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DEATH IN UNKNOWN THROATS

D on shot himself in the pews of the Monroe Community Hospital Chapel. It

was a Sunday. The chapel was empty. I was out of bed well before I thought,
this night will not be normal. It was 10:32. Janine was reading a magazine. I was
reading, naked. This suicide, the news, was Joyce's scrotumtightening sea;
ungodly information hit our shores each time the phone rang. They falked all
Saturday night, from Janine's mom. Don and Janine's best friend, Sarah, were to
be married on September 17. Now Sunday, August 21. Sarah had thought next
year was resolved. It was settled. They'd move to Detroit. I stood just behind
Janine, my large contours showing around her small frame in the bedroom
mirror. Janine covered the mouthpiece - her friend Amy now - turned,
mouthing, Don made her french foast. 1 pictured Don and Sarah eating french toast
at 5:00 a.m.. I don't know if they were naked or clothed. Our bedroom mirror
stops at the pubic line. For Janine, just at midriff. The drop kept pulling me
back. It was all wrong. Don was going for a walk. Janine got off the phone with
Amy and told me Don said he was going for a walk. He'd be back. But she
knew, Janine said. It took a couple of hours, but eventually Sarah just knew.
Called the police. I don't know what they said. Don was religious. Maybe they
started at the churches. Where do you start? As the night wore on information
flowed in dribbles and rushes: he wore dress shoes for the walk, no note,
dressed deliberately, didn't kiss Sarah before leaving. But the gun remained a
mystery. He had no gun. Sarah said. His roommate Jack said. No gun. But the
nurses, staff, physicians, patients converging on the Monroe Community
Hospital Chapel at 7:35 a.m. Sunday found a 9mm under his neck. Detectives
dug the bullet from the Virgin Mary's thich — identified it. It'd grazed the
baby's round belly. I tutned away from the mirror: Don was religious, this
would not have made him happy. It was a long time since Don was happy
though. We all said. Even me. He just wasn't happy, couldn't crawl out. 1
thought that as I listened to Janine take call after call, well past midnight,
confirming, denying, weeping into my chest. He wasn't happy. Neither was
Sarah. The shock waves of suicide spread farther than can be anticipated. Don
was not my good friend. Sarah calls Janine her best friend. And Don and 1
knew each other in that way, through our wives. But I am struck by him now
as I've never been before; the undeniable logic of this choice. A hospital chapel.
Petfect. For a man like Don, religious, tesponsible, it couldn't have been more
so. This would've filled the dead space that hung between us while our wives
chatted and gestured across white linen dinner tables.
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A STORY ABOUT IT

Three old friends and one new acquaintance were eating dinner at a local

brewpub. There was a flash of white and electrified silver wallpaper raining down like
charged conferti. Todd, the new acquaintance, actually said this. I'd never met
anyone hit by lightning, so I was paying close attention. The current raced up
the drainpipe and came blasting through the television program into the attic
bedroom. It blew him off his bed. They discovered the wallpaper was metal
based. A white flash knocked him onto the floor where rioting lab rats twitched
madly through his limbs. He actually said body /ike fish on land, but I don't think
that's as good. He's a computer consultant and maybe it is. Either way, his
mother found him there and ran to the neighbors. Todd was only fourteen, the
hallways were filled with silver confetti and their phone was dead. When
paramedics atrived they located a small burn hole in Todd's back. At dinner he
made them talk like surfers, Cool, man, check it, it went right in there! But by the
time they reached the hospital, the mark was already gone. Todd pointed at his
back where, he noted, it was like the magic bullet, same entry point. That doesn't
mean it didn't happen though, 1 blurted out. But I always do that. It was
inappropriate so I added something else. My wife listened patiently. My other
friend, Todd's friend Scott, ate also and listened modestly. No, Todd didn't
have any flashbacks. Not really, he said. Once while watching television with
friends a storm came closer and closer until it was unbearable, so Todd rushed
over to turn off the television and they all stared at him - it was weird and that
was like a flashback, he said. I bit my burger, chewing. My wife was silent except
eating and Scott was already finished. The waiter came and left more beer. I'd
meant delirium, but why push my luck: dinner was good and we were talking
and now I had this interesting story to take home too. My next thoughts would
be more unassuming though. Such a delicate balance — one wrong word and
all is lost. I would go for as long as I could or until dessert then I would go no
further. My wife knew this instinctively though. There's actually a club for us, Todd
continued.
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HELLO, MY NAME IS LARRY

I am a man of few bad habits, but those that I do have I practice with zeal.

Acquaintances may describe me as stunningly damaged. I am a home. I mean
I own a home. It is full of my possessions, tables and chairs and the like. I avoid
other things. I have a picture window overlooking a yard that I own and all the
grass on it. It is like my neighbors but we are different: both greenish brown to
brownish green though. I am four sport coats with matching slacks and two
nice suits. There are shoes that I own. Most contain leather and laces. I had a
bicycle once, but now own none. A Mazda. I own a Mazda that is paid for. It
takes regular gas and regular gas is what I give it. In my wallet are money, a
button, two credit cards, a spare house key, a drivers license, and business cards
that I am handed that are mine now. I make coffee, but seldom cake. I eat cake,
but buy it in the store with other bread, meat, fish, dairy, fruit and pasta in the
grocery aisles. I take them home to my cupboards until I am ready for eating.
That is usually three times a day depending on the cake. Maybe four with cake.
I am overweight. My wife is a shoe store manager who lives with my brother-
in-law's best friend now and even though it didn't work out I am not angry with
her. I am smiling inside. I see who I please now which is better than you may
think. I imagine it will start soon. I will buy her flowers and a card, my new
girlfriend, to show how deeply I care. Relationships are everything it will say
and I will mean every word of it. I will clear some space in my closets and then
ask her to place some clothing there depending on which season it is at the
time. We will buy flowers together and plant them on Sunday after breakfast.
Neighbors will walk by with appreciative smiles. Lare. She will brush my ankle
and call me Lare. I will sigh and call her by her name but shortened also. Months
will pass and when we are ready I will show her my ceramic duck collection
and ask her to marry me. What a happy day that will be. She will take my name
and we will live together in my house for many years to come. Our doormat
will say Welcome All
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ONE MORNING AT THE LAB

They put the mouse into a cage and told him he wasn’t a mouse. They loved

him because he was a mouse. But he couldn’t be a mouse anymore. He could
be a white mouse with black tips on his ears and moist pink nostrils: not a
mouse. He could not be an elk. He was in love at the time, but no one asked
him whether that was the case because it was non-cage related. He was not a
mouse was all. That was all: he wasn’t a mouse. He was given the name Lucky
Star to make him feel more celestial but the next day it was changed to Sun and
then Vapor and then God and finally Mickey which gave them all a good laugh.
When he sang it was as if memory itself was sighing and shivering with delight.
This was the best part of their day.
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A GIRL

A girl was a bicycle and she didn’t like her paint. She liked her wheels but

hated her reflectors. Her rims were slightly bent. This caused her great
suffering. She stood on the curb of an endless bicycle parade, not a race, and
cach one glided past truer, smoother, and bolted tighter than she. Lamenting
her poor drooping chain, she beckoned a friend, Be a baseball card. Ride in my
spokes. Chatter as we go and surely they will not bear the squeaking of my joints. But the
friend turned into a kite and flew away. You will be my streamers! A man with a
package and coattails just long enough to latch onto came close enough: Be nzy
streamers, she demanded. You will flutter in colors of the rainbow as I roll by and one day
perhaps they will forgive the dullness of my hue. But the man jumped into the package,
sealed and mailed himself back home. Mozher, she wept, tilting onto her
kickstand, Father, she moaned, crashing to the grass, bow could you saddle me with
such a tattered seat, poor steering and undependable breaks? Surely you will become the orange
flags trailing over my head pulling their eyes upward and away from the horrible flatess of
my tires, this endless slow leak. But her parents were a worm and a bird: one ate the
other and gracefully alighted on a nearby tree branch, neatly preening. The girl
rocked and put herself right, sadly rolling off down the street. All through the
neighborhood one could hear the squeaking of her wheels, but grease would
take years to find its way.
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MOVEMENTS FORWARD,
MOVEMENTS AWAY

It seemed like enough to give without giving too much. This ivory comb. This

pewter cup. This blue speckled egg. This leather pouch filled with marbles. This
quilt sewn from the memories of generations, the baby blankets of ghosts, the
longings of raindrops merging into ponds where the boy and the girl swam
down holding hands. The legend says that they never returned. But this is not
quite true. The boy and the girl walked the streets in the cold hours just before
dawn, they made vows into the old man’s ear, they placed secrets into the old
woman’s ear, they brushed their fingers through the teacher’s auburn hair, they
left traces of pond silt in the eyes of sleeping children, the footsteps of the boy
and girl meandered through every alley, every bedroom, they held hands as they
had done so many years ago and swam through the town as they swam through
the pond, under their lives, outside the eyes of the people who would relinquish
them to cautionary tales meant to shame poor children into being fearful adults.
But the boy and the girl would never know such fear and shame. They could
never imagine.

2.

They were looking for water. Most did it with sticks branched into Y shapes
quivering when over underground basins, but not in the girl’s family. The gitl
used the boy as the women in her family had always used the men: Take my
hand, she instructed him, not too tight, only enongh to feel the pressure. The gitl’s long
dress brushed over the scrub picking up a thin layer of dust that puffed out
invisible clouds as they moved together. She made a small joke about the
moisture in his palm. Her eyes were closed to the high color of his cheeks. They
made it as far as the pasture’s edge when the sky tore an unholy purple above
them and thunder and lightning bore down together—no chance to count beats
or run for the barn, only more water, more water, as if the bottom of a bucket
had been blown out. Stop, the girl said, her eyes still closed, fingers resting
gently in the boy’s open palm. We are almost there.

3.
They fell in love in the most common of ways. The girl’s hair hung long and
brown down the back of her blue dress; just long enough to reach the edge of
bad Milo’s desk where an inkwell was mounted, brimming. A meniscus of
temptation. The boy heard the knocking of the girl’s stiff soles down the empty

BUTTONHOOK PRESS 17



PETER CONNERS

school corridor; her head flashing past children reciting numb multiplication
tables and state capitals Moments before, the boy closed his eyes and saw the
girl’s chin yanked up and back as Milo pulled her hair down and submerged the
tip of her ponytail deep into his well. The boy saw this happen before the girl’s
face registered her shock; before she dashed out of the classroom as the
ponytail wrote letters of humiliation in black ink across the back of her blue
dress. The boy saw Milo leave school that day and set off down the wooded
path behind the chapel that led to his uncle’s house. The boy saw Milo
confronted on the path. The boy saw Milo defiant, trembling, posed in
hackneyed boxet’s stance, no one else around; Milo’s head snapping as he
absorbed punch after punch. The bloody, instant bruising. Milo, weary and
beaten, kicking stones along the way home to his uncle who would beat him
again for tearing his good school pants and getting whipped by another kid.
The boy would give the girl the courting gift of the pain of another boy, a
tormentor boy, a tormented boy, this bad boy, their unity.

4.

A boy promised a girl a fireworks display for her birthday. But he had no
fireworks and no means to buy them. The boy thought of all the things his
grandfather had taught him, but none would surprise the girl because the girl
knew all the tricks and together they lived in a world of their own imagination.
But somehow fireworks must razzamatazz in the sky—kapow! The boy must
make a magic the gitl had never seen and could never predict. This would not
be easy. The girl knew so much. But the boy had learned one more thing that
he had never tried, one more ministration that might save them both. The boy
came to the gitl’s window on the night of her birthday and whipped it with
branches until the girl emerged and made her way down to earth. Their steps
were lit by the yellow balloon overhead and the bright stars they had visited
and made vows upon since they were children. And somewhere the old man,
somewhere the old man. The boy took the girl to the top of Windsong Hill and
instructed her to lay down on her back—she giggled, nervous, but did as
instructed. The boy stood over the gitl—a boy-man silhouette against the
enormous moon and everywhere stars. Are you ready? the boy asked. The girl
nodded and closed her eyes, waiting. No, the boy said, &eep them gpen. The Milky
Way was thick and bright overhead and each and every light shining down knew
their names and the promise they would bring. The boy raised his hands to his
sides and swiftly clapped them together over his head. As he did, the entire
sky—stars, moons, galaxies, solar systems—went dark. The sky was pure black.
The boy pulled the only light in the universe from his pocket and placed it on
the girl’s ring finger.
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PLENTY:
How to Write Very Short Fiction

The key to writing very short fiction is to not write very long fiction. The best

way to do that is to tell the story with fewer words. A very famous example of
writing a very short story with almost no words is one often attributed to Ernest
Hemingway, which, it appears, he didn’t write: “For sale: baby shoes, never
worn.” In 2013, “quote investigator” Garson O’Toole published an article
debunking the connection between Hemingway and that little story. In the well-
researched article which features variations of this story published as long ago
as 1906, O’Toole states that he, “located no substantive evidence that Ernest
Hemingway composed a six or seven word story about an unworn pair of baby
shoes or an unused baby carriage.”

Does this mean that writers are liars? Some are, I suppose. In this case, it
doesn’t appear that it was Hemingway who lied though. A literary agent named
Peter Miller published the anecdote about Hemingway in his 1991 book, Ger
Published! Get Produced!: A Literary Agent’s Tips on How to Sell Your Writing, and
from that point on, it was taken by many to be fact. But it isn’t fact. Not fact
at all. Apparently, Miller was told that Hemingway wrote the tiny story by a
“well-established newspaper syndicator” in 1974, and he ran with it from there.
Does that make Miller a liar? For a long time, I assumed that what I’d heard
about Hemingway writing that story was true. I’'m sure 1 propagated that lie
too. Does that make me a liar?

I will tell you the truth. One solid truth that you can sink your teeth into. An
absolute truth with no lies in it whatsoever: If you want to write a very short
story, you must use very few words. That is the key to writing flash fiction.
Beyond that, if we are to call it a story, there has to be some distinct parts to it
as well. A story contains some aspects of a beginning, a middle, and an end. If
it does not, then it is not a story. It is something else with words. Keep in mind
that the end doesn’t have to be a wrap-up that ties the whole story together.
No, it certainly does not. The ending can open outward into a myriad of
possibilities with regards to meaning. It can challenge the reader to extrapolate
meaning from the very few words that are provided by the author. Oftentimes,
these are the stories that both writers and readers appreciate the most.
Personally, I like those types of stories. The fake Hemingway story is like that.
It makes me wonder: What happened to the baby? How are the parents carrying on?
Wouldn’t it feel overly macabre to go and buy these shoes from them? And so forth. But
not everyone likes those types of stories. No, not everyone at all. Some people
get very frustrated when stories aren’t given an ending that wraps-up loose ends
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from the narrative. They feel, in some way, cheated. Perhaps they even feel that
they’ve been lied to by a writer who, it appears, doesn’t know the ending either.

But let’s not worry about those people. There are enough stories with tidy
endings to satisfy them. For a very short story to succeed — by which I mean,
stay with the reader long after they finish reading — it is best to have an ending
that opens outward. One that requires that the reader think hard about the
connections made in the writing and draw their own conclusions. In requiring
that of the reader, the writer (perhaps you are one?) performs a small magic
trick in which they very nearly — not quite, but almost — turn the reader (which
you are right now) into a co-author of the story. The reader must bring their
own imagination to the process in order to complete the act of reading the
story. That is my idealistic view of what happens anyway. A less idealistic view
is that they throw the story away and never want to read anything like it again.
“I hated that,” they may say aloud, or think to themselves.

But we aren’t worrying about those people now. There are other things for
them to do that would occupy their time, and, most likely, feel more satisfying
for them. I doubt they would appreciate this essay either. They may say
something like, “I read a craft essay, but it said almost nothing about craft!”
And the listener might respond, “Well, what did it say?”” And the reader might
answer, “I have no idea! It literally said nothing.” And the listener might ask,
“Really? Nothing?” And the reader might say, “Not really, no. It said a story
should have a beginning, a middle, and an end. It said small stories use very few
words. I’'m pretty sure the guy called Ernest Hemingway a liar too.” And the
listener might say, “Really? Hemingway was a liar?”

But, dear reader, I am not saying that Ernest Hemingway was a liar. He may
have been, but I don’t know. Even if I knew more, it is not my place to judge.
These are delicate and personal matters. What I do know, and what 1 will tell
you right now, is that to write a very short story, you must use very few words.
Isn’t that enough?
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ASSOCIATE EDITOR PAMELYN CASTO
INTERVIEW WITH THE MASTER:

PETER CONNERS
Poet, Author, and Publisher
Excecutive Director of BOA Editions 1.1d.

DPeter Conners has published 10 books of nonfiction, fiction, and poetry. Those books include the prose poetry/ flash
Saction collections, Of Whiskey & Winter, The Crows Were Laughing in their Trees, and Beyond the
Edge of Suffering, all published by White Pine Press, as well as the PP/ FF novella, Emily Ate the Wind
(Marick Press, 2008). He lives in Rochester, New York, where he works as Execntive Directory & Publisher
of the literary publishing honse BOA Editions, 1.td.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: I'll begin the interview by saying I love PP/FF: An
Anthology. I've had it since it was published in 2006 and still turn to it now
and then. It is filled with fascinating pieces and I’m glad it’s still available for
new readers (here).

In that anthology, I particulatly liked your editorial stance of having both prose
poetry and flash fiction in the same collection. Tell us more about the pros and
cons of category or genre isolation.

PETER CONNERS: I'm really glad to hear that you’ve gotten so much out
of that anthology. PP/FF came out of a very specific time with regards to what
was happening with prose poetry in the country and also where I was coming
from as a writer and editor. At the time I was approached by Ted Pelton at
Starcherone Press about putting together the anthology, I was editing a literary
journal called Double Room: A Journal of Prose Poetry & Flash Fiction which 1 had
co-founded with the poet and scholar Mark Tursi. The whole concept of
PP/FF as a symbol that bypassed genre while encompassing a variety of short
prose forms was developed out of the work that we did on Dowuble Room. Along
with the creative work that we published, each issue had an interview
component in which contributors answered questions about the forms. So 1
was deep into the discussion of what this type of writing was all about, how it
was approached, who was specializing in it, and how they viewed it vis-a-vis a
historical literary lens.
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Double Room itself had come out of a discussion I had with Michael Neff who
was the founder of Web Del Sol — a literary website that housed multiple
journals — after he approached me about starting an online-only version of The
Prose Poem: An International Journal. That journal was founded and edited by the
prose poet Peter Johnson and it really carried the torch for prose poetry at a
time when it was much less common to encounter prose poems in traditional
literary journals. Peter’s work on The Prose Poem was instrumental in keeping the
form visible in the ‘90s and also helped prose poetry carve out space for itself
as its own unique literary animal. However, it was also very much Peter’s
journal, and even though it had stopped publishing, I wasn’t interested in
carrying on with it (to be honest, I’'m not even sure Peter had been approached
about the idea). Instead, I was interested in starting a new journal that was
dedicated to prose poetry and flash fiction, but also called into question the
whole concept of genre classification with regards to them. My longtime friend,
Mark Tursi, was getting his PhD in Creative Writing at University of Denver at
the time, and was very focused on prose poetry in both his scholarly and his
own creative work, so I immediately asked him to be a part of the journal. He
agreed and in fall 2002 we published the first issue of Dowuble Room.

After three few years of Double Room, 1 was asked by American Book Review to
put together an issue dedicated to PP/FF as its own designation. I believe an
editor at ABR had attended a panel talk I gave at an AWP conference during
which I got off a nice little rant about PP/FF that was met with cold, blank
stares. I can’t really remember what I said, but I was a bit of a zealot and I was
definitely interested in stirring shit up. I was also completely unknown, had
never published a book, physically (and psychically) lived outside any hip
literary scene, wasn’t an academic, had only just started working at BOA
Editions as their marketing director, and was coming out of a zine community
that prided itself on giving the middle finger to any concept of a literary status
quo. In other words, I wasn’t particularly concerned that people didn’t take
kindly to my PP/FF proselytizing. If anything, I remember feeling energized
by the negative reaction. At that time, .Awerican Book Review was really good at
lasering in on the edgier margins of the literary world (they may still be, it’s just
been a while since I followed them), so I’'m sure the editors saw my position as
rich territory that fit their general approach.

In this case, one thing truly did lead to another. There is a direct line from
Double Room, to my AWP rant, to the ABR PP/FF issue which caught
Starcherone Books founder Ted Pelton’s (another excellent literary shit-stirrer)
attention, and led him to approach me about putting together the PP/FF
anthology.
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With regards to your question about the pros and cons of category or genre
isolation, I must acknowledge that there’s certainly an irony to the concept of
destabilizing one set of labels (which I was absolutely trying to do) and
replacing them with another one of sorts (PP/FF). But, at that time, I was very
committed to this idea of smashing the lines between the short prose forms by
circumventing previous genre names and replacing them with this symbol that
didn’t commit too much in either direction. When I accepted ABR’s offer, it
was with every intention of using their platform to, in essence, write a manifesto
about PP/FF. That manifesto vibe is what led to putting Marcel Duchamp’s
famous “Fountain” artwork (a urinal signed with the signature R. Mutt) on the
cover, and drawing a direct line between PP/FF and previous avant-garde art
movements. I guess you could say, when it came to shit-stirring, I wasn’t lacking
in ambition.

Once I had my say about PP/FF in these vatious outlets, I mainly stepped away
from talking about it. I didn’t want to build a whole career around the concept
— 1 just wanted to put my beliefs out there and let them stand or fall. Once 1
got into working at BOA, I had to let go of editing Double Room too, but as
soon as I could, I brought several of the writers we published there on-board
as BOA authors. The first, and most well-known, of those being Russell Edson
(another quietly world-class shit stirrer). If you follow my own writing around
these forms and the work that I have continued to publish and edit at BOA,
you’ll see that I was less vocal about PP/FF because I was actively working
within the world I’d created with it. Much as with the symbol itself, that work
stands (or falls) for itself. I point to it as a way to address your core question
about the value, or lack thereof, of genre designations. The answer is in the
work. In many ways, genre labels have been under assault and undergone active
dismantling on many fronts over the past 30 years — and I generally think that’s
a good thing. Other than being useful sales and marketing tools — which they
remain, regardless of theoretical arguments — no one should feel overly
governed by genre designations at this point. They only exist to the extent that
we empower them. I follow Aleister Crowley on this line: “Do what thou wilt
shall be the whole of the law.”

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: In PP/FF you quote Michael Benedikt about prose
poetry and his definition remains strong today. He says prose poetry is “A form
of poetry self-consciously written in prose, yet characterized by the conscious,
intense use, of virtually all the devices of verse poetry—except for strict meter,
rhyme, and the line-break.” Do you think Benedikt’s words can also describe
some flash fiction? Your anthology shows that the category walls don’t always
remain strong or secure. Would you say some work in your anthology escapes
even Benedikt’s description?
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PETER CONNERS: Michael Benedikt was an excellent prose poet in his
own right. His great service to the form though is his 1976 anthology The Prose
Poem: An International Anthology. 1t is a touchstone anthology — very hard to lay
hands on now — and planted a solid flag for prose poetry on American soil. 1
included his definition in the PP/FF introduction because it was the best one
that I’d encountered. The truth was that most of the academics who can be
counted on to make authoritative statements about what a thing is or isn’t didn’t
want to get anywhere near prose poetry at that time. It was almost like an
astrophysicist or a pilot acknowledging the possibility of aliens: you can do it,
but it might not be the wisest career move. I corresponded with Benedikt, but
didn’t know him personally. To me he was a lowercase “a” academic — meaning
he had the mental bandwidth to do the work (and a Masters in English and
Comparative Literature from Columbia), but was outsider enough to sidestep
the bounds of decorum and take up this weird little form as a writer and editor.
I suppose we continue our “shit-stirrer” theme here. So, yes, Benedikt’s
statement still holds water for me as far as a prose poem definition goes. Less
so when it comes to work that stands more clearly in flash fiction territory,
because then narrative needs to be addressed. But Benedikt wasn’t talking
about flash fiction, only prose poetry. That all said, you have to remember that
when it came to PP/FF, I was interested in smashing definitions, not endorsing
them. So, in a way, I used Benedikt’s good definition as a place to push off
against rather than as a safe haven for the writing in the anthology.

CASTO FOR O:JA&IL: You say “PP/FF is prose poetry and flash fiction
balanced on a makeshift teeter-totter that never lands...” You also say “PP/FF
is a symbol of a vital and important literary form that is constantly in flux,
appropriating, moving and growing.” Is the teeter-totter still doing its work?
Do you see such writing as more or less important today?

PETER CONNERS: Well, as I've said, when it came to PP/FF I wasn’t
lacking in ambition. I was pretty bold when it came to putting my views out
there. In addition to the literary implications, I loved the idea of a symbol —
which, to me, is visual art — standing in for a more formal definition. I still do.
But I don’t get the sense that anyone has really taken up the whole PP/FF
mantle. Sometimes things have their moment and then they’re gone. I believe
that PP/FF did whatever it needed to do at that time, but when it comes to
whether or not that specific teeter-totter is still rocking, I see no evidence of it.
That said — and I take zero credit for this — I also see genre as being much less
a firm set of boundaries by subsequent waves of poets and writers. Most literary
journals seem to have a little of everything in them at this point. If anything,
the idea of sticking firmly to genre seems a little fussy and passe. So while it
may not be my particular teeter-totter, there’s still rocking going on.
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CASTO FOR O:JA&L: In an interview with Nin Andrews, you spoke of
how difficult “well-written but uninspired” manuscripts can be. You say these
are the hardest to grapple with and an editor “can’t edit dwende into a
manuscript.” Federico Garcia Lorca explains duende as “the fiery spirit behind
what makes great performances stir the emotions.” What would you add to
that? Do you think a writer senses dwuende in his or her work or would that
judgment come from editors or readers who recognize it?

PETER CONNERS: I've loved the concept of duende ever since 1 first heard
it, because it articulated something that I’d felt, but never heard spoken. That
is: some artwork carries energies that are beyond craft, style, form, or any other
traditional way of talking about them. They are filled with a “fiery spirit” that
seems beyond the comprehension, or abilities, of even the artist who created
them. Sometimes artists even acknowledge this — the sense of being guided in
creation by forces beyond themselves and their own training. In those cases,
yes, the artist recognizes duende in their own work. You can imagine them
standing back and saying, “Well, where did that come from?” I believe that
readers and audiences in general can feel that too, although they might not
attribute it to anything beyond the talent and skill of the artist. Which is also
fair. It takes mastery to tap into that level of creation — you need to have cleared
the pipeline between you and the divine as much as possible. So the artist
certainly does deserve credit even for the fieriest examples of duende. 1 think it
would be fair to say that artwork that survives for decades after it was created
usually has some duende built into it. Language, style, structure, etc. can appear
archaic after a while, but the animating spirit in our greatest work burns
through.

CASTO FOR O:JA&I: The editor of Rattle recently wrote an essay about
some word changes on the horizon as “publishing” changes to “curating.”
Instead of saying “my work is published at . . .,” the new phrasing would be
“my work is curated at . . . “ Do you think it’s useful to have a rewording,
changing from “publish” to “curate”? The essay provides a link to the
publications that have joined in with the movement. Does BOA Editions have
such plans?

PETER CONNERS: As someone who worked at starting their own
movement, I don’t subscribe too much to movements. I read that essay and 1
understood what was being said though. It really came down to the marketplace
more than the creation of art. It was about publishing and the fact that most
journals don’t want work that has been “previously published.” It also
addressed the challenges imposed on this “previously published” issue by the
advent and immediacy of social media. In short, if I post something, does that
make it “previously published” and, thus, rule it out for publication in other
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places. Those are certainly useful and fair conversations to have. And
“curating” is a legitimate term to use for what editors do in selecting work to
publish. I can —and do — curate BOA’s publishing list. But the idea of an author
saying “my work is curated at BOA” makes me cringe. It’s also inaccurate. 1
select individual manuscripts to publish, but selection is no guarantee that I’ll
continue to publish every manuscript after that one. That’s not usually the case.
So I don’t “curate” an authors’ work in a general sense. I publish a specific
collection of their work. And, yes, I curate BOA’s publishing list. But for an
author to say “my work is curated at BOA” feels inaccurate. In all fairness, I'm
not clear if that’s what the Rattle folks intended either. But my main reaction
is: this isn’t a discussion about art, or even definitions. This is a discussion about
the behavior of the marketplace and the value we ascribe to art. Is something
more valuable if it’s never been seen before? In visual art, the opposite is usually
the case — artwork becomes more commercially valuable the longer it hangs
around. But, in the world of small press publishing, we place more commercial
value on work that hasn’t been read before. It seems like that’s the area to focus
the discussion on rather than what we call the act of publishing.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L.: I read that you’ve recently published two new books,
Merch Table Blues, a novel, and a volume titled Beyond the Edge of Suffering. One
review says Beyond the Edge of Suffering is a “blend of prose poetry, flash fiction,
and other spare poetic forms” and deals with the complexity of a global
pandemic. It sounds interesting. How would you describe the other spare
poetic forms you use in that book? What’s your method for always keeping the
writing projects going?

PETER CONNERS: Well, T hope it’s all interesting to one person ot
another. It may not come as a surprise at this point to hear that one of my goals
as a writer was to publish books in every prefabricated genre. Which I have
now done. In a low key way, it was my own way of discounting the concept of
genre. Also, I've often described that particular writing mission this way:
writing is about words, so I can do whatever I want with them. Because I
bounce around a lot with my writing, I can’t expect everyone to love, or want
to read or publish, everything that I create. I'm just not that needy when it
comes to my writing. But I absolutely defend my right to create anything that I
want with words. 1 describe Merch Table Blues as a “sex, drugs, and rock-n-roll
murder mystery.” It’s really a straightforward murder mystery novel. I wanted
to see if I could do that too. Beyond the Edge of Suffering is PP/FF all the way
though. In fact, it may be the most PP/FF of all my books. There are pieces in
there that can be easily placed under Benedikt’s prose poem definition, there
are pieces that are very much short fictions, and then there are a whole bunch
that don’t fit comfortably under either prose poetry or flash fiction. I would
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definitely tell anyone with the ears to listen that Beyond the Edge of Suffering is a
PP/FF book.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: I was delighted to see that BOA Editions has
published Liztle Mr. Prose Poem: Selected Poems of Russell Edson (here) I'm an Edson
admirer (who isn’t?). I see too that Chatles Simic, a Pulitzer Prize winner for
poetry, wrote the Forward to that collection. Many say Simic is one of the great
writers of our times. It’s sad that he recently passed away. Such a loss that is to
the world of poetry. But Edson and Simic certainly make an amazing

combination. What other exciting works are on the horizon for your own
writing and for BOA Editions?

PETER CONNERS: Russell was not only one of my favorite prose poets,
but one of my favorite people born into this world. I didn’t know him well, but
I was fortunate enough to spend time with him on several occasions, chat with
him on the phone quite a bit, and study everything he wrote or said about
writing that I could put my hands on. He was truly an iconoclast. It was a
pleasure to bring him into the BOA fold — direct from connecting with him via
Double Room — with his first BOA book, The Rooster’s Wife, in 2005. A few years
after Russell passed away in 2014, Craig Morgan Teicher approached me about
doing a Selected edition of Edson’s poems. For some reason, it didn’t feel like
the right time yet though. But we continued to have the discussion, and that
eventually led to the 2022 publication of Lit#le Mr. Prose Poem: Selected Poems of
Russell Edson. Having Charles Simic write the foreword was certainly the icing
on that cake. Simic wasn’t exclusively a prose poet, but he did win the Pulitzer
Prize for a collection of prose poems published in 1989 titled, The Worid Doesn’t
End. In a way, perhaps he brought even more legitimacy to the form by being
so highly regarded as a capital “P” poet, rather than exclusively a prose poet.
“If Simic can do it, and win a Pulitzer, maybe it’s not so bad?”” Who knows. In
any event, he certainly admired Russell Edson’s work and was a heavyweight
on the world poetry stage, so it was a thrill when Craig lined him up to write
the foreword.

As far as BOA goes — and in keeping with our theme here — I’d say that many
current, new, and forthcoming BOA books make interesting moves when it
comes to breaking down genre lines. I hate to single any out because so many
of them do that sort of work. Not all of them, mind you — it wouldn’t be fair
or accurate to paint all of BOA’s authors with that same brush. At BOA, we
publish authors who work in traditional forms and also authors pushing the
boundaries of what would be considered their nearest genre designation.
Returning to our old friend Lorca, I’'m less interested in what boxes they fit
into with regards to genre than in whether or not the work has duende. 1f it does,
then I’'m interested in it, regardless of its form. And if I don’t recognize duende
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in it, it may very well be my own shortsightedness, which I hope another
publisher will recognize and remedy. Our literary corner of the world is so
small, I root for everyone working in it because they’re working against the
grain. They’re shit-stirrers. And I always root for the shit-stirrers.

As far as my own work, I've completed the personal mission of publishing
books across genres, so I’'m in a bit of a holding pattern, waiting for what comes
next. I’'m working on a new novel which is a prequel to Merch Table Blues and
delves into the formation of the cult that is introduced in that book. I also spill
out poems, songs, essays, and bits of other written matter along the way.
Honestly, I'm kind of interested in just seeing what requests come in (like this
one) and then doing that thing next. In a way, it’s probably a good time to get
me to do just about anything writing-wise. I’'m basically wide open to the
possibilities.

CASTO FOR O:JA&L: Well, it’s been wonderful talking with you. I've
enjoyed your past work and am eager to see what all comes next. Thank you,
Peter Conners.

ABOUT THE INTERVIEWER:

, twice a Pushcart Prize nominee, has published
feature-length articles on flash fiction in Writer’s Digest (and in their other
publications), Fiction Southeast, and Writing World (and elsewhere). Her essay on
flash fiction and myth appears in Rose Metal Press’s Field Guide to Writing Flash
Fiction: Tips from Editors, Teachers, and Writers in the Field and her 8,000-word essay
on flash fiction is included in Books and Beyond: The Greenwood Encyclopedia Of
New American Reading (4 volumes). She also has a 5,000-word article on flash
fiction as the lead article in the new book Critical Insights: Flash Fiction. Subscribe

to her free online monthly (first issue published in
2001) for markets, contests, and publishing news for flash literature writers.
Flash

Fiction: Alive in The Flicker (A Portable Workshop)

BUTTONHOOK PRESS 31


https://www.linkedin.com/in/pamelyn-casto-73662593/
https://groups.io/g/FlashFictionFlash
https://ojalart.com/?s=Pamelyn+Casto
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Portable-Workshop-ebook/dp/B0BG68TQFB/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3QD2UYJ1UDH61&keywords=casto&qid=1671546639&s=books&sprefix=cast%2Cstripbooks%2C700&sr=1-17
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Portable-Workshop-ebook/dp/B0BG68TQFB/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3QD2UYJ1UDH61&keywords=casto&qid=1671546639&s=books&sprefix=cast%2Cstripbooks%2C700&sr=1-17
https://www.amazon.com/Flash-Fiction-Flicker-Portable-Workshop-ebook/dp/B0BG68TQFB/ref=sr_1_17?crid=3QD2UYJ1UDH61&keywords=casto&qid=1671546639&s=books&sprefix=cast%2Cstripbooks%2C700&sr=1-17

PETER CONNERS

THE BUTTONHOOK PRESS CHAPBOOK SERIES
2020

O:JA&L Pushcart Prize Nominees: 2018
O:JA&L Pushcart Prize Nominees: 2019
Something Else About Mary (Exclusive subscriber content)
(from WIP NOT FOR SUNDAY SCHOOL)

Flash Fiction by Kent Dixon
Flash Fiction: A Primer
A writer’s resource by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
Poetry: Three Essays on Craft
by O:JA&L Featured Writers
Ray-the Roo
Experimental Discourse by Associate Editor WJP Newnham
Horse: 4 Frames
Haibun by Associate Editor Jeff Streeby

2021

Just Willie Please: Eight Flash Fiction Tales
A flash fiction sequence by Don Robishaw
The Imp of the Perverse: Edgar Allan Poe’s Misplaces Youth
An essay from a longer academic WIP by Anne Whitehouse
The First Annual O:JA&L Prize for Flash Discourse
Selected and with an Introduction by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The 10 Best Flash Narratives 2017-2021
Here Comes Herodotus, Again!
Flash Discourse by Wayne Cresser
Where the Thin Winds Worry
Flash Discourse by Carolyn Mikulencak
(No longer available)

2022

Funny You Should Ask
Prose Poetry by Brad Rose
Hunger Pains
Flash Discourse by Mark Blickley
Comedy Hour
Poetry by Bruce Robinson
Delta Notes
Haiku by Jianging Zheng
Scaring Crow
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah
Dust and Rust
Haibun by Taofeek Ayeyemi
A Sweater for the Tayfel
Irish/English Haiku by Gabriel Rosenstock celebrating the art of Issachar Ber
Ryback

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES


https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/2018.Pushcart-chapbook.final_.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/2019.pushcart.chapbook.6-x-9.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Casto-essays.6-x-9.B.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/buttonhook2.three-poets-on-craft.CreateSpace-Word-Templates.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/buttonhook.Newnham.2.CreateSpace-Word-Templates-002.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Horse.4-frames.2020.chapbook.-6-x-9.pdf
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Robishaw.6-x-9-inch-15.24-x-22.86-cm.pdf
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2020-chapbook-seriesissues-of-aesthetic-meaninganne-whitehousethe-imp-of-the-perverseedgar-allan-poes-misplaced-youth/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2021-chapbook-seriesthe-first-annual-ojal-prize-for-flash-discourseselected-and-with-an-introduction-byassociate-editor-pamelyn-casto/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2021-chapbook-seriesflash-discourse-fictionwayne-cresserhere-comes-herodotus-again/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetrybrad-rosefunny-you-should-ask/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriesflash-discourse-fictionmark-blickleyhunger-pains/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesbruce-robinsoncomedy-hour/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikujianqing-zhengdelta-notes/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuadjei-agyei-baahscaring-crow/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriesmixed-formshaibuntaofeek-ayeyemidust-and-rustwith-a-foreword-by-rich-youmans/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesirish-english-haikugabriel-rosenstocka-sweater-for-the-tayfela-celebration-of-the-art-of-issachar-ber-ryback/

PLENTY: How to Write Very Short Fiction

Zen and the Art of House Painting
New and selected flash fiction by Wayne Scheer
The Selborne Haibun
Irish/English Haibun by Gabtiel Rosenstock, featuting passages from THE
NATURAL HISTORY OF SELBORNE by Gilbert White (1720-1793)

2023

School Songs

Haiku & Senryu by Hassane Zemmouri

Being Ruth Aswawa

Poetry by Anne Whitehouse
Soldier, Sailor: Edgar Allen Poe and His Brother Henry
Academic Nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse
Tales of the Kite
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah
How the Mayfly Got Its Megaphone
Prose poetry by Hekkei Huotari
Jackhammer Poems
Poetry by Ben Jacques
Six Coffees with a Madman
Experimental Fiction by Blossom Hibbert
Drops of Water

Haiku by Yuko Otomo

Irish translation by Gabriel Rosenstock
Scots translation by John McDonald
Just Looking
Haiku Sequences on the Mississippi Delta region by Jianquing Zheng
Qualm (Before a Storm)
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

MORE TITLES IN-PRESS

THE BUTTONHOOK PRESS MASTERS SERIES

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Brian Clements on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Mark Budman on Flash Discourse
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Ray Gonzalez on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Michael Martone on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Roberta Allen on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

MORE TITLES IN PRESS

BUTTONHOOK PRESS 33


https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriesflash-discourse-fictionwayne-scheerzen-and-the-art-of-house-paintingnew-and-selected-work/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2022-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesirish-english-haikugabriel-rosenstockthe-selborne-haibun/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-senryuhassane-zemmourischool-songs/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesanne-whitehousebeing-ruth-asawa/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriesprose-discourse-nonfictionacademic-writingissues-of-aesthetic-meaninganne-whitehousesoldier-sailor-edgar-allan-poe-and-his-brother-henry/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuadjei-agyei-baahtales-of-the-kite/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetryheikki-huotarihow-the-mayfly-got-its-megaphone/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesben-jacquesjackhammer-poems/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriesexperimental-discourse-fictionblossom-hibbertsix-coffees-with-a-madman/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuyuko-otomodrops-of-waterirish-trans-by-gabriel-rosenstockscots-trans-by-john-mcdonald/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriesamericanapoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-sequencesjianqing-zhengjust-lookinghaiku-sequences-about-the-mississippi-delta/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesbruce-robinsonqualm-before-a-storm/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesbrian-clementsseductive-and-subversive-prose-poetry/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesmark-budmanread-deeper-have-more-fun/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesray-gonzalezthe-book-of-whispers/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesflash-fictionfeatured-writer-michael-martonethe-tiny-book-of-forts/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-pressthe-ojal-masters-seriesflash-fictionfeatured-writer-roberta-allenfirst-it-happens-then-i-make-it-up/

PETER CONNERS
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POLISH POETS IN BEDS WITH GIRLS

And Other True Stories
A Novella of the Interwar Years 1919-1939

ERIK HARPER KILASS

Polish Poets in Beds with Girls exhibits a fascinating and artful mix of history, fiction,
nonfiction, poetry, footnotes, the semifictional (and autofictional) lives of Erik Harper
Klass and his lover Rachel, and snippets about the actual lives of eight renowned Polish
poets and their lovers. The force that holds this mighty mix together is the work of
poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. Klass’s book will awaken readers to the strangeness of
literature and history, and to the strangeness of life and love.

PAMELYN CASTO
Author of Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker (A Portable Workshop).

Klass offers a dense, thoroughly researched story laden with symbolism, which seems,
above all, to be saying this: art exiszs. This work 7s. Art stands (sometimes literally) above
what changes and what doesn’t, outlives giants, and imbues repetitive, sometimes
hopeless lives with color. For anybody who finds that meaning important, Po/ish Poets
is a work worth taking in. ... [It is] a multi-layered, provocative, and well-told story
about art for art’s sake, language for language’s sake, and meaning-making itself.

RACHEL CUSTER
NEA Fellow (2019) and the author of Flatback Sally Country

We listen with sympathy and fascination to this series of intimate colloquies that Klass
has created in his captivating narrative on several notable Polish poets of the interwar
years (1919-1938). Feelings matter here—the relationships between the lovers. The
expansive descriptions of tiny things matter here. The internal monologues of the
individual poets matter here—their musings on the condition of the world around
them. But it is the blending of all these things in Klass’s precise proportions that matters
most. His many thoughtfully nuanced ingredients in this literary recipe are the result of
exhaustive research, and his efforts provide his readers with the ultimate experience of
the vibrant Polish poetic community of the first half of the twentieth century.

VERA FALENKO

2017 graduate of the Moscow Aviation Institute and contributing editor and
translator at Open: Journal of Arts & Letters
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