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TALES FROM THE JAIL

The short tales in this J[AIL section are recalled from baving tanght creative writing in the
county jail. Marty (I still have several of ber charcoal sketches), after escaping our jail and
fleeing to Texas (and doing some time there, too) ultimately became a published writer and
artist. These 3 are me working from memory of group discussions in the jail’s alcohol/ drug
recovery program. 1 hear the voices of Marty, and then Jimmy, so dlearly that I've committed
that woke sin of appropriating them somewbat. My bad, but it’s their spirit. Read them
alond, you’ll see: sounds better than it looks.
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THREE AFTER MARTY
~for Marty, Jailhounse Artist

GREER GETS ONE ON ME

SURE, 'LL SELL STUFF TO GET ALONG, though usually I got some guy
to cop all I want, but I have never sole myself if you know what I mean. I still
got my pride. You let go your pride, you finished.

So I’'m clocking for Greer when he’s smalltime, he don even have bottles, use
tinfoil, eyeball everything, an I got my pockets full of dimes and a couple of
quarters, maybe a half (well, it start out that way, mysteriously disappear you
know), and my own personal style is like I just hops in their car and talks em
up—discount the half’s for you, sir, please, take em off my hands, forty dollar
why pay ten five times plus all that hassle when I give it to you for forty (course
it’s about 80% laxative and a little lidocaine to make them lips tingle good), and
this nice blue car slides up, nice looking white guy with sharp new haircut you
could just smell, so I heps myself to his back door my butt not even hits the
seat before I drops my jaw for a great big nuthin to come out.

Me dumbfounded? Yessir, because I see all this radio shit under the dash and
he’s wearing this nice-as-you-please smile goddamn, the goddamn sheriff! 1
pick me the goddamn off duty sheriff mobile complete with the Man hisself.
He still laughing bout this I know, and Greer too when he think about it, like
I’'m some kind of the funny kid in the family.

I GET ONE ON GREER

GREER, HE PISS ME OFF SOMETIMES, I get so mad I go get his gun and
wave it in his face and he act like that don faze me, bitch, go ahead and shoot.
So I pull the trigger.

Now he starin cross-eyed at that gun kissin his nostril that go click, you can see
the hammer holdin on to the base of the shell. Ho-ly shit, you fuckin crazy
bitch, he yell at me and I yells right back: No, Greer, you the fucking crazy one,
you mess with me.
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ME, GREER, AND THE EMERALD GREEN FOREST

LAST TIME I SEE HIM we fightin as usual, bout paintin the house. He got
this green paint off a guy, two three buckets of what you’d paint a park bench
with, Forest Green, real homey, right? And it’s got a big oozy drip on the label
spilling down all over some penciled-in woods. And he want to do our wood
trim so his idea of that is me paint it.

Ok, I'm six or seven months out with Adelle, I mean you could play six man
euchre on my belly while I’'m standing there for the bus, so I call him names
and tell him I not about to sniff those fumes with this baby in here, might even
be his, the stupid shit, he want forest green he can go live in the goddamn
woods.

I throw the brush at him. “You can paint your own goddamn trim you want it
painted so bad,” . . . so the fucker wop me upside the head and go out the door
saying he speck that whole trim be forest green when he get back.

Un hunbh, I paint it for him. I get that paint an I paint the walls right along with
the trim, kind free form, and the floor, and the rug, an I paint the window and
his clothes and the dishes in the drying rack, and I paint a really nice swipe right
across his new TV, tear-drop like that big drip on the label. Forest green, all
three cans. I miss a few spots so it look like someone did a scratch-an-win card
outta the whole downstairs. I hold my breath a lot so’s not to hurt the baby.
Wish I coulda seen his face when he get home but completely stupid I ain’t.
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CLOSER MY GOD TO THEE
~for Jimmy, Jailhouse Sage*

MY SHIT COME IN ONE DAY when dope boy tell me he gotta go out, want
me mine the store, give me about 4 packs worth crack cocaine and tell me he
wan see all green when he get back.

So what I do, I go wave my lump of yank at this bitch I dig & before you know,
our piece shrunk down to dime size. I gets scare now. Shaky, rubber in them
bones.

Good reason for this. They find me same day, 8 of em drags me around back
and slam bam I thinking so this is what it’s like to die. My head stove in my eye
stove out my teeth scatter like chickenfeed, my ribs made all stomach-like an
squishy (six broke). . . so much womping on me they getting tired!

So what pull me through? That whole time they making scramble geeker outta
me, I’'m thinking, I’'m praying to my god: Oh, man, I wish they’d get this over
with so I can get me a hit.

Man, I needs a hit.

*

Jimmy truly was the wise old man of the place. Y ounger inmates sought him ont, and when 1
went into the jail for a couple of days, incognito, as an inmate to gather material for an article,
and two bad gnys thought I was a cop, Jimmy protected me. Pleased to say he finally got clear
of his habit and we stayed friends until bis death just a few years ago, of natural causes,
G bless.
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NOT FOR SUNDAY SCHOOL

On that note of G’bless, this next piece comes from losing myself in the vitrines—rthe
magnificent stained glass windows in the cathedral at Chartres—this particular one of old
Simeon pulling back the blanket covering baby Jesus at the showing and telling Mary, now
that he’s seen the Christ child, he can die and, ob, by the way, you're going to suffer terribly
too, Mary. Leaving me wondering what did this fonrteen-old mother think when this total
stranger said that? For a bonus here, see if you can wend your way to video of Nishi Munshi
reading this story aloud. 1 fancy her as a 20-something Mary.
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SOMETHING ELSE ABOUT MARY
~(Chartres, July 2002)

YOU ARE FOURTEEN, CERTAINLY OLD ENOUGH TO MARRY but
still innocent of men, more or less ignorant of the facts of life, more naive than
righteous really. And so, strange things may come, passing strange: in the
middle of one ordinary morning, for instance, the sun warming the kitchen
stones after everyone has left, you have a vision: a blinding angel in flame-blue
robes appears out of nowhere telling you not to be afraid but, you are going to
have a baby. An important baby. You’ll be important, too.

Now there was the calf, and the one-eyed ewe with all her lambs every year—
you know something about such things, and this is not the way it usually
happens. But, only a month after the angel, you begin to feel it—which is also
not the way it happens, at least according to all the women, but it seems to be
so, an early quickening, and as your belly grows, and your bosoms... they look
nice even if a little tender, and your family quickly marries you off to nice-ish
older man, who seems willing to accept the circumstances.

He’s a bit distant, hard to measure really, but he accepts the preposterous. You
think he’s a bit daft, in fact, but he is a widower with children and from a good
family (even if he really is adopted, O, those envious whispers), and he wants a
wife, and there’s all this rumor of being honored among men which has him
beaming with pride for another’s child. He must have been a failure in his first
life, or at least he was not ambitious. And now he’s to be honored with an
important son. Everybody have their scheckel, as Gamma says, pumping an
invisible balance with her spotted hands.

The last word is, he is nice, and it’s a roof, and you won’t be stoned to death.

But that, as we all know, is not the last word. There is, for example, strong
sickness for several months, so that you wish it would go away, it was nothing
you asked for; and there are his children—you are not their mother, though
two of them can’t even remember her, but you are flung among them more as
a sister, and it is hard to keep playing with them and out-smarting the older
boys when you’re as big as two melons and hungry as a pig. And then, my god,
comes the forced tax registry and you have to go, the younger children spread
around among even your relatives, and the dreadful donkey ride brings on early
labor, and the capital is so loud, so swarming with so many people, immense
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soldiers with arms with silver linings, and inhuman metal faces, no one nodding
hello, no one to help, and Joseph can find shelter only in a moldy stable.

And then, maidenhead still intact, you learn the truth about having babies, in a
bed of hay, so smoky it’s hard to breathe—with long-faced cattle mooing in
answer to your cries— | a beautiful baby, a boy as everyone seemed to know at
the outset. That was not a discrete angel.

And of course the second time you wake up there are these three weird old
mages, star gazers each from a different far-off land, with their babble of a
wandering star and an important baby...guess who. At this point, swirling
along in the flood of events, on the one hand not likely any of you will get
home even, while on the other you’re starting to believe it yourself, starting to
trust the crush and confusion that keeps falling piece by piece into place, this
chaos around this baby, maybe it’s your friend. There was no father to this
child, you are still a girl, why should anything else make sense either.

And this one—his eyes, and he’s so quiet, almost smiling. Sometimes when he
is battened on you feel you are the baby and he’s the nurse. You think maybe
you could do it again; you could have lots of important babies.

But then it’s terror again. Now they are killing babies and you have to flee. It’s
the cumbersome gifts you worry about, from the old sages. There are plenty of
man-with-woman-and-child combinations milling about the country side, but
how many are carrying a pyx of myrrh, Frankincense stronger than the donkey
stench? So much gold weighing down poor Solomon that only the baby can
ride on his back. You are like a fable.

But you all make it home, and months slip by. You’re getting used to all the
women telling you this is no normal baby, with his wise eyes and considerate
demands. Most babies cry, they say. And you think, most babies don’t have me
for a mother. For you love him, feed and wash and serve and teach him, and
Joseph is getting more work because of him—people come to see the baby,
and then see the wrought yokes and sleek ploughs and want to take something
away, so they bring stools and cabinets to be fixed—one man ordered a bed—
and at night, this kind man smelling of his cedar shavings...you rub his brow
and he falls asleep and then the children one by one drop off and finally it is
just you and the baby, with the curious family name from Aramea—]ezu—ryou
would not have called him Jezu—]Jezu who coos when you sing softly and lean
close to smell his skin, and he tugs at your hair and you can’t take your eyes
from his: they seem to talk to you, but you don’t know the language. They tell
a story, you sense the movement but you can’t yet see the people or places. It
must be the story of his importance, but you will have to wait.

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES




FLASH AS FLASH CAN 14

And then, the time comes to present this son of yours at the temple, and there
is much ado, and a beautiful hyacinth-blue gown, and beards trimmed and
everyone washed—the whole family shines.

And you see him coming before anyone, because you watch the periphery now,
people are always rushing up and you don’t want the baby startled, comes this
old man with thin white hair floating like smoke over his pink scalp, dragging
his staff—you’ve seen him before, he is Simeon—and he reaches right into
your arms and pulls the blanket aside—the baby’s asleep—then drops to his
knees before you and says, almost into your lap, “I have seen the Christ.”

And then he looks up into your face like a supplicant and says, “And your heart,
too, Mary, will be pierced with a sword.”

And Jesus wakes and you look into his face and know that you have just heard
his story, the whole story, and you almost die.
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JOSEPH AND THE ANGEL OF THE LORD

WHEN JOSEPH WENT OFF ON A JOB for a few weeks, he left young Mary
at the temple with the vestal virgins, but he was gone too long. When he
returned, the bridal bread had leavened: she was out to here!

He was furious. He yelled at the elders, prayed in the desert, and roundly
confronted the virgins, giving them, as it were, holy hell. They were shocked,
dismayed. Every day he’d been gone, they said, the angel of the Lord had come
to feed Mary at her lips. That’s how chaste. If something else had happened, if
she should have conceived, for instance, it must have been by the angel of the
Lord.

It might have been someone dressed as the angel of the Lord, he said, but he was
not born yesterday.

But then the angel got to him. What in the name of—so wroth the angel as to
commit anachronism—what in the name of Christ did Joseph think he was
doing? What monstrous presumption!

Poor Joseph now felt very guilty and praised the Lord. But in his heart he
mused: Angel? Or scoundrel dressed as an angel, and did it matter? It wasn’t
his. But there it was, the belly growing, the voices whispering, and as her navel
slowly disappeared, it all made for an infinite loneliness in him, which should
be part of every man’s religion, and is.
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BELACQUA
~Purgatorio, Canto IV, lines 85—139
Dante Alighier:

THEY’RE ON THEIR WAY TO PURGATORY on the second day and
Dante is pooped with the climb. “I can’t even see the top,” he says. “How
much farther?”

“This mountain is such that the higher you go, the easier it gets,” says Virgil.
Not likely, Dante is thinking.

“Near the top it will be as if you were floating down stream,” Virgil encourages,
patience showing. “We can rest then. For now, get moving.”

But from behind a large rock comes another voice: “Ya probly gonna wanna
sit down afore then,” it says. Both poets are startled—the Neapolitan ‘tough’
coming from this huge stone they hadn’t really noticed. Cautiously they peer
around it. Behind are gathered a number of people, lounging in its shade. One
in particular, clasping his knees with his head sunk between them, stands out
as the master lounger, a real loafer.

“Look at that one,” says Dante. “He look lazier than if Sloth were his very
sister.” (Dante still jacks up his diction from time to time, not really to impress
Virgil; more from just from being around him. Can’t help it.)

The one in question turns his head up, not even lifting it off his knees: “So ya
goin up, hot shot? Big mountain climber?”

Dante is shocked, and pleased. He knows this man! Still panting, he approaches
him. The man lifts his head: “Did’ja really watch de sun climb dem cliffs on de
left?”

Dante almost laughs. “Belacqual It’s great to see you. Up here, too, and not
down there! But why are you stalling here, outside Purgatory? You waiting for
a ride, or is it just ‘lazy as ever’?”

These guys had been friends in Florence. Belacqua from near Naples, had made
his way to Florence to make lutes and mandolins, though he was notoriously
slow on delivery. He worked about one day a week. He barely ever got around
to anything. Some six hundred years later, Samuel Beckett found his alter-ego
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in him, wrote a whole book about him. Beckett identified with the existential
indolence. We find ourselves drawn more to the woebegone tragedy.

Dante is chuckling and joshes the old friend with song: “I’'ve grown
accustomed to your pace...”

“Brother,” says Belacqua. “What would be the point,” he says, switching to
Dante’s Tuscan dialect and looking toward the summit. “Even if I got there,
that little bird of God that sits atop the gate, he wouldn’t let me in. He wouldn’t
even let me start my penance.”

Dante politely wonders why, so Belacqua tells him: “I was slow to repent in
life. I kind of waited for the last minute. You know me, I temporize a little. So
I have to delay here while the sun goes round as many times as it did when I
was alive but, you know...” he looks around, and winks. “...when I hadn’t yet
repented.”

Dante misses the wink and is calculating. Forty years maybe? Forty-four? How
old was he when last they killed time together?

“Unless,” says Belacqua, and Dante attends. “Unless some valiant heart, some
heart that lives in grace sends up a prayer and intercedes for me. Heaven doesn’t
hear prayers not steeped in grace. I myself alone can’t do anything.”

Dante jumps to the hint, begins by saying he could, he would, he i/, but Virgil
has already set out again and calls back over his shoulder: “Come on! The sun’s
at noon up ahead and night’s got one foot on the Ganges.”

You could, in fact, see the spreading shadow; so Dante hurries after him,
leaving Belacqua to his portion of that shared shadow, more idle than the rock
that cast it.

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES




FLASH AS FLASH CAN

MAGICAL MADELAINES
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THINGS NURSIE TOLD ME

THE OWL SPENDS HER DAY in mighty concentration, yet even so it takes
all day for the day to leak out through her eyes, and all night to fill it up again
with day. And only the pigs can see the fire in the wind, which is why they’re
always screaming, at billows braising dust.

And if you pull all the legs off a Daddy-Long-Legs, so he looks like a fat
mommy tick, and spit on him, behold—a Mexican jumping bean!

God forgive us, all our maiming.
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THERE’S AN R IN OUR BACKYARD
THAT THE CATERPILLAR PLAYS ON

FACADE OF POMPOSITY, sheeny vest buttoned all the way down, arms...
No matter, for left foremost foot wrapped in Italian shoe.

Down the slide of that R, Wheee . . . day-old underwear plain. Ah, to jump on
twenty-eight legs!

Ah, to eat one’s way through the green of early summer.
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CEILING WAX

THE BOY LIES IN BED watching the shadows glide across the ceiling,
shadows cast from car headlights passing on the street below. They are
different shades of gray and gloom, sliding over and under each other as card
shark might scoot them around then ask you pick the one you started with.

The boy wishes for a truck to pass below, some larger shadow to wipe the slate
clean so he can sleep. Instead, a motorcycle guns by; it doesn’t even register on
the ceiling. This is troublesome because the boy likes to imagine people in the
cars that are casting these shadows. But an invisible engine vrooming louder
than a truck and yet shadowless? Perhaps it’s the cardician himself hidden in
the corpuscular dark, or inside a stupid word. Cardician—who coins such
things?

But those inside the sliding shadows are genuine enough to travel across a
corner, fade down a wall, waxing like a hawk coming into view high up in the
ceiling then waning with a snap—gone. A single shadow might include a whole
family, or a couple, or maybe just a Western Union guy. Dreams have as many
portals as there are dreams after all, but as for the cardician, who distracts, who
lies and cheats, pretends then gloats; con-man extraordinaire, shuffling lies for
to love and charming you all the while. Better drop away from your ceiling, like
that hawk’s feather seeking earth, you floating down, rocking gently in the air,
down deeply down, back down deep asleep before he arrives with his pseudo-
somethings of wished-for nothings.
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BENDINGS

THE MAN ON THE PARK BENCH BESIDE THE GIRL leans over a
paper cup or other litter at their feet. It is not his job but he will pick it up,
won’t he?

The man tries to understand what it is the girl is telling him about herself.
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STORY STARTS

HE IS ONE OF THOSE WHO. A kind of. What is needed in this particular
story is not words. Words say things like voices in the hall, voices upstairs, the
wooshy voices of dropping off to sleep.

Spite the voices, what’s called for here is rhythm.

That he has no rhythm.

All right then; let surprise suffice. A kick in the butt, shove in the back— just
with finger tips. Or a good slap—at this point even such a cheap delight. But
we have none.

Suspense then?

We are he; see if you can get out of that.

And this unbegun man, my unresponsive and moreover man, he lived to be
very quiet that day.
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AS A TEACHER
I’'VE BEEN YEARNING
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TO MY STUDENTS,
PERHAPS ALL STUDENTS

SIT AROUND THIS CIRCLE, imagine a dead pig or something fresh at the
center, and I am the old hunter, and you are back from an eatly outing. You
are young hunters—and you’re terrible. Iragiwi shot Momou in the foot, good
thing he forgot the curare. And then most of you broke silence and laughed as
he tumbled through the branches—while it’s my job to worry about our
numbers and the rest.

What the hell, yours is an ancient laughter, I know. Old as cruelty, cruel as
mercy, and I know there are other worlds. I know that the spirits can name
only when they fight and tell each other lies. I know there is change, drift,
certain slippage; like I know I got this pig in the head when I’d aimed for its
haunch.

I know Momou will replace me in a year, if he survives his training, and that
Iragiwi will take us into war, and half of you will die because he never could
stand to the ritual club on the pate. Never understood where to slip the pain,
point the eyes, even what to do with his hands—if only he had pockets.

These the hands the spirits think are varmints in a cage—the very hands that
shape and send the prayers.

I know even what I’ll never need to know, that comes of being this old hunter.
Doesn’t concern me, I say, as I step around this bright thing from some other
world. It glints, and cuts well, but introduces a useless magic in my opinion.
Like a little piece of lake letting the mimi spirits sneak to its portal then dart
away, return, and finally take on one’s own eye. A nasty sort of fish. I ask you,
who doesn’t know when he sees the spirit snatch his eye thus, that it’s not a
trick? If you don’t know that, age won’t help.

So, knowing all this I say to you, my young hunters, what can you expect on
your third time out? Don’t feel bad, it’s practice. I can still feed us. Have some

pig.

But Iragiwi, to you I say: When it climbs the marula tree like a mau-mau, flashes
white sole of foot like a mau-mau, signals not to shoot it, like a better mau-mau
than most—most would break silence and shout Not me, you stupid fuck!—
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then, brave but mole-eyed Iragiwi, maybe it 75 a mau-mau?

Your brother Momou mayber And you should not split your cheeks and send
the dart at his thickest part, which, seeing come up like a termite wasp, he
deflected with his foot, then fell, heavy as a mandril, bringing branches, leaves,
startling half an acre of forest—thud!

Was he dead? Were they using the juice?

He opens his eyes right into mine, and I see he’s my successor. This is a story
we will tell only after Iragiwi has nearly destroyed us, and now, only now,
thirteen men and four women later, all replaced only now when I am old as
cured hide and lull my grandchildren with a useless tit, it is only now, Momou,
that you and I can laugh, but O, a laugh that soars above the land, swallows
seas and shouts down cataracts, makes mimi spirits doubt themselves, because
it knows.

It knows. We know, little brother, and laugh, and return to our husk of days.
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TEACHING IS ALWAYS A FAILURE
~an Interactive Short-Short

MY PREP-SCHOOL ENGLISH TEACHER, one of those who affects your
life forever. I’d gone back to teach in the school myself—a beautiful boarding
school in the mountains of western North Carolina—so he’d become a
colleague and we were given to chatting, English teachers after all, and one day
I was knee-high in despair over some class gone wrong and he reassured me:
“Kent, you have to understand: teaching is always a failure.”

I nodded, appreciating the wisdom, but it took half my career, maybe fifteen
years later, to get what he meant.

Dear Reader, do yox get it? What did he mean?

(keep it short)
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IN BED WITH FRED

~Silver doesn’t have a rhyme, but still it shines.

“I SEE DEAD PEOPLE,” he whispers. This usually gets a response, even if
they hadn’t seen the movie. But today his students were, indeed...what? . . .
walk-ons from some parallel YA film, Class of the Living Dead.

“Ok if I open this window?” one in back said.

“By all means!” But she couldn’t. A large male moved in to help, but he
couldn’t get it up either. They are dissatisfied. Good. Something to work with,
but how long before they start gnawing off collops of raw flesh as per movie,
and whose? A second male joins them, big guy with the baseball hat making
him look like Baby Huey in the comics, that gigantic and endearingly naive
duck.

“Duck!l’” one of them screams out the window. The first male, with all his
(dead) weight on the sill, had exchanged places with the in-rush of breeze, and
the girl is yelling down at the class below that’s gone outside it’s such a nice
day. “Duck! Watch out below...!” Splat, three stories, in the middle of the
Visiting Professor’s outdoor round table, and that class peers at the fresh
lifeless lump, the baseball hat even lower on the compressed brow now, but
none of them seem sure of what this sudden appearance is meant to exemplify.

“Could we all sit down now?” calling them back from the window. “Get back
to the questions?”

And bless her heart, the girl with no shoes, perched on her soiled feet, raises
her hand.

“Missy...?”

“You gonna mark him absent?” He had, of late, perhaps overemphasized the
attendance policy.

“He’s not absent,” he said. “He’s just dead.” Leaving the question of what to
do with the other 19 stuporous students of a balmy afternoon, three weeks
before the end of the semester. He goes for the jugular: “Listen, you
guys... How many of you think anything matters, after you’re dead?”
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No hands go up.

“I take it none of you think anything matters then? Because dead is dead, right?
Any problems, they all belong to the living now, right? I mean, what do you
care, you're dead. Right?”

“Might be a test,” mutters one across the aisle. Others nod.

“No, it’s not a test. We're just saying dead is actually dead, door nail dead,
cannon ball dead...”

:cSir?”

“Cannon ball, it’s in your notes: you’re at the center of lead cannon ball, fifty
fathoms down—you are the center. There’s no light, no sound, even your
thought is /ad. Rhymes with . . . ,” reaching for the response.

Some nod, but more to shake off a yawn, infecting the lot, so now the front
row looks like a small chorus on a high note, the rest merely titubating in vague
remembrance of the lesson—it came from the first half of the semester, after
all.

(Titubate? Look it up, damnit!)

“You all want to put your heads down for five minutes? *Sleep is the sister of
Death,’ says Shelly. Maybe we could get a little mortuarial incest going?”’

“Is it always about sex with you, Dr. Dixon?”

“Well said, and a sex worse than death, my friend. Talking about the foreplay—
life. What will your lives be like if you start out at twenty-one... dead? Dead
people are sterile, you know. You won’t be able to have children, only very
bland reproductions, Walmartians, minted in Taiwan.” He could go anywhere
with this. He’d better, they all seem to be wandering off into little lethargic
clouds above their heads.

One pair of eyes cocks up, at the clock behind his head—which rhymes with
dead. Another pair of eyes follows, it must be ten nineteen, time to go back to
bed. Poor teach, he doesn’t even end the class, just watches them shuffle out,
his class of the aforesaid yawning, dawning dead.

He gathers his books and thinks vaguely about his student on the lawn below,
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who was okay, it turns out—Ilanded on his head.

“Dr. D,” says the last one out, the cute one, whose name he can never
remember, a fact of which he’s not unproud because she’s the prettiest in the
class and not a little flirty. She’s an asset really, keeps the guys awake trying to
impress her.

“You have any time this afternoonr” she says. “I’d like to follow up on
something you said, about...you know, reproduction,” arm on his sleeve.

“That’s not what I meant,” he bled (an old past form of bleet, called a half-
rhyme, sleeve/bleet). He has a fleeting feeling about this, cautiously discrete.
Pretty and bright and always flirty, but she has never touched him before.

Her name...something French...Janine, Sophie, Francoise...

Afternoon comes, no show, then she arrives late, just as he’s leaving, his hand
on the doorknob, arms full of books. She startles him and her name comes
with the jolt: Frédérique.

“Frédérique! You startled me! We’ll have to reschedule. 1 really have to go.”

“Sure,” she says. “Me, too,” hand easy on his arm again. “But just call me
Fred.”
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BURYING DAD
~1In Memoriam, and Non-Fiction

Francis Stilwell Dixon, Jr. (1916-1986)

DING, DONG, THE OLD MAN’S DEAD. It would seem I didn’t give two
shits about my father, nor he me. How could he, bastard child of Fred Myers
and Jack Daniels, brokered by Papa Shmirnov? Drunk for fifty yeats, most of
them overlapping mine.

When I eased behind the wheel of my mother’s car to drive up to Lauderdale
from Miami to see about his cremation, she leaned in and said to me, “I know
you. Don’t ask to see him. It’s all you’ll remember.”

She did know me. I probably did want to see him. Dead. Not out of spite so
much, but just to close that chapter.

So I get there and have this peaceful moment when the rosy light of the
crematorium streaking through its stained glass window weakly stripes the
corner of his box, which I then noticed was way too short for him and made
of ... was it cardboard?

“Gives bulk to the cremains,” the Funeral Director tells me.
“Is there another box? He was six foot six.”
“The knees are bent,” he says.

The FD warmed to my interest. It takes up to eight hours to cremate a body,
at least in his shop, so we had time for a tour. Backstage at the crematorium:

Dad, whatever else we might say about you, your ghoulish sense of humor
would have kicked in: the medieval tools, the jeroboams of chemicals, colored-
coded sutures, endless jars of make-up, and the bone pulverizer—big grinding
wheel, like for axes. The rental casket, its fresh stacks of removable silk
bottoms leaning against the wall, each one shaped to conform, looking like
shoe-inserts for very large ghosts.

“In-souls,” I said. He looked at me. I shrugged. “My Dad had a macabre sense
of humor,” I hear myself explain. One bit of legacy I suppose I cherish, though
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I spared the FD further explanation.

“And what’s this?” I ask. A barrel of sand; the granules looked polished like
ready-made rice. “Something to sling at shotgun weddings?”’

“Don’t get any of that on you,” he says. “High grit absorbent. Same stuff they
use in filling stations. Under the cars. Lots of grease and fat in this business.”

Certainly so. I looked up. “And that thing there?” suspended from a rafter.
“Sure looks like a bicycle,” some Schwinn from yesteryear, rusty spokes and
chubby tires, complete with the beat up basket and crumbling rubber horn.

“You don’t want to know,” he said, and turned away. Hey, I'd worked in
hospitals, been assigned to burn patients (they all died), and he’d just showed
me his bone grinder—he could tell me.

“It was mine,” he said. “I just couldn’t get rid of it.”

We circled back to your oven: he’d forgotten to turn it on! Is ok, I said, and
picked up on this last leg of our tour. He showed me how it worked. Turn this,
watch that dial. When the pressure gets to the red, then over here you. .. and
finally this button.

“Would you mind,” I said, “if I did it?”

“I’ve been in this business twenty years,” he said. “You’re only the second man
who’s ever asked me that.”

And my harbinger? Turns out it was a Hindu: the son lights the father’s funeral
pyre. I'd done what I could with words the day before—someone thought I
was a professional eulogist and asked for my card—but this was material, help
the old man cross over physically. Get you somewhere on time for once, Dad.

Somelast act, besides the coins on his eyes. One thing about Dad’s deep pockets,
he always had the right change and then some. In fact, he and Charon probably
stopped off at some sea-side tavern, drinks on him.

But damn if the FD didn’t understand my need. Had he not embalmed his own
father? Ooh. “That must have been hard,” says L.

“Nah,” he says. “I could do it better than anyone else, so I did it.” The hard
part—he paused, the rosy light visible only in his moistening eyes now, because
we’d closed your door and I’d turned on the heat—*“Hard part was seeing him
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all prissified up at the service.”

“Oh, you don’t do that part?”

“Cosmetics,” he chokes in scorn. He is, I think, gently weeping. So I push the
final button and sit back down beside the man and put my arm around his
shoulders, and he dissolves. Completely loses it. We’re sitting in this two-man
pew opposite the oven smelling now of dry heat like a sauna, and the FD is
sobbing in spasms.

The memory is evidently quite raw. Way to go, me. What to say now?

Our pew is walking in baby steps with his blubbering, tight in my arms, and
feeling obliged I ask, “When did he die?”

“Nineteen seventy three,” he blurts.

Seventy-threer Thirteen years ago? Dad, oh Dad, you would have howled.
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AREA CODE TO HEAVEN
~PARIS, 2001

FIFTEEN YEARS LATER and I'm sitting on a bench by the Seine in the
XVth way the hell out by the Périphérigue with nothing to do but wait for my
wife. Nothing to read, but I’ve got this French cell phone and with ‘/ 7/ the
French are years ahead of us in 2001. For one thing, you can call anywhere in
the world. I could ‘shoot the moon’ (my dad’s favorite gambit in Hearts). So
there’s a useful thought, how about calling my Dad?

But how do you ring up, on a French #/éphone portable, your dead dad? I punch
in the country code and try our old phone number. No dice. Then I try his
apartment, after their divorce, and get just bells and whistles. Need an area
code, but what, oh what, is the area code for heavenr 0002 666?

I try spelling it: 33 23, then 43 28 36 (H E A V E N)—nothing. Then I try itin
French and get tinny music and a French operator saying God knows what
with a Ne guittez pas, m’sieur at the end, literally Don 't quit, which, when you think
about it, though not particularly French in spirit, is not bad advice. So I persist.
And then it hits me: three stars, of course. What else? * * *

“Hel-loo...?”

Formidable! “Hi, Dad. This is weird, but it’s me.”

“Well, halloo. How are you, how are your”

“I don’t know what to ask you about, you know? Yoz, or just chatter on about
... earth?”

“Porgy to Earth,” he says, chuckles. This nickname of his I can’t abide and
never could, not worth elaborating. POR-gee, for reader’s benefit, writer’s
chagrin.

“You know, I never called you that or thought of you by that, I hated that--"

“What?”
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“That name. Porgy.”

“I never much liked it either, despised it as a kid. Came from ‘pudgy’ you know,
looked in a mirror and couldn’t say pudgy and it came out porgy and that was
that, but you know, people liked it. I always felt they liked me, when they used
it. You had to be an insider to use it ...”

(‘Dad?7?

“Mmmm hmm?”

“Have you become loquacious?”

“Always was, son. You just weren’t up that late.”

“Dad, it’s great talking, it’s incredible.”

“Wait till you get the bill.”

“Do you have to be anywhere? How much time do we have?”

“Time,” he says. “Hard to remember time, mostly clouds up here,” and then 1
think he turns aside, maybe to someone else, maybe there’s some laughter, or
just appreciation, like him pointing to the phone like he’s aping Jewish pride,
Hey, look, it’s my son the Whatever calling!

“Hey, Dad... Is Muriel up there?”” His third wife. “Do Jews get in, same place?
It’s not ‘restricted” or anything, is it?” (We lived in a ‘restricted neighborhood’
on a residential island when I was a kid.)

“What? You’re gargling. Over.”

“I said is Muriel there?”

“I met someone else, before she got here.”

“Tesus...”

“Haven’t seen him, but you hear a lot about him. His picture’s everywhere. So,
uh...”
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“Wait,” I say. “Dad, I want to turn this around. I want to say up front, you
know, before we have to quit off, want to say I love you, always did, couldn’t
get through the alcoholic haze sometimes, a lot of the time, most of it, but you
were so funny, you remember the time I drove you home drunk and we got
pulled over? I was thirteen and had to sit on your feet to see over the dash,
you’d slid them across from the passenger side and your foot fell asleep and
when the cop asked you to step out and walk, you said your feet were asleep
and he said that was the first time he’d ever heard that one.”

“He followed us home.”

“Right, me still driving, but you kept goosing me with your foot, so to the cop
it would have looked like I was on a merry-go-round behind the wheel . . .”

“I had a cramp.”

“You told the cop of course I could drive, and I was in medical school. I was
thirteen!”

“You’d have been a good doctor.”

“I wanted to be one because I thought you’d wanted to be one. Did you, ever?”
“Thought about it.”

“Didn’t you make an A in Biology, something special?”

“Liked biology. Lots of frogs.”

“Speaking of, I’'m calling you from Paris.”

“You moved?”

“No. Long story, I'll write or something. There’s more. I know you loved me,
you just weren’t good at expressing it.”

“I loved your mother. I loved Muriel. You should see this angel I met here.”
“No hurry. But I know you did, Dad. Love. Me, too, right?”

“Mmm hmm, even as a baby...”

“What do you mean?”
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“You cried a lot. They’d give you to me and you’d stop.”
“Probably the fumes.”

“Hmm, could be, but it felt special.”

“I’'m sorry, that was fresh.” (What the hell word is that?)

“No, no. This is alright, something different. Memories, they tend to wander
off by themselves up here.”

“Dad, this is an amazing phone call. Dreams don’t go on this long.”
“Call sooner next time.”

“You sound like Grandad. Remember his good-byes with his big hug? ‘Come
again . . . and again.””

“He’s not here.”

“Pops? Grandad’s not in heavenr”

“He was an artist remember.”

“What’s that mean? No artists in heaven?”
“They got it in below.”

“Wait, you mean a life of art is heavenr”
“I’m not supposed to tell you this.”

He never touched on verities, if that was one, but he wo#x/d take me into his
confidence.

“You remember when you were in that alcoholic rehab place,” I say. “And 1
was working in a hospital that summer and you asked me to send you some
syringes? And you injected a crate of oranges full of vodka, for your pals?”

“I’'m smiling,” he says. “It was grapefruits, for the record.”

“You want anything now?”
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“Pack of Camels’d be nice.”

“How’s the food?”

“About the same. I’'m getting older, I like spicy now. Indian. My angel...”
“What? Dad, I'm losing you.

“Naa... You can’t. But I'll let you go.”

I deserve that one. How many times did I say it to him, down here, silently
screaming to get off?  Sad to say, we soon hung up.

My advice? What did I learn from this trip to the otherworld?
Isn’t it obvious?

Call home.
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QUALITY TIME
~For Renée Barat Dixon (1916-2006)

ONE LAST GASP LIKE SHE WAS CATCHING HER BREATH and then
she altogether stopped.

—Wow, Mom, that’s it, I said and wiped her lips a final time. There’s this foam
that gurgles up from their throats and oozes out with the stertorous rattle. They
call this the active dying phase.

That phase was over, dead she was, and it’s hard to think past death when
you’re smack up against it, so I stepped out to call the nurse, who, the dear,
cried a little, produced some papers for me to sign, and then sent me back in:

—I know you’ll want to spend some quality time with mom, she said.

I sat there. Very still. You could feel the room in flatline. I looked out the
window, walked around, and then came to stand over her.

I closed her eyes. (They don’t have to shut simultaneously; that’s dolls.)

I closed the door and got out my cell phone and started taking pictures. I posed
Woofy—her stuffed animal sheep dog—alongside her. But after several takes,
repositioning him each time, I gave up. Couldn’t get either of them to relax.

What to do. I lifted her out of the bed and gingerly placed her in the armchair,
afraid I'd break her. I let her just lean in it like she didn’t quite want to sit. My
idea was to have some sort of tea, though for mom the dainty tea finger would
tangent off a martini. No man has ever kissed the hand of the man that killed
his son, says King Priam to Achilles—and I will ask, who among us has fussed
around to scratch up an afternoon tea with his just dead mother? It’s never
been done—well, maybe Norman Bates in some outtakes somewhere, but in
real life? But if somebody doesn’t do it, the universe will be incomplete.

I did jam a chair under the doorknob, for privacy, but then almost immediately
I needed it for our tea party. So.

Her gown was open a little. She’d shown me her first mastectomy scar back
when she was fifty.
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—Here, you want to see?

—I don’t know, not really, Mom . . . but, flip, there it was, a sort of ‘@o not’ bar
across her chest, smack where I’d rooted for a nipple once. But now, at ninety,
there were matching diagonals—like cancellations when a cartoon character is
knocked out, the crossed out eyes—making her, with her frail nonagenerian rib
cage, very lithe and boyish.

Then I did something really weird. I arranged her to sit a little more
comfortably, straightened her gown and began to pat her down. I don’t know
what else to call it. I was taking in her whole body, through the palms of my
hands. Blotting her in.

One of her eyes had crept open now, as if curious, or maybe to join me finally,
and Woofy was flat on his back on the floor looking deader even than she . ..
when the damn door opens.

Enter my nurse, who just stands there and doesn’t withdraw politely and I don’t
say ‘Give us a little longer’ or ‘Quality time, you know’ or anything, I just keep
patting, taking my mother’s measure, feeling her ribs hip bones femurish thighs.
Nurse had probably seen it all before anyway, though maybe not; maybe this
was a first for her too; at any rate, she didn’t leave.

So, nurse at the door, respectfully watching; Woofy on his back, kick him aside;
me feeling up my mom as if this were a reverential thing to do. I squeezed her
toes, like a custom handgrip, and then I was full.

Take my hands if you don’t understand: you can feel it. You’ll need to do it for
me someday. Otherwise, the ghost escapes, lost, grieved, nowhere to go. You
have to take it in, through the ticklish portals in your hands just below where
stigmata would be.

As I write this now in my study, one eye in each palm is peeking down at the
home keys, Woofy’s perched in his own oblivion behind me on the window

seat, and the tea . . .

The tea is slowly, ever so slowly, getting cold.
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THE BACK RABBIT

~ Dedcated to Mrs. Hotchkiss, 3rd Grade

And in memory of my grandfather, Francis S. Dixon,
and his looney first wife, my grandmother Rosalie

YOU TOLD US TO WRITE about our grandparents and use a lot of likes.
Well, my grandparents don’t live on a farm like in our reader and my
grandfather is dead anyway. He was nice and I liked him a lot. He painted
pictures. They used to be pictures of women without any clothes but then they
got dressed so he went outside to paint waves and clouds and rocky shores that
are usually wet and reflect all the colors that are lying around in other things.
Then there are trees that are all orange and yellow instead of green, which
happens up north, and sometimes they’re a reddish purple like something
squished you see in the shade. If you’re walking along a path in the shade.

He took me walking a lot, and he still does in a way because we have lots of his
paintings in our house. In the living room I can walk in the snow beside a
frozen stream if I want to and it’s never cold. In one of his snow paintings there
are rabbit tracks. Where is the rabbit I asked him. It’s behind the tree stump,
he said. When I was little, I looked on the back of this painting, to see if the
rabbit really was behind the stump—I knew better, but I thought he might have
thought of it too and painted one there for me, but it was just the canvas.

Every year since he died, I think this time I’ll sneak up on the backrabbit and I
take the painting down, slowly so not to scare it and I flip it around fast, but
there are just these bumps, tiny weaved squares, like teeny-tiny tic-tac-toe with
no edges. Please don’t read this to the class because they will laugh at me, but
the back of a painting—it can get scary back there. There’s no nothing (can 1
say that?), and no one goes there.

He was warm when he hugged you and his beard bristles tickled but they were
soft and not splintery like my father’s. He smelled like oil paints and the
turpentine from cleaning his brushes, and he was a good pool player and all the
other men at the club liked him. He showed me how to put English on a ball,
which is when you make it spin to do things, I guess invented by the English
though I couldn’t tell you when, but it’s not so easy when your hands aren’t full
grown yet.

My hands may never get the chance because they are attached to my wrists and
elbows and the rest and my parents have to leave me at my grandmother’s on
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some weeckends, and as a special treat she will take me to a movie. Her chauffeur
is off on Friday so my grandmother drives her emerald Cadillac and has me sit
in back to be safe but it’s not safe because even when I curl up on the floor the
ride is like hugging the bottom of a boat with tropical storm warnings up.

Maybe it’s like one of those storms like he liked to paint (2 points). It’s not wet
or cold but it shakes you hard like a cup of dice and I tumble from side to side
and knock my head on the door handle and she yells at me to be still it’s hard
enough without me running around back there and once 1 did a complete
summersault. S/ow down, 1 called out once, but I don’t think she can hear any
better than she can see.

I know she can’t see well in the dark movie theater because going down the
aisle she clutches the back of my neck (she has no idea how hard) , and we have
to get the usher to lead us to our seats with his flashlight and everyone looks
up and watches her nearly tip over because she is very tall with shoes that make
her taller and a funny hat that slips down over her eyes when she coughs and
spills her thermos in her lap so I go to the bathroom, I mean I say I have to
but she won’t let me go alone and follows me up the aisle like a woman falling
from stilts. (You find them now, all these likes. I don’t like them, they look like
footprints going nowhere.)

I don’t really have to go but she just makes me want to hide, like the rabbit
behind the stump and sometimes I almost find that place except then I’'m all
alone on the back of the canvas and it’s just dry skin or a desert of tic-tac-toe
marks if it’s expensive canvas and where are your parents and where is the path
beside the stream in the snow? Which tiny weaved square should you hop onto
and not have it explode like a mine in the war, because during the war I used
to have a nurse that made me say my prayers like God bless mommy and daddy
and Grandmother Rosalie and all the little children I played with and all the
other little children not yet born and I asked her if they were any different from
all the little children that had already died and she slapped me.

I told on her but my mother believed her so I'm sitting out here in back on the
back side of maybe a Grandfather painting of mommy and daddy and
Grandmother Rosalie and all the little children, dead or not even alive yet plus
the live ones that sometimes pick on me at school (Ben doesn’t, or Cassie or
Linda, and I like Johnny even though he does sometimes).

Back here waiting, hiding and waiting for him to come along and paint me
there—like this
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MIA, THIS IS PHOEBE. PHOEBE, MIA

I DROWNED ONCE AND SAW THE LIGHT—the tunnel, the Halleluiah
chorus (before I ever knew Handel) (the choir stood on graduated benches, in
robes and bare feet visible below red gowns)...the whole caboodle. 1 took a
swing at the guy trying to revive me because he’d spooked the vision. But my
point here is the light.

This light was physical, somatic, swelling my salivary glands and oozing from
the quick of my fingernails. You could gush around in this light, in a slurry of
shifting senses. Birdie in a birdbath, of ambrosia and endorphins. Only one
other time in my life I’ve been swallowed in such a light, and that was a dream
of my old girlfriend, my first gitlfriend, the one, as a kid, that stays forever, you
never get over, you never get rid of her.

I woke up in this dream (I dreamed I woke), and there was Phoebe beneath me
and we were smearing our faces together, which is to say not a kissing so much
as a deliquescent surrender of my face into hers, and hers mine, mixing faces
in a plasma of all the tenderness and passion I ever felt for her—see above
light.

It was longing suffused with completion. I remembered her taste, her black
hair, her dark eyes that took me in without seeming to, but when they did on
this night, came the promise of a little something she might say, a noise she
might make to reassure me this was real. It was definitely that light again, I
recognized it, the serotonin secrets of light without luminance, light that had
nothing to do with day.

Or it was mostly of that kind of light. Ninety-nine percent because, remember,
it’s a dream, and the gitl died twenty years ago, and I’m happily married. And I
must have had a dog that I’d had once, in the bed with us in the dream because
it moved, sort of raised its head up under the covers beside us.

But then as dreams will have it, it’s not my dog. Turns out it’s my wife, Mia,
and this is terribly unfair. I’ve never been unfaithful nor would I be, but what
can you do with dreams?

“Hi, sweetie,” I said. “This is Phoebe. Phoebe, Mia.”

Phoebe is trying to push me off but we’re sort caught of red-handed here, a
little late for denying anything so I reach over and gather Mia to us.
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“A gentleman uses his elbows,” Mia says, meaning when he’s on top, and
showing thus some consideration for Phoebe, too, which is a good start 1
figure.

“I don’t know how she got here, I woke up and we were like this, and it’s a
dream...”

“It’s probably one of your jealousy dreams,” she says. ““You know, that’s what
really pisses me off about you. You have my jealousy dream and you get to play
the wayward husband. Your happy happy is just frigging unboundless!”

“No, no, I said,” said I. (I tend to come half-awake in dreams, sort of lucid
dreaming where you can control them except I can’t quite but rather just study
them from the sidelines and hope for purchase. So that ‘1 said/said I’ is me
starting to wake up.)

But who would care to wake from the best two women of his life, who have
more than a little to do with each other, though they never met, the one long
dead the other thoroughly sick of hearing about her.

“No, sweetie,” I say. “It’s no happy happy unless you two get along. You have
to like each other, and you would, I’'m telling you you’d hit it off, go shopping.
Christ, you’re both so smart . . . maybe a play?”

I turn to Phoebe: “Could you help me out here, say something?” She’s working
on it, she’s come from so far away, suffering a little eternity lag, so I say to my
wife, “Look, Mia, could I, just, could I hold your two faces, like this, up to
mine?”

There’s a pause, this is the abyss: I will either resolve this or segue into a falling
dream for about ten minutes, whistling like a bomb. But even at this precipitous
edge tonight it seems I’ve got my balance. I'm not dizzy in the least and my
hands are brimming over with these two faces and I’'m mindful of my elbows
and to appease my wife, who does have if not the prior at least the stronger
claim, I go for her most vulnerable spot: “Do this for me, and I’ll give you a
back rub.”

Dream—flash—becomes a cartoon, as if: they both roll over simultaneously to
offer me their naked backs, which are so different that it’s hard to concentrate.
Mia is tall and long, with flowing red hair, and back muscles like Margot
Fontane’s. Phoebe is a petite brunette, long indigo black hair and with a butt
like a kid’s and back muscles like Margot Fontane’s. They both danced when
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younger. Phoebe has the Venus dimple at her coccyx; Mia doesn’t.

Can you pat your head and rub your tummy at the same time? I can’t. I can,
but it’s hesitant and awkward and each lapses into the other, so these girls are
getting simultaneous and bi-symmetrical backrubs, the best I can do under the
circumstance when in fact I always gave backrubs to seduce women, not put
them to sleep. But off to sleep they drift; Mia begins to snore a little and
Phoebe’s clutches a ringlet of Mia’s hair, pacifier-like.

And the dog—there was a dog after all—large tail thumping over by the door,
it wants to go out. Dog, you can pee in the rubber plant for all I care. I got
these hummocks of buttocks challenging me here, no place I'd rather be,
though lord knows what to do with them. A fine perplexity of haunches,
dilemma of dunes.

I cover them as best I can, not easy since I’'m sitting on the covers in the valley
between them. I smooth their hair. Le rouge et le noir. I feel sleepy myself and
notice Phoebe is beginning to fade; so I shake her a little.

There is a murmur muffled in pillows, not sure whose.

“Phoebe, don’t go. We won’t have this chance again.” I rub a little harder, more
sensuously, Phoebe on the left, Mia on my right. I want to wake them but I
know most any full-sized disturbance will blow the dream; so I'm stuck, and
then my hands begin to ache. I try singing softly to them, but the dog thinks
I'm calling it. I don’t think about yanking the covers off and somehow making
mad monkey love to them, we three, because...it’s a dream with its own
druthers and it’s just not going in that direction. They might not cotton to the
same kind of monkey anyway.

Then Mia mumbles something.

“What, hon?”

“Scratch,” she exhales.

Yes, well, instead of massaging for my supper, I begin to scratch, gently, nails
running over the little impurities on their backs, tickling pores, sending tingles,
imagining I’'m their skin so I know where next to go. Their little coos of

pleasure are too delayed and sporadic; one must second guess.

And where does one go, caught between longing and completion, far and near,
odyssey and Ithaca, act and thought, then and now, night and day, love and
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love?
As usual, Mia nails it.
I can’t quite hear her at first so I have to whisper what. ‘What, hon?’

“Don’t stop,” she says.

47

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES




FLASH AS FLASH CAN

MEDITATIONS ON ART & LIFE,
ARCS & ARSE

48

BUTTONHOOK PRESS




KENT DIXON 49

A KAFKA STORY

1 DREAM I AM TRANSLATING a short work by Kafka. It’s one of his
simple things—a man and a village and just a handful of sparse sentences
amounting almost to a fable, a dulcet one at that, except of course the reader is
made increasingly anxious by the undetlying voice within the voice, those
murmurs of ineffable guilt, invisible loss, gallows chortles behind the deadpan
front, and I keep smoothing it over, adjusting words and rhythms until I’'ve got
it perfect.

And then I force myself, in my dream, to go over it some more, line by line
until I have it memorized. It’s perfect. Franz himself would give pause, might
even smile, behind those dark eyes at least.

I sit back and blow a kiss to the muse; this is probably my best ever.

And then, I wake up.
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FLYSPEC

~for Musca domestica, et al.

STRANGER THINGS HAVE HAPPENED I suppose, but not often. This
singular fly shows up on my page one late fall and begins to preen. Right there
in front of me. Shoo, you would think, but she went right on preening.

No help that the FM station chose that moment to sneak in the overture to
Swan Lake. And 1 saw that if I chose not to create an avalanche of getting up,
then she would linger, grooming herself obliviously, like those shots of the
royals without their tops on, thinking they’re safe behind their walls and foliage
and security staff, likely as not the ones to sell them out.

She stretched a wing up and over her head, like a canopy. Repeated the process
with the other. This—I do not exaggerate—is approaching half a
minute now. She brushed her front pair of hands methodically down her back.
I'm wishing for a tiny dressing table to nudge toward her with my finger nail.
In its reflection would she blink—indeed—one thousand times at once.

She startled, hopped like a frame or two were missing from our scene and made
as if to go. I held so still I didn’t even wish she wouldn’t, and when she didn’t,
1 admit, 1 felt a brush of fear. I felt her gaze. I considered fantasy, which
ordinarily promises simpler things, easier worlds. I also considered taking a stab
at smashing her on my page in the tradition of falling safes, Bambi v.
Godzilla—but that seemed a little rude given her initial overture.

Cut to chums a’slouch in matching armchairs now, she crossing and recrossing
her crew of legs and earnestly working her mouth parts I think to compensate
our newfound difficulty making eye contact—it was like scanning some bank
of TV monitors, or the facade of an entire office building with the same face
in every window. Mine in fact. So many me's I felt myself slipping.

And then she stood upright, reached some limbs around behind and detached
a wing, gently laid it down. And the other beside it—stiff, gossamer, snowshoe
looking things, veiny and seer and light as motes. What a sneeze would do!

Naked before me, satin black and tight as silk, her flesh. Nude, jet, and no
doubt quite comely in her world, though to me something of the misshapen
ant about her. But what to say? ‘So where’d you get them big brown eyes and
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tiny little mind?” No, no call for facetiousness here. Devils were accustomed
once to assume the form of flies, there being nowhere they were not. Such
begged proofs cited still make devils enough.

This fly before me—she’d grown too big, too late now to brush her off. Instead
I speculated further: “Isitits splendid confluence with immortality that attracts
you to carrion, or are you just tidy about death?” And then, making a real effort
for her perspective. “Tell me, ma’am. Is one man’s shit as good as another’s?”

What would you have asked her, what she thought of overpopulation? The
planet, or terrorists with weapons of mass destruction? Actually I asked her
that one, our mostly forgotten nuclear predicament, and if she meant to rule
the world afterward, and one or two other century questions, before propriety
pulled me back. Hell, if I must be covered with maggots while still alive, good
host that I am, I invited hers. “Come back and lay them on me,” I said, “in the
bloat of time.” As well hers as another’s.

And then for all my bravado, our meeting took a somber turn. First, I noticed—
plink plink—that 1 was crying. My throat seized up. Men only die because they
cannot join their ends and their beginnings. Who said that? Epictetus?
Epesiotomes... somebody with an E, certainly not my fly. She was offering
only an obsidian monad of Olympian mum, encumbered with limbs, while I
then let go and wept wretched for my kind.

Second thing I discovered was our commonality. My soul prickled at the
thought. I resisted. I'm afraid I completely forgot myself. You shit-licking gnat
of a nit-flit, I foamed, I fricated. Life doesn’t have a beginning, not likely, nor
an ending. Individuals do, small businesses do, but not life. Before the big bang
even, it was just a matter of packaging.

I grabbed her hand to show her what I meant, our discrete morphologies as
personal as wedding bands, yet composed of five segments. This ittle piggie...had
flies. But her sleek prosthetic wrist surprised me—so sharp, and turning it over,
the spines and hairs. Fine hooks. She really was well made. Fleeting impulse to
drop to one knee and supplicate—O, amanuensis of decayl—caught
myself. Withdrew my own pentadactyllic proof and stood up for my own kind.
To Hell with homology.

“Look, ma’am, it didn’t start with my conception nor will it end with your last
meal, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But if you’re here to receive the

present mantle of me, phylum to flydom, forget it. Froof”

Dignity, decorum—I shrugged these on as I would my jacket in
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closing gestures. “I’'m forgetting we ever talked like this, and you seem reliably
discrete—and anyone else out there, let them forget they ever saw us together.”

Strange girl—here I thought I was telling her off, reclaiming my own despite
our commonality—and certainly I meant it—but when I did say this, I swear
that below her mica eyes that puzzle of tumblers that was her mouth resolved
itself through smile to lipless leer, and then she was gone.

We’d been so close. I thought I might see the last of her outside the steamy
window, one wing under her arm the other held above her head against a
rhythmic black rain, plopping like Oobleck with her erect and queenly, stepping
among the molten puddles, taller now and more graceful even than during our
visit.

But by now my real fly was lacing up the room and inadvertently, I assume,
buzzing me.
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SECRET ADMIRER

THINK ABOUT IT! They have bare legs under those dresses, where they
sneak farts. And one labium rides a trifle lower than the other, like balls. And
sometimes there is a little triangle of dimples where their spine meets their arse.
Other times, calluses on their heels as well as their toes, or even problems with
the hairs in their nose.

And admirers, ho yes, they have those who endlessly dwell on them and all
their parts.
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INFIDELICIOUS

IT°S THAT SOME OTHER WHERENESS, settles in with the aplomb of a
season, and I’m tired of shoveling sunlight.

Sometimes when I’m with her, say under her hair, I think I'm with you, thinking
of her.
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ARCS, BY SENIORS

HE TURNED TO THE RIGHT, but it turned out to be left. There wasn’t any
left. Where was the refrigerator anyway? Its light comes on like an idea, the chill
of an old bright idea breathing across your face, fiddling your collar, your bare
arms. It is no longer sufficient enough to embrace your chest, which in some
ways is good. Less to have to do that way. But what was I looking for? Behind
such dropped impulse lies the past, wishing, pining that it could be present.
Got that right anyway.
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DANDELION MINE

A CROWD, A HOST OF GOLDEN...well, they’re not your early daffodils.
Not these boys, though they teem about our yard like yellow manna shook
from Wordsworthy pen. I've dug a thousand of the little fuckers at a time,
renouncing chores, job, home, family. The wife—she says so poison them.

I can't: the kids, the dog.
"So hire some neighbor kid to dig them up, penny a piece."

I can't: they never get enough of the root. Finally, when she sees I've lost the
battle yet one more year, she confides coyly, if I really must know, that she's
always thought they were rather pretty.

Grrrr. They are more than pretty, my pet. They are ubiquitous and beyond.
They smack of sempiternal. And they possess great powers. Indeed, it takes but
one to uttetly destroy a man's back, though you never know which one ll it’s
too late.

Perennial dissemblers— O, treacherous and wily dicot!

Here, my love, let me just demonstrate their magic. Take this single little fleck
of dandy seed here and secrete it somewhere about your person.

I huff gently at my puff ball and six or ten peel off and float like invading
paratroopers down a diagonal for our lawn. I hand her one seed with its quarter
inch stalk crowned with its pappus. "You got it? I'm not looking now, ok? Is
it hid?"

She says it's hid. I say good. I say great. I pluck another puffball but don't say
anything for a beat because I'm mesmerized by this fragile speckle of
perfection, like a burst of white fireworks. You have to admire: a blind piece
of nature yet as if from the hand of Buckminster Fuller.

"You know," I say, holding it before us. "This really is an ingenious fruiting
structure. All these babies, they're just modified sepals. Part of the cycle . . ."

"It's hid," she says. Doesn’t want my biology. She wants to play.
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"Body and soul," I say. I can’t stop once the data blows. "Slaves supplemented
their diets—salad and wine. I’'m talking about the Old South, you understand.
Romantic. History. Dent de lion. . .if you want etymology." But now I'm really
losing her; she's turned her back and resumed nipping rose hips. I tag along
behind. "Still hid?"

"You won't find it," she sing-songs.

Well, this ephemeral sex organ, this potent piece of fuzz, "will home in," T tell
her, "on that seed you have just concealed. Honest Injun. I don't know how.
How does a hazel prong find water?"

She submits. Up and down her thighs we glide: between my fingers it looks like
a tiny diving bell with a stalk. Across her breasts, under her chin, her neck...she
laughs, a garden laugh in her throat.

"Be patient, I'm out of practice." But it's all still there, like a violin uncased after
too long on the shelf, sweet to its mastet's hand, just so in memory the rubbet-
handled dandelion digger smack and snug into chuff of palm.

Just so the yield, not entire, of earth as the steel slips down, along, to narrow
apex of claw and nacreous root as bold as a fang. To pry with the wrist—the
underground pop, like knees, of that root snapping, and the pinch-tug by the
veteran scalper, and the pile of dandelion scalps sprawled there like little drying
octopuses, or mashed pin wheels, that never give up and surely will go to seed
right there in the top of the garbage can—you have to bag them tight...

"Is this a strip search?" she asks.
I'm unbuttoning her blouse; the seed I seek could be anywhere.

A hand to stay me. "Not out here," she says—in the vegetable garden, by the
sundial, our shadows reaching across her herbs into my radicchio.

"Wait," I say. "It's not about neighbors. It's the wind, mindless wind carries the
word with dandelions. Close your eyes."

But she doesn't. She doesn't quite trust me, watching me pass the full puff
slowly across her vision, and down her nose, back around to her ear, back up

front to her lips—a tiny crumb of lipstick flaking there . . .

"Open your mouth," I say, very thorough, very scientific.

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES




FLASH AS FLASH CAN 58

And she does, dear reader, and rather than blow the whole damn thing right
down her throat, as you may have suspected, as in fact I'd originally intended,
instead, I kiss her.
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OOMPH, ALAS
*

CONSIDER THE YOUNG WOMAN with the navel slightly askew, like that
asterisk above. This is a perfectly bland, un-muscled though not pudgy, belly,
on this woman. Of a whiteness you don’t care to see bits of because it needs
the whole; then such whiteness would shine and be permissible, whereas a
glimpse comes off somewhat repellant, like a band of fat on a cut of beef, or a
fish’s belly in a snarl of sea weed. But whatever else you can say about it, this
gitl’s navel, tiny quiet indented cyclone in that supple switl of white, is off
course.

This throws her whole personality out of whack.

Sympathetically, one wonders if it hurts or aggravates, like a jaw that pops.
Actually, this is impossible, one thinks. A nose can’t migrate across a cheek; the
belly button /s the center and it’s the body’s job to conform to it, except for
your marsupials.

Whales too, come to think. Their blow hole on top was once their nose, out
front.

But hers owes nothing to evolution. It has drifted of late and not figuratively.
Enough to be subtly disfiguring, and what upheaval of blastocyst must account
for the miscue? The poor gitl can’t even take a shower in the privacy of her
own solitude. She has a permanent crick in her neck from looking down and
left, like the move of the knight in chess—one, two, and over. Or over, one,
two, jumping anything you’ve put in the way.

But some days it’s right. That is, she looks down and to the right: it’s skewed
to the other side. It’s like the giant red spot on Jupiter, wandering and jiggling
like jelly, though much smaller than Jupiter’s storm. That one’s big enough to
swallow several Earths; hers is more like a pair of pursed lips.

She is a mystery, to herself foremost.

Oh, no. Shouldn’t have said that: fore implies aff: we are mistaken: it is not now
and never has been, a navel.
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FIRST SPRING FLY

“WHAT’S THE MATTER?” he said.

“Nothing,” she said. “I just saw the first spring fly.”

Strange images for him, slinkies emerging from their pupa stage.
She: “Four of them on the Bloody Mary you left on the fence post.”

Spring is a difficult season for them both. He takes her under his armpit in
comfort as well as celebration. After all, spring is ineluctable, there is always
behind its gaité the chock threat of the fructy. But for her, who has spent entire
days under the covers afraid of the light, who anguishes over objects seared in
space, slashes her canvas where the line bites . . .

She reads up on the Spanish garotte; he pretends it’s a dance when she
mentions it.

In past springs she has fled from the glimpse of buds breaking through. Bodes
weeds in her dreams. He is struck by her sense of it, the birds deafening, the
bloat of berries, and vines scribbling the way children mess up a perfectly good
drawing with sky or ground.

Mowing the lawn took on astronomical significance. He pushing, she clipping,
they smoothed down the ready pressure. But they were late this time, the
prickling of weeds going to seed a little too high above their ankles, shady things
a little too shaggy and something off about the bump of the mower over that
last scatter of dandelion wisps. She squatted, pulled him to bending, “Oh, God,
their ears!”

“Worse,” he said squinting slightly at the nest of baby rabbits, mangled and
maybe moving. He got the shovel and matted them out and went to find her
in the kitchen a little dazed, hedge clippers held in front of her continuing the
droop of her wrists like a divining rod, also like cartoon rabbit ears.

“Give me those,” he said and she handed them over.

“I feel all right,” she said.
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A SHOCKING STORY

THEY DO IT ALL right in the office, the doctor said. The anesthesia, and a
muscle relaxant called succinylcholine, and whereas there once was a 36%
chance of cracking vertebrae, especially the fourth lumbar, or certain back
teeth, nowadays the risk is negligible, less than one-tenth of one percent. Oh,
and the really interesting thing—showing me on my own temples—is that the
current is variable! Yes, the amount to induce convulsion is specific to the
patient! All the way from 25 to 2000 volts!

His voice is so excited you’d think he were perched on one of his own
electrodes. I see him in his priestly white, the acolytes helping my wife remove
her shoes and any hairpins.

Up on the table, dlick click click, they snap tight the anklets and a cinch while
accustomed professional fingers align what they nowadays professionally call
the head.

It gives one pause, they move with such dreamy alacrity, like an irreversible
thing—dash, dop, the paste on the temples, the headband fitted, and looking
like nothing so much as an orthopedic jock strap, the gas mask glides in.

The juice. Her eyelids flutter, I feel such tenderness. I will gather that
smithereen of memories, sort them, keep them safe, someday maybe grow
another wife around them.
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RSVP SUICIDE

IN REPLY TO YOUR LAST SUICIDE NOTE, I must say that even with the
“legitimate objects of matrimony” as the document phrased it, even with them
long gone since, it hurt me terribly to see them slapping your face and calling
your name, jamming those tubes down your handsome throat while loudly
demanding your birthday.

—She never knows her birthday, I said.
—Who’s this guy? from an orderly.
—Wait outside, please Sir, the preemptory nurse.

I didn’t try to cover you, what would be the point? Who besides me could know
how much more than barest tit lay exposed there, except him, little
whathisname as you preferred to call him, even as you held him to it, your
breast.

—Like sucking boils with his hatd little gums, you said, and you knew.

When you snarfed down those pills, you knew I’d be off early and he’d be the
next to stir, spilling a trail of stuffed animals from his bed to yours, to climb in
and snuggle up; you knew; you knew you’d be dead by then.

But he would have to have waited for me to come home for dinner to read him
your thoughtful note. Didn’t you worry he’d catch cold, bundling all day with
a corpser

Well, he goes to school now and has learned his P’s and Q’s, is quick to
recognize his Bull Winkles and Daba-daba-doos on the supermarket shelf, and
elsewhere. Just last week this remaining object of matrimony, little whatthefuck
I say, took an overdose of vitamin pills, in order, he says, to make himself sick,
like mommy.

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES




FLASH AS FLASH CAN 64

SCAM AS SCAM CAN

Both pieces in this section are effectively non-fiction. Obvionsty, Dear Elis isn’t technically
a Flash fiction, but the epistolary form shares many of that genre’s features, short of length.
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GOOD SPORT

MY LEATHER READING CHAIR resides next to the telephone—a slight
twist and stretch and you can get it by second ring. I don’t recognize the
number.

“Hello?”

“Grandad...? Grandad, I'm sorry to call, but...” and he breaks off—he sounds
troubled. And the ‘grandad’ was a little wobbly too. Comes a snort, and then
through palpable tears: “Grandad, I... I’'m in trouble. They let me call you. 1
can’t call mom . . .”

Now this thrills me to the core. Jeremy has seriously confided in me once
before, and both me and his grandmother another time. A ‘promise not to tell
Mom’ sort of thing. I feel we have a special connection. His mother’s pretty
religious. He’s not, or has his doubts: mom and Jesus and all that good stuff,
versus his own burgeoning sense of the world. So he asks good questions. And
he’s coming up on 12, accountability time. But I’'m not letting him talk: “Honey!
What’s the matter? Take a breath and tell me.”

Swallowing tears, unable to suppress a couple of sobs. . . his story dribbles into
shape: “I had a wreck... I took Mom’s car and I hit this guy...and I'm at—"

Screech! Halt. Jeremy will be twelve in two months. Irene doesn’t have a car.
They live in Brooklyn, don’t need one.

“. .. police station” he’s saying, “...and they said I could call you and I need
money to get the car back . ..”

What inspired mer I grab an inept name out of the air. “Wait a minute. Is this
Malcolm? You’re only fifteen, how can you be driving your mom’s car?”

“That’s it, she doesn’t know. I can’t call her, Grandad.”
“Have I got the right grandson here? This is Malcolm? You've taken your
mother’s car? And hit someone? And the cat’s impounded? . . . Malcolm? My

boy Malcolm? I can’t believe my Malcolm would—"

“I know, I know . .. What'll I do, Grandad? Can you—"
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“Hang on, Honey. Let’s get Gamma in on this,” and I’'m already halfway up
the stairs, trying to negotiate speaker phone, loose crap on the stairs, and my
own eager excitement. Madelaine looks at me quizzically and I signal with finger
to lips and a hold-on-just-wait-a-minute, all-will-come-clear jumble of gestures.

“Malcolm, honey. Gamma’s here—"

‘Gamma?!’ she makes a face at me.

“It’s Malcolm, honey,” 1 say to her so our Malcolm can hear. “He’s had an
accident and he needs help,” and she dismisses my pantomimes of don’? say
nuthin and fet this play ont . . and oh, boy, does she ever let it play. In a slightly
squeaky granny voice: “Which one is Ma-al-colm?”

“The one in New Jersey, dear. Your sister’s daughter’s kid.”

“Is he the one that never writes thank you notes for Christmas?”

I nod, big shit-eating smile. “Or birthdays. That’s the one. But I think he needs
a lawyer or something, the cat’s been impounded.” I rub my thumb and fingers
together: money, money, money. “Malcolm? How am I supposed to get this
money to you?”

“Grandad?”

“Credit card?”

“I think they said that,” he says. God, he is good. If I didn’t know I’d swear it
was Jem.

“I never liked that one,” Madeline chimes in. “We’ve got so many of them that
do write. ’'m not sending him anything. Let him make his own damn bail.”

“Gamma’s getting upset,” I say. “But listen, kiddo. I think she’s right. I don’t
think we can help, Honey.”

“Grandad,” he wines. He produces snippets: “...no one. .. I don’t know [what
to do]”—faltering among tears and the herky-jerky breaths.

“Wait. Wait, don’t cry. OKk, look. Pull yourself together. On second thought,
maybe we can help.”
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“Tha’ank you . ..”

“Well, it’s not money, but it’s advice that I think you really need to hear. If this
gets really bad and you have to go to jail, or God forbid, prison, you’re gonna
get fucked. A good looking kid like you, there’s no way out of it.”

“Fucked...?” he says, I think like in Did you really just say fucked? 1 just keep going,
signaling Gamma keep up her end of it.

“Yeah, probably a lot, and here’s my best advice. Don’t try to resist it, you’ll get
really hurt that way. You know, a sharpened spoon to the throat in the shower
and all. Just go along with it ...”

“That’s right,” she says “You gotta be a good sport, Malcolm,” at which point
we’re both guffawing too loud to hide it.

“Pretend you like it,” she says, hardly able to squeeze it out. And our boy
Malcolm, at the other end, he’s laughing right along with us.
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DEAR ELVIS

From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Friday, June 03, 2016 10:10 AM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Hello

My Dear Good Friend,

I am in possession of a significant amount of moneys, which I will explain why
when you return your message, I need to transfer to you. Since this is a Certified
Bank Draft of $950,000.00 USD, I need some pieces of information of yours.

If you can see your way to this transfer, please contact my Secretary in Nigeria
for further instruction.

Very greatly yours,
Elvis Martins

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Friday, June 3, 2016 10:34 AM
To: elvis martins

Subject: RE: Hello

Dear Elvis Martins,

Thanks very much for thinking of me—on my birthday especiallyl—strange
coincidence—what a delightfully perfect present, you know? But I don't really
need so much money. Can you perhaps give it to charity?

Best Regards,
Your Good Friend
%k

From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Friday, June 04, 2016 10:10 AM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Hello

Good day,
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In respect to our last discussion, i still await your response.i am obligation

to need your personal information,including your passport an mobile number,
so that we could talk more on phone before your draft is been forwarded

to you.await to hear from u soon.

Regards
Elvis Martins

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Saturday, June 10, 2016 9:45 AM
To: elvis martins

Subject: RE: Dear Kent H. Dixon

Dear Mr. Martins,

I'm not sure I was clear in my previous message. I don’t really need that much
money. Really, I don’t need any money. We can let it pass. And speaking of
passing, the Kent H. Dixon you want is recently deceased. I am his son,
Reginald, sorting out his computer files, and his passport is the least of things
I can’t find! But if you must, go ahead and send the photocopy to my office.
To me, Reginald, U. S. Dept of Treasury, 104 E. Street, Washington, DC
21112. Please put "Attention Reginald F. Dixon, UnSecy" at the top. I work in
the investigative branch of the IRS, and we are so big that stuff really can get
lost.

I'was about to click Send for the above and had a second thought. I can imagine
how busy you are and how all this must weigh on you—the money, the
responsibility, even the liability if you screwed up somehow. My thought: would
it be possible to by-pass my father (Kent) and re-assign the monies to me
(Reginald)? I could send you a Death Certificate for him and the necessary
information on myself and thus relieve you of this burdensome obligation.

*

From: michael okoli [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Monday, June 12, 2016 10:10 AM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Hello

Good Day. How are you today?
I would like to inform you that your e-mail was received with full contents

noted so Mr Martins past you on to me Michael Okoli. The draft as you know
was prepared to be sent to your father but when you sent to us the information
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of his death and that you were his son everything changed, but you will need
to prove to us that you are his son by sending to us your identification for us
to be able to verify and everything will be through the e-mail cause it is faster
and better.

Ones we receive this info we shall proceed to send the draft to you but also
you must send to us your mobile number for us to be able to communicate
with you and to inform you of any further development. Other few
documentations also as well to follow.

You will get back to me as soon as possible.

Regards, Mike Okoli

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Tuesday, June 13, 2016 9:45 AM
To: elvis martins, michael okoli
Subject: RE: Dear Kent H. Dixon

Dear Messts Okoli and Martins,

As we have established, the Kent H. Dixon you seek has passed away, and you
are talking to his son Reginald, writing you from his father Kent Dixon’s
computer account. Alas, I am unable to find, in my father’s effects, most
of the information you seek. But my sense of it is that a CD (Certificate of
Death) should suffice. Would that have to be an original (cost of $30), or would
a photocopy be enough? If original required, I wonder if I could get Martin
Sloane to cover that expense? You could just mail me a check or money order
at the Washington address listed several emails back. I am reluctant to give
you my mobile as, for one thing, all our work phones at the US Dept Treasury
are registered with and presumably surveilled by the government’s Department
of Homeland Security. I cannot in good conscience involve you in such a
database. I am reasonably certain you are not at risk with these personal emails
because I am using my father’s account, not my own—although he and I had
been in fairly constant email touch through the last months of his illness; my
point being he would be listed as one of my contacts, and vice-versa.

One other thing: I have to admit to being slightly cautious over this offer to
my father, GRHS. With all due respect, how do I confirm your legitimacy?
How do I know an organization such as yours wouldn’t commit my father’s
personal information to more nefarious ends than just giving him $950,000?
(’'m wondering too, if you could convert that amount to Euros, to facilitate my
handling of multiple foreign accounts?)
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If you could respond to my concerns above and send me the $30 along with a
physical address, I will send you the notarized CD forthwith, and I see no
reason we can’t proceed smoothly from there.

Looking forward to moving forward, then, I am,

Most Sincerely Yours,

Reginald M. Francis, i.e., ‘Reggie,” who is trusting he may call you Elvis and

Mike, though your name, Elvis, while screaming full-blooded American pie,

may in fact scream too loud. You might consider changing it, just for business

purposes. Americans will find it amusing, or possibly silly or even suspicious.
*

From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Friday, June 15, 2016 10:10 AM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Hello

My Dear Good Friend,

This is to thank you for your effort. I understand that your hands were tired.
Not to worry. I have succeeded, the money has been transfered into the
account by a newly found friend of mine in United Kingdom. Since this is a
Certified Bank Draft of $950,000.00 USD, I still need some minor pieces of
information of yours. If you can see your way to this transfer, please contact
my Secretary in Nigeria for further instruction. To compensate for your past
assistance and commitments, i have dropped an International Certified Bank
Draft of $950.000.00 for you.

You mentioned personal information exchange. I am in United Kingdom with
my family presently. I do intend to establish some business concerns here, and
possibly buy some properties.

Take good care of your self.

Regards,
Mike Okoli
%k

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Tuesday, June 23, 2016 9:45 AM
To: elvis martins, michael okoli
Subject: RE: Dear Kent H. Dixon

Dear Mr. Martins and/or Mike Okoli,
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I'm addressing you both because your emails seem to come from you both,
sometimes in the same email. Are you two confused, in the original sense of
the word? This is puzzling but my apologies nonetheless for not getting back
to you sooner.

Do I understand that we are now by-passing my fathet's draft for $950,000 and
have re-assigned it to me as his primary heir? Thus, we don't have to go through
all the red tape of probate. That's a relief, I must say, but I would be most
grateful if you would confirm—Dby email is fine—that that is, in fact, our new
situation and course of action.

Now to business: Which identification, proof of my lineage, would you
prefer? I have my BCert (and my father's). I have his DCert. I have a family
Bible with a very official-looking, in beautiful hand script, list of my ancestors,
including both my father and me at the bottom. I also have a medium-sized
box of his letters, both to me and copies of some from his business associates
(and some, as far as I can tell, to a girlfriend somewhere along the line. She
must have returned them.)

I trust you, as a mature adult, know that those things almost always end badly
but such shenanigans should not affect our transaction. It appears my mother
forgave him anyway, if she ever knew.

I just had a promising thought re proof of lineage! My great Uncle—my
father's mother's brother—was a genealogist, and he had family trees going
back to, if you can believe it, William the Conqueror. I could have one of these
layouts copied onto three or four quartos, which, if you can then follow it,
traces descent from William 1 of England (aka William the Bastard) down
through the nine plus centuries to my father and then me at the bottom of
those lineage and sibship lines (my sister). Certainly that would fill any chinks
in the armor, as it were, as to my direct descent from Kent H. Dixon. (I was
named for Reginald of Orange, mid-16th century, by the bye.)

Instead of email, I would like to suggest certified mail so that we have an
immutable paper trail and validation at least at the level of a Notary
Public. Although, since this involves 'a foreign country,' then according to my
lawyers at the State Department, we will need an apostille, if indeed your
country is a signatory to that Hague Convention ruling. I'm still not sure
whether you are based in Nigeria or United Kingdom! Hence, I must ask for
your physical address.

It well might facilitate things at your end if you would contact my lawyer at the
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State Department, regarding these apostilles and other authentications across
oceans and borders. Ask for Guillermo Martinez—a surname coincidentally
close to yours, but I think for nombre de pila he prefers Tony, after Sam “Tony’
Williams, lead singer of the Platters, rather than something like the ubiquitary
‘Elvis.”

Tony then, at: area code (212) 233-7061 Mention me, Reggie.
*

From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Friday, August 1, 2016 5:05 PM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Dear Kent H. Dixon

Dear Kent H. Dixon,

Thank you for your urgent response in respect of the boss mail to you. I want
you to know that the money in question will come to you through a draft and
not by account or money order. It is going to be courier by courier company
to the address which you will send to me in your next e-mail.

I will also want you to send to me scan copies of your international passport or
driver’s licenses for identification to enable me know the person who is
receiving the draft that I will be sending. I want you to confirmed your full
address {Home/office} and I will like to have all your telephone numbers and
tax code, so I will also instruct my assistant in the office to go to the Coutier
company to know how much it is going to cost us to courier the draft to your

given address which you will be given and also go to the bank and collect the
draft.

As soon as he comes with the draft in question, I will find time to send you a
scan photocopy of the draft for you perusal.

I will wait for your urgent response in respect of the needed info.

Regards,
Mike Okoli
*

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Saturday, August 25, 2016 9:45 AM

To: mike okoli, elvis martins

Subject: RE: Dear ex-Kent H. Dixon, Reginald F. Dixon, pro tem

Dear Messrs. Martins and Okolis,
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There has been a bit of a glitch, a sabot tossed into the works; alas, when we
were so close. You will recall I mentioned some love letters, exchanged between
my father and a long ago mistress, that I came across in his effects.

It appears it wasn't so long ago. That is, she is ready-current: having learned
of my father's passing, she came to town. She has a key! She got into his
computer (God knows how she figured out the password, my childhood
nickname and some tacky old address numbers), but she did, locked me
out (hence the lag here in our communication), and she read his accumulated
email including the folder where I've kept most of the important items of our
correspondence. You can see where this is going:

She is asking for half, HALF mind you, of the $950,000 (have we converted to
Euros yet?). But the good news is she and I arrived at detente, a kind of
stalemate (I won't bore you with the details), but upshot is, I need to sign over
one third of the draft to her. This is perhaps reasonable, but I have to confess
it is in addition to my fathet’s classic spotts car, the cottage in Martha's Vinyard
(I've never liked it, too much upkeep) (ditto the Porsche), and my dear late
father's Great Dane, named Geneviéve (after het!). At least, getting rid of that
damn dog is a blessing. That hound’s upkeep is about 2 grand per month, with
weekly vet visits (a pancreas problem), and yet she eats like, well a Great Danel
All 70 kg of her. Standing on her hind legs, she is taller than my father, at 6°6”
when he was alive and in his socks.

HENCE, can you at your end facilitate reassigning the monies, so that one
third, $316,6606.67 is designated to: Genevieve Papadopoulos (same address in
Miami Beach).

I would appreciate that any interest accruing on that amount remain with my
portion.

I've already been down here in Miami three weeks longer than I promised back
home, and that promise had a week's decompression built into it—a lovely
place on stilts in the Florida Keys, which dad co-owned with my aunt, his sister.
(Fortunately, that property passes directly to her.) (Would a copy of that will
help facilitate these final provisions?)

As for courier fee... I believe that can be resolved simply by my granting

you permission to draw from the interest accruing (since it is not part of the
original draft and therefore does not require officialized apostilles), on the
$950,000. A gentlemen's agreement. We've been working on this so long now
that I feel you as a friendly business associate, so that once we have satisfied all
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these arrangements, we might meet on a social basis. Perhaps in the U.K or
even in Paris at that address you mentioned way back. Please resend?

Very best then, and hoping to hear from you soon,
Reggie

%k
From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Friday, October 30, 2016 5:05 PM
To: Kent H. Dixon
Subject: Dear Reginald F. Dixon

Good day,How are you today?

I drop a mail for you in our last conversation in respect of the draft,and
expected your immediate responce,but to no avail i didn't get any.

I will be most grateful if u get back at me immediately,because as it seems now,
it as if you are not longer interested.pls get back at me.

Regards,
Elvis Martinns
£ 3

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Saturday, November 4, 2016 9:45 AM
To: elvis martins, michael okoli

Subject: RE: Dear Kent H. Dixon

Dear Mr. Martins,

I am interested, 1 remain interested, pls believe me, although these
‘negotiations’ are taking altogether too much time. I am dealing best I can with
your propensity for not answering my questions. I enumerated 4 or 5 to you in
last or next-to-last email, but you've touched on none of them—except email
vs conventional mail, which I address below. But, really, these others need be
addressed before I, at my end, can confidently proceed.

Also, if I may be direct, you seem to be piling warmed-over difficulties on top
of irrelevant problems. In your penultimate email (the one before this last one),
you say, among other things: ". .. if truly I am dealing with a human then that
should be sent also in your next e-mail. . ."

Since we have established my lineage, on my father's side, and since you
contacted him initially, confident I assume in his humanity, shouldn't that

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES




FLASH AS FLASH CAN 76

count for at least 50% of my humanness? My mother’s another story, but 1
remind you: on my father’s side I go back demonstrably to William the
Conqueror in the middle of the 11th century, A.D., and though there surely
will have been some cads scattered among those subsequent generations, there
are no non-humans in my family tree. In fact, I find the intimation somewhat
insulting and would not be averse to an apology.

As for my mobile number, as I said before, in all good conscience I can't call
you from it or from my fathet's home number because that would enter you in
some Department of the Treasury's data base, and patticulatly with this current
administration, one simply cannot trust what they do with such identifications.
I am sure that Martin Sloan is a viable and upstanding organization with
nothing to hide; but the amount of time and effort just to get those officials off
your back can be crushing.

Or worse. Please believe me, my friend. I would hate to hear of you or Mike or
any of your staff being packed off to Guantanamo. I hope this is not a sticking
place, or, the gods forfend, a deal breaker, but I cannot, at this time, give out
those numbers.

I apologize for my sometime delays in answering you. $950,000 may seem like
a lot of money, and indeed no one would call such a sum insignificant, but
when you add up my father's estate plus my own business enterprises, well, a
great many of those assets desetve priority over sub-one-million-dollar ones.

Hoping to have my questions answered then, I am, as always

Sincerely yours,
Reginald F. Dixon
3

From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Monday, December 20, 2016 4:48 AM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Re: Good day Reginald F. Dixon

Good day! How are today?

I am pleased to inform you that we have sent you a mail on behave of the
courier company fee, to enable us send your draft to you directly. All we need
right now is just someone to clear this draft, and we don’t care if it is you or
your father’s other wife.once we get someone either you or her to pay just the
courier fee, so that the draft can be sent over to you and you can now split the
money between yourself. Though I havent heard from you in a long while now,
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as regards this fee or our other business.pls mail be back if you are still
interested and pls to quicking the pace because this draft is taking so long on
my desk. await your immediate responce.

Regards, Elvis Martins
%

From: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com]
Sent: Monday, January 11, 2017 4:48 AM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Re: Good day Reginald F. Dixon

Good day Reg! How are you today?

Your last mail was recieve with proper notification in it. I must tell you that am
not happy with what you sent because the Bank that gave us the draft are
already pressuring us.

Please try and come up with something, i will talk to my friends on your
behave,but you have to come up with something first, so they will know you
too are serious.then when you get your draft,you pay them back.

Please faster up because we are been pressure here.
Hope to hear from you soon.am sorry for the crisis.

Regards, Elvis Martins
£ S

From: EBreHusa fAmaiikoBa [fiImaikoBa@ AHaeKc.MouTa.pg]
Trans: Evgenia Yamaikova [Yamaikova@Yandex.Mail.ru]
Sent: Friday, January 15, 2017 9:34 PM

To: Kent H. Dixon

Subject: Re: Good day Kent H. Dixon, please

Good day Kent H. Dixon,

I am happy to meet you. My name is Evginia and I live in Belarus tight between
Poland and Russia, with my mother who is leeving now with me for the United
States. I saw your picture onlain and read you vaschi sochineniya i istoriya, to say
“you writing and story,” and I hope very much meet you in Klivlend, Ogayo,
when we happen there. We are need to help there with financial an immigration
and at site on internet you look an sound as the man for that and even much
more. I do hope.
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Yo fotomodel in Minsk, you say fashion model, and I believe to find work in
Ogayo. I am sending you these photos so you see me sincerly and will enable
to help me. I speak Russian, Polish, Ukrainian and Lithuanian and understand
but never speak trasianki. So I am very good with tongue and use Angliyskiy
on you now and when we shall be together. Please write back at me.

Nadeyus', tebe ponravyatsya fotografii, to say 1 hope you will like the pictures and I
use the informal 7y not yox formal because already feel we know each others, ya

i v.

Evgenia

From: Kent H. Dixon

Sent: Saturday, January 16, 2017 9:45 AM

To: elvis martins [martinsloanoffer@gmail.com],evginia yamaikova
[Yamaikova@Yandex.Mail.ru]

Subject: RE: Dear Kent and Reginald Dixons

My dear Evgenia, and my good friend Martins,

I was delighted and flattered, Evginia, to receive your email of January 15. The
pictures you sent are very beautiful but I am sorry to say that Klivlend
(assuming that’s Cleveland, Ohio) is quite far from where I live in Ohio, and
also, though much less sorry about this part, I am a happily married man and I
detected something more than just a cry for succor in your communication. 1
am sad to say I do not think I am the right man for you.

However, with this email I am forwarding your note on to my good friend Elvis
Martins, whose company, Martin Sloan, LLC, is international and deals with
many of the complications you express concern about. He travels extensively,
Europe and Great Britain and West Africa, and the USA; he works well from
points worldwide, and I know for a fact that he is kind hearted and patient, and
single.

So, Evgenia, please meet Mr. Martin. And Elvis, this is dzyevooshka
Yamaikova. (Did I get that right, Zhenya?)

Elvis, given your good heart and admirable patience, I think you two would, as
we say in America, hit it off. I’'m sending you the pictures separately, when you
confirm physical address. I don’t believe Microsoft will allow these. And on
even a more final note, since we seem to have reached something of a never-
ending deadlock in our financial transactions, I will say now, let’s abandon the
whole thing. I don’t really need the money and was mostly just trying to help

BUTTONHOOK PRESS




KENT DIXON 79

you get clear of it anyway. Perhaps a portion of it can go to Miss Yamaikova’s
initial upkeep in the USA.

My fond and affectionate farewells to you both, then, from the both of us,
Reginald and Kent Dixon
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FLLASH DISCOURSE: A PHYSICAL ARTIFACT

SO YOU WANT TO WRITE A FLASH FICTION. But where to begin, how
do you start?

Writer alert: you just started. Jot down the first things that come to mind as you
sit there wondering how to start. No matter if it’s false starts: He is a man who...
Or if its initial rthythms are junk, or if you have to unload the dishwasher first.
Look at that: you’re already half way. All you have to do now is ride out that
jerky momentum to an ending.

I have one in my collection in Open:[A>L, tediously entitled ‘Story Starts,
beginning:

He is one of those who. A kind of. What is needed in this particular
story is not words. Words say things like voices in the hall, voices
upstairs, the wooshy voices of dropping off to sleep.

Spite the voices, what’s called for here is rhythm.
That he has no rhythm.

It continues to undo these starts for five more lines and then delivers an ending
that—well, how would yox end it? If you’re truly a rank beginner you’d likely
reach for an upbeat ending, some kind of success with getting started. Whoopee
for you.

Pretty dull. If you ‘ve lived long enough between creative sparks and words on
a page, it’s more likely you’d take us to a downbeat ending, i.e., failure. Ot
failure made useful, or funny, or . . .

The question then is how do you shape that failure? You want it to reach out
and embrace everyone who’s ever been in this writer’s limbo, and that is one
of the big secrets of the short short. It explodes, in its meaning and feeling and
fellow travelers, whereas a short story tends to the opposite. It contracts,
narrows down to one strongly felt point, going back to Edgar Allen Poe’s “unity
of effect.” Every line should build toward a specific intended ending, said Poe.
The best in each genre do both I imagine. Here’s a miniscule flash doing both,
by one of the great practitioners of the form, Lydia Davis:
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Tropical Storm

Like a tropical storm, I, too, may one day
become better organized.

You might be able to tie that in a lifetime, but for my money, I don’t think you
can beat it. And all she did to get going was overhear a weather broadcast and
say to herself, Yeah, right, sounds like me . . . but then, notice how she laid that
out. You get the subject both barrels at the start: title and opening phrase. At
some level then you’re caught up in thinking about tropical storms, ones you’ve
been in, the amazing gusts, the collisions with rain, the ones that grew up to be
really mean, and along comes your protagonist, with little stalls around her—
those commas. And then that crucial ‘too’! Read this with the 2nd and 3+
commas and the ‘too’ removed: it doesn’t work, worse than flat. How can a
wee ‘too’ provide that much suspense, eh?

Because that ‘too’ is the heart of this little thing, as important as the soft-
peddled smile at ourselves matched up with our oh-so-amusing promises to
ourselves to get the hell organized. Explosion: now we’re talking universals, or
nearly so: people who don’t fit into this category are too uptight to write
anything worthwhile anyway. And even that thought might well be part of your
take on this 14-word short short.

Look at another tiny one which I find delightfully ‘explosive,” by Susan Geryl
Sherman in .4 Magazine of Paragraphs (Fall 1985):

These are the Seven Deadly Sins of Indecision:
1.

Nk w

So what is this thing, a ‘concrete flash’ Is it a short-short at all, or a poem?
Does it obey or subvert most of the ‘rules’ of both, including the line break?
The magazine that published it got away with calling it a paragraph. Who cares;
you’re well into thinking about your own sins of indecision and it’s not long
before you become aware you’re in good company—most of the rest of the
world. So, explosion to universal level once again.

Look again closely (trying to keep your eye from all that blankness you’d prefer
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to forget). Why seven? Oh, it’s the pride, anger, greed, lust thing, duh, the
capital sins of Augustine and Acquinas and company—the Seven Deadly Sins.
So we start out universal and then catch that ‘Indecision’ as we pass, and then—
for me it took two beats: a glance down the proper numbers and then the blank
page goes wham, in your face. It’s an LOL, right?

But then, do you linger? I do—over the cleverness, over the shared knowledge
with the writer, over the common denominator of our humanness. That’s a lot
for just eight words and seven numbers. In a book 1 recommend, Flash Fiction
Forward (Thomas and Shapard), there’s a quote from a Richard Bausch:

... when a story is compressed so much, the matter of it tends
to require more size: that is, in order to make it work in so small
a space its true subject must be proportionately larger.

Next time your read a short short, hold this insight up to it as a litmus test. I
think you’ll find that the ones that really stick with you have this expansive
quality, or as these editors say of a poem, “...that allusive energy that floats you
off the page and away from the artifact and into the empyrean of the symbolic,
the universal.”

So if that’s what the best of these mini-stories do, how to get them there? Not
everything you think of has universal implications. Or does it, or can it be made
to?

Let’s write one. Back in the first paragraph I mentioned unloading the
dishwasher, a dodge from getting down to writing that I often rely on. There’s
also the laundry I can count on, gof to get at least one load done today, provided
the damn machine holds up; it hasn’t been draining well, even after I took it
half apart, which was a comedy in reverse engineering—the hose, the puddles,
the different screws, just getting the damn back of it off. Like a major surgery
on a cyborg, which failed.

And where’s the universal in such malpractice? I feel a metaphor lurking. Of
course! Struggling with this humping, drooling tin can of a one-eyed robot—
what is that /i&e? Furthermore, what feelings go with it—the frustration, the
anger, the smell, the not having any idea of what I’'m doing, the mess I left to
go call a plumber. Shame? No, this was too funny for shame. In fact, I should
share it with someone: the machine doesn’t like my wife any better than me:

Mimi and I took apart the washing machine because it didn’t work.
Then what? Get some vivid detail in—the black hose, the stench of the bad
water, the mess all around us:
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We drained the slimy water out of the back, me with
the cordless drill, she harvesting lint from its pipes,
both of us sitting on it when it began to thump and walk . ..

Or, maybe try ber point of view, get m¢ out of it. In fact, get me as far from it
as I can and put it into her point of view and then, to be even freer, let’s
rejuvenate down to a young couple, who might have more fun with it than we
would:

Billy and I took apart the washing machine because it didn’t work.
We drained the water out of the back. It pissed out of the black hose,
sneaked up the cuffs of my pants—hilarious. It smelled: slimy old
spring freshness. We turned the power off. We took all the screws
out of the back.

Can you tell me where this is going? ((Maybe some telling key words here,
centrifugal possibilities: pissed, pants, freshness, screws—words have auras
(synonyms, ambiguities, free associations)—just as insistent as their origins.)
For starters, I like this couple: by her voice she’s cute, and he’s right along there
with her, and how to interpret that ‘hilarious’» Comic irony on her part, or it
just was really funny? Either way, it puts us in a pretty good mood.

We turned the power off. We took all the screws out of the back.
Used my cordless drill. The back was rusted on. We jerked it off.
We left the water hooked to it, maybe hoping to end up wet and
laughing in the basement with the washing machine in pieces and
the pipes rusty and the drain choking, drowning, spitting up dryer
lint like post-CPR convulsions. We pulled and pushed, slammed
on it. I sat on top and he pulled . . .

And if you can’t tell by now where this is going—via just the ‘word auras’ alone
(erked it off?!)—well, that’s mighty non-sexual of you. For those of us without
early childhood trauma or whatever, the fun becomes the anticipation of the
climax, how soon will the narrator get there, how obvious will it be, and
ultimately, though one is probably not thinking this now: will she be able to
zoom out from a good romp in that slimy old spring freshness to something
even larger, maybe a little less embarrassing, a little less specific, a little more
universal?

Billy and I took apart the washing machine because it didn’t work.
We drained the water out of the back. It pissed out of the black hose,
sneaked up the cuffs of my pants—hilarious. It smelled: slimy old
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spring freshness. We turned the power off. We took all the screws
out of the back. Used my cordless drill. The back was rusted on. We
jerked it off. We left the water hooked to it, maybe hoping to end up
wet and laughing in the basement with the washing machine in pieces
and the the pipes rusty and the drain choking, drowning, spitting up
dryer lint like post-CPR convulsions. We pulled and pushed,
slammed on it. I sat on top and he pulled and I had my hands on the
ceiling and still it was lifting up off the greasy soapy silty and
ridiculously concrete floor. And with heaves and sweat—with newly
filthy clothes we wouldn’t be able to wash—we got the fucking thing
apart without knowing what to do next. Billy and I left it gutted in
the basement so it could think about what it had done to us.

And there you have a pretty darn good short short, by one Sarah Garrison,
written for my beginning Creative Writing course and subsequently published
in A Magazine of Paragraphs, Summer 2004. And all she needed was a little time
with an end-stage washing machine, and the freedom and inventiveness to
make a conceit out of it.

And my closing point here would be why flash fiction is so salubrious for the
writer, and for teaching writing, and for quick trips to ‘the empyrean of the
symbolic.” You don’t have to be a seasoned writer to get a good one. Sarah was
seventeen when she wrote this. Write ten, I guarantee you at least one will be
published. And you can do that in a month or a week, in the time it takes to
write one short story. And writing ten of these shorts sharpens all the tools you
possess, especially if you read around and branch out from realism into the
genre’s rich varieties—the prose poem, magical realism, outright surrealism,
concrete possibilities, meta-whatever. And blends of all these, as Sarah pretty
much accomplished here.

Afterthought on the concrete: I mentioned how important that ,%0, was in
Lydia Davis’ minute “Tropical Storm.” Look back at the seven types of
indecision. Can you see how, surely without knowing it, you read that title as a
first line rather than as a staid title, because of that unnoticeable but
indispensable colon. Without that colon, you’d lose the whole implied agony
of not quite being able to make a choice about something—that whole
emotional limbo-like drama. The colon puts you in the action. The strained
action of inaction.

So this is an extra-credit on the workings of Flash. How does it look on the
page, as an artifact, that can be taken in in a single glance? What is the
paragraphing, or as in the two I’ve cited, what does the punctuation do for it?
So in a way, all shorts are ‘concrete,” especially if you experience the whole thing
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from one page, or if two pages, then where that break comes in the story can
be critical for best effect.

One more example of the importance of this ‘concrete effect.” Look back to
the opening of this essay, where I dole out five lines of my short short called
“Story Starts.” Notice the use of paragraphing. If I’d lumped all those short
lines into one fat paragraph, the whole effect of being stalled would be
swallowed by print. Those half-line paragraphs with the following space—I
don’t know, maybe I stole them from Indecision x 7, then forgot them, then
came up with them in rush of creativity, which, as you know, is how writing
works best. Too.
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Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

INTERVIEW WITH KENT DIXON

Kent Dixon completed his undergraduate work at UNC Chapel Hill, his M.A at Jobns
Hopkins, and his PhD at the lowa Writers Workshop. He has taught bigh school and
college and bas published in all genres, mostly fiction and CNF, but including translations of
French Symbolist poets. Dixon bas also published a graphic novel of The Epic of
Gilgamesh 7 collaboration with bis artist son.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Hi, Kent... So, tell me, what is your take on flash
fiction. What’s your relationship with the form?

Kent Dixon: Could we call them short shorts? ‘Flash’ sounds so brash and
flashy to me. When my generation began writing them--and we were the first-
-they were ‘short shorts’ or ‘mini-stories.” I wrote my first as an undergraduate
in 1962 or 63. At UNC, besides my pre-med courses and my Comp Lit major,
I also had a French major. Easy enough to slip into after five years of French
in prep school, where I’d dabbled in Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal—when’s that
written, the 1860s—and found a kindred spirit: his masque of cynicism and
ghoulishness, his sublime elevations of that, and his interest in Edgar Allen Poe,
a youthful fascination of my own.

So, in college French, it was Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Verlaine, Rimbaud e /s
antres—but ’'m sure you’d prefer a shorter answer. I guess my point was I was
discovering the form and developing it for myself at the very beginnings of the
form’s finding its way into English. At the Iowa Writers Workshop in the late
060s early 70s, I co-edited a collection of such shorts with my instructor (and
mentor) Robert Coover—a mix of his students along with a number of big
names we, mostly he, tracked down—Borges, Barthelme, Elie Wiesel, Richard
Brautigan, W. S. Merwin, J. C. Oates and another handful whose names we’d
no longer recognize but were huge at the time.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: You call it a form. Is it a form, is it its own distinct
genre, as much as say romance or sci fi or fantasy?

Kent Dixon: I’'m smiling. That’s such a great question, with so many answers.
What are the defining features of this form we call Flash?

where 1 argue that most
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everything that’s done with the form is generated by its short length; that’s
really the only constant and everything else—prose poem, surrealism, sudden
fiction, quick realism with punch line, jokes squeezed in if you can, if you can
go beyond them; exclusively dialogue, or monologue—those can’t go on too
long or people walk out. Showing off on how short you can make something—
the dribble or drabble, the famous Hemingway six-word story.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: What would you say you write, in all that? Your own
particular brand of fla— Forgive me, your ‘short short’ form?

Kent Dixon: I think, because of Baudelaire, and humble beginnings of pairing
down from short stoties, I tend toward realism, or magical realism. I'm dated
in that way—beginning, middle, end; a kicker if you can think of one. Kafka-
esque straight-face on something impossible. But I do torture those
constraints—flip it, tell it backwards, make it a joke on the reader . . .

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Joke on the reader? That doesn’t sound very
winning. How do you mean, without making fun of me?

Kent Dixon: Well, in the collection in Open, look at the one called “Oomph
Alas,” about the woman with a skewed navel. It builds and builds, carrying the
reader along with conflicts and sympathies, but then in the last line it pulls the
rug out from under: everything, anything, you’ve been feeling, thinking, so far,
dear reader. . . you were wrong. Bas-ackwards. To be fair to me, the intent is
not to insult, but rather to coax one to think about, ride over the same ground
again with different eyes, one’s process of reading. That ability, reading, in itself
is always a miraculous trip, one of the most amazing we make in our lives, I
think, and just as amazing is the aplomb with which we breeze over it.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Do you tend to think of your stories as that
intellectual? Maybe not the best word, but I sense then that there’s a fair
amount of—let’s call it meta--in your work.

Kent Dixon: What is there, of meta, I absorbed from Robert Coover. Coover
my main instructor become mentor at Iowa. Huge influence in postmodernism,
as you know. David Foster Wallace, Dave Eggers... Rick Moody was his student
at Brown. Angela Carter. I hold back somewhat from those brave hearts, but
still: meta-, surreal, fabulation, myth appropriation, re-imagining cultural icons,
parody . . . Timidly I go near there, dabble in, and often I spot such
experimentation just over the horizon in one of my stories. It feeds me, but I
don’t usually give into it I think because I’'m not that intellectual. Too brainy
begins to bore me. Look at hypertext, that Coover brings us, so-called
electronic literature, if you want brainy! Give me a Tana French mystery, at
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least one foot in reality, however illusory one can make it. Her novel The
Likeness? That’s my kind of illusion vs. reality, because in that novel the illusion
is real and everyone is bouncing off that complication, so all your feelings stay
with real characters, not intellectual games forcing you to think about form or
reconsider convention, intriguing as such challenges may be.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: How much are your flash fictions like your short
stories then? Are the preliminaries the same: do you come upon, invent, think
up, prowl around your subjects in the same way?

Kent Dixon: Not sure. Sometimes a short short is just a failed story. I see after
half a page or so that even though this is a fun starting idea, ’'m not going to
be able to sustain it into story length. At which point it begins to bend, collapse
into what I know, or what my instincts are, for the short form. That’s a neat
question because it works from the other end too: that is, in my most recent
(unpublished) novel, the whole 350 pages is doled out in very short, more or
less self-contained, flash chapters. With titles. Ergo, we’re forcing the long
form--because it is a novel, with an over-reaching arc--into short, apparently
(for first 50 pages or so) unrelated, self-contained very short stories. Some are
truly flash, sufficient unto themselves and less than a page long.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: I’ll have to look at it. Are they so self-contained
they’d fit into Open: JAL.’s collections?

Kent Dixon: They’re meant to be. What they’re really lacking right now is an
agent! Or a small press. I can’t believe how difficult that whole thing has
become. Note to rogue agent:

My dear, if you’re reading this and it sparks any interest,
I’'m sure my contact information is around here somewhere.
Would love to hear from youl!

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Something I ask myself on occasion, what about
fame? Do you hope to be remembered for your writing?

Kent Dixon: Not really, though my son’s and my graphic novel has sold
thousands of copies. South Korea alone bought 5000 I think it was. And it is
pretty good. It ought to hang in there with the fare on the Gilgamesh epic.
But you know, I would like to get one of my novels published so my great
grandkids if ever interested could move closer to their own inner lineage. I've
got an ancestor’s diary from the 18t century.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Wow. That must be fascinating!
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Kent Dixon: It’s not. It’s incredibly boring. All he does is note down important
events that he’s witnessed. ‘I saw the laying of the corner stone of the Marquis
de LaFayette today.” I read it closely for any thought, an opinion or something.
Zero. Well, there was one line: Sometinmes I feel like a bundle of contradictions. But he
stops there!

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Wow again. How sad. Missed opportunity, for both
of you. [they laugh] But say you were remembered, what is it, say some 300
years later, what do you think it would be for? A particular novel, or story, or
maybe an idea?

Kent Dixon: There is one thing I think I helped bring to Literature, and I'm
always exploring it. But it’s more for writers, not grandchildren.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: And...? Are you going to tell me or make me wait?

Kent Dixon: Well, it’s complicated. Has to do with point of view. I wonder if
I can describe it briefly...? Start with IFS, Indirect Free Style.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Start with reminding us what that is?

Kent Dixon: A technique, I guess you’d call it. A device? It was spotted by
Proust, in an essay he wrote on Flaubert, and of course Joyce uses it, and
Virginia Wolfe and like geniuses. Le style indirect libre, or I've seen discours indirect
libre, but 1 think Proust’s term was indirect szyle. Nowadays we call it ‘free
indirect speech,’ but I like the French. It’s where you merge two points of view,
not of two characters but of one character’s outer life, a straight narrative 3+
person, merging or blending that with the same character’s inner life, a kind of
inner monologue, in effect a 15t person point of view, without ever having to
declare it. “The boy ran through the neighborbhood, right through Mr. Sykes’ back yard
which had always frightened him.” All 31 person pov, right? So IFS just collapses his
inner feelings into his outer activity: ‘He ran through scary old Mr. Sykes’ backyard.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: I sce. So you do it with metaphor? Scary old Mr.
Sykes?

Kent Dixon: Metaphor, whatever you got. The point is to blend indirect
speech (31 person: he went, she said, the storm broke...), with some kind of
direct speech, mainly first-person thoughts or attitudes, so you never break
your 31 person narrative flow, but meanwhile you’re characterizing first person
mentalities, feelings, a whole inner life. Two for one.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Ok. So where were we? Oh. Why is that your legacy
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then, along with—ahem—Joyce, Wolfe and the rest of them? They ve passed it
on. What’s your contribution?

Kent Dixon: Yeah. Well, like I told you, I like messing things up, and there’s
an easy way to mess this up, and gain from that, if you far enough along in your
literary studies to recognize the ‘unreliable narrator.” All I do is insert
unreliability into the first-person part of that blend, so you the reader realize
yes, you’re heatring/secing/fecling this charactet’s thoughts, but in fact, from
outside narration that reaches beyond that focal character, you see that the
character is either wrong or is lying. When you learn to fine tune this, it
becomes a very effective device. The focal character not only can be wrong—
so the reader is analyzing the story without having to be told anything
outright—which is the aspect I like most, bringing the reader into that intimate
proximity, without my having to spell it out.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: You said, ‘not only’. The character not only can be
wrong, but ... Where’s the also?

Kent Dixon: Boy, I could use you around the house to help me find my phone.
Not only wrong, or lying, but also the character could be right on and making
fun of another character, using that character’s presumed inner monologue to
mock him. So you can triple your fun.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Note to any reader of this Interview: I am looking
suspiciously at him after that last remark. He wants me to say ‘for example.’
Not doing it.

Kent Dixon: When I've gotten it down really good, I’ve had other writers tell
me I’'m bringing something new to the fold. That is a compliment I really
cherish. Put my name on it if you ever pass it along. Old Un-reliable. . . Indirect
and Iffy Free Style Dix. IIFSD. FSD, by the way, is both my father’s and
grandfather’s initials, so you see—legacy.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: I'm looking through my notes. Can’t find, but a
couple of minutes ago you ran some quick examples of straight 3td person point
of view: he said, she ran, ‘the storm broke’ was it? How would you apply IFS
to ‘the storm broke’?

Kent Dixon: Uh, maybe bad example. I was just reaching for a cliché—it was
a dark and stormy night. But it can be done. Cue a little incidental music please.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: [Interviewer accurately hums Jeopardy’s ‘think music’]
[Interviewee nods approvingly and says: |
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Kent Dixon: Here you go: ‘the storm broke’ we might turn into: it’s like the
wind began to shriek, the storm god said fuck it, I'm letting lose with everything
I got. ... Maybe a bit long-winded, but you get the idea. Anything can be
internalized.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Can you turn ‘Well, that’s all we have time for’ into
Indirect Free Style?

Kent Dixon: Sure. Lessee... The interviewer—

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Stop! That’s enough, but thanks, Kent, for storming
these literary walls. We’ll pass on your legacy at Open: Journal of Art and Letters,
posted along with a new collection of flash fiction by our guest, and a brief

essay . . . on what?

Kent Dixon: What’s on second. I don’t know who’s on first. I haven’t written
it yet.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: Who’s on first, but I don’t want to get into that.
“Goodnight, everybody.” Isn’t that how they closed their routine?

Kent Dixon: How might be on third. It’s never been clear.

Pam Casto for O:JA&L: No, it was a small team. There was no 3td baseman.
Third had to be covered by the short STOP!!

[the dialogue fades to silence, and then an electronic c/ck]

BUTTONHOOK PRESS




KENT DIXON 95

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)
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Just Willie Please: Eight Flash Fiction Tales
A flash fiction sequence by Don Robishaw
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Funny You Should Ask
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Comedy Hour
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Irish translation by Gabriel Rosenstock
Scots translation by John McDonald

Just Looking
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Haiga (or EKPHRASTIC HAIKU) with photography by Debiprasad Mukherjee
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Flash Fiction by Richard Stimac

Topology
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Poctry by Bruce McCrae
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Pareidolia
Haibun by Paresh Tiwari

There Is a Season
Haibun & Short Poems by Steve Gerson

Everyday Life
Haiku by Hassane Zemmouti

Full Bright Autumn
Haibun & short-form Japanese poetry in English by Erin Castaldi

Overland Geometry
Haibun and tanka prose hybrids by Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah

Cosmic Crasher
Poetry by Sean G. Meggeson

Optimal or Not
Prose Poetry by Heikki Huotari

Letting the Light Work
Poetry by Larry D. Thomas

Dawns On Me: A Country
(Americana) Poetry by Lynn Potts

2025

One More Thing Without You
Haibun and Tanka Prose by Joshua Michael Stewart

little prose
Prose poetry and flash fiction by David Person

AS IF THIS LIGHT
Experimental fiction by John Repp

Antiphony/Anti-Phoney
Oulipo Poetry by Ben Egerton

My Life Is a Film I Haven’t Yet Watched
Flash Discourse by Colin Dardis

BUTTONHOOK PRESS SERIALS

Part 3: The Imp of the Perverse: Edgar Allan Poe’s Misplaces Youth
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2021)

Part 4: Soldier, Sailor: Edgar Allen Poe and His Brother Henry
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2023)

Part 5: Edgar Allen Poe: A Gentleman's Education
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2025)
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KENT DIXON

O:JA&L’S 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 Discoutse
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 Master Series: Roberta Allen on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Peter Conners on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Maxine Chernoff on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Pedro Ponce on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Tom Hazuka on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

BUTTONHOOK PRESS

AN IMPRINT OF OPEN: JOURNAL OF ARTS & LETTERS

MORE TITLES IN PRESS

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES
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2023

THE DEPLORABLE
A novella by Mick McGrath

2025

People with Whom I Am Quite Pissed
Fiction by Mick McGrath

HAVE NOT
Haibun & short works by Steve Gerson

Nuance Singularity Triptych: Appendix ITI
Experimental fiction by Lukas Wood

Julie Anne Cullinane

Fiction by Samantha Isasi

Leather & Dust
Poetry by Cory D. Cart

MORE TITLES IN PRESS

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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O:JA&IL’S HIGH BUTTON PRESS ART CHAPBOOKS

RITES OF CALIBRATION: Images & Excerpts
Fine Art Photography by Rex Wilder

NEW MEXICO Deconstructed
Fine Art Photography by Natalie Christensen

IMPERFECT VESSEL
Painting and drawing by Anne-Marie Brown

BY LAND AND BY SEA: Awakening the Sensual
Sculpture and Installation by Mark Yale Harris

LAYERED LIGHT
Painting and drawing by Bette Ridgeway

ESSENCE & ATMOSPHERE
Painting and drawing by Kathleen Frank

TANGENT & INTERPLAY
Painting and drawing by Catherine Eaton Skinner

Implications of Energy
Attist portfolio of Dr. Ernest Williams 111

MORE TITLES IN PRESS

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES
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AVAILABLE NOW FROM O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS

PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful, comprehensive,
and brimming with inventive prompts and exercises to make your flash truly
leap off the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Years of Flash Nonfiction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for years. This
“portable workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an amazing
flash compendium of everything for anyone who is interested the form. It’s

also a writers” workshop from prompts to where to send flashes. What’s not to
like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the latest are Sudden
Fiction Latina: Short Stories from the United States and Latin America (2010) and Flash
Fiction International: Very Short Stories from Around the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an astonishing
illumination—a total history of the form with essays, strategies and exercises;
lessons, examples, how-to’s, markets, marketing, contests, anthologies,
prompts, advice from pros, new directions (flash film!), reader psychology
even—it is all here, with hundreds of internet links. There will never be a fuller
single resource, with a good teacher’s encouraging tone about it, to boot. You
can say flash fiction begins with Aesop; with Casto you can begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone Wall Book of Short
Fictions (1976)

“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this portable workshop
is a thorough, indispensable resource for writers and instructors who want to
know more about what this thing called "flash" is, how to write it, and more
important, how to read and understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction (2009) and
founder of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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KENT DIXON
Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon

available now

“Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”
—Joseph Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO

THE O:JA&L MASTERS SERIES
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AMAZON REVIEWS
for Pamelyn Castos’s FILASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If I were to teach a class, this book would be required reading or a course outline
for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look forward to your monthly blog
to start up again.

David Lignell

Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must have "portable
wotkshop" workbook for anyone who desires to learn and practice the many forms
of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical advice on the
writing process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.
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Supporting artists and writers worldwide
O:JA&L CHAPBOOK Series

$17 (USA) $21 (Canada)
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