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“! know our daddy is making us a rocking horse for
when we get born. It is blue like the sea, the sea |
live in when | dream.”

—Leonora Desar, "Alice & Larissa"
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GHAZAL IN
GLASS

LUCY MADDUX
ALFORD

Leaves of the olives glinted there, crushed glass.
A broken sky flashed in the city's glass.

Passing through is a game of waiting, hemmed
for hours by conditioned air and glass—

paperless and cross-examined, to cross
a membrane of creek, the Jordan’s clouded glass.

Sky pales and clings to the face, the shoulders
of hills suddenly bare as broken glass.

Shards of territory carve up the sky—
same anthem: A palace of oil and glass

at my right hand; at my left, a nation
of torn paper, tents, tires. Dim looking glass—

divided at the nape, your darker face
turned always away, each socket a glass

dried in the sun. No rain wets your lips, no
breath moves the olives, ashen under glass.

1
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It’s over, here. There is no end in sight.
Amma unrolls her scarf, bright coiled conch. Glass

fragments fall from the sky. She binds the wound
in the olive’s root; a city’s cracked glass

renders her shorn braid bandage. It’s over.
No wind from the east, no birds glinting glass.

Sky reflects sky, the city the city.
The olive toils a braided root in glass

dust, fine as any Nile’s silt but barren
as Ramallah’s stilled vein, its blackened glass.

The poet scrolls these lines across a glass
screen, frozen in distance, barren as glass.

Alford
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THE EXTENT OF
FATHERLESSNESS - ALL
PERSONS, ALL TENSES

KENDRA ALLEN

Our men our daddies and the man we cannot keep are all the same
person

Our daddies ran away at birth—

to the outside world we look like immaculate conception. As if we just

appear in mass numbers to become the world's most hated rappers or

your favorite ball players

... as if we do not have an origin story
We are magnificent in ways that we don’t have fathers yet almost always,
we look exactly like our disappearing daddies.

They went away on crack binges / to Houston / some were stolen from us
/ they do not marry our mothers / some just go, we do not know where to
/ to jail / to hell, possibly. Some just didn’t care enough to get away; they
are in the same cities as us—my mama’s daddy lived forty-five minutes away
from her, her two sisters, and their brother until the day that he died.

We all, the aftermath / the children, connect with our runaways
innately. There are attitudes and noses and eyes and everything else that
our mamas used to love about them in our faces, in our bodies. We just
forgot that mama don’t love these things no more and no amount of soap
can wash their imprints off of us. We can’t scrub off the lies and make our
mamas feel better. We do not know what our real faces look like. We do
not know the actuality of anything.

3
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My daddy apologized to me once during Ludacris’ episode of Behind The
Music. Ludacris was describing the feeling he felt when his daughter was
born. He was explaining a necessity he had to always be in her life.

The lights in the room dimmed some.
He was explaining manhood.

The lights in the room dimmed some more.
He was verbalizing love.

The lights in the room dimmed some more.
He was explaining how he loved his child more than he loved being right.

Then the room we were in became dark.

My daddy said: I'm sorry that [ wasn’t there like I probably shoulda been

He probably was right
[ probably shoulda said: I forgive you

There isn’t one way to go about parenting black kids. A lot of us were
raised under the voice of a woman of some sort, a grandmother / a mama
/ an aunt, it really does take a village / women who, just like us, did not
have black men in their lives, so they tried to fill those empty spaces with
cornbread and cabbage.

They did not know what else to feed us.

The unsaid rule is: we can laugh and play around about our missing parent,
but no one else can. There are reoccurring jokes about our nonexistent
relationships with our daddies and how they leave / when they leave / why
they never fully return

Like: him going to the store and never coming back

Like: playing catch in the yard with an invisible man

Like: imagining conversations

Like: never attending a daddy and daughter dance

Like: him saying he will pick you up for the weekend and you are
overflowing out of your socks with joy that you wait for him all night until
you finally fall asleep on the couch

Allen 4
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Funny, only when they are coming out of the mouth of someone who can
relate, because these happenings are, more times than not, too true. The
kind of truth that makes you laugh with a pang of misplaced comfort. It

is too real. It is too real for black children to not have any communication
with their fathers. It is too real to be afraid to talk to your mama about him.
It is too real for some of us to not even know what he looks like.

For some little black girls and boys, we meet our daddies for the first time
deep inside of our adult lives. In these cases, maybe a child of our own, or
a series of unanswered questions about why we behave in the manner that
we do, will trigger us to reach out. We think we are missing something
important. We need to know why we were left with a bunch of women who
could not teach us balanced love.

This one thing is certain for all absentee black fathers (I have not wit-
nessed one to prove me wrong and I heart achingly wish for one to do so),
when you finally talk face to face, you will go through a process of disbelief,
a wave of rock bottom sadness and an ultimate high of disgust.

Your daddy, whom you haven'’t laid eyes on in over a decade. Your daddy,
who you see once a year and finally summoned up the courage to question.
Your daddy, who you are just meeting for the first time will say to you

a. it was your mother who kept him away (not in a literal sense but
in ways that attacked his ego)

b. he could not financially provide for you (he thinks that is his sole
purpose for your life)

c. the past is in the past (meaning he is afraid of you and what you
will say to him so he just wants you to forget it. he is saying do not
hold him accountable for something that has already happened but
he is not saying that things will change.)

d. (the worst one) he isn’t completely at fault, he cannot and will not
take the full blame, that you, the child, could have reached out too.

To him, who knows nothing about you except that you carry his last name,
will always believe that the phone works both ways
I guess he wants you to be his father too

Published by The Open Repository @ Binghamton (The ORB), 2015 15
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There is an episode of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air that I hate to love called
“Papa’s Got a Brand New Excuse.” In this episode Will’s distant daddy
decides to show up, sell his son dreams of a father/son connection and Will
is happy. We, the audience / the kids who are just like Will, are happy that
he got his father back too.
At the end of the episode when Will’s daddy inevitably lets him down for
what feels like the last time and Will is yelling that he doesn’t need him
because he learned how to drive / how to shave / how to fight without him
and yelling about how he endured fourteen birthdays without him and
never even received as much as a birthday card, he cries out TO HELL
WITH HIM!!!!  and we, the audience / the kids who are just like Will,
recite this scene verbatim, and bawl every time that it airs
We all share a silent group hug every time we see Will ask,

“how come he don’t want me man?”
[ try to internalize whether or not there are distinct differences between
fatherless black boys and fatherless black girls, whether one is affected
more severely. And all I can come up with is what we have in common
we both know of a man who strikingly resembles all of our flaws.
we both buy our mothers gifts on father's day.
we only acknowledge our fathers when we want to feel sorry for ourselves,
when we need someone to blame.
The similarity between fatherless black girls and boys is that we are both
affected to our disadvantage. We don't have the privilege of seeing stable
black men in our vicinities. Faithful black men. Godly black men. We don't
get to see black men taking care of black women, loving black women, pro-
tecting black women, raising black families. Loving their daughters, molding
their sons on a day to day basis.

We are already black, we cannot afford to be bastards too.
We need to be engaged in the lives of black men —not Michael Kyle from

My Wife & Kids, not Furious Styles from Boyz N The Hood, who are giving
us ideas of black fatherhood, who cannot have a realistic impact on our

Allen
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lives. We need to see black men in our families, in our homes, with loud
personalities and a firm sense of self, we need to see them make mistakes
and fix them.

We need to know that you are there.

When I was younger I used to take satisfaction in saying that not having
a serious father did not affect how I turned out. I took satisfaction in not
needing him, minimalism was enough. I didn’t even try to entertain the
practicalities of it all.

Until I realized that I could not modify my father's awareness was when I
began to forgive him. [ knew that his guilt would always be stronger than
his presence. | knew that his pride had always rubbed off on me.

Sometimes when we talk, there is a disconnect between him and his pain,
between him and his responsibility. A disconnect between him and his
truth. I hear about a similar pain in hip-hop / in poetry / in my daddy's
throat when he is trying to hold in his cries.

It is to be said that a lot of black fathers are living in fear of recreating their
own fatherless childhoods.

Jay-Z, for instance, wrote a song about the joys of new fatherhood
when his daughter was first born. It even had her happy voice in the back-
ground as theme music.

And then soon after, Jay-Z wrote a song about his realities when fatherhood
presented itself to him.

In "Jay-Z Blue" Jay interprets his own fatherless childhood and how it could
so easily happen to his own flesh and blood without warning. He says things

Like: Please don't judge me, only hugged the block, I thought my

daddy didn't love me

Like: I don’t wanna duplicate it. I seen my mom and pop drive each

other mothafuckin crazy and I got that nigga blood in me. I got
his ego and his temper, all I'm missing is the drugs in me

Like: Father never taught me how to be a father, treat a mother

Like: I don't wanna have to just repeat another, leave another baby

with no daddy

7
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This sensation doesn’t vary much. My daddy had a providing father in his
presence every day but that does not mean he had a man to model after. In
fewer words, he has communicated to me the same terrors of this song. So
has my cousin who has a daughter. So has my uncle who has a son. They
all consume the same hurts, yet how these men go about being fathers all
clash with one another—all crash into their offspring—all crumble into us
writing about it twenty years later.

For some odd reason after my daddy is mean to me, he asks me nicely am
I mad. I can depend on him to be worried if I hate him or not. I always say
no. He says he doesn't mean to be nasty. I repeat: I'm not mad

I don't get angry anymore. | am quite familiar with what he's capable of
giving...

Growing up. This is what I comprehended about black men. They were
beautiful too black and too strong, they were too majestic for this world.
They walked to a rhythm. Their skin was bronze like trophies and their
voices sounded like the bass in my trunk.

I knew I wanted one since [ was a child.

The black man is like the mecca no matter how many bad encoun-
ters I've had with one.  They are carved by the hands of God, they wear
crowns around their temples for protection.

I just didn't have anything in my personal life to compare my vision to.
There was no way I could have a black man for an extended period of time;
they were not mine to keep, they do not like confinement / obligation /
dependency. They are too hard and unwilling to break.

In Kiese Laymon's book How to Slowly Kill Yourselves and Others in
America, he hints on black fatherhood and the idea that black kids need
more than just black fathers in their lives in order to survive. He says,
"black children need waves of present, multifaceted love, not simply present
fathers." This is true and I agree, we need multiple forces of outside love,
but I also believe that we need love in the home in order to know how to
receive love secondarily. His notion of love being synonymous to survival, a

Allen 8

https://orb.binghamton.edu/harpurpalate/vol15/iss2/1




. Harpur Palate, Volume 15 Number 2, Winter & Spring 2015

carnal need, is a technique that fatherless children cannot comprehend, for
we cannot take love.
We fuck love up.

Black girls need fathers for this very reason. We need fathers to avoid look-
ing for one in boys most importantly / so that we won't be afraid of men /
so we can know how a man is supposed to treat us / so that we don't think
we need a man in order to be a woman / so that we won't end up on shows
like Love and Hip Hop / so we learn how to take direction / so we won't
mature into adult girls with distrustful hearts.

Black boys need fathers so that they will not grow into adult boys who
think women owe them something / so that they won't grow up to say that
they only date white girls because black women are "crazy" / so that they
won't grow up thinking that crying is an unmanly characteristic.

Black boys need black fathers so that they won't turn into another statistic.
We need multifaceted love but we also need simple, unconditional love so
that when we find someone to love on our own, it does not become hard to
decipher whether or not we are sorting out our daddy issues or if it is the
real thing.

My daddy once said that the women in my family cannot keep a man / we
run them off / we are too attached to the women in our family opposed to
the men we entertain. He remembers my family as a bad experience. I do
not know how to separate his experience with my family and his experience
with me—me and my mama compared notes and they feel the same

In Laymon's book, he also said that he is not the only black boy who real-
ized a long time ago that his mother and her mother and her mother’s
mother "needed loving, generous partners far more than [black boys]
needed present fathers." —my mama does not understand this, she is too
hard and unwilling to break. She is too strong to believe that she needed
help.

Some of us girls suffer a strong anxiety of meeting someone like our distant

9
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fathers—so much that we don't meet anyone at all. [ can't even get past the
second date without jumping to conclusions.

My mother never remarried after my daddy showed himself to be no
different than her father.

My grandmother never remarried after marrying an older, father like
figure.

My great-grandmother never remarried ... after the second time.

A genuine trust of the opposite sex is a distance.
Our peaks become a midpoint. |
We leave first. We never speak to the boys we like or the men we could |
have loved again.

It is not that we cannot keep a man, it is that we never learned how to be
kept, and I still don't know whether or not this is something that can be
reversed.

My daddy apologized to me once on a ride to Popeye’s to go get some
chicken. He dropped me off and said to not take his tone so literally.
when they leave, what I think they are saying is

let me go

don’t nothing grow here

Like: me
Like: me
Like: me
/ like you / like simple sentences / like roots that have not been watered

Allen 10
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SHE

MICHAEL
BAZZETT

was running from a witch and turned herself into a river
and now it’s winter and I'm sitting beside her, listening
to the ice groan like a wooden boat.

But no. No witch. No chase through dusky woods.
Only meth. And the girl drowned.

But that ice still groans like a boat turning on its rope
and [ want to climb aboard and feel it quaver
as we slip downstream.

11
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SPECTACLE

EMILY BENTON

Standing barefoot over hose and sidewalk,
we search the house across the street:

the doorway we never knocked has lost
its shape—the screen now off-screen, thrown

into the yard like a child’s plastic truck,
turned to ash by bittersweet orange

flames that lap against a new frame’s edge.
From this vantage point, all smoke is screened—

a kaleidoscopic gray like late-night Channel 3,
a haze we can’t help but watch, having risen

slowly from Sunday’s couch, half-reclined
to an afternoon inside, keeping to ourselves.

We don’t speak much—this gathering of old
and young, in house clothes and garden gloves,

with smartphones raised above the truck
that arrived ten minutes late to 15th Avenue—

Benton
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our public square formed by those whose
names we can’t recall, though didn’t we pass

them on our evening walks, though we knew
whose lawn went un-mowed for months.

When the water’s all but gone, we carry home
questions to whittle undone: Who cut

the screen? Who first breathed the fume
released by an object not meant to burn?

Who burned her palm reaching for the knob?
Who called the cops, the ambulance, the yellow

fire truck? Who leapt from his couch and ran
down the block, ax-in-hand, to save the children?

13
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CINDERELLA TURNS

COLLEEN CARIAS

[ tried to fit inside the tree you left me

atop I cried for you and father every dawn

the doves refused to pray they built a nest in ashes
I rolled in black until stones grew friendly
groveled the abandoned field gathered

nettles vines I stitched myself a castle garb

where birds would nest squirrels and fish lie

you said be good I heard be small be white be righteous
be autiful girl

nothing took

a walk at night blue tigers jostled to be near

me ran by day until my skin a purple hue
stretched until I could steal cloud from moon

now

[ wait for the carriage to come get me

what is taking so long good mother

fetch me

your golden slippers

Carias
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IS A
DANGEROUS
THING

COLLEEN
CARIAS

THE MILTON KESSLER MEMORIAL
PRIZE IN POETRY

16
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after HCA’s The Red Shoes

[ watched the street burn that night
signs for whitesonly come down
swastikas and militia march in its stead I saw
Selma girls in poodle skirts and Malcolm X glasses
Ferguson mothers fists tshirts black & white
I raised hands with the others unarmed I cried
Fat boys choked from asthma selling cigarettes boots
to their throats spit to their dignity
smokegrey hoodies guns  and I only wanted

to march in red sequined high heel shoes
dance & forget we was going nowhere
paint stars along the river
where the bend melts into the place we said we'd get to
[ watched gold and blue divide I said sister we have to fix this
I see men knuckles and fast trigger fingers I see fear
we need menstrual cycles to calm this down mother’s milk
to succor hot pepper hips bang off steam

[ watched my church burn that night
what do you mean I shall say grey
what do you mean I will look like the others

[ am crimson for a reason loveme hateme see
me | am ruby I love to dance and live for foolish holidays with hearts
[ hurt when I am cut when I bear a baby boy I like music that is loud
drum beats that vibrate inside my I like a maitai on the beach
different rums & a cherry I shouldn’t eat I won’t choke on cinders they

17
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gets in your hair and nostrils I should be sweet there
is a prince somewhere slippers somesay glass somesay sanguine
dancing with or without me I want to savor scarlet violin strings
Rothko swath broad strokes until the canvas holds the sunset sailing on
a saipan not splayed on concrete cheek-to-sidewalk grey not
starhandprints on Grauman’s Chinese Theatre marking where I gotten to
how many black hands

women not known
for their beauty they say shedevil say Norma Desmond old
sultry clinging onceuponatime beating
bosom native son you warned hold onto our rhythm holdon to
our yellow eyes and grape lips be loud mammy be hot dance until
the babies growed a garden full of fallen apples put

down your hands do not surrender say baby steps knees bloodied from

crawling say I watch my city burn tonight I will keep marching sing
and paint and procreate I am spinning until the country holds still [am
clicking my heels say take me home I am drowning Toto rock [ am
tree river lam not waking I see fires pirouettes toeshoes so I can
rest gazelles glancing on water [ beg you cut off my feet

arias 18
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DRIVING THROUGH
NAPPANEE, INDIANA

JUSTIN CARTER

In a half-mile stretch, we pass
three horse-drawn buggies,

my girlfriend & I driving

a rental across northern Indiana,
returning from a week in lowa—
visiting her parents & eating
gas station pizza & gas station
sandwiches— to Ohio, to more

& more weeks of roller items. This
is all I can think of when I see
the Amish man & the shiver

of his horse— can they enjoy
these things? Can they go

to Circle K & give a man $3.33
& receive, in return, two hot dogs,
chips, a fountain Coke—

pop, they call it up here—
though what I should consider
as | approach them this head-on
is how dim the lanterns hanging
from their hooks shine, how

I could have hit one of them if
I'd been checking Google Maps,

Carter
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& how this town both embraces

& denies— stores & stores

filled with jellies & dried meats
positioned next to the McDonald’s

& Wendy’s that they probably

can’t enter. I don’t know if God

says anything in the Bible about
processed foods, or Styrofoam cups,
but I do know I can’t stay here

long enough to find out. Too scared—
every sharp turn, I grab the palm
beside me as if [ want to say

brace yourself, because too many trees,
because we don’t know

if the shadows are hiding

the wooden wheels & their clacking
against the asphalt. I'm too petrified
of darkness, of swinging the car

too wide. We drive until

we’re almost out of gas, miles

& miles past Nappanee. We drive
until every store has a light pole

out front, every open sign

is neon, & for dinner we do it again—
reheated burritos from inside

Valero, thirty-two more ounces

of corn syrup for me

& a Red Bull for her. How unlucky
we’d be to never enjoy this.
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PUBLIC OUTCRY

CARRIE
CHAPPELL

stars stars stars dear carl
you make an inside out

i want to write this letter
to the girl who read your book

dear lost one losing why
not whistle dear stephen

why no epistles stephen carl
dear father dear man far

away in habits in pages folklore
is a bore i want to write this

to a chappell dear chapelle dear
airs of what i am

not a chorus of dear
carl carmer’s initials

initial here
initially what is spontaneous

what is forever
is the passionate

Chappell
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indifference of
blood dear blood blot

yourself on the shirt
of my back in certain

uncertain ways you do
not mean blood you do not

show the hand that unpicked
your image of no tongues

lines to ancestors
dear father dipping paper in

creeks dear girl sliding
in mud on creek beds sweet

tests tell me of my alkalinity
make of me a certificate of

my affinities bring me myself
show me the book of my ensemble

tell me to stop looking
for an outsider dear carl tell me

in a letter post haste carl
tell me once more of the stars

stars stars that the verses here are
mine not just a plot a shrine
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BY DEGREES

KRISTA
CHRISTENSEN

It was the grayness, mostly. The clammy waxiness of his skin, the
white crust settling into the corners of his mouth, the pained hoarseness
in his voice. But more than all this: the gray of his pallor, the seeping out
of his blood, the leaking out of his life, the ensuing flood that filled him. It
was how he’d moaned, “Feels like it’s... spreading,” how he’d butterflied
his fingers over his belly, how in that moment I saw right through his skin,
gazed deep into him, regarded his broken guts like I might observe writhing
minnows through a lake’s glassy sheen. And then it was that scene, run-
ning through and through and through my mind on endless repeat. I knew
it by the video clip that flickered in my brain, skipping and looping, that
damn cinderblock again and again. Something in him was damaged. Failing.
Ruptured.

Something within him had broken.

And then everything was breaking, splintering, shattering--the land-
scape of a marriage rending along fault lines invisible beneath his skin as
he disappeared by inches, fading from unsnapped photographs, fading from
my future like light at sunset. His waxy gray body lay heavy next to me, and
he was sliding away, ungraspable. Irretrievable.

There is an easy humanity to the Fahrenheit scale. When he
developed his temperature system in the early 18th century, Fahrenheit
placed the average human body temperature at 100 degrees. For his
zero, Fahrenheit used a frigorific mixture--a concoction that maintains its
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neither thawing nor freezing, molecules oscillating between physical states
in a sort of purgatory, engaged in a perpetual war between solid and liquid
where atoms constantly defect. Fahrenheit’s frigorific brew was a simple
brine: equal parts water, ice, and ammonium chloride. We humans, too, are
briny: simple yet elegant cocktails of water and salts and minerals--nothing,
really, but glorified electrical conduits.

When Celsius debuted his own scale, he, too, formed a frigorific
mixture on which to base his zero, yet he used just ice and water in precise
proportions to craft his perpetual half-winter. In the un-human Centigrade
system, 100 and 0 represent only the physical changes of water molecules:
the vaporized and the frozen. Though Americans spurn the Centigrade
system, it is so gracefully logical, so patently inarguable, so exquisite in its
uniformity. Water is so reliable, so regulated, so well behaved.

When I taught high school on Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula, the
December sun, rising like a sleepy teenager, peeked into my classroom
window as lunch period loomed; dusk settled just after school let out. One
winter day, when average highs hovered near zero, Gary lingered in my
classroom. His skin was a polished kind of brown, his cheekbones high, his
lips thick. Clad in black Chucks and a metal-studded sweatshirt, his gothic
style had a homemade feel. Sweeping his hipster bangs out of his face, he
moved for the door, and I asked whether he had a ride.

“Nah, Miss HC, I'm walking,” he replied, lilting over each syllable in
that trademark native cadence, softening o0’s and lingering on ng’s.

[ raised my eyebrows. “How far do you have to walk?”

“Not far. It's maybe two miles to my uncle’s.” Gary gestured east, into
the gray beyond the glass door.

“Gary,” | admonished, “it’s like five degrees out. And windy.”

“Don’t worry, Miss HC, I'll be fine. 'm native.” With that, he was gone.
The following morning, he was back in class, digits intact.

In fact, at 0°F and light wind, hypothermia takes over half an hour to
begin its waxy reign of terror. At -30°F, it might take fifteen or twenty min-
utes. Even so, Alaskans count on the cold, relying on it like an old, hoary
friend. Though it can be inconvenient, uncomfortable, even dangerous,
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consistency breeds affinity. The cold provides mechanisms for survival,
despite its hazards. We all need something to rely on.

Humanity’s doughy, fur-free skin shows we don’t typically adapt
physically for our survival. A rare example of human physical adaptation
is vasoconstriction: a biological response to cold in which veins in the face
and extremities shrink, conserving warmth and averting hypothermia, and a
feature unique to Yupik, Inuit and Athabaskan people. Gary counted on his
shrinking capillaries to preserve him on his winter walk, and they did not
fail him.

Frigid air, when inhaled at sub-zero temps, freezes the mucinous
membranes within the nose, stiffening each hair, scraping dry the trachea,
sifting breath’s moisture into dissipated smoke. The secret danger of the
cold is not air, however, but water. With its multiplicity of material states,
water cradles winter’s danger in its icy grasp. As liquid, hydrogen and
oxygen slide and whirl like herring, yet seize into a rigid lattice at precisely
32°F. At that point, what slipped and slid on a molecular level becomes, in
its rigidity, even more slick on a physical level.

For millennia, we humans have managed to survive cold tempera-
tures by our wits, using behavioral rather than biological adaptations, the
most significant of which is constructed shelter. This is not a solely human
endeavor: hares, mice, voles—many small mammals—survive winter by bur-
rowing into the subnivean zone, a semi-permanent layer of snow that forms
in cold climates. Snow differs significantly from ice, though both form from
water at 32°F. As snow drifts and settles, the particles of frozen water trap
air between them, transforming it into an insulating comfort.

This property of snow did not escape the witty human thousands of
years ago. In just a few hours, an Inuit huntsman can craft an iglu: a shelter
that capitalizes on subnivean physics. An iglu works because the blocks
of snow congeal together, retaining their snowiness outside the structure,
where molecules of frozen water and trapped air contain the heat gener-
ated inside. Yet within, where a semi-hairless human sits exhaling his nearly
100°F breath, perhaps even builds a fire, the nearer molecules revert to
water: the interior of the iglu melts, just a little. As the snowy exterior of
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battles this heat, the interior refreezes, but when it does, the molecules
resolve themselves into ice, not snow.

This is the graceful, delicate beauty of the iglu: its stasis, almost
frigorific in its delicate balance. Two states of frozen water butt against one
another, locked in a perpetual and symbiotic cycle. Inside, the iglu takes on
a glossy sheen; the downy snow gives way to a hard, icy polish.

When I taught high school on the Kenai Peninsula, in the early
months of 2013, dog mushers lamented as race upon race was cancelled
due to weather. Unseasonable heat caused the dependable snow and ice to
shift and adjust in unpredictable ways. Crevasses spontaneously opened up
beneath a sled team, wide maws set to gorge on fallen victims. River cross-
ings, usually thick and solid, were instead a transparent green, papered in
a few frozen centimeters of ice shredded sharp by thawing and refreezing,
jagged like shattered auto glass.

The warm weather inconvenienced me too; we canceled our annual
snowshoe trip that routed straight across a lake in the nearby Wildlife
Refuge. Days from December, ice that should have been a foot thick was
instead a few thin inches topped with a slush of meltwater. My students
were crestfallen as cross country ski meets were cancelled and family
snowmachining trips deferred. Pithy television forecasters named it the
“Pineapple Express,” a warm current of air sweeping up from Hawai'i.
Usually that warm, moist air bumped against the coastal ranges that trim
the middle edge of North America like rickrack on a child’s dress, where
it gathered moisture and drizzled it down over stretches of temperate rain
forest. Instead, mid-winter thaws flooded our streets, gutters clogging with
half-melt that crusted solid overnight.

That February, snowpack across Alaska was a fraction of average. In
Anchorage, less than a third of the normal amount had accumulated; north
of Fairbanks was a fifth of normal. Mushers on the Kenai traded dogsleds
for ATVs. The Iditarod race, crown jewel of dog mushing, was rerouted at
the last minute to avoid passes and crossings made dangerous in warmth.

The same physical change that kept generations of Alaska Natives
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cozy converted roads into rinks that February. At 33°F, rigidly aligned
water molecules react predictably. Unlike wheels on ice.

On the 6th, at four in the afternoon, after kissing his family goodbye,
my husband Leif climbed into our F-350 Crew Cab. Moments later, as |
nursed our baby, my neighbor tromped to my door through dense, thawing
snow. Unable to get through on our internet phone, Leif had called her. His
voice was tight, a shaken drink struggling to stay within safe walls of glass.
“Im so sorry, babe. I got in a wreck. The truck’s totaled. 'm okay though.”

“It's an F-350, dude,” I said, sure he was exaggerating. “It can’t possi-
bly be totaled.” I could not imagine that brutish vehicle a wreck; at five-foot-
two, my feet barely reached the pedals.

“Um, yeah-it's totaled,” he answered flatly. “I slid on the ice. I got hit.
The medics say to get checked at the hospital.”

“The hospital! You said you felt fine! Are you really okay?” I shifted
the baby to my other hip, pressed the phone into my ear, listened through
the buzz of activity behind Leif. My neighbor hovered awkwardly.

“Yeah, I'm fine. It's just routine. I mean, it hurts, but Pm fine. I might
have a cracked rib or something is all.”

In Alaska, there are plenty of ways to die. Mauled by a bear is usually
a tourist’s first thought, though in reality, bears would rather leave and let
be. Getting trampled by a moose is actually more likely; moose are surpris-
ingly aggressive, and males weigh more than half a ton. Sometimes cyclists,
pedaling the Alcan or Canadian Rockies, are chased down by wolves. A
cyclist looks remarkably like a cantering moose or caribou calf, I suppose.
Murder, especially at the hands of a lover, is another tragic possibility:
Alaska consistently tops charts with its high rates of domestic assault and
forcible rape. Booze is another likelihood, since the state ranks in the top
five for alcohol related deaths, and leads the nation in incidences of Fetal
Alcohol Syndrome. There’s exposure too, which, though obvious, is argu-
ably the saddest way to die, as an abandoned heap of cold, bloodless flesh.
Don’t underestimate drowning, either: Alaska has the longest coastline
of all fifty states, and dangerously frigid waterways, even at the height of
summer.
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When I taught high school on the Kenai Peninsula, we teachers, on a
given Saturday, piled into the school library for mandatory First Aid recer-
tification. It was a simple matter: there was a video cassette, a relic at nearly
thirty years old, dated by the clothes on its B-rate actors. There were scenes
depicting heart attacks, dislocations, splints and tourniquets. There were
falls from high rolling chairs and foolish custodians mixing ammonia and
bleach. Yet | remember most the construction crew: a man in the driver’s
seat of a pick-up, his coworker in the truck bed filled with pallets of cinder
blocks. I remember the driver slamming the brakes, remember a cinder
block careening into the co-worker’s belly. I remember the bulleted points
rising over the paused scene in bright yellow Arial font:

Indications of Shock

*  Rapid, irregular pulse

¢ Cool, clammy skin

*  Shallow breathing

¢ Lightheadedness
I remember the injured actor’s twitching frame, his ashen skin, his trem-
bling hands. The driver-actor hovered over him, a model of concerned
friendship.

Later, our school nurse would haul in the Annies, plastic human
torsos at whom we would kneel as if for absolution, whose pale chests
we would, one by one, forcefully compress, counting out breathily,
“Onetwothreefour...” We would tuck into Annie’s face and exhale heavily,
twice, eyes on the cream colored plastic chest, watching for the rise and fall
that told us our residual oxygen would be enough to keep an unconscious
human alive. Afterward, we would fill in our own certificates and get on
with the rest of our Saturday.

Leif had more than a simple cracked rib, although there were two of
those. Beneath his unbruised skin pulsed a crushed organ, spewing blood
by the liter into his abdominal cavity. There was also a doctor who refused
to give him a CT scan, who tried to send me home with a man leaking life, a
man going into shock, a man dying slowly, by degrees. A man who needed
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not one, but two separate blood transfusions to survive. A man who earned
his footlong scar, jagged skin stapled over the hole through which his rup-
tured spleen was finally evacuated.

Once Leif returned from surgery, skin gray and rubbery, he lay
ensconced, immobile amidst a tangle of tubes and a sea of monitors blipping
and blinking a perpetual certification of his life. It was deep morning, per-
haps three, and I'd finally succeeded in getting the baby to sleep, propping
him between the cushions of the window seat that doubled as a spousal
bed. I was not sleeping when our sole cell phone rang. I'd texted Judy, Leif’s
mother, during the hours in Emergency, knowing she wouldn’t respond for
hours. Florida is half a work day ahead of Alaska, and today it was half a
world away. Hoping not to disturb either sleeper, I tiptoed to the hallway,
stood peering through the observation window into the room, watching two
chests rise and fall.

“Is he okay?” Judy’s voice cracked.

“Yes, he’s out of surgery. We're in Intensive Care.”

“Oh Jesus.” She inhaled, and I pictured her, through the fog of
distance, sweeping her hand down her face, nervously tugging her nose
sideways. “You guys have to get the fuck out of Alaska,” she blurted.

“I know,” I said. It was all I could think of to say.

For humans, the adaptation-the definitive indicator--of intellectual
superiority is the wheel. From pulleys to gears to tires, this simple machine
accomplishes much with little energy. The earliest wheel is five thousand
years old, from Mesopotamia; other models arose in Greece, China, Arabia,
Central America. These locations all share one quality: they lie at or below
the 45th parallel. The combination of wheel and axle is utterly insufficient
for transportation through wintry climes.

For a wheel to move weight, there is just one physical requirement:
friction. But on ice, friction is a farce. The wheels beneath a barreling ton
of steel and chrome slide perpetually, catching and losing and catching and
losing traction over roads slimy with the congealed snot of sludgy auto-
grime and churned ice. During winter warm spells, the few roads that score
Alaska’s face become the huntsman’s iglu in reverse. The topmost layer of
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ice and snow on the road melts like the innermost layer of the iglu melts.
Beneath this, a substantial layer of ice remains, refreezing meltwater from
below, and after dark, when temperatures plummet, the roads harden into a
freshly Zambonied rink.

When Judy finally deplaned at the tiny Kenai airport two days later,
she squeezed me tightly. “They had to give him another liter of blood last
night,” I reported. “He’s sprung a fever, too, so he’s on some new meds,

I guess. It snowed pretty heavy last night, I couldn’t get back to him.” My
throat swelled; I had watched the sticky wet stuff fall to earth in clumps,
and feared to risk another accident getting to him.

“It's gonna be okay.” Judy gripped my arm, face gentle and earnest
beneath her short chrome hair.

“I know,” I lied. My empty bed last night was filled with nightmares of
crushed metal, of swirling blood, of IV poles and monitor lights.

The following day, semi-coherent after seventy-two hours’ recovery,
Leif deployed Judy and I from his bed in Intensive Care. Our mission: clear
out the truck before the adjuster came to total it. “Be sure to get the jumper
cables. They were under the bench in the back. And also my fishing rod.
And don’t forget the ratchet straps.”

The sun was early-afternoon bright when Judy and I pulled into the
Reddi Towing. Even from the parking lot, the truck appeared folded in half.
At the time of collision, the icy road, prodded into melting by the warm air
above and cycled back into freezing by the cold beneath, had relinquished
whatever traction the truck’s wheels held. It had drifted into a spin, out of
control, slipping first into the center lane and then into oncoming traffic.
The SUV that slammed into it at forty-five had done so perpendicularly, so
that the truck had wrapped itself around it, mimicked the clutching arms of
a desperate lover, or the clinging of a sullen child.

Pulled by a macabre sense of awe and horror, I trudged swiftly to the
vehicle through knee-deep snow, leaving Judy in my wake. The driver side
doors swung open easily, but the passenger seat, where [ usually sat, was
virtually gone; the crushed door abutted the center console. The two car-
seats on the bench behind it had crumbled; bits of plastic from their frames
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littered a cab already strewn with glass and debris.
It was I, and the children, who would have faded from our future’s
photographs.

Judy appeared behind me. “Holy shit,” she said. [ nodded.
The rod was a goner, and though I braced my legs and tugged, neither
strap nor cables could be dislodged. The crumpled chassis had pinned
every item Leif stored beneath the bench. At the hospital, Leif clucked and
humphed at our empty hands, disappointed in his blissful ignorance, while
later I fished shards of auto glass from my thumb knuckle with stain-
less steel tweezers. Outside, thawing ice cracked and split; melting snow
sloughed off the roof, thudding to earth. Behind my eyelids floated images
of twisted metal, wrinkled like a dryer-hot bedsheet left unfolded.

When I taught high school on the Kenai Peninsula, a former student
of mine drove down the local highway. Brittany, with her dyed-black hair
and pale skin, her wide smile and ready laugh, had struggled in school. We
were all pleased, none more than Brittany herself, that she managed to pass
my class and all her others, had been permitted to don the billowy gown
and shake the principal’s hand in her rite-of-passage to adulthood. The time
was perhaps seven, but since the envelope of darkness descends so prema-
turely in Alaskan winters, it was deeply black over the unlit highway. Her
Dodge Neon, petite and cream-colored and fragile, echoed the image of its
young driver.

I don’t know which vehicle first slipped into a spin-—-a merciless,
unyielding spiral--and collided with the other, but I do know the impact
rendered the Neon unrecognizable, and Brittany lifeless. In such instances,
law officers and claims adjusters agree on one term: fault. Someone screwed
up here, drove unsafely, made a dumb decision, and now, people are dead.
Justice must be served. Blame must be assigned. There is no category on
the checklist for a purely weather-related accident.

Yet this is the way it goes in Alaska. Brittany wasn’t the only student
[ ever lost. The following summer, two daughters, two friends, and a father
set out for an afternoon on Tustemena Lake. When the weather turned, the
boat swamped, sending all five into the numbingly cold water. Only three
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made it the two miles to lake shore: one sixteen-year-old girl gone and two
girls left fatherless.
This is the way it goes in Alaska.

Each time I brought up the idea of moving, Leif’s temper flared. He
was exhausted by his slow recovery, by his follow up appointments, by
his continued efforts to finish his semester. I knew his class work left him
drained each night. Still, I couldn’t stop myself.

“Do we really need to go over this again?” he sighed. “We’re not
moving.”

“But it’s a sign,” | whined.

“What is?”

“This! You! Everything!” I gesticulated wildly over him, over his blan-
keted lap, his incentive spirometer, his vials of painkillers. “We said we’d
be here two years, tops, and now, it’s been almost four! We don’t even like
living in Alaska!”

“I like the fishing,” he grunted, face placid in the wake of my tantrum.

[ huffed, fumed, stormed out. But the next week, I was picking the
scab, peeling the raw discussion open again.

The following winter, I taught high school in the mountains of North
Carolina, when the East Coast shuddered beneath what meteorologists
termed the “Polar Vortex.” News outlets from Maine to Mississippi ran non-
stop alerts on the dangers of sub-zero temps. A person could die in such
cold.

Don’t I know it.

At the time, no snow peppered the ground, but temps hovered just
below 0°F. School was cancelled repeatedly due the extreme weather, but
teachers were still required to report. After such a day, I returned home,
to Leif and our two children. Spleen-less for almost a year, Leif greeted
me with the embrace I had cherished by inches in the months after the
accident. The children swirled around us, each eager to share what extrava-
gances Dad had allowed them on today’s “snow” day. After dinner, Leif and
[ sat; two glasses of Merlot stood guard between us as the children chased
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balloons, batting them with foam swords, inches from knocking over lamps
and picture frames.

“So, anything good today?” Leif asked.

“Just chatting with my principal,” I replied. “Y'all must think this is ter-
ribly backward, comin’ from Alaska” | imitated her southern drawl, still a
novelty after six months in the South. “Y’all probably don’t close school for
anything up there!”

Leif's mouth spread into a bemused smile.“What'd you say?”

“Told her about Kai’s kindergarten. How they went out for recess
until minus ten.” I sipped wine and smirked. “She said,” [ put on my
drawl again, “Well, I bet you think we'’re just silly closin’ over a little cold
weather” 1 set my glass down and sighed, remembering. “I told her no way.

People in Alaska don’t mess with cold. That shit'll kill you.”

Leif’s voice dropped an octave. “Yep.”

[ told her how it isn’t just cold that's dangerous, though,” I continued,
voice lower now as I eased into the past. “How zero might seem pretty bad
here, but thirty-five in February--now that’s dangerous.” I reached for him,
wiggling my hand under his shirt, fingering his scar. He drew me close and
laid his lips on my forehead. Nearby, our children whooped and squealed in
a cabin-fevered frenzy.
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THE ELEPHANT
ROCKS

CLAYTON
CLARK

grow sumac in their dirt deposits. Rain-filled
depressions harbor tadpoles and mosquito larvae
like half-wombs. Hiking boulder to boulder

and slipping through chasms, the space between
downcut by water like a saw, we are not
alone here. Lichens green the gray-red granite

in crusts of algo-fungal marriage, and our friends
are getting divorced already. I thought we all agreed
to spurn our parents’ cleaving, though who hasn’t

outlived something he believed in? Scientists posit
the sun, in advanced age, will devour so much fuel
it burns this all to hell. We must rethink the myths

of our engagement: we committed to consume
each other till we're cold. Had I known my body
a natural resource, I would’ve better tended it

for you. Spring peepers animate the path before us,
so we retreat to barren granite where death is less
probable. These huddled stones, once magmatic,
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weren’t always outcrop. Overlying rock abrades
in time, but now the overlying rock, Elephant
Rocks are conserved from quarrying but exposed

to rain. [ want us to begin by seeing everything
will be exhausted, so on a timeline long enough
no one’s jilted. Like the fulsome crop of elephant ears

you admired at the rocks’ end, enjoying our distance
from a star, when we start underground we break
the surface sharing our devotion to the sun.
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SEED TICK: A
PALIMPSEST

CLAYTON
CLARK

Our state issued a policy of executing inmates
with straight pentobarbital, same as vets

put down sick dogs. Unable to keep oxygenated
blood in its brain, our dog would pass out

from excitement, the vet blaming these anoxic
events on nodes that mushroomed from each
failing organ. To the end I'd like to remain
useful to you, but given my family history

of apoplexy, let’s not count on it. If when

you can no longer see my name in this body
they still won’t let a person choose his end,
please leave me. It’s the time of year

for accidental deaths. A boy drowned last summer,
and boaters found his body surfaced miles
downriver. The parents tried to donate his organs
and tissues, but waterlogged cells are helpful

to no one. So give what you can then burn

me down and dump the dust into a river
because you know how much I've tried to be
everything to everyone. Remember the time
we saw a bull elk ahead on the hiking path?
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You dashed downhill, and I followed you across

the bottoms to a riverbank. Crouched among
sawtoothed boulders, we listened through the water
roiling behind us, but all that ever tried to hurt us
were seed ticks we found crawling up our shoes,
heedless of the poison we’d sprayed on our legs.
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DIRECTIVE FOR
ASCENSION

Let the words we frame and chisel contain

the same language of those before and those

to come. If this moment is a place, let rain drift

to an elsewhere. Let our arrivals rise up

like the Estivant Pines. Let atoms

be atoms. Let song be song. If a moment

gone-by does not <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>