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WEST BEACH
(Galveston Island)

Its summer air is pure and clean
as the open waters of the ocean.
In the hellish Texas heat,

blessed as it is with a steady,
southeasterly breeze laced with salt
and the deep, ultramarine green

coldness of the Gulf, it’s ten to fifteen
degrees cooler than even a few
miles inland. The palette of its sand

is nothing less than dazzling,
splattered with hibiscus reds,
oleander pinks, morning glory blues,

the flaming hues of fire wheels,
and the fresh waxen greens of new
banana leaves. One would think it

a virtual paradise were it not
for the gargantuan utility poles

six to eight feet in circumference,

listed deliberately seaward.
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THE DRUMMER

Even in my dreams,

I hear the moonstruck
goddess of the Gulf,
pounding her membrane
of sharkskin, her drumbeat

marching leeward

toward my travel trailer
gleaming in moonglow

like a strange, metallic shrine.
I picture her submerged,

featureless face staring
everywhere, matted

with tentacles, her boneless
body advancing, receding,
cursed with the permanence

of motion, a mass of brine
and liquid cells graced
inside and out with shells,
trinkets of serrated teeth
dead and alive, a goddess

of nothing but mouth

and motion, devouring land,
her drumbeat throbbing

in the bloody, calamitous
muscle of my heart.
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THE AFTERMATH
(Hurricane Ike, September 2008)

belied the violence of its passing,
the way, in but hours, the floodwater
receded, leaving Galveston Island
bright as a new toy shining in the sun.

The Gulf acted as if nothing happened,
resuming its ancient business

of keeping time, bunching into waves
gentle as the mallets of toymakers

hammering shells into tables of sand.
Even the gulls were nonchalant,
reappearing suddenly from nowhere
to blaze the blue vault of heaven.

The only hint of the great storm’s passing
was the plastic, hot pink blade of a child’s
toy shovel embedded two inches deep
in the leeward leaning trunk of a palm.
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BY THE SIDE OF THE SEA, A FORTRESS

(national sandcastle competition, Galveston, Texas)

At dusk, a ghost crab,
with the swipe of a single pincer,
gouges a deep gash in the chapel wall.

A gull guffaws
and the edge of a turret crumbles.
A sandpiper, with a strike of its weightless bill,

crashes into the moat the drawbridge.
With but the soft, edgeless shovels of the sea,
in mere minutes, the night tide

will flatten it back to damp, packed sand,
the fortress regardless to the sea
as a fresh, human footprint.
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SEASCAPES

One’s violent

with the bash

of wave

against granite
where a lighthouse
looms, auguring
pure danger.

The othet’s

the epitome

of serenity,
everlastingly absent
the darkening
attendant

to a storm:

one agitated,

the other calm,

each finished

by the painter

with the indispensable
appearance

of the gull.
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BARRIER ISLANDS
(Gulf of America, Southern U.S.)

Thin as sepia veils,

they rise barely above sea level
in places which get their names
from the measure of protection
they provide the mainland
against the force of hurricanes.

Even the least

pious of their citizens,

affirming their faith but a few
Sundays per year in prayer

and hymn beneath the driftwood
ceilings of churches,

not only live their unwitting lives
of dice cast repeatedly

on the odds-on crap table

of wind, barometer and water
but also relish every opportunity
to utter their storied motto:

“Isles Where God Lives.”
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BESTIARY
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HERMIT CRAB

In the whotled, vacated chamber
of a shark-eye moon snail,
you back your lithe body

and coil into a perfect spiral
tight as the forefinger of a fist.
The surf spins you like a top

though you dizzy not,
retracting your heavy pincers
yet holding them ever poised

to grasp the fresh meat
needed to keep keenly honed
the dazzling pirouette of your being.
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GULLS

strop

scarlet bills

with straps

of great gray wings;

glnt

on offal

and pulsing muscle

ripped from the shells of clams;

nod

shameless heads
black as the hoods
of executioners;

take

to the wind, riding cobalt
vectors for hours on end
sans a single wingbeat;

bestow

the vaults of heaven
with grace and beauty
even the angels envy;

and void

with blatant disregard

for the wingless fools below,
boiling in their plenteous oil.
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OYSTER

Fastened to a barnacled reef
buffed for decades

by the snail-paced,
shoeshine rag of the tide,

you brandish your jagged shell

in shallow, brackish water

dully suffused with moonglow.
You live your whole life this way,

struggling for nothing,
an icon of fixity,

your sole labor

the occasional parting

of your shell to glut yourself
on an everlasting,
sumptuous banquet

served by a suave current.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS

17



LARRY D. THOMAS

CABBAGEHEADS
(on the beach at Biloxi, Mississippi)

In the Gulf

their lithe

arms dangle

with flawless grace
under their saucer-

shaped bodies
rippling like silk,
rendering them
the paragon

of delicacy.

Beached, they’re quite
another story,

just dead jellyfish
strewn like the gristle
of a colossal

beast ripped limbless
by hammerheads,
grist for the mill

of the teen who,

as if they’re giant,

translucent grapes,
stomps them

into the sweet,
forbidden wine

of his joy.
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THE DEAD SHARK

We first thought it was still alive,
half-buried in the sand,

the way its tail and dorsal fin quavered,
each a flat gray puppet

jerked by a puppeteer of wind.

It was still intact but for the eyes,
ever the gulls’ choicest morsels,
its body stiffened

into a final ess,

honoring even in death

its pledge to constant movement.

A few weeks later

but its gaping jaws remained,
locked in a last bite,

and they in a grisly state

of disintegration, dislodging
one by one its flawless teeth,
safe under the hardened,
coldly indifferent enamel

of the eons.
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GHOST CRAB
(In memory of Mary Oliver)

When you know your tiny pincers
are but the substance

of white, unanswered prayers

yet you keep lifting them

if threatened by a predator;
when you weigh in

at but a fraction of an ounce
and live so near the sea

your little body quakes
with each breaking wave;
when sundown drapes you
like a nacreous sheet

a mother floats downward

to the heaving rib cage

of her feverish child;

when each weightless step you take

away from your hole

caresses the bead

of a phantom rosary,

and, against the hopeless odds,

you somehow manage to endure,
how can it be said

you possess not even

the semblance of a soul?
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FISH SKELETON
(Gulf Shores, Alabama)

But a relic

of movement,
reduced

to the lowest
common
denominator

of bone,

in the chapel
of sun, cloud,
moon and star,
it lies

in stark repose,

a woodless
guitar

whose taut
white strings

the wind strums,
oozing

through the horror
of a gaping
mouth,

the blue,
gratuitous music
of death.
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THE LOCALS
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SEAFOOD MARKET

Fresh and soft

yet reposed in a stillness
exclusive to either sculpture

or recent death, they’re laid out

on ice: jumbo shrimp, oysters,
red snapper, blue crabs,

shark steaks, speckled trout,
and flounder whose glaucous,

wide-open eyes gawk

at something well beyond
the blinking, ravenous gaze
of the shoppers.
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SHRIMPERS” HANDS

Their boats, booms lowered

And dragging their nets,

Dot the Gulf at first light

Like strange, thick-bodied moths.

Their hands ate a blur
Of motion, their fingers
So knobby and muscular
It’s a wonder they flex,

Stabbed with the spines of hardheads
And slashed with the pincers

Of crabs, calloused with scars

Yet deft enough when mending nets

To make a seamstress matrvel.

OJA&L 2026 POETRY CHAPBOOK SERIES




SINGING A HYMN TO THE SEA

COASTAL OPULENCE
(West Beach, Galveston Island)

In her bikini-
though-somewhat-shriveled figure,
like a lanky, bronze tattoo,

reign eighty years

of Gulf Coast sun.

On the slimmest

of pensions,

with but the light of day
and pails of cold water,
she spends her summers

in a rickety travel trailer

near the Gulf.

With her Goodwill rod and reel

and little cuts of freshly beached bait
she rushes to beat the gulls to,

she catches fish she’ll grill with driftwood.
Rust velvets her cast-off traps

filled to the gills with crabs.

Mornings, she stretches and yawns

on the deck skirting her trailer.

The rising sun

sags the pockets of her Blue Bird
housecoat with its gold.

Her bowed, driftwood shelves
creak with jars of sand dollars.
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AT THE GULF’S EDGE

The air recks
of the roiling brine,
crashing against shoreline

like gods hammering steel.
A dank chill
possesses the wind

like a howling demon.
He navigates darkness,
a vessel of metal

doomed for shipwreck.
A memory of light
jogs his torpor,

the midnight light
inside the sanctuary
emptied of penitents,

bleeding through stained glass
to fill the cradled
chalice of the night.
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THE MONUMENT

(sculpture in bronze, Galveston Seawall)

In Galveston,
heirloom barometers
grace the mantels

of mansions.

The locals,

in hushed tones,

drop the names of storms
as if they’re family.

On the seawall

a man is pleading,
clutching wife and child
to his chest,

his free arm

thrust heavenward,
his rigid,
outstretched fingers

bronze and dark

as the mercy

of the god

to whom he’s reaching.
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NIGHT WADERS
(Biloxi, Mississippi)

With nothing but their waders

to save them, they trudge through sea
black as oil, seeking the strikes

of sharks and bull reds.

Their generators

groan on the beach

like injured beasts,

casting light across the waves
where mullet leap

silver as coins

flipped by the thumbs of thieves.
They lumber in the surf

like spastic Frankensteins
bleeding currents

of foam, their macho-
camouflaged terror
betrayed by the glow

of a harvest moon
striking tiny fires

in the white of their wide,
protuberant eyes.
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EACH PLAINTIVE VOICE
(Galveston Island)

In the aftermath of the Great Storm

of September, 1900, they found the nuns
and children of the orphanage

buried beneath debris

and beach sand, all chained

together with strips of bedding

tied to their wrists, the chain
they made to save them
from their unintended doom.
1t’s said they died

singing a hymn to the sea,

a hymn the survivors

would never silence,

as if the ears once theirs

were shells on the shelves of stores

and each plaintive voice

of the hallowed dead

the muffled, relentless roar of the ocean.
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SEA WALL

(Galveston, Texas)

On the flared,
elongated,
slowly crumbling mouth

of a concrete bell
whose indestructible

clapper

is the Gulf,
a little girl
in pigtails,

so sure she’ll live
forever
she shrieks,

grows dizzy
spinning
in the shadows

of dolphins
frozen in leaps
of bronze.
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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 Discoutrse
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
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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
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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
Atrtist portfolio of Dr. Ernest Williams III

MORE TITLES IN PRESS
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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 filml!), 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
mote 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)
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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

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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AMAZON REVIEWS
for Pamelyn Castos’s FLLASH 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
wortkshop" workbook for anyone who desites 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.

7, k -
3 o
!
BUTTONHOOK PRESS
AN IMPRINT OF OPEN: JOURNAL OF ARTS & LETTERS
Supporting artists and writers worldwide

O:JA&L CHAPBOOK Series

$17 (USA) $21 (Canada)
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