We are
everyone. We are legion.

I enjoyed writing those little flash-fiction boxes, allowing
me to unpack complex issues like “rules of engagement” or
“escalation of force” for a civilian reader in a way that
appeared, visually, bureaucratic, like a military memo. I also
appreciate that my readers, like me, have an attention span of
twelve seconds so those formal interruptions give the mind a
pause, and allow me to dodge a boring info-dump. Finally, this
also became a place I could subvert — the boxes, through
edits, became wildly poetic spaces, sometimes confessional,
meta-narrative critiques, and/or zones of play.

Monsters play a large role in PR&DC, different kinds of
monsters, robotic, human, and monster monsters. Where
did this interest in the monstrous come from? Do you
see it as an allegory or as part of a certain literary
tradition? Why Sasquatch?

I think it’s a bit too tidy to reduce my Sasquatch to an
allegory or hallucination — Noah needs to be all these things
and also more. One of my most enjoyable games I played writing
this book was to prolong this debate as long as possible: is
he real?

The funny thing is — none of the characters in books are real.
I made everyone up; even the Jones character is a composite of
better, gentler humans, with a slice of a younger Matt thrown
in. I took the Major’'s beauty from a friend who killed
herself; her drive from a soldier I admired; her ethics from
another officer. Literally every character in every novel is a
word-puppet dancing on sentence strings, so let’s not get it



twisted.

The danger of a non-human character is naturally that it will
break the suspension of disbelief and readers will pop out of
the book with sour looks on their faces like they smelled a
fart. I say, if you want to write a character that doesn’t
seem real you have to double, nay triple, your efforts to make
them real. Noah has a voice, a history, a mythology, a
minutely described body.

And indeed, without him, it would just be a grizzly war story
with scene after scene of heartbreaking ultraviolence. It'’s
not the kind of book I’'d like to read and I doubt I would have
survived writing it. I wrote Noah to tell the story honestly.
I wrote Noah because he’s real.

Hold onto your asses: Jung writes about “the shadow” as the
part of our own psyche that we frantically repress. So, as
dudes we might repress our weakness or our cowardice or our
kinks, or anything else culture said was wrong. Our efforts to
hide our terrible qualities backfire; the things we flushed
into the poo pond resurface; Guantanamo Bay lurks just over
the horizon.

You might say the post-colonial legacy is a shadow of America.
You might say Canada’s is a smug, sanctimonious pacifism. You
might say the fact they got conned is a shadow of MAGA. Noah
takes it one step further — his shadow threatens to overwhelm
him constantly, but this is simply life. That 1s me writing
this and you reading this. Individual level but also our
nations and institutions.

It's the denial of the shadow that fucks us up. It’s the
successful integration that indicates we’ve grown wise and let
me argue this is the challenge of veterans everywhere. QOur
massive shadows, that deep world-weariness, the cynicism, the
black humour, the contempt for softness: it’s nearly
impossible to integrate. That’'s why coming home is so hard.



The deployment no-fraternization policy plays a large
role in PR&DC. So does sex. Why have there been so few
military books concerned with sex? Or willing to talk
about it in the honest ways that PR&DC does?

n

“Killing was quotidian, but touch was taboo.” Killing was
right and just and true, something that “made a difference.”
Meanwhile, even married couples, deployed together, were
expected to maintain professional distance, Kevlar chastity
belts. Not even allowed to soothe each other.

Science says monkeys fed from bottles dangling from wire
frames will always prefer the metal skeleton wrapped in fur
over bare steel. History says every time we dam the life-
impulse it explodes into something nastier — the chastity of
some infamous Catholic priests.

When I wrote PR&DC, it was under the working title “Drones.”
On one hand, yeah, I was nodding to Unmanned Aerial Vehicles.
On the other, it was to us — the humans — who weren’t actually
bees or ants in a hive, not controlled by the hive queen’s
megamind. A drone follows orders; a soldier, often, doesn’t. A
drone can kill without grief; a soldier, can’t.

Military culture strives to silence those empathy-producing
nodes in our minds that inhibit the killing. A human being is
more than a bundle of memorized processes that make murder
easy. We are more than complex weapons, speaking in a
sanitized language, feeling nothing. That’s how lovemaking
became a radical act. How it became sacred.

PR&DC makes use of glossaries and helpfully defines
military terms throughout, but also seems to be caught
on an essential failure to communicate on the part of



all the characters, maybe starting with the drones
themselves. Everyone often feels very 1lonely even
though they are together all the time. Why? How come
many veterans tend to remember deployments as moments
when they were not lonely?

Some soldiers can’t get enough of war. They keep running back
to it, like a rat to electrified cheese. Perhaps because the
civilian world is constantly screaming at soldiers to expose
their emotional worlds, and by the time the soldier has a tour
or two under his belt there’s a whole iceberg of pain under
the surface. But one can continue to incubate in the cocoon of
the war, surrounded by other numbed-out dudes, and so feel
nothing forever. Or this is the fantasy, until the soldier’s
personal life finally intrudes on his working life, the family
stands in for the shadow, embodying the repressed parts of
self, and spills into the waking world.

Or I'm projecting the loneliness thing. Maybe I was lonely in
war because I was an empath who got lost, took the wrong
plane, and ended up on Afghanistan by mistake. So naturally,
being surrounded by shut-down humans is lonely. Or maybe I was
lonely in war because I spent most of my twenties physically
enormous and so loneliness is a wound I carry everywhere. Or
blame the no-fraternization policy and the way we starved for
touch for no reason. The walls they set up between us. Or
maybe I worked the night shift, so the day-worker
infrastructure didn’'t accommodate. Or maybe the most
acceptable pastimes — video games, drinking, gambling, porn —
are profoundly numbing and disconnecting.

I always feel stupid saying “trigger warning” as I promote
this book, since there’s a freakin’ drone on the cover, but
there is also non-sacred sex: a brutal predator who preys on
men. There'’'s one character who seems to go willingly into this
situation, showing up a certain place and time, Stockholm
syndrome. That probably seems impossible until you take a good
look at America as the idiot billionaires busily dismantle the



protections for the working class. I saw on the news last week
they shut down the Department of Education. Because the
stupefaction of the people was only mostly complete, so I
guess you needed a little shove. The MAGAs are right on the
cusp now of realizing they’ve been duped, but look how they
cum so obligingly, and beg for a second and then a third
round, and shout down anyone who tries to intervene in their
ongoing rape.

Did I mention Canada has no interest in joining your
idiocracy?

I too have been haunted by the image of blurry bodies
running away from our drones on Tactical Operation
Centre (TOC) screens. Thank you for having the courage
to see through this story of one person on the far side
of the screen. It couldn’t have been easy to write
something as human and delightfully strange as PR&DC
after a deployment experience you yourself describe as
“an empty lake with jagged edges where nothing grows.”
Do you have any words of advice for any writers just
starting out on this journey? Whether back from a war
long ago or at the front line (or screen) of one right
now?

For veterans who want to write: any new craft takes seven
years for mastery — there are no shortcuts. I don’t give two
shits 1if your Commanding Officer praised your Progress
Evaluation Reports, or your boss gave you a hundred attaboys
for your incisive memos. Attend workshops (mine is monthly,
international, by-donation) and read books on craft. Bounce
your ideas off other writers and take their feedback. Go back
to school. Read every book in your genre. Stop flexing in the
mirror and try to look yourself in the eyes. Maybe you keep
sliding away from yourself. Maybe along the path you became an
emotional cripple, too. Water your withered wit with therapy,
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meditation, time in nature.

The goal, at some point, is to transition from being a veteran
who writes, into a writer who veterans. Somewhere along the
path you’ll find that writing, like any form of creativity, is
one of the paths to protect and foster your mental health,
too. You’'ll get so used to working through the knots in your
mind that when you finally sack up and sit in front of the
therapist, you’ll chunder a spray of trauma, half-digested
hotdog, and pure healing. I used that last oxford comma
because I'm still pissed off at America.

You don’t go into war with just a grenade, or just a sniper
rifle — you want the best tool for the situation. Grammar is
the same. Read “Eats Shoots and Leaves” and master the whole
grammar toolbox; thank me after. Stab yourself in the leg with
a ballpoint pen whenever you stumble into a comma splice, or
let a lazy double hyphen replace a dash. When you read a book
let a part of your mind hang loose, watching, observing,
noting, and carefully stealing twigs. Soon you will discover
all of life is a book and a sneaky magpie within builds a
nest.

I mentioned Noah, in PR&DC, is the only character who’'s real.
He’'s also one of the main storytellers. Finally, he suffers
enough and gives up the craft. He throws a soggy, severed arm
at the narrator and growls: “Stories don’t bring people back
to life.”

If you’ve lost some friends to war or suicide or whatever
else, let me repeat that it doesn’t matter how good you get in
craft — those friends are gone. “But I just want to see them
one more time,” you say. Fine, do whatever the fuck you want.
I know from experience you’ll be lonelier after. Maybe you
gotta dig your friend up a few hundred times and bury them
over and over to accept they’'re gone. Maybe you need to make a
shrine like I did.



Don’t let your writing give you an excuse not to heal. Stories
don’t bring people back to life.

Predators, Reapers, and Deadlier Creatures is available for
purchase on Amazon.
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New poetry by Ben White — “Cold” and “Cold II”

Learning to Fly: The Army and
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The Airborne Mafia

Sometimes in life, one experiences a shock or a revelation so
powerful that it stays with you for years. For me, one such
shock occurred at the Yavoriv training area 1in Western

Ukraine, in June of 2015, embedded with the 173" Airborne
Brigade, which was training about 2,000 members of Ukraine’s
National Guard. The shock was seeing Ukrainian troops (many of
whom had been rotated back to training from the front lines)
performing at a level of competence equal to or even exceeding
what I'd seen in U.S. forces during my time as an airborne

infantry officer (from 2006-08, with the 173"™).

[x]

Adrian and a former colleague from Afghanistan catching up at
Yavoriv circa 2015. Photo by Jack Crosbie.

The Ukrainians were unafraid of speed. Going door to door
clearing a village of “separatists” they demonstrated a
violence of action I hadn’t seen in years. These weren’t tier
1 units, they weren’t Delta or Rangers, they were regular
units, albeit those who’d already seen some combat. Their
practice runs were filled with the type of urgency and energy
every commander hopes for in troops on the offense. For the
first time, an assumption I had about Ukraine and Russia -
essentially, that Russia would inevitably win - was
challenged. Moreover, an assumption I'd had about American
military formations was challenged. When I tested that
assumption of mine, that the U.S. military was there to train
the badly equipped, demoralized, hapless Ukrainians, many

paratroopers with the 173™ confirmed my suspicion, stating
that they’d learned as much from the Ukrainians as they’d
taught them. Some paratroopers went further, saying that the
only thing Americans were really good for was as a delivery
mechanism for bullets, that this was all the Ukrainians
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needed.

That was a bit much; Ukrainians I spoke with were deeply

grateful for the training provided by the 173™. More than the
bullets, they were also grateful for the process that American
paratroopers used to approach training — backward planning,
the deliberate design of a program from the end result
(outcome) to the beginning inputs. That process, that ability
to project out desired results and carefully and
methodologically build up to them in a way that took the
trainees capabilities and desired end state into account, was
not something that was part of most Ukrainians’ experience.
The extent to which serious and deliberate training had ever
been part of the Red Army once upon a time had withered over

years of corruption and disuse. The 173", for its part, put
the lessons it learned from Ukrainians to excellent use,
compiling a remarkable document covered by author and
journalist Wesley Morgan in 2017.

There in Yavoriv, watching the Ukrainians train, and the 173™
Airborne Brigade train them, I thought about how suitable it
was for my former unit to be offering the training. It
occurred to me there that an effective military reflects the
culture and society of the country it serves, and also that a
culture and society supports a military that reflects its
values. There is a kind of virtuous harmony between the two. I

also thought then, remembering my own service with the 173",
how perfectly appropriate the airborne infantry (which prizes
decentralized authority for decision-making and mission
accomplishment) is for a people who prize democratic values
and value as much political and economic authority as possible
pushed down to the individual citizen level. Historically,
those armies have always punched far above their weight.

Rob Williams, a former paratrooper with the 173™ — who,
incidentally, deployed to Afghanistan at the same time that I
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did (2007-2008) though with the Brigade'’s 2" Battalion (I was

in its 1°' Battalion) — has written an excellent book
describing why and how that came to pass. The Airborne Mafia,
out this March through Cornell University Press, covers the
evolution of airborne operations from WWII to the present
moment. It also examines how a small group of airborne leaders
who emerged from WWII had an outsize effect on the shape and
culture of the U.S. Army (and indirectly, on the military)
after WWII.

B

Rob Williams’ new book explores how airborne leaders
during and after WWII shaped the Army, and the
military.

The history isn’t simple, but the connective tissue is clear.
Astonished by what it saw the Nazi military accomplish in WWII
with airborne power, from the Wehrmacht’s key (and tactically
unimpeachable) deployment during the initial blitzkrieg of
Belgium and the low countries to German paratroopers’ Phyrric
seizure of Crete, U.S. war planners became obsessed with
fielding their own airborne capabilities. Williams catalogues
the development of those forces in training and in war,
highlighting key lessons in combat from Salerno to Normandy
and beyond. These experiences formed the “seed” of the
Airborne mafia.

Over the coming decades, that seed, carried by those leaders
who had practiced airborne warfare in WWII (names with whom
military aficionados and airborne infantrymen are familiar,
including Gavin, Taylor, and Ridgeway) guided and advocated
for the evolution of that force within the Army even as they
defended it from hostile and competing influences, including
(I was surprised to learn) a recalcitrant Air Force that
wanted full control over all air assets but was actively
hostile to serving as a ferry for Army combat power it



believed technology had rendered obsolete.

Through Korea, Vietnam, and the Cold War, the key principles
of the airborne infantry (radical decentralization of mission
control down to the individual soldier level) were emphasized
and spread, until the active-duty military became, on a
certain fundamental philosophical level, indistinguishable
from an airborne unit. This was the case when I was in the
military on active duty, and as far as I can tell — again, on
a fundamental level — is the case today.

Moreover, though he doesn’t put too much weight on this
assertion (his focus is the airborne), Mr. Williams also makes
a credible case for the importance of the airborne and the
Airborne Mafia to the birth and growth of special operations.
Both formally in terms of capabilities, and also culturally in
the infusion of airborne noncommissioned officers into Rangers
and Special Forces during Vietnam (the sort of career path
described in Apocalypse Now), which in turn led to the
development of CAG and other elite formations that form the
heart of what people think of as America’s warrior elite, the
airborne was a vehicle that carried special operations forward
into the modern era.

The Airborne Mafia is a necessary work. Not only because it'’s
always necessary to lay out important information that'’s
visible with complete clarity in retrospect, but because in
describing how the Army came to embody the ideals of the
airborne infantry, Williams also offers a compelling defense

for the airborne going forward in the 21°" century. No force
save the Marines has come in for as much criticism as the
airborne; no force save the Marines has been faced with
extinction as many times. The critics of Marines and the
airborne are legion: too expensive, strategically unnecessary,
tactically wasteful, worse than useless. But those same
critics rarely (if ever) consider the upside. That upside:

that decentralized 21°" century warfare is most effectively



trained by the airborne, in the airborne, and 1s most
effectively prosecuted by leaders who have been raised and
trained in that “paratrooper” mentality. Paratroopers embody
combined arms warfare as much as they depend on it for
survival; they are at the heart of a modern and effective
combined arms force just as much as their leaders helped build
that force. Without them, that force will crumble; without
that combined arms military, the future of the United States
becomes uncertain.

I will take it a step further. While Mr. Williams does not say
it in the book, I believe the Airborne still has a role in the

conventional Army for the 21°" century as the airborne — that
20,000 or 30,000 paratroopers, descending from the sky by
parachute, can ruin an enemy’s defensive plans or blunt or
parry an enemy’s dangerous offensive operation. Recent hyper
fixation in certain quarters on special operations “Sicario”
style strike teams and the usual chorus of voices claiming
that technology (drones, missiles, etc.) have changed warfare
forever notwithstanding, I believe — I know — that so long as
the U.S. fields a healthy and capable airborne arm, that the
military is in good shape, and reflective of the democratic
values and principles our country still — for the moment
— holds dear. When we cannot take to the sky to descend at a
time and place of our choosing, it will be one more sign that
the days of the United States are numbered.

New Nonfiction by J. Malcolm
Garcia: And This Is No Matter
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What

The temperature on this Tuesday morning in Grants Pass,
Oregon, 1is edging up to ninety degrees as Helen Cruz and
Justin Wallace enter the J Street Camp. The cloudless sky is a
glazed, pale blue. Not surprising weather for late August,
Helen knows.

New Poetry by Layle Chambers:
“Becoming a Lighthouse #1;”
“You Find Wonders;” “Pilot
Air"”

cold laps the shore

no choice but to step in
stride out, stake my place
transmute into tower

New Poetry by Kathleen
Murdough: “He Signed Up”

“This is what he signed up for,”

my mother says when

my brother graduates from West Point.
He always wanted to be a soldier,
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so she and I pin the bars on his shoulders.

New Fiction by Eugene
Samolin: Narcissus Mask

(x]

Olly stood on a chair in his studio with a noose around his
neck. “I'll never love again,” he moaned. He stared at the
blank canvas in front of him. I love my paintings, he thought.
But they can’t love me back.

The empty canvas whispered: “Olly..”

He sniffed and slipped off the noose, deciding that he’d do
the right thing by the canvas and paint it before he died. A
last work to say goodbye to the world with. He trudged to his
bedroom, tucked under the covers, and drifted off to sleep..

It was night in the forest. He looked around. How did I get
here?

The sound of a lullaby echoed toward him from somewhere off in
the distance. Now he was moving through the foliage towards
it, and he came to a clearing in the woods, where a woman sang
the childlike hymn while sitting by a pond which reflected the
moonlight.

“Hello?” he asked.

Her song stopped; she turned around, revealing her face. Olly
gasped and sat upright in bed. He looked around his darkened
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bedroom as he regained consciousness and the dream faded from
memory. The sound of the lullaby persisted, though, echoing
into his bedroom from down the hall.

He untangled himself from his sheets, followed the tune to his
studio and switched on the light. A woman strolled around
inside the empty canvas, singing the same song that had
serenaded him in his sleep.

Olly was astonished. “Hello?”

She turned toward him, revealing a white mask with piercing
eyes and red lips over her face. “Hello?”

“How’d you get in there?” he marveled.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“What’s your name?” he asked. “I'm Olly.”

“Olly,” she said slowly. “Sounds familiar. I'm Ella.”

“Ella,” said Olly, scratching his head. “I think I remember
you, too. But I'm not sure where from.”

“What do you look like?” asked Ella. “I can’t see you.”
“What can you see?”
“I can see myself,” she said. “Through your eyes.”

“So we’'re both looking at you..” Olly pondered. “Can you take
off that mask?”

Ella struggled with the mask. “It’s stuck. What’s going on,
Olily?”

“I don’t know. But don’t worry-I'm an artist. We’ll figure
something out.”



Olly was at the exhibition opening the next day. The portraits
of heroes from Greek myth adorned the walls. Orpheus,
Aphrodite and Apollo stared into the room. Their eyes twinkled
triumphantly, pompously, mocking the frail imperfections of
their human onlookers from deified perches of immortality.

“What is it that inspires you to paint?” asked a journalist
from the local arts intelligentsia.

“I paint in order to know myself,” said Olly. The journalist
scrawled away in her notepad. “With every painting, I reach
inside and take a piece of myself and transmute it through my
paintbrush and onto the canvas.”

She laughed. “Nice metaphor.”

He nodded in all sincerity. “I'm serious. I picked up the
technique by accident when I did my portrait of da Vinci, and
apparently he used it on the Mona Lisa to paint a part of his
soul onto the paint, and that part is still alive today,
looking out at the crowds who come every day to admire and
adore her.”

The journalist pointed at Aphrodite. “So, is there a piece of
you inside this painting here?”

“As a matter of fact there is. There are several pieces,
actually, comprised of both organic and ethereal materials,
which-"

“Olly!” bellowed Bruno, lumbering boisterously in. He gripped
Olly’s hand and gave it a shake. “Keeping well?”

Olly nodded. “I’'ve got a new piece coming along.”

Bruno roared. “A new piece!” He smiled at the journalist.
“Good for your head, but not for your soul. I asked about your
soul. You, Olly, you. Are you keeping well? How is your soul?”

“That’s the thing I'm saying about this piece. I think I may



have raised the transmutation process to a whole new level.”
Bruno laughed incredulously.

“I'm serious, Bruno, there is something about this new
portrait. Otherworldly powers are at work.”

“That’s good,” said Bruno. “Now don’t forget, the Art Monthly
interview’s next week, yeah?”

Olly lit up. “Yes!”
“Then the Arts Festival fortnight after.”

“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that,” said Olly, beaming. “My
mind’s been wandering, lately.”

Bruno clapped him on the shoulder. Rolled up shirt revealed
strong biceps, he smiled nonchalantly, unsympathetic to Olly’s
mental alienation. “Olly, my good man, step back and smell the
roses once in a while, eh?”

Olly nodded. “Okay, I will. Thanks, Bruno.”

Olly burst into the apartment and raced into the studio.

“Olly!” cried Ella happily, and she danced a jig. “You're
home!”

Olly looked at her, still amazed at her appearance in his
canvas. He’'d half-expected her to not be here when he got
home, that she was a figment of his imagination, created by
his ego to counterbalance his manic depression and prevent the
loss of hope. But here she was, right before his eyes in the
canvas, with a mind of her own, completely outside the range
of his influence. He looked at her in amazement. “I figured it
out,” he said, slinking off his jacket.

“Hooray!” said Ella. “So tell me, what’s going on here?”



“Well, I learned this trick, see, where I can take a part of
myself, like an emotion, or an ideal, and transmute it into
the paint as it hits the canvas when I’'m painting a picture of
something, or someone.” He pushed the canvas containing Ella
into a position where he’d be able to look at her and another
portrait of Orpheus simultaneously. “See that portrait of
Orpheus?” he said, looking partially at Orpheus, who was
plucking his lute, and Ella, as he said it.

“Wow. Incredible,” said Ella softly.

“I'm going to put you right up next to him so you can hear
it.” Olly turned the canvas around and put it against the
canvas containing Orpheus so that they almost touched.

“Listen closely,” he said, pressing his ear up to the canvas
as he held Ella close to Orpheus. Ever so faintly the music
played; Orpheus plucked surreal melodies from his lute.

“Is that real?” asked Ella.

Olly nodded. “As I painted, I channeled my creative juices
through a filter of musical inspiration and released them into
every brush-stroke on that canvas. And as the painting
emerged, I could see those bits of myself, those parts that I
had infused into, over and on top of the actual paint, and I
listened closely and could hear the basic tone of the lutes
sound, the general rhythm of the melodies. And with that
feedback it became easier and easier to tap into that same
part of myself and get it out and onto the canvas, and so the
music emerged.”

“What did you imagine when you painted me?” asked Ella.

“Nothing, that’s the thing, I never painted you. But the other
night, I interacted with the canvas you’'re now a part of. I
loved it, in a way, loved it more than myself, which isn’t
much, but it was enough to keep me going another day. Even
though it was a canvas and incapable of love, and I'm a human,



we were nevertheless equal.”

She walked around in circles in the canvas, processing what
he’d said. “You’re brilliant,” she muttered, then she stopped.
“So I'm the part of you that loves.” She spread her arms: “The
best part of you!”

“I don’t think so,” said Olly.

“You said it yourself,” said Ella. “You put your last shred of
love into me. Beyond me, there’s no love left in you.”

Olly searched his feelings. He raised his eyebrows. The pain
was gone. And so was the love. There was nothing left of him
on the inside. No more creative juices. He was empty. ALl that
remained was his body, his outer shell. He patted his chest to
make sure it was there. “You might be right,” he said.

Ella nodded sympathetically. “You must feel horrible right
now, without me, without any of the good left in you. But even
though it seems to you like you’re all bad, it’s not the way
it is, because I'm the better part of you, and I love you more
then you love me. See?”

“Are you talking in riddles, now?”
She smiled self-indulgently. “I'm good, aren’t I?”

Olly chuckled. “You are good,” he said, looking up at her
shiftily, aware that she was watching him through his own
eyes; she couldn’t see the evil expression growing on his
face. “But the thing is, Ella, the thing is..everything happens
for a reason, yeah? I think the reason this has happened 1is
because, it’s like Bruno said, I need to focus on my soul. Do
some soul work. And now that my feelings are gone, and I no
longer care, believe it or not, strange though it may seem to
you, I think I like it better this way. I freed you, that'’s
what I did-I freed us, both of us.”

“What are you saying?” she asked.



“I think we're better off apart. It’s not you; it’'s me.”

She was incredulous. “I am you. You are me. Which means that
by loving you, you'’re loving yourself. And by denying me, I'm
denying me.”

He furrowed his brows. “That doesn’t make sense.”

n

“Trust me, it’'s true,” she said firmly. “You’re in denial. And
besides, what about me? Spare a thought for me, Olly. What am
I to do? Trapped in here, all alone, full of love, nothing to
do.” She watched herself through Olly’s eyes as she tried to
scratch away the canvas as a way of escape, to no avail.

n

“It's not my fault you got trapped in there,” he shrugged.
“Besides, you’ll be okay. I'll take care of you, entertain
you, like a pet. We’ll hang out together, I swear.”

She flushed with anger, furious at the turn of events. “It’s
your fault!” It took all her will, went against all her
instincts, to commit an act of emotional abuse against Olly
and deliberately turn away from him and ignore him. As she did
so, she lost her sight and simultaneously disappeared.

A lump caught in Olly’s throat. “Hey! Where’d you go?” She
didn’t respond, and Olly felt queasy, on the verge of
fainting, as parts of his soul were sucked into the empty
space left by his unanswered question and forever lost in the
void. Some kind of metaphysical connection existed between
himself and Ella in the canvas, now. In order for him to be
happy, Ella would need to be happy, too.

After a sleepless night, Olly entered his studio and
approached the canvas, which he tapped with his finger. “Ella?
Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

Silence. “I’'ve figured out a way to fix this situation,” he
said.



Ella turned around and appeared again. Despite the mask, she
was beautiful. “Really?”

“Sure. I don’t know how to get you out, but I think I can
transmute the rest of myself into the canvas as well.”

“You would do that for me?”

“I've realized that if you’'re not real, then I'm crazy. And if
you are real, then this way we can live together in perpetual
bliss, untroubled by the cares of the world. Either way, it'’s
a win-win.”

Ella thought about it. “For you it’s a win-win. But I’'ll be
stuck here, inside the painting,” she said. “And it won’t be
true love. We’ll only be loving our self.”

“You'll be loving me, actually. I'm going to paint myself in
as the landscape around you. I'll be your whole world, your
everything.”

“But 1t won’'t be reall!”

“Relax. You won’'t know the difference. It’ll be like a dream
for you, a beautiful dream.” Olly picked up his paintbrush and
began filling in the landscape around Ella. He decided to
paint her in a clearing in the forest by a pool. As he
painted, his body was transported into the canvas. He started
with the ground, and as it appeared on the canvas, his feet
disappeared from the studio.

“There has to be a better way,” said Ella, panicking. “A way
for me to get out of here and become a part of you again.”

“Isn’t this what you wanted?” said Olly. “To be together
again?”

“Not at the cost of our identity! Don’'t do it, Olly! You're
only trapping yourself.”



“I’ve thought about it,” he said as he painted away his legs
into the painting. “And I'm happy to settle for ignorant
bliss.” He began painting, singing the lullaby as he did, to
help ease Ella into a state of narcosis.

Tears welled in Ella’s eyelashes as she watched herself
through Olly’s eyes running around the canvas, looking for a
way to escape. Before long the foreground, replete with a deep
pond, was finished, and Olly began working on the thick
foliage of the forest in the background. His legs had all but
disappeared, and all that was left of him was his torso,
floating in the air. He sang happily as he brushed away.

Ella couldn’t help forgetting what was going on; the world
became more and more like a dream. She began to weep. The
tears that fell down her face began to wash away the mask she
wore in the painting, and her vision shifted from Olly’s eyes
to her own, gradually immersing her into the world of the
painting, where it seemed to her as if she was awakening from
a dream that she couldn’t remember.

Olly’'s arms had disappeared, now, and there was nothing left
but his head. He put the paintbrush in his mouth to paint the
last of himself into the canvas.

Ella looked around at the forest, dimly aware that something
wasn’t right, that she had to do something, to take some
action, to get out of here. The distant echo of Olly’'s voice
singing the lullaby momentarily triggered her memory, and she
realized what must be done. She calmly went to the pond and
knelt over it, seeing her face for the very first time. As she
peered at the reflection peering back at herself in the pond,
it all came flooding back, and she remembered how she’d gotten
here in the first place, how she’d come to set the trap so she
could be free, and it had gone according to plan. She smiled.
She was no longer afraid. She leaned into the pond and waited
till the final notes of the lullaby were being sung before
falling in and immersing herself into the loving embrace of



her own reflection.

Bruno swung his convertible around the corner and skidded to a
halt out the front of Olly’'s building. He grabbed his crowbar,
marched up the stairs to Olly’s apartment and knocked. “Olly?
You missed the Art Monthly interview, and the Fine Arts
Festival. What’'s going on?”

The light of the hallway flooded into the darkened apartment
as the door burst open and Bruno stepped in. “0lly?” The
apartment was silent. He turned down the hallway and marched
into the bedroom. Empty.

He went to the studio, switched on the light, and was struck
numb by the sight of Olly’s large face, which stared into
Bruno’s very core from the reflection of a pond within the
canvas.

Bruno clutched at his heart and dropped to his knees as Olly'’s
penetrating gaze pierced through the shell of Bruno’s
frustration and wrenched every last shred of empathy from him.
The air caught in his throat, rendering him incapable of
breath, and he kneeled there on the studio floor suffocating
for several interminably long seconds as his mind grappled
with the painting’s incomprehensible beauty. Olly wore a
singular look of sublime love that captured everything good in
humanity. His eyes twinkled triumphantly, mockingly, from a
perch of immortality, down upon Bruno, humbling him into a
crumpled lump of self-loathing that trembled piteously on the
studio floor.

Try as he might, he was unable to tear his eyes away. Tears
came unbidden to his eyes as he saw how impossibly short
humanity fell of the ideal represented by the integrity of
the young man’s face in the painting. He thought about how
he’d used Olly, how he’d taken him for granted, how he’d
secretly despised him, when all Olly had ever tried to do was



inspire people to build a better world for everyone. He was
wracked with a bout of guilt that shuddered over him 1in
heaving sobs, and he was swept away, far away from the
present, carried across an ocean of forgotten emotion, and
finally washed up on some distant shore, never to be the same
again.

Bruno tore his eyes from the canvas and looked back upon the
ordinary world, which appeared bland, lifeless, grim 1in
comparison to the timeless splendor of the painting. He
wheezed and wiped his tear-stained face with his sleeve as he
took the necessary time to compose himself before taking out
his phone and calling the authorities. “Hello, police? I'd
like to report a missing person.”

Weeks later, Olly’s self-portrait hung on the wall of an
expensive restaurant overcrowded with fancily dressed people
who chattered gaily.

Looking out from beneath the surface of the pond and into the
world beyond, he could see them all, dressed in their cocktail
suits and dresses, oblivious to all that lay outside the
boundless egotism of their own self-absorption. He heard the
timbre of their voices, but the words were all the same:
“Olly,” they mocked. “Olly-Olly-0lly-0lly-Olly.” Their faces,
too, were unknowable to him—every single one wore Narcissus'’
mask.

He called out to them, trying to help them to see true beauty,
to know the real love that was here for them in these layers
of paint, so they could escape from themselves and not need to
hide their true faces behind the grandiose facades they wore.
But the water muffled his screams, and the people laughed all
the harder at their own wit, their joy increasing inversely in
proportion to his suffering. He thrashed about wildly, trying
to move, trying to change, trying to do something, but it was



no use: he was unequivocally trapped beneath this watery
grave, irrevocably framed within the borders of this canvas,
immortalized indefinitely with this heroic expression on his
face, unable to ever close his eyes, to look away.

He wailed in unfathomable agony, “Ella!” and yearned with all
his might for the people he saw to give him even a cursory
glance, to take in just a portion of his quintessence, and
save him and themselves both. But they were so engrossed in
themselves, so taken in by their own quintessences, that even
when a pair of eyes chanced to look in his direction, they saw
nothing of him beyond the parts that reflected themselves.



