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PASHA MALLA 

ALL VACATIONS 

 

 

“[Michael] Jackson is a great artist, and we must accept him as an artist. His 

movements are terrific. Not many people can move that way. You will end up breaking 

your bones.”  

           —Bal Thackeray 

 

 

The Activist and the Lepers 

 

The activist arrived at the leper colony and started hugging lepers pretty much right off the bat. They 

are just like you ’n’ me, he wrote on his blog, thegreatlepocrisy.geocities.net, and posted a picture of 

himself with his arms flung around a sheepish, scabby woman with her hands wrapped in gauze. 

 Today I held a leper for nearly two hours. I have no symptoms. These people are not to be feared. They are to be 

loved ’n’ cuddled. We must hold them to us as we hold our own, blogged the activist. Your gunna fucken die!!!!! 

posted Terminator82 to the comments section. 

 “I’m tired of everyone judging these people,” the activist told the head physician at the colony. 

“Someone’s got to stand up and tell the world that it’s just not right!” 

 He was impassioned; he sprayed a thin mist of spittle into the air when he spoke. This the head 

physician wiped away with the biggest Band-Aid anyone had ever seen—seriously, it was crazy, this 

Band-Aid. 

 Here in the colony I have met a man named Edgar who has had leprosy for nearly 40 years, began the 

activist’s final blog post. He has no arms or legs or torso or head ’n’ yet I’m writing this from inside him. 

 

 

Ways to Save the Planet 

 

Two moms of North American origin were going to something called an “eco-retreat,” which one 

of them had found out about while accessing the Internet. The eco-retreat was basically a farm 

where environmentally engaged activities were available to visitors. You slept in the converted 



hayloft of an old barn. You drew your water from a well. You could milk sheep. “You can milk 

sheep,” the one mom explained to the other, who became wet. 

 This was at a time when guilt about humankind’s destruction of the planet had inspired all sorts 

of getting-back-to-the-land activities, such as buying local apples rather than ones shipped from 

overseas, and buying special light bulbs, and perhaps even walking to the store to buy them. One did 

one’s own screwing also. 

 The moms wanted to go on a vacation that wouldn’t make them feel bad about themselves, that 

might even, in some small way, make a difference. That is, they wanted to make life on the planet 

better for unfortunate people, wetly.  

 Few could believe the savagery with which they milked dry so, so many sheep. 

 

 

Luck, Bad Luck 

 

Sometimes on holiday you’ll get stuck at a roulette table with an old person who will make a joke 

that isn’t funny, but everyone laughs—even the bandolier’d croupier. Basically everyone’s just 

relieved that the old person isn’t dead. Also they’re honouring him, in a condescending way. Like, 

“Hot toddy, you old cow! You’re still kicking!” and also, because of the joke: “And look at you 

connect!” It’s a relieved sort of laugh: relief that this old person isn’t dead, but also not boring the 

rest of us to death. And then we bet on black. 

 

 

They’ll Never Take Us Alive! 

 

On my day off I’d gone to the parkette to spit on some pigeons, because they’re dumb like that, they 

don’t know it’s wrong, they think it’s just raining, maybe—and out broke some smooth jazz. A 

guitar and a sax. The guitar guy had an amp. The sax guy was smooth. There were some ducks on the 

little lake that fluttered. If I’d eaten a lunch I would have lost it. But then I was, like, free. And I 

started thinking, is this is smooth jazz, or is it free jazz? Because, Helen, I finally felt so goddamn free.  

 

 

 



Writer-in-Residence, Love Boat Division 

 

A scarlet beret, bejewelled stilettos, Dragondancer available in nineteen languages, eyes that said to the 

first mate honestly (yet it was the mouth that spoke; below the eyes, a nose intervened): “People 

know me best as a fantasy writer, but I’ve been a fan of the Alien movies since the first one came 

out. The sequel was the first time I’d seen Paul Reiser in anything, and, what can I say? He charmed 

me! I knew we had to work together someday. So after the smoke cleared with Dragondancer the 

timing felt right, and Aliens: Repreiser pretty much wrote itself. Though producing it as community 

theatre happened a little more … organically.” 

 

 

White Flight 

 

Many travellers used to fly with wedges of tomato clamped between their buttcheeks. This being the 

fashion of a certain epoch. All day it tingled back there, apparently. Those in the know exchanged 

pained and knowing looks. Bums squirmed on the hard plastic stools of the airport bar. Others were 

more Zen-like and dealt with the vinegary discomfort with stoicism and poise. Because sometimes 

it’s hard, you know, those mornings you wake and the leaves are already trembling. 

 

 

The Future Which is Now 

 

Involved with the death kit were these scientists, or academics I think. I think actually they were all 

sorts of things: scientists, academics, philosophers, cultural theorists, there might have been a 

veterinarian involved for some reason, though maybe he was just someone’s husband who was 

hanging around waiting to drive everyone home. 

 

 

Valentine’s Day 

 

Hugh Hefner’s Fourth Wife put down her tattered copy of Jane Eyre and moved once again to the 

attic door. She knelt and placed her ear to the empty martini glass she kept, for just such an 



occasion, inverted and scotch-taped to the solid oak surface studded with heavy, iron nails, for just 

such an occasion. From downstairs she heard the muffled, female voice of the First Wife shriek, 

“Someone’s been using my mascara!” There was a crash, then, of something large and potentially 

ornate and almost certainly filled with expensive-sounding dinnerware. The martini glass, in fact not 

made of glass at all but pure 100 karat,, non-fair-trade diamonds, reverberated against the Fourth 

Wife’s ear, also studded with diamonds, as were her hair and uterus. This created a not-altogether-

unpleasant sensation, she thought, as the glass trembled and sang in a sweet falsetto to her, and to 

her alone. Truly, this was the Fourth Wife’s sole moment of joy since the Third Wife had been 

scalped by this weird fake Cherokee. 

 

 

Not to Ever Confuse the Annulus of Zinn with the Zonule of Zinn 

 

Johann Gottfried Zinn was born in Schwabach on December 6, 1727. Zinn invented the term “the 

human eye.” He was taller than most of his colleagues, who were short and weasel-like, yet 

somehow fetching. Once he got thrown in the pool; “Stupid,” he muttered, dripping on the deck. 

As a boy he longed to be a surgeon. Often he dreamed of cutting, cutting. Zinn died in Göttingen 

on April 6, 1759. He died surrounded by friends, loved ones, and a few tittering nurses, their hands 

pressed to their mouths and their eyes aflame with mad, putrid lust. 

 

 

The Artist as Player Piano 

 

Someone built an artist with a button you’d press. Or a crank? I forget. Anyway, you’d turn the artist 

on and it’d make an art. Sculptures, conceptual installations, avant-garde sound collages, still-lifes, 

whatever. Its talents were diverse and sometimes it would make a thing you’d like so much. Though 

what you’d really like is to become immortal. And then die. Oh, but Black Jesus couldn’t give a fuck 

if you live or you die. 

 

 

 

PASHA MALLA is the author of four books. He lives in Toronto. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G%C3%B6ttingen


STEPHEN THOMAS 

INTENSELY NERVOUS PEOPLE CAN BE BORING, TOO 

 
 
 
A man publishes his first book. Then he spends six months in a psychiatric recovery centre in a 

suburb outside a medium-sized college town in a small room in which the air, even with the window 

shut, smells like the sulfur from the steel mill across the river. When he checks himself out of the 

psychiatric recovery centre he returns to his room in his mother’s house in the city. His mother has 

thrown out all his things she thought might remind him of his girlfriend. She believes his 

relationship with his girlfriend caused his breakdown. The man has a long conversation with his 

mother in his bedroom, during which she explains her point of view and he listens while saying 

almost nothing. When his mother leaves he considers calling his girlfriend. Instead, he goes out to a 

bar where he knows the bartender. A girl in a striped shirt and somewhat strangely shaped lips starts 

talking to him. His old girlfriend happens to be at the same bar. She sees him talking to the girl in 

the striped shirt, and he doesn’t see her. The old girlfriend goes home and lies in her bed, feeling 

awful. She ignores a phone call from her mother and a text from a friend. She can’t sleep. She calls 

him. He answers. They talk. He asks if she’s still in her writing program. She says, “I don’t know.” 

She is embarrassed by her history of failure. She says she’s scared. He says it’s okay. They meet the 

next day at a coffee shop. He comes in and she’s standing at the back of the café, waiting for two 

people to vacate their table. They leave, and she stands beside the empty table. He’s never been 

expressive and today is no exception. He greets her awkwardly. A part of her thinks this means he 

has integrity. He says, “I’m going to get a coffee.” She already has hers. She says, “Okay,” and sits 

down, but she wants to go with him to the counter. After all this time away, is it so wrong that she 

doesn’t want to part, at least right now? She puts her hands on the white mug on the table in front 

of her. Her name is Amy. 

 The man’s name is Adam. Adam’s friend Cameron has just published his own first book. 

Cameron’s editor invites Cameron to the launch for a famous author’s collected short stories, 1972–

2012. Cameron invites Adam, and Adam invites Amy. The three of them are coming from different 

places beforehand and travel to the launch separately. They find each other in the crowd in front of 

the building. At the launch, Adam acts strangely. When a famous writer comes over to talk to 

Cameron and Adam and Amy, Adam is quiet. After the recovery centre, Adam is still readjusting to 

being out in public and talking to people he doesn’t know. At one point he finds himself stumbling 



over his words, and instead of trying to push his way through, he stops what he’s saying mid-

sentence. The famous writer, who is twenty years older than the others, makes a joke of it. The 

conversation continues. The famous writer leaves, and Adam still doesn’t talk. Cameron and Amy, 

accustomed to Adam’s eccentric behaviour, keep talking, and laugh with each other. From their 

perspective, they are covering for Adam, doing him a favour. Seeing Amy and Cameron laughing 

with each other, Adam, who is a year older than Cameron and has always snobbishly condescended 

to him, has a vision of how easy Cameron’s life will always be, how the world will part for him as if 

by reflex, and he sees how easy and good life would be for Amy if she was with Cameron, and not 

him. Adam says he has to go. Amy says, “Do you want to go home?” Adam doesn’t respond to 

Amy’s question and says to Cameron “Sorry,” and walks between the two of them toward the door. 

Amy follows him outside. Through the glass doors, Cameron can see Amy and Adam stopped on 

the sidewalk, arguing. 

 There’s a party at a girl’s apartment. Everyone is there. More people arrive, with more 

alcohol. The people who were sitting on the couches and chairs are drawn onto the floor to dance. 

A guy named Travis walks into the bathroom and a girl with dyed hair and a pendulous necklace is 

sitting on the toilet, crying. Travis and this girl have sex in the shower stall without a condom while 

people bang on the door. A neighbour from the floor below calls to complain about the music and 

the banging on her ceiling, which is caused by people dancing. The girl who lives there turns down 

the music but people keep turning it back up again, and everyone keeps dancing. Cameron sees his 

agent making out with one of his friends by the door. Someone does the robot. Dancing people 

form a circle, and people take turns dancing in the middle of the circle. Cameron and Adam do 

shots together sitting at the kitchen table, and they hack at the harshness of it. Amy is not at the 

party. The neighbour calls again to complain and the girl who lives there breaks into tears and 

eventually leaves her own apartment for the night. Someone smashes a pillow on Adam’s head and 

the room explodes in white feathers. When the sun comes up Adam and Cameron bike back 

through the empty streets to their neighbourhood. They say goodbye at Cameron’s house and Adam 

bikes on. Monday morning traffic is starting. Two blocks from his house, Adam takes both hands 

off his bike’s handlebars and closes his eyes. “One,” he counts to himself. “Two.” He can hear the 

traffic on Dundas up ahead. “Three.” 

 Now Amy has officially dropped out of her MFA program and has moved back to the city. 

She has enrolled at the University of Toronto and is studying psychology. Science makes Adam’s 

mental health situation harder to romanticize. She and Adam now live together. They are a couple 



that wakes up together and shares a toilet, a shower, and a stove on top of which sit a bottle of 

vegetable oil, a bottle of olive oil, and two candles. Now Adam has stopped writing entirely. Now 

Cameron has moved to Berlin and is working on his next novel. He pastes chapters into e-mails 

sometimes, unsolicited. Now Adam stops responding to those e-mails. Now an old mutual friend 

gets married and the reception is in the backyard of a big house in a suburb north of the city. Now 

Cameron returns for the wedding, and he and Adam embrace on the house’s footpath. Now Amy is 

across the room, and, noticing them talking together, smiles and wrinkles her nose at them, and 

turns away. A writer they both used to talk about admiringly has recently killed himself and they talk 

about their reactions to his death over cold beers as they sit on adjacent lawn chairs on the grass. As 

they talk they don’t look at each other. They watch their friends and acquaintances milling on the 

grass and flirting, dressed up fancy, each in their own particular anti-traditional way. Now Cameron 

is on a plane back to Germany, where his solitude is close to suicide and very much like everything 

he always wanted from life. In the airplane’s seat, he thinks of his apartment. He knows which 

dishes have been left in the sink, and where in the sink. He feels holy, he feels good. Now Adam and 

Amy are sitting at a table at a café outdoors in Baldwin Village. Amy is wearing a black-and-white 

checkered skirt and a brown leather jacket. Adam is wearing his sweater that he wears almost every 

day now. He bends down to sip from his straw. Amy reaches across the table to touch his face. He 

looks at her. Life is incredibly hard for just about everyone, for these reasons and others. 

 

 

 

 

 

STEPHEN THOMAS lives in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. His website is thestephenthomas.info. He has an 

extremely tiny book of short stories forthcoming later this year, or early next year, from The 

Cupboard. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://thestephenthomas.info/
http://www.thecupboardpamphlet.org/
http://www.thecupboardpamphlet.org/


AARON FOX-LERNER 

THE REVOLT OF CLASS 2C 
 

 

 

My name is Bill Walker and I’m a professional white man. Which is another way of saying I teach 

English in Asia. It was a pretty easy job until my eleven-year-old students decided to go on strike. Of 

course, they didn’t say they were on strike (I doubt they’d know the term even in Chinese), but it 

was effectively the same. What they really said was: 

 “No. Teacher, we will not.” 

 I teach English to Taiwanese students, not a group known for dissent. This kind of open 

refusal to do a teacher’s bidding is more or less unheard of. I liked this class, too. I was fond of 

almost all the thirteen kids in it. Eugene was one of my particular favourites. He had a nice 

gregarious energy and wasn’t dogged by chronic shyness like most of my students. 

 Now he stood at the front of his class, tall and gangly with a silly bowl cut and a determined 

look in his eyes, staring straight into mine. I’m not really the best teacher, so I did what I do in too 

many scenarios and tried to make fun of one of my students: 

 “Who is this ‘we,’ Eugene? Are you going to tell everyone what to do and what not to do? 

Now the whole class stops because you don’t want to practice for the performance?” 

 “No, Teacher, no one wants to do performance.” 

 “Well, I don’t want to do the performance either. If you don’t want to do it, take it up with 

Teacher Louise; she’s the boss here, not me. And besides, all your parents will be there. Do you 

want to fail in front of your mom and dad because you’re not ready?” 

 “Teacher,” Eugene said, “I don’t care. I don’t like the performance. No one like the 

performance. We will not do the performance. We all say this.” 

 “Yeah,” Misty added, “and no more homework or tests or song time or long grammar.” 

 “Yeah.” Everyone else in the class was joining in now. “We won’t do it!” 

 “Nothing!” 

 “No performance!” 

 “We will not do! We will not do!” 

 “Quiet!” I said emphatically, but not shouting. I never shout. One of my fellow teachers 

speculated that this is just because I don’t give enough of a shit, but really there’s nothing that makes 



me feel less in control than yelling at someone half my size. A lot of teachers here do it. Every native 

Taiwanese teacher I know will shout at the kids. I tried it once and made an eight-year-old boy bawl 

his eyes out for ten minutes without forcing him to behave any better. After that I decided raising 

my voice just wasn’t worth it. I’d rather try to reason with the kids. 

 “Look,” I said after waiting for everyone to quiet down. “How will you not do any 

homework or tests? Why even come to class then? I mean, if you don’t want to do any of those 

things then don’t come to English class at all. This is not your normal school. This is cram school. 

You don’t have to come here.” 

 “No. No!” 

 This was Misty speaking up. She was my other big favourite in the class. Unlike Eugene she 

was moody and withdrawn. She was also probably the best student in the class and I’d be lying if I 

said I didn’t see a bit of myself in her morbid, slightly snide sense of humour. I suspected that if the 

kids had decided to organize this strike together then she was probably a major motivator, the think 

tank and strategist to Eugene’s grandstanding politician. 

 “We still do not have choice,” she continued. 

 “A choice,” I corrected. 

 “Okay, we still do not have a choice. If we say we do not want to go here, then Mom and 

Dad will make us go to another cram school. And then we will have to do the same thing there. I do 

not want to do so much homework and be yelled at and write things so many times. It is 

everywhere, but it is stupid and we will not do it now.” 

 “Yeah!” Peter shot back from the middle row. “We always have too much homework and 

writing. It is too much! Every day I have no time for play!” 

 “Yes!” Candy piped in from the back. “It is so much work for nothing. It is very, very stupid 

and so bad!” 

 “You guys can’t live in a world without work! You know that, right? You will always have to 

do something,” I said. 

 “But why we do performance?” Misty replied. “It is not learning. We just say the same thing 

again and again. It is boring and scary. We are so worried in front of our parents! Why not only talk 

in class and you say when we are wrong? And maybe some homework, but not too much?” 

 “Because the class isn’t structured like that,” I said. “I need to follow the formula. My whole 

job is to follow the way the class is laid out. I don’t decide what we do.” 

 “Why not?” Eugene shouted. 



 “Because Teacher Louise is the boss, not me. You have a problem with it, talk to her.” 

 “But she will just make us do performance,” Peter shouted, “and no one wants to do 

performance!” 

 “Yeah, why performance?” asked Joey from the back. 

 Jesus Christ, I thought, now even Joey’s in it with them. Joey was basically the class putz. He 

was a chubby kid edging off adorable and into overweight as his teens loomed ahead. I had to ban 

the other kids from using him in example sentences because they’d all make fun of him. He kept on 

showing up with bruises because he barely managed to stand up properly; he couldn’t walk in a 

straight line without toppling over and breaking into tears. If he had united with the rest of the class 

then I was really in trouble. 

 For the rest of the period I couldn’t get them to break. I threatened, I promised, I pleaded: 

nothing. They would still speak English with me, but they wouldn’t do anything else. After my time 

was over, Jessica, the Chinese teacher, showed up. Her hour with the kids is all about memorizing, 

reciting, and drilling grammar and vocab, exactly the kind of thing the kids were most dead set 

against. I let her know about the situation before she started her hour with them. She gave me a 

nasty, triumphant smirk as I told her. She figured she had me against the wall. I’d finally failed to 

control the class and now she could take over and outshine me. 

 I went downstairs and noticed that Louise was sitting at the computer, doing nothing as 

usual. She’d find out about this no matter what, so the best thing I could do was man up and break 

the news to her myself. After apprising her of the situation, she blinked up at me from behind her 

small oval glasses before issuing one of her patented non-solutions to classroom problems. 

 “Well, after Jessica talks to them in Chinese, maybe no more problem? And if Jessica cannot 

fix them, I will go and talk to them. And then no more problem! And we will make them do double 

homework for being bad today!” 

 “But what if they still won’t do anything?” 

 “No, no, it will be okay because I will talk to them. I think it will be okay tomorrow. Next 

class, no problem!” 

 Later, after my second class, I came back by the teachers’ tables and saw that the next class 

would apparently still be a problem. Jessica and Louise quickly halted their conversation in Chinese 

when they saw me walk over. 

 “Ah! Teacher Bill, we were waiting for you! So the 2C class still will not learn. I talked to 

them and Teacher Jessica talked to them but they will not do anything. They will not even practice 



for the performance!” Louise said, as if not practicing for the performance were the most scandalous 

thing imaginable. 

 “So what should I do for next class?” 

 “Well, all the class said they will not tell their parents, and I think maybe it is easier if we do 

not talk to the parents? We do not want to make them worry for no reason. So maybe I will say the 

kids can have more rewards? And we will be nicer? Try to tell them that next class! And maybe if 

that doesn’t work we can have you and Teacher Jessica teach the whole class together again. Maybe 

if you are both there you can together make them change their mind?” 

 “No, no,” I said. “Just give me a little time and I’m sure I can fix this in time for the 

performance.” 

 “Okay,” said Louise. “I think we can make them work again. You and Teacher Jessica will 

each talk to them in your own parts of the class! Right, Teacher Jessica?” 

 “Yes,” Jessica answered, looking at my head as if she were trying to test out deadly 

telekinetic powers upon it. 

 The next day at work I showed up the mandated twenty minutes before my first class, 

prepped my lesson plan and materials, and still had about ten minutes to spare when Rockwell, one 

of my fellow English teachers, showed up. 

 “Hey,” he asked me, “what’s going on with 2C? I heard the Chinese teachers talking about it, 

but they won’t tell me what’s going on.” 

 “Yeah,” I answered. “They’re on strike.” 

 “What?” 

 “They refuse to do anything.” 

 “They told you that in Chinese?” 

 “No, they’ll talk to me in English, but they won’t do any work or practice for the 

performance.” 

 “Dude, that’s awesome! This fucking performance is driving me crazy. And they’re still 

speaking English with you, so it’s like they’re still learning.” 

 “Yeah, but that’s not the rules of the class.” 

 “Who cares? All you do when we’re off work is bitch about all the stupid rules, and this 

performance is a huge pain in the ass. It’s not like you’ll get fired over this, especially if Jessica and 

Louise also can’t make them change. Why do you care?” 



 “Well, they do have too much work and the performance is total bullshit, but this isn’t going 

to help in the long run. I mean, when you get down to it they can’t change the whole system. I’m 

not the one cracking down on them or shouting at them or whacking their arms if they don’t pay 

attention, so why do this to me?” 

 “C’mon man,” Rockwell said. “You keep telling me how conformist you think Taiwanese 

society is, and now you’re complaining because your kids are rebelling against it.” 

 “But they’re not doing it right—that’s my problem. They’re taking it out on the one guy 

who’s on their side. It’s just not fair that they do this to me instead of their real teachers or parents.” 

 “So you don’t like it because it’s making your job harder,” he said. 

 “It’s not just that, but you’d be bitching too if it happened in your class. I swear, every time I 

think I understand Taiwanese people they pull some new shit and leave me back in the dark.” 

 “You tell your girlfriend about it?” he asked me. 

 “Yeah, I told her about it last night.” 

 “She give you any helpful perspective on it?” 

 “Not really. Mei asked me why it mattered because I always say this job’s such a joke and it’s 

impossible to get fired.” 

 “She’s right, isn’t she? I don’t really get why you’re complaining so much about the strike. If 

anything, it makes 2C easier. No homework, no grammar lessons to check, no making them practice 

the performance over and over . . .” 

 “Yeah, but it’s the principle. They’re like my favourite class, and now they’re disrespecting 

me. How does that make me look? Plus, it’s like a vindication for Jessica, and I know you hate her as 

much as me. If she or Louise can get them back to work and I can’t, then what happens? They’ll 

have the upper hand anytime we disagree.” 

 “Well, class is coming up soon. You got a plan?” 

 I certainly did not have a plan. Rockwell and I sat at our table by the door and watched the 

kids troop in from the surrounding schools of the comfortable neighbourhood we were in. Most of 

my students in 2C all attended the same public school and they came in like a school-uniformed 

Roman phalanx. They were talking emphatically to each other in Chinese and casting glances at the 

entire teaching staff. I tried to lean in to hear what they were saying but couldn’t catch any 

decipherable Chinese beyond “buyao! buyao!” Great. The only thing that I could tell was that they 

were repeating the word “no.” 



 They also went straight to class instead of loitering in the lobby with other kids or going to 

the computer room or running around the bathroom. They’re scouting the battlefield, I thought, 

getting into position before the enemy arrives. It occurred to me that I was the enemy in this 

scenario. I looked at the time and patiently waited until class started. I get paid for classroom hours 

and classroom hours only, so I wasn’t going to go to my class a minute early, not even in an 

extraordinary scenario like this. I still had to keep some of my principles. 

 I gathered up my books, lesson plans, and whiteboard markers before darting up the stairs. I 

was too anxious and curious about how the class would act to bother staging an entrance. I walked 

in to see them all seated, craning their heads to look at me as I walked through the door and up to 

my desk. For once there was no side talking, no hushed last minute questions, cracks in Chinese or 

stifled laughter before the start of the class. They waited silently until I put my books down on my 

desk and then they all stood up in unison. We’d just spent two weeks trying and failing to get these 

kids to move in any kind of coordinated fashion for their dance in the performance and now they’d 

decided that they could move as a group after all. 

 Eugene spoke first. “Teacher! I am sorry but we will not practice for the performance today. 

And we will not write any homework or tests or grammar.” 

 “Or songs,” Misty added. These were always her least favourite part of class. They were 

mine, too. 

 “Listen,” I said, “you guys will be in big trouble if you don’t start working again. We all 

know this. I’m trying to help you. Just drop it now before it gets worse.” 

 “No!” The kids all said, first one and then the others in a short cascade of small voices. 

 “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked. “I like you guys. Don’t I try to make this class 

easier on you?” 

 “Teacher,” Misty said, “it does not matter. It can be you or other person. It is still the same 

work. It is too much. Too much things do not help us with English but we do them anyway only 

because we have to.” 

 “What will your parents think? They work very hard to make money so you can go to this 

school and be smart. They will be very angry if you don’t do your homework so you can be 

smarter.” 

 “But teacher,” Eugene said, “if you tell them then you will also be in trouble because they 

will think you are the bad teacher. You and Teacher Louise and Teacher Jessica will all be in 

trouble.” 



 “Yeah,” Kitty said, “that is really why Teacher Louise says she does not want to tell our 

parents!” 

 “And we will tell them that maybe the homework will not make us so much smart,” said 

Peter. 

 “Smarter, Peter. So much smarter.” 

 I could correct them and they’d listen. But they wouldn’t do anything else. I’d never seen 

them act as such a cohesive unit before. No one was making fun of Joey. Candy and Angel weren’t 

off in their own little secret giggly world of two. Misty wasn’t sulking and glaring. Eugene wasn’t 

shouting at anyone. They were all focused on their strike, on working together to avoid their 

assigned work. 

 I basically had no choice but to lead the class the way they wanted. I’d ask questions and 

they’d answer. I would make them talk to me and they’d respond. Anything like that and they 

actually gave me their full attention, more than I was used to from any of my classes. But they 

wouldn’t do anything with writing. When I tried to make them practice for the performance, they 

wouldn’t stand up. They wouldn’t go over their lines. They wouldn’t talk about the performance at 

all. When I played the song they all started talking to each other rather than give a semblance of 

listening. No one had brought any homework for me to collect. 

 I gave up the next hour to Jessica, as scheduled. I figured she wouldn’t have any luck with 

them either. I walked by a little later and heard her shouting at them collectively. 

 “Do you want to go to the heaven or the hell?” she screeched at them. Amongst the many 

things I couldn’t stand about her was that her English was atrocious. Sometimes the kids would 

mock her for it behind her back, but sometimes she passed along her bad habits to them. This new 

bizarre threat of hers wasn’t helping her in my book either. I walked back by the classroom a little 

while later to see her whapping the students on the arms with a rolled up piece of paper as they 

refused to write anything. 

 I found myself talking to Louise downstairs. She mentioned how she was going berate 2C 

again after class today. I asked about talking to the parents, but that was a last priority for her. Any 

sign of discord this strong could prevent the parents from re-enlisting their kids. 

 Part of the problem was that everyone who could afford to sent their kids to cram school in 

Taiwan. It would be unheard of to not send your kids to cram schools. For the cram schools, the 

parents were the real customers. And Louise would contort herself any which way to keep them. 

None of the kids ever wanted to do a performance, but their parents absolutely adored seeing their 



children dance around and recite English lines in costumes that would prove awfully embarrassing 

for them after a few years. 

 “Isn’t there anything you can think about to make them stop doing this?” Louise asked. 

 “Look,” I said, “I know I’ve been teaching here for two years, but it’s not like I was ever 

given any actual training. Nobody taught me what to do in this sort of scenario.” 

 “But we need to make them work again for the performance. If they do not, we could lose 

the whole class! Thirteen students gone. That is very, very bad.” 

 Two days later I had class 2C again and they stuck to their strike. We were fine until ten 

minutes in when I had to pressure them to do the writing exercises that were mandated in my lesson 

plan template for the day. It was actually their parents and their own society that had enforced this 

kind of order, not me. Yet I couldn’t tell them. Even if I did. they’d still glare at me and they’d 

probably respect me even less because I’d be revealing how little power I actually had, how I was  

nothing more than a symbolic white man fronting an Asian company’s curriculum and policies. 

 Once my time was over they were subjected to yet another group scolding from both Jessica 

and Louise. Afterward Jessica and I had one of our periodic talks about the class, which both of us 

had accepted as necessary despite our mutual antipathy. Today she was wearing a ruffled pink skirt 

that made her legs look like roughly cut poles. I thought to myself that she was the only girl in 

Taiwan without nice legs and yet she kept on showing too much of them. Jessica dressed herself the 

way an eight-year-old dressed dolls; she was a big fan of ruffles, frills, lace, and bows, usually placed 

somewhere haphazardly on her outfit. 

 “Teacher Bill, I think that the Teacher Louise will make us teach the class together now,” 

she said to me in a tone that was somehow both grave and breathless. 

 “Just ‘Teacher Louise,’ no ‘the,’” I said to her. 

 “What?” 

 “Never mind. So we’ll have to teach together?” 

 “Yes, we will have to do it after the next class.” 

 “So next class is what, Monday?” 

 “Yes, it is on Monday,” she said with obvious annoyance that I couldn’t quite be bothered to 

remember the exact class days. 

 “So that’ll be our last day of teaching like normal. I haven’t been able to change them. I’m 

guessing nothing worked for you either.” 

 “Yes, nothing works! They are very together right now. I do not know why.” 



 “I know what you mean. They’re really sticking to this.” 

 “Yes, all of them! Even Joey is with the whole class!” 

 “I know. And what happened to his face today, he fall off his bike or something?” 

 “Oh, no, he says he is bad so his dad hit him.” 

 “What?” 

 “Because he is bad, at home.” 

 “Did you do anything about it?” 

 “No, Joey is still just kid so maybe he is liar. And he says his dad does not mean to hurt him. 

I think it is just the light hit.” 

 “You can’t be serious. Has he told anyone else this?” 

 “Yes, probably. But please, this is not important. Just try to think about fixing for 2C.” 

 “Right, not important. Of course. I’ll see you after the weekend then.” 

 That Monday before class Louise told me that today would be the last chance to fix them. 

After that she’d take over the class herself, and after the performance Jessica and I would have to 

teach the class together. Louise was convinced that just by teaching the class herself she’d be able to 

make them start working again in time for the performance. 

 We waited for the kids as if preparing a line of defense. Louise stood inside the classroom at 

the head while Jessica and I both waited by the door as the kids came in. Eugene stopped when he 

saw me and came over. For a brief racing moment I entertained the hope that he might be coming 

over to announce an end to the standoff. 

 “Teacher,” he said, “is Teacher Louise going to yell at us again?” 

 “Yep,” I answered. 

 “Bogus!” he said. “Bogus” was the only American slang I’d successfully managed to imprint 

upon any of my classes. 

 “Sorry about that,” I said. 

 “Oh, Teacher, it is okay. I know you cannot do anything,” he answered before marching into 

the classroom while swinging his arms. 

 “Yes, we all know you cannot do a lot. Maybe you are too tired? I am so tired too, I must 

work so much!” Jessica said with a smile. 

 It was killing me how she thought she was smarter than me. How everyone here was 

apparently so open about what a figurehead I was. I watched Louise start to lay into them about 

what their parents would say, switching between English and Chinese. For a second I really thought 



Eugene was coming over alone so he could stop the strike or get out of it. Really, where did their 

unity even come from anyway? And then I knew what to do. I walked over and interrupted Teacher 

Louise to take Candy out. 

 I could see Angel, Candy’s equally stripper-named best friend, looking worried as I took 

Candy out alone. This was good. We came into the unused classroom across the hall and I shut the 

door and told her to sit down. 

 “Listen Candy, if you do not do your grammar work today, I will punish you. I do not care 

about the rest of the class. Only you. If Eugene does not do it, I do not care. If Misty does not do it, 

I do not care. But if you do not do it, I will punish you as hard as I can. I will call your parents and 

tell them that you do not do any work. I will not tell them about the other kids in class. Only you.” 

 “But Teacher, why me?” she asked. 

 “Well, if you want, I can punish Angel instead. So now if you do not your work, I will punish 

Angel.” 

 “No! Teacher, I am okay. You can punish me and not Angel. But I will not do my work. 

Because no one will do the work.” 

 “No, Candy, one student will do his work. And once you see him do his work, you will start 

to do yours, too. Think about what it means if he can do his work and you cannot do yours.” 

 “No!” she insisted. “No one will work! They will not work!” 

 “Well, we’ll see,” I said as I ushered her back to the other classroom. I then called out Angel 

and gave her the same spiel, even offering to punish Candy instead. She didn’t offer to take back 

Candy’s place. I said that when I was talking to Candy I told her that if Angel didn’t work she would 

be punished, so Candy would know it was Angel’s fault. I sent Angel back and made sure she wasn’t 

sitting anywhere near Candy. Then I called in Peter, followed by Kitty. I told them that if anyone in 

class started writing they had to do the same or I would punish only them. Then I called out Joey. 

I’d been saving him for last. 

 “Look Joey,” I said calmly, “when we get to the grammar exercises after our class warm-up 

conversation, you are going to write them. And you are going to do the grammar exercises even if 

the rest of the class does not. If you do not do them, I will tell your parents. I will tell your dad. I 

will tell him that it is all your fault. I will tell him that you don’t do your work, that you cheat, that 

you steal from the other students and hit them. I will tell him that you are the only one in class that 

does not work. I will tell your dad that you are the worst in my class.” 

 “Uh?” he said, looking at me blankly with his mouth hanging stupidly agape. 



 “Did you hear me?” I asked quietly. 

 “I do not understand,” he said. 

 “I know you understand,” I said, switching into faulty but comprehensible Chinese, “you 

know that I will tell your father you are very, very bad. I will say it is your fault.” 

 It was one of the only times he’d ever seen me say anything in Chinese and he looked at me 

for a stunned second before he started blubbering. I cleaned him up and sent him back into class 

ahead of me. Then I started going through my lesson, with Louise and Jessica hovering curiously 

outside the door. We got through the warm-up conversation with no problem but when it was time 

for the grammar exercises the class wouldn’t do anything. 

 With the class refusing to do their work, I looked straight at Joey and he looked at me. He 

was trembling. You could barely see the bruise on his face anymore. The whole class was now 

watching him. He got his pencil box with a shaking hand and dropped it, scattering pens, 

highlighters, and erasers across the floor. He stood up and collected them as quickly as he could. No 

one helped him. He put them all back except one pencil, which he kept in his hand and raised 

toward the exercise. 

 “No!” Eugene shouted at him. Misty seemed to be hissing. Joey brought his pencil down 

and started writing quickly and sloppily, vibrating in his chair as he filled out the lines. The entire 

class groaned. Eugene shouted again. Everyone was angry at Joey, and I turned my gaze to Angel. 

She paused and waited. No one was looking at her; they were still all focused on Joey. She broke and 

began to write stealthily and by the time the class realized she was writing I’d now focused on 

Candy, who also began to write. I thought she might have done it just to take the pressure off her 

friend, and I wondered if Angel would have bothered to do the same for her. 

 After that it was just a matter of time before the other students broke down. The smarter 

they were, the sooner they realized that they could now be punished as individual malfeasants 

instead of as members of a united bloc. I expected Peter or Kitty to go first, but Wilson actually 

started writing before them. Within the next two minutes, the only ones not writing were Eugene 

and Misty. 

 Eugene was too caught up in trying to get the other students to stop writing to start doing so 

himself. 

 “Why?” he shouted at them. “Why are you writing? Stop! Just stop and we can still make it 

better! Why are you writing now? What did Teacher Bill say? What did he say?” 

 No one was answering. They all kept writing, almost afraid to look at him. 



 “Wei shenme—” he started to say. 

 I cut him off with a curt, “No Chinese. One more time and I send you out of class.” 

 Eugene looked at me and looked at the class and looked at me again. His eyebrows were 

raised while the rest of his face slid downward. He focused on me with a beseeching, desperate, sad 

gaze before he stared down and started to write. 

 Misty was now the only one not writing. She stared ahead with her fists tight and her teeth 

pressed together. She was crying. The tears came quietly down her face, broken by the occasional 

furious sniffle. She wouldn’t do anything; she wouldn’t even look up. 

 The rest of the class proceeded sullenly, but proceeded. They did their work and took their 

assignments. The only one who wasn’t working was Misty. By the time Jessica took over she didn’t 

even have to yell at them. Downstairs, Louise was overjoyed. She asked me how I did it and I said I 

just talked to them one on one, as adults. After class I caught Eugene on the stairs. 

 “I’m sorry about that,” I said to him, “but you know the class had to work again. We 

couldn’t stop working. The world doesn’t work that way.” 

 “But Teacher,” he said, “why? I just wanted to make it better. I thought we can make it 

better.” 

 “Well, you can try,” I said, “and it’s okay that you did. I understand how you feel and I think 

it’s good, but you can’t change everything.” 

 “But Teacher, what did you say? What did you say to them?” 

 I didn’t answer him. 

 “Why did you say it to them and not to me? Why did you not say to me?” 

 “Eugene,” I said. “If I told you, I still couldn’t have made you stop. It doesn’t really matter.” 

 He watched me with his eyes growing sadder as I walked away. I stopped in the classroom 

and Misty was still there, hunched over and crying with her fists clenched. I took a seat that was too 

small for me next to her and looked over at her with what I hoped was a kind expression. She 

looked up at me. 

 “I can’t do it,” she said. “I just can’t do it. I hate it. I don’t want to do the performance. I 

hate it. I can’t.” 

 “Well, now you have to.” 

 “But I can’t! I can’t! I can’t! I get so . . . so nervous. I hate to do it.” 

 “But your family will be there. They want to see you do well!” 



 “But that makes me so scared. I just can’t and they will be mad. Or I think not angry but 

maybe sad because of me. Ah, disappointed! They will be disappointed and think I am bad. They 

want me to do so much.” 

 “What will they do? They will still love you. I mean, they don’t hit you, do they?” 

 “What?” she asked, startled by the very idea of my question. I regretted asking it 

immediately. 

 “No, Teacher.” she said. “Of course not! But they want me to do so much and I cannot. I 

hate it. I can’t! I hate it so much and they don’t care and you don’t care and Teacher Jessica doesn’t 

care. Everyone says I have to. But I hate it. I can’t do the performance. I can’t do all the school. It is 

too much. I can’t. I hate my school. I hate here. I can’t. And now they all go back to working and I 

also have to.” 

 “But you’re so smart,” I said. “You know I think you’re the smartest in the class. You can do 

the work so much more easily than the other kids. You always do so well.” 

 “I hate it,” she said. “Good or bad grades, it is stupid. I don’t know why I have to do things. 

My mom and my dad, they want me to do so much. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t.” 

 “That’s the world, Misty,” I said. “That’s just how it is. I’m not going to lie and say it’s good. 

It’s not good. But that’s the world you live in. And if you can’t do it now, it will only get worse when 

you’re older. Try taking a little break. It’s okay if you don’t do the homework tonight; I won’t tell 

anyone. And I’ll ask if I can get you a smaller role in the performance so you won’t be so nervous.” 

 She stared at me. The tears didn’t stop but I thought that I might have gotten through to 

her. I left the room and sat down at my table, not working, just thinking. I really did like both her 

and Eugene. I understood where they were coming from, but the way they’d betrayed me so 

personally with the strike couldn’t continue. I wondered if Misty was the first one to motivate the 

strike and if she’d really done it just because she was so scared about the performance. No way to 

know, I guess. I still felt good about both of them. I’d ended the strike and actually felt that my two 

favourites might come out better from the whole thing. It was a learning experience. And I didn’t 

even have to raise my voice. 
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PATRICK ROESLE 

THE FIGHTING GAME 

 

 

 

I met Randy when he was in the sixth grade and I was in the fifth. It was a Saturday in the middle of 

May; my dad had just given me his usual it’s such a nice day what the hell are you doing indoors sermon and 

booted me out of the house. I was riding around the neighbourhood on my bicycle when a kid I’d 

never seen before came waving and running toward me from the driveway where he’d been 

bouncing a basketball by himself. 

 “Hi,” he said. “I’m new here. My mom and me just moved from Mine Hill. I’m Randy.” He 

spoke diffidently, looked me straight in the eye. “Want to come over and play video games? I have 

Street Fighter, Mario Kart, and Donkey Kong Country.” 

 He had me at Street Fighter. 

 My love affair with Street Fighter had begun only three months earlier, when a classmate of 

mine threw a snow-tubing party for his twelfth birthday and I sneaked away from the group to 

check out the arcade in the ski lodge’s basement. It was a dinky little room with pinball machines, 

Lethal Enforcers, Ms. Pac Man, a few Konami beat ’em ups, a couple of racing games—and Street 

Fighter II: Hyper Fighting, which seemed to tower over the rest like a blazing monolith. To my eleven-

year-old eyes, it was almost transcendentally cool. It was the game the teenagers in snowboarder boots 

and jester caps crowded around in a dense circle, swearing, heckling each other, discussing the 

game’s secrets and esoteric tricks while they waited for their turns. The other kids my age looked on 

from the Ms. Pac-Man and Turtles in Time cabinets but kept a safe distance. 

 I heard muffled, incredulous snickers when I mustered up the nerve to put my quarter in the 

queue and try my luck. I got crushed, but then lined up another quarter and waited for my next turn. 

I lost every single round but kept coming back, trying out different characters and studying my 

opponents’ hands as they played, trying to figure out the button combinations that would make my 

fighter throw the fireballs and perform the unstoppable spin-kicks that kept killing me. When the 

boys realized I wasn’t going to quit, they started giving me tips and encouragement. On my last 

game I successfully executed a Hadoken and actually won the round, heaving a fireball right into M. 

Bison’s face, mid-Psycho Crusher. I ended up losing the match in the third round, but my opponent 

congratulated me anyway: “You put up a pretty big fight for such a little bastard.” 



 History lesson for the unsavvy: Street Fighter II: The World Warrior blew up the arcades in 

1991, singlehandedly establishing a new video game genre. At Street Fighter’s core is a small menagerie 

of international martial artists with unique sets of attributes, abilities, basic moves, and special 

techniques. There are Ryu and Ken, the main characters, two rival karate fighters who studied under 

the same master; Chun-Li, the high-kicking kung fu beauty; Guile, the American soldier consumed 

by vengeance; and so on. You choose your character, and then travel the world fighting mano-a-

mano matches against either the game’s A.I. or a second player. 

 Since ’91, there have been dozens of updates, sequels, spin-offs, and clones that play with 

Street Fighter’s essential recipe (two fighters, three rounds, one winner), and sometimes do it better. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum from the tactical and technical Street Fighter games is the 

gloriously chaotic Marvel vs. series, where screen-filling laser blasts and rapid aerial combos are the 

norm. Somewhere between the two are the Arc System Works games—mainly Guilty Gear and 

BlazBlue—which fuse the explosive ordnance and acrobatics of the Marvel vs. games with the clarity 

and strategy of Street Fighter. And then there’s the suspenseful and stylish Samurai Shodown and Last 

Blade, the hyperkinetic aggression of King of Fighters, the austere precision of Tekken, and a rich 

cornucopia of indie and doujin fighters. At their best, there’s not much better than fighting games, 

and the best fighting games are staggeringly complex and can take years to master. 

 But the payoff is an experience like no other. If you’ve never seriously played a fighting 

game, it’s impossible to describe the rush. It’s like a dance. It’s chess. It’s a mathematical 

psychodrama. It’s the mystical, sometimes magical ecstasy of the superpositional interval between 

wins and losses. It can be better than sex. 

 I’m getting ahead of myself. It was 1994, I was eleven years old, and I’d just been initiated. I 

was obsessed with Street Fighter. I pestered my parents into getting me Street Fighter II: Special 

Champion Edition for the Sega Genesis. I played for hours; I beat the game with every character, but 

something was missing—and it wasn’t just the arcade-quality graphics and sound. It was the 

competition. Even though I’d only played it in the arcade once, I understood that playing against the 

A.I. was just practice for the real thing. But my friends from school weren’t game. They only ever 

wanted to play Sonic the Hedgehog or throw Frisbees out in the yard. 

 So now here was this new kid Randy asking me to come over to his house and play Street 

Fighter with him. I was already inside before realizing I’d forgotten his name. 

 Randy had a Super Nintendo, so we played Street Fighter II Turbo—pretty much the same 

thing as Special Champion Edition, but it took me a while to get the hang of the SNES controller. I 



mostly used Chun-Li. Randy liked to play as Sagat and Vega, but performed best with Ken. We must 

have played for two hours. Maybe Randy won a few more games than me altogether, but all in all we 

were pretty evenly matched. 

 I went to Randy’s house a few more times during the next week, and all we did was play 

Street Fighter. On Thursday, Randy’s mom came into the living room just an hour after we’d started, 

and announced that playtime was over: Randy had to eat dinner and get ready for class. Randy shut 

off the SNES without protest. 

 “Class?” I asked, guessing a violin lesson or Kumon math program. 

 “Karate class,” Randy answered. 

 Randy was a blue belt in Isshinryu, an Okinawan karate style, and attended lessons every 

Tuesday and Thursday. While Randy got changed, his mother showed me a few trophies displayed 

in the living room. Third place, kata, 1993. Second place, kumite, 1993. First place, kumite, 1994. 

Randy emerged from his room wearing a pressed and spotlessly clean gi. “You should come to class 

sometime,” he said with a smile. “Try the real thing out.” 

 “Is there any fighting?” I asked. 

 “There’s a lot of sparring, yeah.” 

 I envisioned Ryu and Ken back flipping over fireballs and tearing through the air with 

hurricane kicks and invincible dragon punches; I imagined that this was what Randy was learning to 

do, and I definitely wanted in. My father, who had been getting on my ass to take up basketball or 

soccer, was more than happy to enroll me in the dojo, and I attended my first class as a white belt 

the following week. 

 

The “real thing” was a lot less flashy than the game. Nobody was throwing any fireballs, obviously, 

and aside from the occasional breakfall drill, there were hardly any acrobatics. I was instructed in the 

basics: the straight punch, the uppercut, the backwards elbow strike, the low, middle, and high 

blocks, the snap kick, the sideblade kick, the back kick. Every Tuesday and Thursday I joined the 

class in drilling through each move twenty times, ten repetitions on each side. Afterward we 

practiced our kata—choreographed routines to impress technique upon the muscle memory. As far 

as I was concerned, it was all just a warm-up for kumite—sparring—and that was the reason I kept 

coming back every week. 

 Kumite wasn’t really brawling, but more like semi-contact “tag,” with the aim of getting 

through your opponent’s guard and landing an attack on his face, chest, or abdomen. No knees, no 



elbows, no takedowns. It was a game, and I got hooked. Lower-ranked students—the white through 

purple belts—usually sparred against the brown and black belts, but on occasion I got to fight 

Randy. He was two years ahead of me, and at first he usually trounced me. But I was a fast learner. 

 Our instructor was Sensei Laudadio, a Vietnam War vet with a Jesus Christ tattoo on one 

arm and a snake on the other. Some of the other black belts called him “The Anaconda.” If you 

were a student and he heard you calling him that (or anything other than Sensei) when you were in 

uniform, he remembered it and corrected you the next time you sparred with him. He always pulled 

his punches, but they still hurt. “Pain is weakness leaving the body,” was his credo as an instructor. 

By hitting us, he was helping us, preparing us. 

 On some nights, I went to Randy’s house and played Street Fighter. Our games were 

competitive, but mostly civil until one of us scored a “perfect” by winning a round with a full health 

gauge, whereupon he would immediately receive a congratulatory dead arm from the loser. And on 

other nights, I went to the dojo and sparred against Randy. We talked trash when Laudadio was out 

of earshot, and when incensed we fought dirty against each other, deliberately stomping on feet and 

employing standing armlocks. But we tapped gloves before every match and always shook hands 

afterwards. Like Ryu and Ken, Randy and I were best friends and inseparable rivals. 

 Looking back, I realize how unalike Randy and I were from the beginning. Randy was an 

only child raised by his mother; he was the man of the house and knew he had to be tough. But he 

was introverted, gangly, and often awkward, unsuited for the wrestling or football teams, the usual 

destination for kids who thought they were tough or wanted to learn to be. So he took up martial 

arts instead. Randy was competitive because victory and defeat were a gauge of his toughness. Randy 

wanted to be the toughest, and winning was a means to that end. 

 For me it was always the thrill of the fight, whether it was on the screen or in the dojo. 

Outmaneuver, outthink, outfight—every match a Rubik’s cube, able to be solved if you could plan 

ahead and had sufficient command of a sufficiently trained mind and limbs to execute that plan. I 

just loved the game itself—and the game was most fun when I was winning at it. 

 Randy’s competitiveness wasn’t limited to sparring and gaming. He liked to compare report 

card grades, pull-up counts and mile times, and popularity with girls. He also liked to boast about 

the superiority of his SNES to my Genesis, and for a while this was the subject of heated debates at 

the school lunch table. 

 I tried to keep cool about it all. I began secretly going to the dojo for Saturday morning 

classes to get some extra practice in. I also successfully petitioned my father to get me a Neo Geo 



for my twelfth birthday. Soon Randy was coming over to play Fatal Fury 3, King of Fighters ’95, and 

Samurai Shodown II: newer, better-looking, and cooler games than Street Fighter II, and with more 

complex mechanics—dashes, sidesteps, sway planes, tactical rolls, hops, desperation attacks. My 

powerful new Neo Geo was the jealousy of all the kids at the lunch table. Randy’s advantage was 

quickly narrowing. 

 Both of us worked hard to close the gaps. He chose Genjuro in Samurai Shodown and stuck 

with Genjuro, and could match my Charlotte slash for stab. In the dojo, I had devised an elaborate 

hand game to get past his lightning fast and unerringly accurate spinning back kick (solar plexus, 

every time), baiting and punishing it with a barrage of punches while he retracted his leg and 

resumed his stance. 

 When I was in sixth grade and Randy was in seventh, the after-school program offered 

“mini-courses” to students. One of them was a Taekwondo class that met in the gymnasium for an 

hour on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons. I didn’t think much of it until Randy told me 

he was signing up. 

 “Cool,” I said, more intent on winning the third and final round of our Samurai Shodown 

match than chatting. 

 “You should sign up, too. It’ll be great.” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “Come on. You and me’ll be top dogs. Everyone else will be going in knowing nothing, and 

we’ll—” 

 The conversation paused as Charlotte and Genjuro clashed blades onscreen, and Randy and 

I both held our breath and mashed buttons furiously. I came out the winner, and nailed Randy with 

a strong AB slash. 

 “And who knows?” he went on. “Maybe we’ll learn something they’re not teaching us in 

Isshinryu. It’s always good to explore other styles.” 

 “Fine. I’m in.” 

 The instant after I said it, Randy executed Genjuro’s Gokouzan super, shattering Charlotte’s 

rapier and taking the match. 

 Randy smirked at me. I punched him in the shoulder. 

 

So I signed up for Taekwondo. Within the first week, Randy and I established ourselves as the 

undisputed top dogs of the fifteen or so students in the course. All of us wore white belts, but 



Randy and I shamelessly flaunted our Isshinryu ranks when we sparred against our classmates, 

dominating matches with superior speed and technique, cocky tricks and traps that always worked, 

and booming kiais that made even the eighth graders pale and freeze up. 

 When school let out for the summer, Taekwondo was off the table. But an old friend of 

Sensei Laudadio’s had recently begun a judo program down at the YMCA, and visited the dojo a few 

times to give demonstrations. Randy and I both signed up. Although I was interested in learning 

more about grapples and throws, I had an ulterior motive: the YMCA was located a few blocks away 

from a pizza parlour with arcade games in the vestibule. Randy and I would get our parents to drop 

us off an hour early, and we’d beeline to the pizzeria to drop quarters into Marvel Super Heroes and 

Ultimate Mortal Kombat 3. There were times when I would have preferred to skip judo and keep 

playing, but Randy never agreed to it. And if I couldn’t play against Randy, there wasn’t much point 

in playing at all. None of the other kids who hung around could put up much of a fight. 

 Sparring. Dueling. Harpoons and ice bolts. Spider stings, berserker claws, magnetic 

shockwaves, magic series combos. Grab the lapel, jolt off balance, sweep the leg. Take advantage of 

momentum. Speed, reflex, strategy. Telegraph nothing; punish assumptions. Follow up every 

successful attack. Wild nights. Good fights. Best friends. 

 Randy got a PlayStation and Street Fighter Alpha 2. I got a PlayStation and Tekken 2. Perfects 

were still rewarded with a dead arm. The ultra-rare double perfect now invariably prompted a 

grappling match. (After all, it was impossible for the victor not to gloat, the loser not to retaliate.) 

Randy and I were evenly matched on the ground, but eventually one of us would have to tap out, 

and then we’d take our seats, return to the character select screen, and begin the next game. 

Randy got pimples on his face and chest, and his voice cracked. I got pimples on my face and back, 

and shaggy hair on my legs. Randy went on to high school, while I had another year at middle 

school. I chose not to continue with Taekwondo. It wasn’t the same without Randy, and I had no 

other friends in the class. Besides, I had more than enough going on already. Isshinryu. Judo. Final 

Fantasy Tactics. 

 That summer, Randy made black belt in Isshinryu. This is no small accomplishment. First 

you have to put in three years as a brown belt—and with every year, the intensity of your training is 

stepped up. The black belts demand more of you, and they don’t spare the whip if your performance 

isn’t up to par. And then there’s the final test. Imagine “hell week” at a college fraternity house, but 

instead of binge drinking, you run through drill after drill and fight black belt after black belt, hour 



after hour. Randy actually broke a rib on the last night, but he made it through. I was happy for him, 

but anxious to catch up. I had only just become a first-degree brown belt and had a long way to go. 

 Any dojo is rigidly hierarchical by design, and as a black belt, Randy not only outranked me, 

but existed in a completely different stratum. When we were in uniform, he was a teacher and I was 

a student, and he enjoyed it a little too much. He got cockier when we sparred, and even though we 

were more evenly matched than ever before, the advantage was still narrowly his. 

 “Sloppy technique,” I remember him telling me after driving his fist into my nose one night. 

Despite the padded glove over his knuckles, he’d still hit it hard enough in the right place to get the 

blood gushing. “If you don’t want that to happen again, stop broadcasting your moves.” 

 He started hanging out with the other black belts and meeting up with them at the dojo for 

exclusive training sessions. I fell in with some kids from school who were into anime and fighting 

games, and routinely hitched rides to the arcades with an older brother. These arcades were the real 

deal—dim and dirty enough to be vaguely sinister, never closing before 1:00 a.m., and attracting a 

clientele that almost entirely wore black and smelled like either clove cigarettes or weed. 

 But these people came to play, and they played to win. Learning how to keep up with the 

regulars in Vampire Savior, Fatal Fury: Mark of the Wolves, and Street Fighter III: Second Impact taught me 

more in just six months than three years of playing with Randy and the other kids at the pizza 

parlour. 

 Randy sat most of these trips out. Schoolwork, Isshinryu, and judo kept him plenty busy on 

most nights, and his mother usually needed help around the house. But when he had a free night 

and could tag along, he proved himself a contender, or at least not as out of his depth as I thought 

he’d be. 

 “Don’t throw out supers just because you have the meter for it,” I once told him after a 

Mark of the Wolves match. He’d whiffed a Power Geyser and left himself wide open for a Ten-Ryuu 

Retsu-Kiba corner combo. “That’s what beginners do.” 

 He never did it again, and he beat me the next two games. 

 “You’ve got nothing on me,” he told me as the next player in line stepped up to take my 

place. “Remember that.” He was smirking, but in his voice I heard the same pedantic chilliness he 

used when speaking to me as a black belt addressing his inferior. 

 Alpha counters, hunter chains, aerial raves, guard cancels. Lure his guard down with a low 

kick, send a backfist into his face. Align your hips, roll his chest over your shoulder, let him topple. 

Let him know just how high you can kick when he’s expecting another jab-reverse. Never jump 



unless you’re absolutely certain it will work in your favour. Turn every successful hit into a combo if 

possible. Avoid falling into predictable patterns at all costs. 

 Randy got a 3.7 GPA. Mine was 3.2. Randy’s SAT score was 1170; mine was 1240. We 

debated the importance of one over the other at the lunch table, appealing to the same classmates 

who had once mediated our arguments about his SNES and my Genesis. Randy was the first of us 

to get a girlfriend when he started dating a purple belt, two years his senior, who showed up at the 

dojo on Thursday nights. I was first to lose his virginity when a goth chick tripping on cough syrup 

pulled me into a bathroom stall at the arcade one very special Friday evening. 

 I became a third-degree brown belt. Randy fought more aggressively when we sparred and 

sometimes stopped pulling his punches (and kicks) altogether. I held my own, though. If he held an 

advantage, it was only a marginal one. 

 I got a Dreamcast for my seventeenth birthday. Randy’s Captain America/Strider Hiryu 

team in Marvel vs. Capcom was persistently hard to put down, even with all the arcade practice I’d 

gotten in without him. What he lacked in technical skill was more than compensated for by his 

astonishing reflexes and tactics. 

 A yoga studio in a new shopping plaza down the road began hosting a Capoeira class on 

Monday nights. Randy persuaded me to try it out with him, but it wasn’t my cup of tea. It was too 

much more like dancing than fighting, and since it was pretty much all legwork, there was no 

keeping up with Randy. After a few weeks, I got tired of Capoeira. When Randy went to the yoga 

studio, I drove to the arcade to play Capcom vs. SNK, Marvel vs. Capcom 2, and King of Fighters 2000. 

When we sparred in Isshinryu, Randy pressed his old advantage with a new arsenal of kicks that 

caught me off guard. When we played Street Fighter Alpha 3 on the Dreamcast, Randy stuck with Ken 

and the powerful but constrained X-ism, while I pummeled him using V-ism custom combos with 

Akuma. After a few weeks, Randy got tired of Alpha 3. 

 Two months after Randy graduated from high school, I finally made black belt in Isshinryu. 

It was a rough week, and none of the black belts went as hard on me as Randy. I remember the last 

night—I’d been sparring continuously for at least two hours, and was so exhausted that my arms 

just went numb and limp. Randy was merciless. He refused to let me rest until I landed a hit on him, 

and I couldn’t even keep up my guard, much less throw a punch. I got off the hook after he kicked 

me in the solar plexus, harder than he’d ever kicked me before, and I passed out. 



 Later on—after I’d been initiated as a black belt and had a day or two to recover—Randy 

told me that because I was his best friend, he owed it to me to push me past my limit. I suspect he 

also really wanted to take advantage of the last twenty-four hours he had authority over me. 

At the end of August, he packed up and went to study at Rutgers. He sometimes came back to town 

on the weekend, but for the most part he stayed in New Brunswick. He wasn’t able to find another 

Isshinryu dojo in the neighbourhood, so he took up Wing Chun—a style of kung fu practiced by 

Bruce Lee. 

 During his first week back on winter break, he put on his old gi and paid a visit to the dojo 

to see everybody. I was hoping for a chance to face off with him, and as luck would have it, I got to 

spar with him under the observance of five black belt judges. I scored the winning point by catching 

the kick I knew was coming, heaving Randy off balance, and striking him in his unguarded chest 

with a fully-extended lateral reverse punch. 

 “Sloppy technique,” I told him. 

 Randy reddened, but said nothing. 

 When we went back to my house to play Street Fighter III: Third Strike, Randy used Urien and 

trounced me with an unexpectedly clever Aegis Reflector play. (Randy’s roommate had a Dreamcast, 

and from the sound of it, he was quite the fighting game enthusiast. After all, he’d figured out the 

combo potential of Aegis Reflector a year or two before the rest of the scene caught on.) I said 

something about Ibuki dropping in the tiers since I learned to play as her in New Generation, and I 

knew I’d just handed a point to Randy. Whether the cause is an unresponsive joystick, a sudden 

cramp, or tweaks to a character between games, you never make excuses for defeat. You only ever 

have yourself to blame. 

 I let Randy have his moment and then told him we’d been missing him at the dojo. 

 “I’ve been really getting into Wing Chun,” he said. “Honestly, from what I’ve already 

learned, I think it’s an altogether more effective style. You should give it a shot sometime.” 

 “Huh,” I said. 

 

A year later, I went to The College of New Jersey and said my own goodbye to Sensei Laudadio and 

the dojo. I found a Taekwondo school on the edge of Trenton and attended class on Monday and 

Wednesday afternoons when I wasn’t too bogged down with course work. Even though I 

sometimes flaked on attendance for a week or longer, I stuck with it until the first month of my 

sophomore year, when I broke my knee. It was a stupid accident and entirely my own fault. I’d just 



picked up Guilty Gear X2 from Electronics Boutique and was starting down the escalator while 

flipping through the game manual. I wasn’t looking where I was stepping. Down I tumbled, and 

landed on the lower floor with a tibial plateau fracture. 

 Taekwondo was out of the question. Even walking was too much in most cases. I hobbled 

out of my dorm room on crutches for meals and classes, but for the most part I stayed in. Hearing 

about my fall, Randy e-mailed me, suggesting I try yoga when I was mobile. He told me he’d been 

practicing Ashtanga in addition to Wing Chun, and it was putting him in the best shape of his life. 

He also mentioned that he’d been playing SoulCalibur on occasion, but hadn’t much time for games 

lately. 

 I was almost happy to be laid up because it gave me an excuse to stay put and play Guilty 

Gear. I’d heard the hype and had high expectations, but X2 surpassed them all. It was better than 

anything. Not only was it the most visually impressive fighter I’d seen since Street Fighter III, not only 

was it the first 2D fighting port with truly twenty-first century sensibilities, and not only did it blow 

Capcom and SNK’s latest lacklustre offerings out of the water, but it was altogether better-designed, 

faster, more varied, and more complex than any other fighting game I’d played. Systems layered over 

systems and esoteric mechanics that sometimes actually differed between characters. Roman cancels. 

False Roman cancels. Fortress guard. Blue and gold burst. Dust loops. Super jumps, double jumps, 

jump installs. Instant Kills. I repeat: fucking Instant Kills. A Street Fighter or King of Fighters pro was 

impressive, but to master Guilty Gear was the accomplishment of a savant. I became single-minded 

in the pursuit of this goal. 

 It paid off two years later when I got an Xbox and could play Guilty Gear X2 #Reload against 

other players over the Internet via Xbox LIVE. It became all I thought about. I stayed up nights 

thinking about match-ups, the evolving tier list, and anti-Eddie tactics. I practiced combos and False 

Roman Cancels in training mode for at least two hours a day. I studied tournament footage and 

combo videos, and recorded a few combo expos myself. My name rose higher and higher on the 

Xbox LIVE leaderboards. People were talking about me on the Shoryuken, Orochinagi, and Xbox 

LIVE forums. I was an ascending battle god. The game had never been more fun. 

 By then I had stopped going to Taekwondo altogether. I’d attended class again for a month 

or two after my knee healed, but my heart wasn’t in it anymore. Sparring wasn’t as exciting as I 

remembered, and Guilty Gear was far more interesting. 

 Randy’s mother moved to New Mexico to live with a boyfriend she’d met online. Before she 

left, she asked me if I wanted any of Randy’s old games, and I took home his SNES collection for 



nostalgia’s sake. By that time, Randy and I weren’t really keeping in touch. I remember he once sent 

me a Facebook message during the summer to ask how Sensei Laudadio and the rest of the folks at 

the dojo were doing. I had to admit I didn’t know; I hadn’t stopped by in a couple of years. 

 “That’s a shame,” he replied, and mentioned that he’d been getting back into judo. 

 I sent him links to some of my Guilty Gear combo videos. 

 

Randy graduated with a degree in physical education and moved to Queens in 2004. A year later, I 

earned a degree in communications, moved back in with my folks, and signed on part-time with a 

temp agency. By day I did data entry, and by night I gamed. When I got bored of playing #Reload or 

Third Strike on Xbox LIVE, I logged into GGPO and played King of Fighters ’98 against the tigers and 

sharks from China and Singapore. On good nights with good connections, it was almost as good as 

Third Strike. I bought custom-made arcade sticks for the PC, PS2, and Xbox. None came cheap—

but it was preferable to shell out an additional $500 for an extra two sticks than lose matches 

because of the millisecond of lag time induced by a controller converter. Truth be told, I racked up a 

bit of credit card debt, so I lived on almost nothing but packets of ramen noodles for a couple of 

months to pay it off. It was worth it. 

 I found people from the SRK forums who lived in the area. Once a week or so we’d meet 

up at one of their places, drink beer, guzzle Red Bull, pop Adderall, and stay up all night playing 

Guilty Gear XX Slash, Hokuto no Ken, Melty Blood, Last Blade 2, Capcom vs. SNK 2, and sometimes 

binged on obscura like Project Justice, Waku Waku 7, and Kizuna Encounter. Sometimes we went to the 

Willowbrook Mall to play Marvel vs. Capcom 2 at the arcade. When we were feeling adventurous and 

confident, we drove into Manhattan to mix it up with the hardcore crowd at the legendary 

Chinatown Fair. 

 Those nights at Chinatown Fair were my best experiences as a gamer, bar none. When I told 

people my Xbox LIVE and GGPO handles at Chinatown Fair, three out of five times they’d heard 

about me, played against me online, or watched my combo videos. They came gunning for me when 

they saw me at the Third Strike cabinets. I spent a lot of tokens and lost a lot of matches. But I 

learned from every game, and by and by, I started winning much more often than I lost. Like a dojo, 

an established arcade with a regular crowd is hierarchical, and I was swiftly climbing the ladder. 

These days online play is the best most of us can hope for, but it’s nothing compared to the high-

level arcade experience. When you and your opponent stand shoulder to shoulder, when you can 

feel him beside you, smell his sweat, sense his muscles twitching and his heart pounding, hear him 



breathing, it becomes so much more personal, so much more intense, and there’s so much more on 

the line. It’s a rollercoaster of tension, frantic exhilaration, and rage. Tempers are prone to flaring. In 

fact, during my first couple of years as a Chinatown Fair semi-regular, I can count three or four 

times I nearly got into fistfights with sore losers of close games. 

 2007 was my crew’s first year at EVO. The big leagues. The Olympics of fighting games. We 

registered for EVO East, and I signed up for the qualifiers in Street Fighter III: Third Strike and Guilty 

Gear XX Slash. The day was a mixed bag—I came out almost $100 ahead in money matches, but 

ultimately didn’t qualify for the finals in Vegas. I got ninth in Third Strike because I’d been training 

harder in Guilty Gear. But on some insane whim of the tournament’s organizers, it was decided that 

Guilty Gear should be played in teams. The problem was that I could only be as good as my other two 

teammates, and (no offense to them) they held me back. I won all my games, but they lost too many 

of theirs. We finished in the top twenty, but we had to make the top five in order to qualify. Before 

the day was over, I was already looking ahead to 2008. 

 

I noticed Randy posting on Facebook every now and then. He was still living in Queens and 

working as a housepainter. At different times, he referred to practicing Sambo and Muay Thai. 

Randy had always been wiry, but unless you could see his limbs, he was so thin you might have 

thought he was scrawny. In the photographs he’d been posting, I could see that he was finally 

acquiring some bulk. 

 Unfortunately, EVO 2008 was a bust. It was announced that there wouldn’t be any regional 

qualifiers; the whole thing would take place in Vegas, and I couldn’t swing the cost of a plane ticket 

and three or four nights in a hotel. Too much credit card debt, too few work hours. The world 

circuit would have to wait. I didn’t like it, but for the time I had to content myself with continuing to 

elevate my status in the Chinatown Fair pecking order and the online community. 

 Meanwhile, Randy kept posting Facebook updates about his stints in New York’s mixed 

martial arts scene. He’d already won several bouts, upsetting some fairly well established fighters. 

Shortly after linking to a couple of sports blogs who called him somebody to watch out for in the 

future, he announced that he’d quit his day job. 

 The next time he contacted me directly was in September, a month after the EVO that 

wasn’t. He asked me if he could expect to see me at Sensei Laudadio’s funeral. I’d had no idea 

before Randy told me; the old man had died of a stroke. I felt honour-bound to attend, but was 

uneasy about all my old acquaintances from the dojo seeing me walking with a cane. 



 A couple of months earlier, my knee started acting up. The doctor told me I hadn’t exercised 

it enough, and I’d gained more weight than it could handle. Since then I’d been taking diet pills and 

trying to watch what I ate, but in the meantime I had to gimp around with a cane. 

 I had less to worry about than I thought. Most of Laudadio’s old students had stopped 

training years ago, put on some fat, lost their muscle, and softened up after years of office work. 

Randy was the exception, with muscles like steel cables and not an ounce of flab. Everyone was 

awestruck by him. 

 After the service, some of us went to a bar to catch up with each other. Everyone crowded 

around Randy at the table, and hung eagerly on his every word as he went on and on about his Muay 

Thai and Sambo training and his venture into the MMA scene. His most recent opponent, he told 

us, was from Brazil: a jiu jitsu fighter with a powerful ground game. He’d tried to blitz Randy at the 

bell, to get him on the mat and into a grappling match right away. Randy surprised him with a 

roundhouse that came out so fast that it went completely undefended, pounding him upside the 

head. That was it. He was out cold. The match had lasted fifteen seconds. 

 “I felt bad about it!” Randy told his open-mouthed audience. “Sure, I won the match—but 

you couldn’t even call it a match! It was like—like—” 

 “Like winning a round in Time Killers by cutting someone’s head off in the first five seconds,” 

I offered. 

 “Exactly! It’s not fun for anyone involved.” 

 “Anyone else remember Time Killers?” I asked. “One of the best worst games ever, right?” 

 “I’ll bet he was pissed when he woke up,” someone remarked. 

 “From what I hear, he was livid. Next time I’m in Rio, I’m gonna have to watch myself.” 

 “Next time?” someone asked. 

 “Well—first time. We’ll see how this next year shapes up. There’s a good chance I might 

start travelling.” 

 Just about everyone took turns telling Randy how much they regretted straying from martial 

arts, and that he was amazing, brilliant, an inspiration. I couldn’t get a single word in that wasn’t 

about Randy and how wonderful he was. I finally managed to extract him from his fan club by 

inviting him to the bar to buy him a beer. We talked face-to-face for a few minutes; I asked him if 

he’d checked out Street Fighter IV yet. 

 “So they’ve finally learned to count to four, huh?” 



 “Yeah. It’s arcade-only for now, but it’ll be out on the PS3 and 360 sometime next year. It 

looks great—it’s 3D, but it’s got absolutely beautiful cel-shaded models and is still functionally 2D.” 

I explained the new Focus Attack mechanic and Ultra Combos, and told him the entire cast of Street 

Fighter II Turbo was in—plus Akuma, plus some new guys, and plus Gouken. “Master Gouken! For 

real this time, no hoax.” 

 “That’d be cool to see.” 

 “Chinatown Fair has it. We should hit it up together sometime. Hell, how about this 

Friday?” 

 “I don’t know. I’m not sure what I’ve got going on. Why don’t you call me then?” 

 After we exchanged numbers, Randy asked about my knee. “How’d you bust it the second 

time?” 

 “I didn’t,” I answered, and told him it was the same injury, come back to haunt me. 

 “Well, damn, dude—that’s what happens when you don’t take care of your body.” 

 “What, are you a doctor now?” 

 “Did you ever get around to trying yoga the last time?” Guessing the answer, Randy 

continued, “It can really help. I can show you some techniques.” 

 Before I could say no thanks, Randy had gotten down on the grimy pinkish carpet and was 

showing me some sort of leg contortion whose name I couldn’t pronounce, and telling me the 

names of the muscles it engaged. It seemed kind of fruity to me, honestly, and people were staring—

particularly the women back at our table. 

 “Have you learned Yoga Inferno yet?” I asked Randy when he got back up on the stool. 

 “Huh?” 

 “Or how to stretch your limbs across the room? Breathe fire, show me a Stretch Armstrong 

bitch-slap, I’ll be impressed.” 

 “Like Dhalsim,” he said, as though he’d just remembered, and pretended to laugh. “Right.” 

 “You ever been to Chinatown Fair?” I asked. 

 “Until now I’ve never even heard of it.” 

 “It’s the best arcade for miles. Maybe on the East Coast. It’s got everything—just about. The 

only things it’s really missing are Guilty Gear and King of Fighters XI. I’m not gonna lie; the crowd is 

pretty serious, so don’t expect anyone to go easy on you. But it’ll still be cool for you to see some of 

the games you’ve been missing out on these last few years. I bet you’d like Neo Geo Battle Coliseum.” 



 “I look forward to it,” said Randy, finishing his glass. “I’m gonna head back to the table. 

You coming?” 

 “In a minute.” 

 Randy rejoined the group. Within thirty seconds I heard one of the girls offering him a gift-

wrapped prompt to regale them with stories of his yoga practice for the indefinite future. I finished 

my beer and made a discreet exit. Later on I sent Randy a text message apologizing for leaving so 

suddenly and promising to hit him up toward the end of the week. 

 

I called Randy on Friday, but he didn’t pick up his phone. I went to Chinatown Fair without him. It 

must have been a full moon—the place was packed shoulder-to-shoulder, and folks were out for 

blood. When there’s fierce money matches on Arcana Heart 2, you just know it’s going to be a savage 

night. I came hoping to get in some practice with El Fuerte in Street Fighter IV, but when my turn 

finally came up I played it safe and went right for Akuma on the character select screen. 

 Akuma is a perennial favorite, especially of scrubs. Too few people understand how to use 

him properly. He’s got such strong and unique advantages in the sheer size of his arsenal: he’s got 

the exclusive air fireball, the multi-hit red fireball, a teleport move, a dive kick, and obscenely easy 

combos. Too many amateurs just treat these as magic bullets rather than tools to be used tactically—

and in light of Akuma’s consistently low defense and correspondingly low room for error, tactics are 

crucial. (I’ve always maintained that you can gauge a player’s general proficiency in Street Fighter by 

seeing how he uses Akuma in a given game.) 

 It took me a few minutes to warm up; fortunately, the first three players weren’t anything to 

write home about. Then my old Xbox LIVE nemesis Yella Fever appeared out of nowhere and 

chose Zangief, and shit got serious. After being brought down to less than 10 percent health in the 

third round, I stole the match by focus-cancelling into a dash and cancelling that into the Shun 

Goku Satsu Ultra for the win. The crowd went crazy. Ruined, they shouted. Wrecked. Raping 

Demon for the win. Yella Fever escaped quietly and went off to nurse his ego by victimizing the 

other outcasts at the SVC Chaos cabinet. 

 Randy didn’t know what he was missing. When I texted him to tell him so, he responded: 

cool sorry another time bro. 

 I tried to stay in touch with Randy, but for the next few months we communicated 

exclusively over Facebook. He’d point me towards “classic” MMA matches and instructional videos 

for therapeutic yoga techniques, while I posted trailers for BlazBlue: Calamity Trigger and Street Fighter 



IV match vids on his wall—which actually cost me my job. I was taking a break from typing to find 

a good video involving Gouken, and got caught by the supervisor. He reported it back to the temp 

agency, and they decided to make an example of me. After all the trouble I went through to get a 

crisp recording that showcased what Gouken was capable of doing, I was a little annoyed when 

Randy didn’t even comment on it. 

 

I didn’t actually see him again until the first Friday in February. That night I was planning on hitting 

up Chinatown Fair because they’d finally got BlazBlue. I gave Randy a call and extended him an 

invite. 

 “Not tonight,” he said, shouting over the locker room commotion in the background. “I’m 

actually having a party at my place.” 

 Right—a party. I might have actually heard about it. I remembered from Randy’s Facebook 

boasts that he’d recently won some really important fight or other and wanted to have a get-together 

to celebrate. 

 “If you’re going to be in town, feel free to stop by,” Randy said. “I’ll text you the address.” 

 “Want me to bring the old SNES?” I asked. “Revisit the glory days?” 

 I heard a gust of percussive noise from Randy’s end. 

 “I said—” I began, but the connection had already been lost. A moment later, Randy’s text 

message appeared in my inbox, and I decided to take it as a yes. I dug his old SNES and Street Fighter 

II Turbo cartridge out of my closet, tucked them into a backpack with two controllers and all the 

cables, and hit the road. 

 Traffic was unbelievable. I had expected to arrive before 7:00, but it was around 8:00 by the 

time I found parking down the block and made it to the doorstep of Randy’s building. He came the 

door with a can of Heineken and a cheerful buzz on, and ushered me in through a narrow, dimly-lit 

hall and into a tiny studio apartment where about a dozen people stood around in three or four 

clusters of beer-levied laughter and conversation. They were mostly meatheads and gym bitches, if 

all the TapouT t-shirts, yoga pants, and Skele-Toes shoes were any indication. I actually saw a guy 

holding his drink in one hand and a grip trainer in the other. I guessed these were the only people 

Randy really had any opportunity to get to know these days. 

 Randy offered me a beer, but I had to decline. Since discovering that instead of losing weight 

I’d actually gained seven pounds in the last four months, I had adopted an austerity policy with regard 

to my calorie intake. 



 I introduced myself to a few people, but after they stopped looking surprised when I told 

them Randy and I used to take karate together as kids, we didn’t have much else to talk about. I 

hovered around the place looking for a TV so I could hook up the SNES and get some games 

going. Randy’s apartment was so sparse as to almost seem like a prison cell. I passed a bureau 

covered with trophies; a set of hand weights, resistance bands, and weighted training clothes; a short 

bookcase full of titles like The Art of War, Bushido: the Soul of Japan, and Tao of Jeet Kune Do; a little 

MacBook with that hackneyed tsunami block print set as the wallpaper; but no TV. 

 “Don’t have one,” Randy said when I finally asked. 

 “Damn. I brought the old SNES. And Street Fighter.” 

 I’m certain I noticed a few people nearby overhear me and perk up at the mention of Street 

Fighter. 

 “Another time,” Randy suggested. 

 “What if I got a TV?” 

 “What?” 

 “Sure. I’ll just run back and get a TV from my place. Traffic’s got to be better by now; it 

won’t take more than ninety minutes. Party’s not going anywhere, right?” 

 “If it’ll make you happy,” Randy said at last. 

 It would make me happy. And I knew it would make him happy too, once he actually sat 

down and got back in the groove. 

 Traffic hadn’t gotten much better at all. I left Randy’s well before 9:00 and got home around 

10:30, just barely catching my dad before he turned in for the evening. (When you’re walking with a 

cane, it’s hard to lug around a television set, even a relatively small 24” LED, by yourself.) Once I’d 

talked him into helping me transport the TV from my room to the back seat of my car, I 

boomeranged it to Queens as fast as I could. I repeatedly tried Randy’s phone, but could only get his 

voicemail prompt. At this point, giving up and cutting my losses wasn’t an option. I’d invested too 

much time to call it quits. 

 At last I managed to find parking six or seven blocks from Randy’s place. It was just about 

midnight. Moving with the cane, I couldn’t get to his door and press the buzzer any sooner than 

12:20. 

 Nobody answered. I buzzed again. 

 Finally, a bleary-eyed Randy opened the door, dressed in sweatpants and an old Isshinryu T-

shirt. “You’re back?” he asked, squinting at me. 



 “Yeah. Guess the party’s already over, huh.” 

 “Where did you go?” 

 “Back home. To get a TV so we could play Street Fighter. Remember?” 

 He squeezed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger and bowed his head. 

Apparently he’d stopped drinking a good while ago, but had been pretty sloshed by the time he did. 

 “You did,” he muttered. “You did, didn’t you?” 

 “Yeah. So I guess there’s no chance you’d want to play, huh?” 

 He yawned. “Sure. Let’s do it.” 

 “Great. Awesome. I’ll need some help, though. The TV’s still in my car, and I can’t carry it 

myself. I’m parked just a few blocks up the—” 

 “Whoa. Whoa,” Randy interrupted, running his hand over his scalp. “Never mind. I’m good. 

No thanks.” 

 So that was that. All that driving, all that time—all that fucking money on tunnel tolls and 

gas—wasted for nothing, when I could have been at Chinatown Fair, playing BlazBlue … 

 Randy wasn’t so drunk or dense that he didn’t understand. “Sorry. Why don’t I walk you 

back to your car?” 

 He needed to put on a jacket first, so I followed him back inside. Now that all his friends 

had left, his little apartment seemed even more austere and empty than before. While he took a leak, 

I examined some of his trophies. First place, Wing Chun, 2003. Second place, Judo, 2004. First 

place, Wing Chun, 2004. Second place, boxing, 2005. Second place, Sambo, 2005. Third place, 

mixed martial arts, 2006. Second place, Muay Thai, 2007. First place, mixed martial arts, 2008 … 

I thought of the impromptu BlazBlue tournament I was probably missing, and realized the evening 

might be salvageable after all. 

 “Chinatown Fair is open for a couple more hours,” I told Randy when he came out of the 

bathroom. “Want to head over with me? We don’t even have to stay for long. It’d just be cool to—” 

 “Look. Thanks, but no thanks. I’m good. I’m over it.” 

 “What do you mean ‘over it’?” 

 He threw up his hands. “I mean I’m over it. I’ve outgrown games.” 

 It wasn’t just what he said—it was the chilly, familiar black belt tone he said it with. 

 So there it was. Hajime. We went back out to the sidewalk. 

 “So,” I said, “what makes you think you’ve outgrown games?” 

 “I don’t think I’ve outgrown them. I’m certain I have.” 



 “What made you decide that, I mean.” 

 “I don’t know. I tried getting back into them a few years ago—had a friend I used to do 

Taekwondo with, and we played a King of Fighters game. I forget which one. And I just wasn’t feeling 

it. All of a sudden it just seemed so … infantile.” 

 “Which King of Fighters? Some of the newer ones are shit.” 

 “I don’t remember.” 

 “Was it 2D or 3D?” 

 “Dude, seriously. I don’t remember. I’m over it.” 

 “Do you think I’m infantile, Randy?” 

 He shook his head, but wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight 

with you.” 

 “Seriously, do you pay any attention to what’s going on in the world outside the goddamn 

locker room? You sound just like those clueless ‘games can never be art’ Luddites, and I’m sick of 

hearing it. You know these games take serious skill, just like any sport. And the—” 

 “Bullshit.” 

 “What did you say?” 

 “I said bullshit. It’s not the same.” 

 “Give me one good reason—” 

 “Because you’re pretending. It’s all pretend.” 

 “The scene isn’t pretend. The community isn’t pretend. There are professional players. It 

takes serious skill. You know that.” 

 “It’s a pretend game people play because they want to be fighters and champions, but are 

too lazy and undisciplined to actually become the real thing. You know that.” 

 I nearly swung at him. I swallowed it and kept walking. 

 “Damn it,” Randy groaned. “Listen. I’m sorry. That was harsh, but come on. On some level 

you’ve got to know you’re wasting your time on this stuff.” 

 “Who the hell are you to say it doesn’t count? What makes what you do any different?” 

 “Are you seriously asking me that?” 

 “You heard me.” 

 “I mean—other than the fact that you sit on your ass and control the movements of a little 

imaginary karate puppet?” 

 “That’s the most meat-headed bullcrap I’ve ever heard.” 



 “But it’s true! You’re like—you’re basically a puppeteer. A puppeteer playing with a pretend 

Akuma puppet.” 

 “So what does that make you?” 

 “I am Akuma.” 

 “You’re an asshole, Randy.” 

 Randy sighed. “I’m sorry. Just, whatever. Do what makes you happy.” 

 I knew Randy, and knew he couldn’t resist scoring a cheap point. Right on cue, he began: 

“but I honestly think you’d be better off going back to the real thing. Getting back in—” 

 I cut him off; I told him I didn’t want to hear it and that I could get back to my car on my 

own. 

 A day or two later Randy sent me an email. The subject line read “sorry man.” I deleted it 

without reading it. 

 I had a rough couple of weeks after that. I had a job interview at GameStop, but didn’t hear 

back from them. I filled out dozens of other applications but never got any calls. I kept getting into 

stupid arguments with my folks. I spent a lot of time on GGPO but was in some kind of awful 

slump, losing match after match in King of Fighters ’98 and Third Strike. When I got together with my 

crew, each of them beat me at Guilty Gear XX Accent Core Plus, one by one. 

 It wasn’t because of Randy. I knew he was wrong. I was just having a rough time, and 

thinking about him didn’t make it any better. 

 

It happened exactly two weeks after Randy’s party. I was sitting at home and channel surfing by 

myself when I flipped from a documentary about dolphins and suddenly saw Randy onscreen in 

gym trunks and fighting gear, putting in his mouth guard and stepping into the centre of the octagon 

to begin his match. It was live. The announcer was talking about him, calling him a very deserving 

upstart with an impressive grappling game and maybe the most dangerous kick on the East Coast. 

I never watched any of the videos Randy had tried to show me. This was my first time seeing him in 

an MMA match. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t look away or change the channel. When Randy 

kicked at his opponent I remembered when Randy kicked at me, when I blocked Randy’s kick and 

punished him for throwing it. Even in the early minutes of the fight, there were moments when 

Randy’s whole being—his hale physique, the shark-like efficiency of his technique, and the will to 

victory I saw in his eyes, his face, and the ferocious intent of his blows—really did remind me of 

Akuma. 



 In more ways than one it was like watching high-level match vids of a game I knew inside 

and out. As I observed Randy I noticed I could usually predict what he’d do next. After a fierce 

tussle in which both fighters took a few shots to the head, I thought: he’s going to test his opponent’s 

stamina by throwing out a few punches. An instant later, two jabs and a reverse from Randy. When his 

opponent rushed in for a grab, I expected Randy would repel him rather than engage in a ground 

game that hadn’t begun on his terms—and sure enough, in two seconds the commentators and 

crowd were bellowing and cheering at Randy’s swift, surprising deployment of the tomoe nage, a 

distance-gaining throw he and I had learned together in judo class (and also Ryu and Ken’s K grab 

in Street Fighter). When Randy kicked high but didn’t fully commit to it, I knew he was trying to raise 

his opponent’s guard so he could aim his next attack low. It was more than unconvincing; it was a 

telegraph. When Randy dove in for a double-leg takedown, his opponent was primed to catch Randy 

in what the announcer lauded as a gorgeous, beautiful guillotine chokehold. Randy thrashed, refusing to 

submit. His opponent could only take him down. Seeing the way Randy landed—squarely on his 

upper back, neck bent so far forward that his chin nearly touched his collarbone—I knew right away 

something was wrong. His opponent realized it too, and immediately released him and backed away. 

Randy didn’t get up. 

 The match was stopped. The medics hurried in to examine him. As the commentators 

expressed their regret and implored viewers to take to heart this unfortunate reminder that no sport 

is ever accident-free, and as the audience either gawked or shuffled out toward the bathrooms and 

snack stands, Randy was carried out of the arena in a stretcher. The next match would begin shortly, 

said the announcer. 

 I kept calling Randy’s phone. Four or five hours later, somebody finally picked up. It was 

one of Randy’s friends; I didn’t know which one, but he told me he remembered me from the party. 

(I was “the big guy,” he said.) 

 “It’s not looking great. The good news is that it’s not a neck break.” 

 “What’s the bad news?” 

 “It’s an upper spine fracture. Just below the neck. He can’t—” He began to sputter, and I 

was glad not to be there in person. “He can’t feel anything below his abdomen.” 

 “Where is he? When can I see him?” 

 I was made to understand that Randy was currently in the operating room at Beth Israel 

Hospital in Brooklyn. The soonest he could receive visitors would probably be Sunday. 

 



I was out the door at 9:00 a.m. on Sunday morning, and arrived at Beth Israel at 10:45, fifteen 

minutes before visiting hours began. To my immense relief, the hospital staffer who checked me in 

and told me where I could find Randy didn’t ask any questions about my backpack. 

 Randy had a room all to himself. The TV mounted on the wall in the corner was tuned to 

some game show with the volume all the way down, but he wasn’t watching. He just sat up in bed 

and stared out the window at the maculate greyness of the city and sky. He didn’t even look at me 

when I came in. 

 “Hey,” I said. 

 “Hey,” he answered after a moment, without turning his head. “Didn’t expect you to come.” 

 I took a seat on a chair beside the bed. For a long time neither of us said anything. Randy 

looked out the window and I looked at Randy, and we listened together to the hum of the medical 

instruments and “… Baby One More Time” playing at a low volume over the PA system out in the 

hallway. Randy cleared his throat. 

 “They’re saying it’s not looking good,” he said quietly. “They’re saying I may never walk 

again.” 

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “I’m done. I’m finished.” He looked at me for the first time since I walked in. I saw 

desperation and fear in his eyes “It happened on live television. All I’m ever going to be now is that guy. 

The casualty.” 

 He was right. I’d googled his name a few times the day before. It was a relatively low-profile 

match, so it hadn’t made headlines outside the sporting press—but it was all the MMA news sites 

were talking about. They kept reiterating that this was the first time something like this had ever 

happened in the ring. For every reader who expressed sympathy in the comments section, at least 

one other called Randy a fucking idiot for letting it happen and inviting the wrong kind of attention 

to the sport. 

 “What do I do now? What can I do?” 

 “I don’t know. I’m sorry.” 

 Randy turned back toward the window. 

 I stood up. “I brought something for you. Maybe it’ll help.” 

 “I seriously doubt that.” 

 “You’ll see.” I unzipped the backpack. 



 As it happened, I’d overestimated how much I had to extend the AC adapter and RF switch 

cables to reach Randy’s beside. There ended up being at least four feet of slack on each, but I had to 

err on the side of caution. It was essential that the controllers could reach the bed, so it made the 

most sense to extend the connections to the outlet and television rather than try to solder any 

controller cords. I plugged everything in and hooked the RF switch into the cable jack. Randy was 

watching me. His eyes were cold. 

 I set the TV to channel 3, turned up the volume, and hit the power switch on the console. I 

didn’t even have to blow on the cartridge. The Capcom logo blinked on the screen. Randy’s old 

SNES and copy of Street Fighter II Turbo were still in perfect working order. 

 “I hope you’re ready for this,” I told Randy, setting the 2P controller on his lap. “I know I 

am.” 

 Randy looked out the window and tried to ignore me. After a few moments the game went 

into demo mode; Ryu and Blanka battled it out on the roof of a Japanese castle. 

 “I can wait,” I said. 

 Randy pushed the controller out of his lap. I stooped and picked it up off the floor. 

 “I can wait as long as you need me to, bro. I got nowhere else to be and it’s not like you’re 

going anywhere.” 

 “Shut up.” 

 The demo looped back to the title screen. 

 “It’ll be like old times. Now nut up.” 

 Randy turned on me with a glare that was all ice. I held out the controller to him with my 

widest smile. 

 He reached out to take the controller—but it was a feint. He seized my lower forearm with 

one hand and the back of my palm with the other. His grip was like a steel clamp. I held on to the 

controller as Randy began to apply pressure, slowly, bending my palm down towards my wrist. 

 “Randy. Don’t be a baby about this.” 

 Pain stabbed and stabbed into my carpus; another couple of seconds and snap. I kept 

smiling. “Relax. It’s just a game. Right?” 

 Randy loosened his grip. The pain and pressure ceased. He looked at me. The demo cycled 

back to the title screen. “Friday and I’m in Love” was playing out in the hallway. 

 There would be no continues or rematches. 

 



PATRICK ROESLE is from New Jersey. He mains Alex in Third Strike and used Rachel in BlazBlue 

until they nerfed her in Continuum Shift. He wrote a novel called The Zeroes, keeps a blog and a 

webcomic, and likes to spend his free time pacing and wringing his hands. 
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JENNY SAMPIRISI 

HOW TO COHERE 
 

 

 

What it resembles. 

Something. 

The front of one creature. 

 

So.  

 

Like talking to themselves. 

No was. 

Mostly, I have. 

 

Talk as distinct from figuration. 

  

Dwell. 

Away and with 

the multiple of dense voices. 

  

Then say 

It’s not ever today. 

I’d light what it stands to be.  

  

And speak that physics. 

These smatterings alone. 

The only way of my sense. 

  

A practical spoken we. 

All of a code swinging subject. 

 

In chattering lines, 

what could cohere, loosens. 

 

Know whatness. 

Open up. Say I. 

Part from each. 

  

It’s all presentation. 

It’s jaw as a 



universe about to drop. 

 

What it resembles. 

One and one other and others. 

 

The city summarized in 

the tallest structure. 

The CN tower not  

green tonight not  

blue tonight. 

 

So birds go there  

go up there 

The noise of light— 

Was going to say: 

 

Green veins in the turquoise, 

Or, the grey steps lead up under the cedars. 

 

So. 

 

Talk tower, say south  

say it straightens say ah oh so  

it’s red tonight  

going up in waves.  

Neon vein of the tower. 

 

Do you see what I mean?  

 

If you paint houses  

sky blue and they are. 

 

All over blue out there. 

Is it red tonight?  

Is it going up in waves? 

 

A veined structure  

postcard close. 

 

The moving city  

so settled on stillness 



flicks off with weather. 

 

Take a seat 

         The chairs are not 

         Move around 

         Open your  

         Or stay 

Look  

 

Buster Keaton in The Playhouse. 

 

Dances himself. Mother-self to son-self. Lover-selves quarrel. Married and a bachelor, all 

instruments. Conducts from the stage.  

 

Voiceless he says, This Keaton seems to be the whole show. 

 

He splits  

in chorus with 

 

theatre loge, orchestra pit, 

backstage, front row. 

 

There they are.  

Buster Keatons. 

 

Bored and joyed.  

The bored joy  

of taking a seat.  

 

Keaton dreaming 

himself awake and infinite 

as Circe or Tiresias. 

 

The screen in black 

and white mouths  

honky tonk. 

 

I was coming together anyway,  

so I clustered.  

 

This Keaton seems to be  



the whole show. And I am,  

I am almost Keaton in  

the audience one  

hundred years later  

another shirt 

more coffee.  

 

The CN tower 

out the window, 

the stairs going up. 

 

Eternal patterns.  

Figures of the mind. 

The whole show. 

 

Every Keaton falls on his ass 

silently.  

 

I ask,  

Can you say you dream 

wakefulness?  

 

4:30 in the morning. 

2 a.m. 

At the last, let go. 

 

One Keaton throws the cello. 

Another one plays.  

 

One and one other. 

 

Say 

hold still. Say keep. 

 

The film flickers a silent 

chaos of Keatons.  

 

Out my window, the ceiling 

is corrugated plastic. 

Being alive with the talk 

of boys in the city 



 

and 

creatures that came 

with the weather. 

 

Still 

You might want some yellow. 

You might want some purple. 

Goes up in waves. The singular 

structure. 

 

Where leaves lean  

they’re south-west and winter.             

Grow black-grey fur. Grow eyes. 

Flesh tails and teeth.  

 

The daydream 

is digital puff 

turning brown and light 

enough to enter.  

 

Out there choice as  

ice trees caught as 

wild fountains splitting. 

 

“And I have tried to keep them from falling.” 

 

This Keaton is the whole show. 

The complete unit.  

 

Photo files 

line up by date. 

Faces to the fore. 

There they are. 

 

Three boys break bottles 

in the alley again. 

 

Sky-blue houses  

drop off the grid. 

 



Flood alarm. 

 

Continue. 

Until what 

comes next. 

 

A selection of yous. 

 

Forward or onward 

motion, as a timeline 

marked by tallest structures.  

 

I love you as  

a record of dates. 

 

NOTES: 

ease of surface. 

  

NOTES: 

surface holds the 

genre of fairy tales. 

  

NOTES: 

the moral spell 

written. 

  

NOTES: 

the resistant histories 

and the types of decay. 

 

And Thoreau emerging from the woods says, 

If I had remembered this it would have prevented some mistakes. 

Perhaps I have. 

 

Every recording  

begins with the word So. 

 

An axis of 

hula hoops and skipping ropes.  

 

Saying multaneously: 



It is as the edge of embryo. 

I was it. I have that approaching self. 

 

It is theatre 

fooling around in 

the human amalgam. 

 

And what there is of light loves 

the dishes first then takes 

to the floor. 

 

Light of the city as 

word, myth, or Do Something. 

 

The sufferance of objects 

contaminated fi rst. 

 

This mess of afternoon on the dishes. 

Keaton says, “Messieurs, assayer-vous.” 

 

To go in backwards 

Begin silent and sit. 

 

The sublime contaminated 

by intents will forget 

the light out the window. 

The light in the kitchen. 

Real coffee in a real cup somewhere. 

 

What seems to bother 

people’s attentions? 

 

Music one listens to. 

Music one plays. 

 

Builds toward a person 

of little routines.  

 

In the alley  

        stairways go up  

to  



be composed— 

      to  

be  

made. 

 

Tonight  

orange light going up 

the tower in wave. 

 

And here is the house 

becoming oneiric. 

 

In attention  

and the usual  

sense.  

 

In our daily experience as 

mimetic contractors. 

 

And there is the story 

of the cat and the bird. 

 

The voice suffused by  

what it says: 

 

Saw a bird by its head 

in the cat’s mouth. 

 

If I compared it 

to a sky 

that’s where 

I last saw it.  

 

The bird sound  

in the cat mouth. 

 

When she dropped it 

there was calm in the house— 

 

everything appearing to sleep, 

all certainty in light and sound 



where appearance is made. 

 

And there 

on the floor 

 

the tremor 

of the tea towel. 

 

Every attention of the neural,  

the constructive, and the definable  

existing subject altogether aligns. 

 

Now 

I am 

you again.  

 

Not like a tower. 

Not red or blue at all. 

  

Closer to 

the edge of a dock. 

  

What it resembles.  

From none to some. 

Run a dirt bath. 

Assemble. 

  

You dissolve into future 

versions. Coffee on the stove.  

  

So.  

Remember this: 

  

In the creations, 

all that says  

God is Buddhistory. 

  

And to protons, 

the world is their influence 

of a massifying looseness.  

 



Buster Keaton dances,  

bones, tambo,  

asleep in the deep. 

Wake up. Be here.   

 

Give permission: collective-poet. 

A series of minoritative-I’s 

gathering to creature. 

 

Out there in the hours 

you learn dialectic. 

 

The red light going up 

the tower of the city. 

 

This is all previous. 

The amalgam that scatters. 
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GARRY THOMAS MORSE 

FOUR POEMS 
 

 

 

Interiors where no one is, digested by the round eye of  

the mirror. That is conceit. Our oneiric blither of carnal  

essences, or images that leap from trapezium. Giving  

oneself over to traces of dopamine, pleasantly turning  

manipulandum in this rigorous test of motor skills. Wet  

in another submission about deserts lacking wet. Asquint  

through camera obscura inward unveils the prodigal  

seeking work. Moving, keep moving, jostled by  

abrogation of space and angered by images of violated  

auratic, that Ingres of Ossian Songs for example. So  

touching you send it directly to yourself, then to every- 

one in the free world  

 



 

To dream of lozenges  

foretells success in small  

matters. Meanwhile, our  

embryology is full  

of gradients. Every afternoon, endure  

all weathers beside  

                               a red mailbox  

 

Every evening heed a recommended dosage of harmonic  

shifts and key expansions. Every yesterday, observe the  

grail cup full of concave depth just to spite these flat  

contrivances. Typical tableaux, in which every line is  

suspect, although constant talk about the diptych of  

decent size upon the banker's cabinets expresses  

promiscuity between seeing and the seen. Aiming to  

appear angelic with poorly drawn digits, aching for fake  

perspectival from anyone clocking drips and drabs of  

moisture over time. Still moment, positively teeming  

with nowness 



 

Orphic tweaks and Osiric scraps. A puddle of a muddle  

out of which they flourish. Under the weather, haunted  

by scans of dehiscence, waiting for that colourful outburst  

of sporangium upon white dish rack. So often supine,  

dwelling over erotic fragments, curves of body and  

corners of flat. But animation of a body is not assemblage  

or juxtaposition of its parts, we keep insisting. Reaching  

inside for spiritual principle and tenderly lifting out offal 

 

The joke of those beastly guts only catches on when  

healing takes effect. Struck by scherzo in abrupt redux of  

minuet, still futzing around. Barely time to be stuck on  

you, to walk with carnal wobble, utterly befuddled by this  

repurpose of life. 

 

 



 

Languishing in mid-reach for Lydian mode, listening to  

hymnal suckered in the gut of chamber depth, transfixed  

by random pseudoreality of neck and shoulder in south-  

paws of collagist tossing together angular demoiselle in  

her salad days. To know, in the mouth of polymath, tied  

up with the concept of chewing over, of biting no less,  

bringing to mind the rumination of reseda and what it  

brashly intimates. Then penultimate part—instrumental  

recitative—affectation that springboards into stirring aria 

 

More traces and undeniable evidence of affection, pant  

leg yellowed with dandelion and bread greened with  

lettuce. To know, glossing everything it could and would  

entail,  

             since the ruination of that preternatural place 
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ALICE BURDICK 

ESCAPING THE LANDSCAPE 
 

 

 

How many landscapes 

till they melt into the canvas? 

The central idea is the location 

for the patterns. Don’t smoke  

them out—they’ll tell you when they’re ready 

for discovery. I have no question 

that popular voices in accounting 

number in the days, each digit 

digs into eyes. Teeth bared make me 

an offer of refusal. A continual hope 

to be read. I wish I cared, 

but the odds are it will sweep 

the table clear. Under clothes, 

torn up and breeding teeth and air. 

Over doodles that are deemed 

high dudgeon for complaint, 

the dainties. Modern Victorians, 

itchy noses as usual. 

I drink 

big drinks. 

I’m thirsty. 

Hold onto your horsewhips! 

One-level living in a small town— 

everything hates stairs. Feet do, 

sliding sideways. I’d like to join 

the gravel crew, dig low rumbling 

earthmovers, our assemblies 

of glittering resentments. Endless meat 

for tearing with hands and teeth, if feet 

aren’t available in that way. I can’t 

be stood up if I can’t stand up. 

Yo-yo describes you, a wide arc 

of changeable smiles and disintegration. 

I put myself in the hands of face, 

or fate, if you prefer the elements of words 

to words themselves. Who cares? 



Good question. Thanks. It’s funny, 

the plugs are everywhere, 

but mainly up high. 

Ghosted by uniforms. 

 

 

 

 

ALICE BURDICK lives in Mahone Bay, Nova Scotia. Born and raised in Toronto, she has also lived 

in Halifax, Espanola, Vancouver, and on the Sechelt Peninsula. In the early 1990s, she was co-editor 

of The Eternal Network, and assistant coordinator of the Toronto Small Press Fair. Her work has 

appeared in magazines including EVENT, Hava LeHaba, Two Serious Ladies, Dig, What!, subTerrain, 

This Magazine, and Who Torched Rancho Diablo? She is the author of many chapbooks and three full-

length poetry collections, Simple Master (Pedlar Press, 2002), Flutter (Mansfi eld Press, 2008), and 

most recently, Holler (Mansfield Press, 2012). Her work has also appeared in Shift & Switch: New 

Canadian Poetry (The Mercury Press), Surreal Estate: 13 Canadian Poets Under the Infl uence (The Mercury 

Press), Pissing Ice: An Anthology of ‘New’ Canadian Poets (BookThug), My Lump in the Bed: Love Poems for 

George W. Bush (Proper Tales Press), and Rogue Stimulus: The Stephen Harper Holiday Anthology for a 

Prorogued Parliament (Mansfi eld Press). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.douglas.bc.ca/visitors/event-magazine.html
http://www.issuu.com/havalehaba%E2%80%8E
http://www.twoseriousladies.org/
http://www.subterrain.ca/
http://www.thismagazine.ca/
http://antiqbook.com/boox/ima/381.shtml
http://www.pedlarpress.com/
http://mansfieldpress.net/2011/09/flutter/
http://mansfieldpress.net/
http://mansfieldpress.net/2012/04/holler-2/
http://www.themercurypress.ca/?q=books/shift_switch
http://www.themercurypress.ca/?q=books/shift_switch
http://www.themercurypress.ca/
http://www.themercurypress.ca/?q=books/surreal_estate
http://www.bookthug.ca/proddetail.php?prod=830
http://www.bookthug.ca/
http://mansfieldpress.net/2011/09/rogue-stimulus-the-stephen-harper-holiday-anthology-for-a-prorogued-parliament/
http://mansfieldpress.net/2011/09/rogue-stimulus-the-stephen-harper-holiday-anthology-for-a-prorogued-parliament/


JAY MILLAR 

CONCEPTUAL POETRY 
 

 

 

That’s when you pulled 

out the Sapphic quartet— 

reminisced bitterly on the 

subject of women who 

reverse their direction  

seasonally in response 

to root systems. 

 

‘It’s fine’ is what you  

said, finally taking up  

the harp of your father 

‘I can harvest emoticons 

for their personal value.’ 

 

Yet the whales drone on 

and pleasure amends history. 

You’ll learn—functioning  

badly in a large dream 

is an even larger 

version of time travel,  

a marvelous application. 

 

Slower than oceans, less 

firm than nouns, deep 

in whose depths great 

mammals display the sonorous  

we-shall-inherit-the- 

earth melodies that deny 

 

you wait. One day 

you’ll feel the holes. 

 



TROPES LEFT BY FOREBEARERS 
 

 

 

No one snuffs the world out but your eyes 

Or calls the objects they see slight— 

Somewhere under a sky that has been broken  

By knowledge and understanding  

There is a pattern brewing in the logic of the day— 

Can you yet see how far we've come  

In the withering length of time stretching?  

The milieu today is confusing, yes 

But that might just be the heads we had once,  

Or the spring we once lived in, where everything  

Was possible and we were excised and new  

And the world didn't have a sky  

We could understand yet, just the one that was  

So terrific to stare at and sparkle and work.  

And now, with our hearts heavy,  

We have reached something.  

This is how we scratch our heads now.  

With a trowel. I mean with the word “trowel.”  

In our pretty landscapes there are angles of birds  

Swarming across the colors we procure: 

Moss and horizon and toad and thrush, a  

stylistic reminder to be youthful and procure.  

As now as we look at paintings by  

20th Century masters we are shocked  

By what we imagine as a decline of humanity.  

It isn't difficult to feel that slippage away from  

The smallness, away from that which is ancient and mystical,  

Shot in black and white against an archival backdrop 

We are now something shiny and bright and bewilderingly huge 

That surrounds us in the present. The cleanliness  

Of our moment, made so crystalline by the ease  

With which we access recognizable information, 

This is what echoes through our time timelessly:  

More and more and more trouble with the obvious.  



HOW LIGHT POURS FROM THE DARKNESS 

 

 

 

Sometimes you can actually see a poem.  

Say you are floating in a canoe along  

The Humber River one evening  

And you notice you are alongside a  

Cormorant who is eyeing you— 

You feel a series of words 

That will capture this moment  

Perfectly, a moment you and the 

Bird are sharing in the stillness 

Of the growing darkness. And you 

Feel these words until you can see them 

Almost like type on a page, right there 

And your son in the back of the boat  

Sneezes and the bird disappears  

beneath the surface of the water. 

Watching the ripples expand from where 

The bird vanished, you have an epiphany— 

It probably wouldn’t have been a very good 

Poem anyway, there would have been  

Too much artifice to it, it would have 

Been too precious, a perfect example  

Of a Canadian nature poem. So you 

Paddle onward. Further downstream 

You look up and notice all the cormorants, 

Hundreds of them, perched at the tops 

Of the trees growing along the shore. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



JAY MILLAR is a Toronto poet, editor, publisher, teacher, and virtual bookseller. He is the author of 

several books, the most recent of which are the small blue (2008), esp : accumulation sonnets (2009), Other 

Poems (2010), and Timely Irreverence (2013). He is also the author of several privately published 

editions, such as Lack Lyrics, which tied to win the 2008 bpNichol Chapbook Award. MillAr is the 

shadowy figure behind BookThug, a publishing house dedicated to exploratory work by well known 

and emerging North American writers, as well as Apollinaire’s Bookshoppe, a virtual bookstore that 

specializes in the books that no one wants to buy. Currently, Jay teaches creative writing and poetics 

at George Brown College and Toronto New School of Writing. 
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SONIA DI PLACIDO 

HANDS—ON WORLD        
 

 

 

I’m out  of Orion 

a little Swan  

Silent 

Leda-like    in lakes 

a stillness  in orbits            of Orchids 

laden   lasting 

my scents  white or blackened 

truffles. 

Both hands keep symbiosis, 

their rattled grip on lawn mowers 

fingers hovering underneath 

dawn, nails jutted out  to scrape 

against soiling dis-ease. 

My palms holding   out for 

St. Agnes. 

 

 

 

 

 



SONIA DI PLACIDO is a poet, playwright, actor, and artist taking long strides in the attempt to 

complete an MFA in Creative Writing with the Optional Residency Program, University of British 

Columbia. Her most recent poetry book, Exaltation in Cadmium Red, was released by Guernica 

Editions in Fall of 2012. She has published two chapbooks: Vulva Magic (Lyrical Myricle Press) and 

Forest Primitive (Aeolus House Press). She has published poems, articles, profiles, and creative non-

fiction in various anthologies, literary journals, and online or print magazines such as The Toronto 

Quarterly’s blog and Carousel Magazine. A graduate of the Ryerson Theatre School and a Humanities 

Hons. Major from York University. Sonia is a member of the League of Canadian Poets and 

Canadian Women in Literary Arts.  
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ZACH BUCK 

BIKE, PARKING LOT BEHIND  

THE THRIFT STORE PLAZA  
 

  

 

Pedal and prong’s antler in working  

order all. Fissured asphalt patches  

a desert less fissured than the older  

asphalt underneath. But elsewhere.  

 

One Ash Wednesday a priest  

marked us with commas, lined up we  

were a long pause. In the dark knocked  

over pylons look like knocked over  

cats, trucks, school busses sleep ass to ass  

in a corner, cattle. Men still work  

the lit loading docks as you  

circle, endless Led Zeppelin  

B-sides in the brown room of your  

sleep paralysis. Grass and pistons.  

In parking lots the sky is most  

crushing, says Barthes. Days of green  

chameleons and dumb giant fridges  

gutted for copper, comma comma  

comma comma sparks from the  

burr grinder under the truck chassis  

fan. Knuckled sky that starlets  

follow through. It’s seat leather,  

motion sensor, backpack. Grass  

and pistons. Lot pushes out to lots more,  

you’re on its—what’s the opposite  

of magic?—carpet. In death we  

remember the spiders twisting up  

hard candy wrappers. People and  

cars touching themselves  

in life’s far away porn. 

 

 

 



ZACH BUCK’s chapbook, Slay, with art and design by Lee Mobin, came out in December of 2013. 

He plays in the experimental electro band Other Families, which you should check out. His poems 

have been published in RAMPIKE, BafterC, Filling Station, OTP magazine, and Cough. 
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SADIE MCCARNEY 

STEELTOWN SONGS 

 

 

I. 

 

All down the conveyor, the limes 

bumped ends with a banged-up  

mango and my checkout nerves.  

Off work, soon. And then another  

 

BOGO week, my lip gloss layered  

on like sealant, a week of soap and fat 

onion sacks hefted high to haggle  

their worth. Nothing else to watch 

 

but gas blots in a grimy overhang 

of light, where a caravan of cabs  

wear lit-up caps and idle more  

smoke at smokers’ backs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



II. 

 

Sometimes the Axe-doused  

after-school stock boys tackle  

shelves with the force of a tag team,  

sweaty and boastful in their show-off skill.  

 

Brings it all back, though whether 

it’s them or just piss-warm coolant 

from the on/off A/C, I couldn't say.  

It’s like ghost pains in a gangrened limb:  

 

to spar with them! to flex with pumped-up steroid  

pecs and vault them to the vertigo of ceiling tiles!  

(all sense slashed by 4061-lettuce, 4041-plums, 

and an old recognition that dawns on me like drink).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



III. 

 

The new-bruised limes bump on past  

checkout, and I stutter “cash-debit-credit”,  

then see. Spit-thin girl. A spastic 16,  

nearer to bald and pitted by pockmarks,  

 

who still watches worms oooze fatly in rain,  

still skips a hopscotch to the chimes  

on poor porches. Prue. Same grin—toothy,  

lean of love—still half-stirring some  

 

Cops and Robbers cool, half-known through  

the soft swells of a roughed-up decade.  

She is gaunt as sparerib in the  

disaffected drought of June. Older, now.  



 

IV. 

 

Back then, me and Prue were coyotes.  

Spooked mean and scrapping into fights,  

we spat like it was our sole tiff with the mud- 

plugged stone. Played tag, too, with the boys  

 

(in roles, always Bad Guys or Mounties) 

imagined other selves we’d rather be  

jailed in a quarter hour twice daily. Back 

in that cramped neighbourhood of knives,  

 

Four Square was the thing each weekday: 

a mangy tennis ball matted by dog drool  

and hit over chalked-in lines. And dirt above all,  

ingrained in denim, dusting a tanned crust of skin.  

 

 



 

V. 

 

Thursday Night Smackdown. These were  

pay-per-view poets, gods of powdered cheese  

and TV take-downs, and I knew war was a need  

of skin. Broken bodies got tried on daily  

 

like shin pads, mouth guards, never quite fitting 

no matter how much their shapes got stretched  

to make them fit. There were lives beyond lives,  

sands beyond my little slit of beach and beer glass.  

 

Wanted to earn belts myself someday. Or box,  

The Meanest Bantamweight east of Toronto,  

my triceps emboldened by barbells, blood,  

and a bluish cancer courtesy of Maritime Steel.  

 



 

VI. 

 

Sometimes we skipped our chalked-in court,  

our tire swing’s welts of spit-out gum. Mondays 

the dawn mist of strangers’ pot did it—too much 

bitter in the smell of sweet. Or too much sweet.  

 

On those days we followed the ripped-up main road 

like alley cats, strays mewing loudly for bones.  

Past the dark, bloated bellies of trash bags brimming 

with meat scraps, past chipped paint and chokeweed,  

 

we wandered where train tracks scarred the town.  

I dug for rail spikes loosed by boxcars while Prue 

eyed the dank front of the building behind: self-storage  

doors like little garages rusted shut and let lie for years.  



 

VI.  

 

Mildew, damp earth, plywood for windows,  

a thin fire escape of warped gray boards.  

Gang tags advertised the safety of standing,  

so we left the earth and its spray-on bruises behind 

 

to climb until ears popped and we saw in panorama.  

The whole town: musty churches, the Liquor Commission,  

and blue banks where the river swam its current  

to trees. No rail, so we helped each other higher,  

 

rocked like planes redirecting in air higher,  

past gutters and patched-up doors. Busted boards 

swayed below us like seesaws. Facing left: our North End,  

the used mattress shop with just a bare spring on display.  

 

 



 

VIII. 

 

We saw it all: home, on Clover and Worth,  

where the prefabs were mostly built of Insulbrick  

and gin. Crushed-up cans in the mealy oaks.  

There, we were one stock, whiteblackredbroke.  

 

When the dizzy bloodrush of too much height 

got Prue and we started to crawl back groundward,  

we both thought past town lines we couldn’t see.  

And what might grow there. Dragged legs to Kwik-Way  

 

where found change paid for half the counter: 

nickel each for neon straws and grape-shaped gobs 

dipped in sour sugar. Squinted hard and puckered  

as we sucked. Like steeling for punches. Or for a kiss.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SADIE MCCARNEY is a Nova Scotian poet and fiction writer whose work has appeared in Plenitude, 

PANK, Room, Prairie Fire, and The Found Poetry Review. In 2010, she was awarded the Nova Scotia 

Talent Trust Lieutenant Governor’s Award for Artistic Achievement. Sadie divides her time between 

Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island.  
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BLACK LIQUOR AND THE POETICS OF VIOLENCE  

An Interview with Dennis E. Bolen 
 

BY TRACY KYNCL 

 

 

DENNIS E. BOLEN hails from British Columbia where he helped build subTerrain magazine in 1989. Bolen is 

an established novelist, short fiction author, teacher, and he also served as a parole officer for many years. His most 

recent publications include Anticipated Results (Arsenal Pulp Press, 2011), Kaspoit! (Anvil Press, 2009), and 

Toy Gun (Anvil Press, 2005). For this interview we delved inside his first poetry collection, Black Liquor (Caitlin 

Press, 2013), and found out what “Growing Up Industrial” was like on the West Coast.  

 

 

This interview was conducted via email between October and December 2013.  

 

 

 

Tracy Kyncl: You have written several novels and two short fiction collections, but Black Liquor is 

your first book of poetry, and one that Mark Little described (at your Type Books launch) as a kind 

of memoir. You worked for the Correctional Services of Canada for over two decades and much of 

your fiction deals with crime, but Black Liquor deals with your roots—your experience of “Growing 

Up Industrial”—in addition to your career as a parole officer. Why have you turned to poetry at this 

point in your career? Does poetry allow you to write more autobiographically than fiction? Would 

you say that Black Liquor is your poetic Künstlerroman?  

 

Dennis E. Bolen: It’s true that I spent a long time in the Parole Service and three of my eight 

books involve that experience, but I must clarify at the outset—lest anyone mistake—I am not now, 

nor have I ever been, a “crime writer.” Those novels of the Stupid Crimes trilogy are what I like to call 

(even if nobody else does!) “hard-hitting sociological realism” (though you’d be hard-pressed to find 

that section in even the biggest bookstore). They have little of the “crime” conventions such as a 

puzzle, a body found on the first page and a murderer revealed at the last, or an invincible 

protagonist, though I do admire the hard-boiled prose style of the best of the genre classics.  

 

Way back when, I enjoyed channeling Raymond Chandler, trying by way of gritty observation and 

noble character to explain my life on the social-work streets of heroin-soaked Vancouver. In real 

life, I aspired—though not often successfully—to live up to his “Philip Marlow” maxim: “The 

http://www.subterrain.ca/
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Detective must be the best man for his world and a good enough man for any world.” Even though 

it was the dawn of the baseball-cap era, it was fun to imagine myself wearing a fedora.  

 

But no, after all those years getting culture in the creative writing workshops of UVic, I wrote 

literary novels with what was sometimes described as “elegant prose” and which both inhabited and 

employed a criminal milieu. The first book—Stupid Crimes—made Editor’s Choice at the Globe & 

Mail, and I was soon at Random House signing a deal to re-issue that one and write two more. I was 

so jazzed at getting a big-time publishing deal that neither myself nor my agent fully examined their 

big-league brains to see if RH actually understood this literary/crime variation subtlety that I was 

practicing.  

 

Thus, come time to market, I never did get anyone to see what my stuff actually was. Crime geeks 

can tell a book with literary pretensions from across a bookstore. Literary fans wouldn’t normally 

give “crime” books a first look. So I appealed to neither market. I am thus, despite a good stack of 

major publications, unencumbered with the mantle of fame and fortune, alas (especially as regards 

the latter).  

 

All this is by way of expressing my personal conviction that, were one to come and examine the 

prose in the Stupid Crimes volumes now, or my Holocaust novel Stand in Hell (hate that title!), or 

Kaspoit!, which is 300+ pages of unassigned dialogue about the missing women case, or especially my 

last prose book, Anticipated Results, wherein a reviewer described my handling of a car crash as 

“poetic,” one might see that I have not come to poetry lately. I have in fact been with poetry for 

most of my career—just not in such a concentrated fashion.  

 

With Black Liquor I’ve arrived in Poetry-Land, and I now find the focused, free, and agile properties 

of the genre perfect for the long distances I wish to travel. To wit: a full exploration and discussion 

of my perception of growing up on the wood-hewing West Coast of Canada. In all this, yes, I would 

say that this new book is at least the few opening acts of my personal artist’s saga. 

 

TK: When we met, you seemed to be quite excited about poetry allowing you to play with sound in 

interesting ways, and Black Liquor certainly lends itself to being read aloud. You combine technical 

jargon with emotional diction to create lines that are moving, unique, and loud in such a wonderfully 

http://www.anvilpress.com/Books/stupid-crimes


aggressive way. “Picaroon,” for example, is practically distilled of unnecessary pronouns and 

conjunctions. It feels as dense as an overripe peach without all the grammatical filler, but the formal 

composition is still precise, controlled, and deliberate. You described Black Liquor as an attempt to 

“preserve the voice that was in style when [you] came of literary age”—namely, that of The Beats. 

Could you elaborate on how and why you made this collection so acoustically visceral and how it 

relates to or diverges from your “usual” mode of writing fiction? 

 

DB: For some odd reason I take your “loud” comment as gratifying praise. Nobody’s ever described 

my work as “loud” before and, in this instance at least, I think it fits. In fact, I would say that I’ve 

always tried to achieve visceral acoustics—for prose fiction and for poetry—while packing in as 

much detail, texture, colour, and contrast as I possibly could. What’s wrong with that? 

 

What I cannot stand about prose fiction these days—even as I see more and more of it—is the 

sustained descriptive/expository paragraph: the interrupter of narrative. There’ll be a line or two of 

dialogue and/or action and then two pages of dumbass explanation about all kinds of detail about 

things/characters we’re not yet emotionally connected to. It seems writers nowadays—with little 

apparent confidence in their ability to create suspension of disbelief—assume readers are largely 

non-intuitive, and in fact, based on the evidence at hand, unable to fill in the blanks themselves.  

 

In poetry, I know there is a movement today toward a less intense writing, what I call a “laundry 

list” poetic style. This school rues calling attention to itself, with little attempt to create sound, 

rhythm, or any kind of syntactical innovation. The verse is often droningly recited in such a way as 

to say to me that it is poetry in name only—a pet peeve of mine—but I digress.  

 

In my writing, I’ve taken pains to ensure when you get to the end and close the book you’ll realize 

that you’ve been given a lot of information about woodworking or car driving or social work, along 

with whatever story I’ve been telling, but not remember ever reading any long passages on those 

subjects. Feather that expository crap into your action, dialogue, and transitions, I tell my students. 

It’s hard work, yes, but if writing were easy everybody would do it. It’s the craft, people.  

 



I would never presume to “preserve” a particular writing style and I regret actually saying that. 

Certainly I could be said to be speaking in the accent of the Beats, the Black Mountaineers, and even 

some of the predecessors of those schools.  

 

My favourite poet is Kenneth Rexroth, who was long established and viewed as somewhat staid by 

the new verse practitioners he mentored in the San Francisco poetry renaissance of the 1940s and 

’50s. Much of his bibliography is rather conventional, though there are sounds of some of the 

rhythmic-political strophes that turned up in Allen Ginsberg’s Howl-era work.  

 

Rexroth’s fixations were women and social injustice. He was passionate and weird about the former, 

savagely inflamed against the latter. In fact, of all the writers I’ve admired, I can think of no one who 

does anger quite like Rexroth. I mean: “They are murdering all the young men./ For half a century 

now, every day,/ They have hunted them down and killed them”—give me poetry that opens like 

that!  

 

It’s not difficult to detect a definite Rexroth-style anger in my writing. You will also hear giddy 

laughter at the newfound freedom I feel at being able to cover much ground so economically, and 

with license to create extravagant sound and rhythm. Much of my early life—before I became a 

desk-sitter—was spent watching, listening, working on, and operating various machines, from 

bicycles to tractors. These things make noise. So “loud” works well for me, no question, and I’m 

delighted that these sounds show up so clearly in the reading.  

 

TK: On the first page of the book you include numerous definitions for “Black Liquor.” Amidst the 

“bile,” “toxic water,” and “cellulose-breakdown” there is also an entry that defines “Black Liquor” 

as a “renewable resource for industrial power generation.” Does the collection seek to represent or 

work though the possibility of something (or somewhere, or someone) being both creative and 

destructive at the same time? Is the “static” dictionary definition of “Black Liquor” a mere launching 

pad for a kind of poetry that can re-invigorate the bleakness of industrial towns, tragedy, or 

violence? 

 

DB: Poetry sets out to elevate through simple illustration the wonder of the ordinary, the potential 

of the prosaic. In this sense it is an ideal form to, as you put it, “re-invigorate the bleakness,” I’ve 

http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5648
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/kenneth-rexroth


had listeners at some readings come up later and confess that they never expected to hear a phrase 

like “Alberni Pacific Division” uttered in a poetry reading at a downtown big city university campus, 

and proclaim their wonder at “hearing” the clink of the green chain conveyer belt, smelling rain-

fragrant cedars at the lakeside make-out spot, knowing close at hand the dull, terrifying proximity of 

highway and industrial death. 

 

TK: While reading your poetry, I perceived a certain element of determinism running through the 

pieces. In “Everybody,” tragedy is ubiquitous. “Everybody knew beltless toddler” and “only the 

responsibly parented survive.” These lines, in tandem with the image of an unbuckled child being 

hurled out of the car “to the outskirts of wisdom,” point to a certain lack of control, or an 

unwillingness to take control. In “Tough,” (we assume that) the violent schoolboy ends up in jail, 

and in “Root Beer,” Gordy ends up addicted to drugs. Many of your characters’ trajectories appear 

to be laid out for them at an early age. Is there a way out of the violence? Or are fatigue and 

complacency inevitable in the locales you write about? 

 

DB: Perhaps what’s missing in the narratives between the lines of those poems is the fact that in the 

1960s we working-class school kids were being drilled with the idea that our options were vastly 

more wide and accommodating than were those of our recent forebears. I took this seriously, but 

was confounded when most of my classmates seemed not to, and followed their fathers into 

millwork and their mothers into young motherhood.  

 

To some of us—the fraction that left town and re-invented themselves in the universities and new 

economies of the blossoming outside world—there was no option but to get out and strive. I 

couldn’t wait to leave that stifling little burg. It was like a vise tightening on my skull. I literally raged 

at the notion that there was life and fascination going on outside the city limits of my stultifying 

industrial town. It’s an old story, really, but it keeps regenerating with each new economic cohort, I 

think.  

 

We were an exceptional generation due to the time we graduated high school. It was 1972: the ’60s 

had taken full hold and would last, in Western Canada at least, until around 1981. You could crawl 

under the blanket of social change and virtually birth yourself into a new brand of civilization.  

 



The chasm between those who left the industrial towns and those who stayed is given expression, I 

hope, in a documentary-style book such as Black Liquor. Only a wondering ex-denizen of that life 

and that time, one who honed his or her expressive skill, could or would bother to try to tell the 

greater world where he or she came from.  

 

I’ve been gratified to hear that people who grew up intellectual—in cities, attending the theatre, jazz 

concerts, art openings, all the other stuff I craved to be exposed to as a kid—nevertheless derive an 

elation of discovery from my work. It shows them a world they only heard about, but did not 

experience. I’m even more thrilled when a guy comes up and says my reading made him smell fresh-

cut douglas fir and remember how heavy wet hemlock is to tug off a speedy conveyor. 

 

TK: Similarly, I am intrigued by the role of the witness in your work. In “Mr. Rage,” you have a 

character who has been profoundly impacted by his experience as a soldier. “Witness Statement” 

very clearly complicates the 1:1 ratio between witnessing and self-presence. In other poems, such as 

“To the 1969 Ambulance,” there is a strong sense of regret tied to not paying enough attention. 

Could you elaborate on this motif? Is it something you purposefully tried to work though in this 

collection, or is it more of a subconscious, organic theme that particularly resonates with you? 

 

DB: Early on, I knew I would define the world and all my experiences by the cast of characters I 

encountered in it. This is where my background as a novelist might be enhancing my poetics (not 

for me to judge; I’ll let the experts make that determination). I’ve tried to develop a talent for 

interpreting characters who speak and act in naturalistic ways, thus grounding whatever it is I’m 

writing about, or trying to say, in a prose or poetic piece. Thus “witness,” yes, that’s a fine way to 

put it. And to miss something that then comes hauntingly back to suggest that one’s neglect in such 

small detail might have saved a person’s life—that is a real crusher.  

 

TK: I also picked up a strong interplay between reality and illusion. In “Tough” the schoolboys 

“self-pictured” themselves “as dramatic stars” using “some TV imagistic manoeuvre.” In “Play”—

which follows “Tough”—the little boy “twirls the prop” and launches “TV grenades.” The syntax in 

the first four stanzas relays a sense of breathlessness, as though one is experiencing “reality” in 

snippets. Once you focus on the boy’s play, however, the “narrowed seriousness” comes through 

and the lines are more grammatically fleshed out. You refer to the boy’s mock war games as “playing 



true.” As a writer, do you see art (or media) as something potentially dangerous? “On the Supposed 

Road” debunks Kerouac’s mythical idealism, highlighting the difficulties in just packing up and 

starting over. How have portrayals of heroism and adventure impacted your writing and what, to 

you, is “playing true”? 

 

DB: “Playing true” is my interpretation of the psychology of childhood; that is, belief in the 

magical—the magic as real—and that pliable region between the magical and non-magical. I draw an 

image of a child playing personal war games. The era is the early 1960s. In those days many of our 

fathers and uncles were fairly fresh war veterans. Television always had at least one World War II 

series running (Combat!, Twelve-O’clock High, Desert Rats, Hogan’s Heroes, etc.). As kids, we played war 

without irony, in a perfectly serious magical belief in its importance that had its roots in what we’d 

seen on TV and heard from our elders. In doing so, we entered a kinship with those elders and also 

knew we’d joined human history in some way. We’d become part of the great tradition of human 

strife.  

 

Many of us understood this, I think, if not consciously, then in a deeply internalized way. A lot of 

young men in America fled the draft when Vietnam started looking like the uber-ridiculous econo-

political grind machine that it was, but a lot more of that cohort went to war, with little question as 

to validity. They were conditioned to wear green, throw grenades, and risk their lives. Their “true 

play” had prepared them for authentic gravely adult action. Illusion had become reality in a near 

seamless way.  

 

So, “art (or media) as something potentially dangerous”? On the evidence, yes, I rather do see art in 

the perilous position of pointing out the terrible possibilities of unquestioned obedience, blind 

patriotism, casual acceptance of authority. The fatalism and inevitability you sense in my verse is the 

negative arrival of fate when people stop asking questions of themselves, their leaders, and their 

surroundings.  

 

This series of poems, too, is my specific questioning of what happened to me. The later “Federal 

Parole Officer” section has fairly blatant confessional content about my coming to terms with this—

if you will—sinister 1950s and early ’60s social conditioning. Upon being conferred the parole 

officer’s special authority, I rebelled against arbitrary rules. I became a law unto myself, held as my 



major objective justice in the sense of what I deemed to be fair play. This involved all kinds of 

regulatory and even statutory transgression. I could have been fired a hundred times if only the 

bureaucratic machinery had been efficient enough to detect my lawlessness.  

 

Read between the lines of “Witness Statement” for my true attitude toward authority in general and, 

more especially, my own Crown-granted authority. What is governmental warrant anyway but a 

strange melding of reality and illusion? We get along in society only because we agree to abide by 

legislated rules. If the enforcement of these rules becomes incompetent—or in the case of police, 

law, and corrections, unjust—then somebody has to take an independent hand or the illusion will 

evaporate. The reality will acidify the social contract and encourage chaos. 

 

Great themes to wrestle with poetically, no? 

 

TK: I am also very curious about your “Attractions” section, formatted quite differently than the 

rest of the collection, with the section reading as one long poem. Does writing about women, love, 

heartbreak, and pain require different stylistic registers? Do you enter a different creative mind space 

in “Attractions”? How does it reflect and/or refract the themes you’ve laid out in the rest of Black 

Liquor? 

 

DB: I struggled with the decision to include the “love” poetry section. My editor (the fabulous 

George Payerle) liked the change of tone and occasional whimsy (“your hair is a nest/ I want to 

infest”); he felt the book needed it. Others advised me that it did not fit. But I’m glad we included it 

after all, because the reaction I’ve been getting is that it lends another aspect to the notion of self-

examination and discovery through auto-historical recollection. The pieces are a disparate group in 

that they were written at wildly different times about, and to, different women. As you’ll recall, a 

major influence of mine is Rexroth; perhaps a section of paeans to male-female lust/love is my 

salute to that great booming voice of the recent past.  

 

There are quotation marks around “love” when I write about this section because the verse—as it is 

in the rest of the collection—is somewhat acidic, fatalist, even determinist, if you will. I was flattered 

by a review by the great Catherine Owen, who referred to one of the “Attractions” poems thusly: 

“its male speaker being ‘staggered by the beauty’ not only of the later ‘flakes of ice’ on his beloved’s 

http://blackcrow2.wordpress.com/2013/11/30/marrow-review-dennis-e-bolens-black-liquor/)
http://www.catherineowen.org/


sweater but by the earlier ‘solitary construction sites’ merges industrial and human preoccupations in 

a most poignant way.” I couldn’t ask for a better consideration of all I wish to do as a poet: express 

my awe at beauty and simultaneously caution all to the pitfalls of modern life, while celebrating 

existence and human connection at the same time! 
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REVIEW BY MARK SAMPSON 

 

 

[T]his book is no diary. I am under revision but have not grown wiser. 

And my poems do not build upon each other like coral polyps in a reef. 

Each of these poems is a separate experience. To force progressive or 

developmental structure on a miscellany of discrete amusements is to 

forsake the fact of poetry for the wish of theory ... When Adrienne Rich 

writes of meaning searching for its word like a hermit crab its shell, she 



makes more poignant Robert Frost’s image of metaphor as a temporary 

and imprecisely fitting shelter against the confusion of experience. Both 

poets remind us that the word is not the meaning nor is the word created 

by the meaning. The shell may be discarded. But a shell, a word, is 

needed. Unhoused, the nude crab perishes. 

 

So wrote M. Travis Lane in the introduction to her 1993 poetry collection, Temporary Shelter. Reading 

this now, 20 years on, one might suspect Lane’s missive as a shot over the bough of a certain type of 

poetry book common in the Canadian canon, a type that builds upon itself, poem after poem, into a 

patchwork of overarching obsessions or constraints to fulfill the “wish” of theory. Yet Lane’s 

predominant observation, that metaphor is a temporary, ill-fitting, but ultimately necessary 

component to poetic expression, applies to most if not all approaches to verse. We can see it in the 

work of those poets who amass “a miscellany of discrete amusements” as well as those who forge a 

broader structure, preoccupation or narrative through their poetry.  

I thought about these things as I read Lane’s latest collection, Ash Steps, as well as recent 

collections by two younger poets, Grunt of the Minotaur by Robin Richardson and The Crystal Palace by 

Carey Toane. In each of these books, metaphor is played in a number of tonalities—sometimes 

whimsical, sometimes serious, occasionally erotic—but always treated as something transient, 

something capable of being outgrown. Even in Toane’s The Crystal Palace—by far the most 

accomplished of the three books—where she centres her focus on the 1851 Great Exhibition in 

London, she does not succumb to treating her subject matter as a constraint on the poems. That is to 

say—if I may borrow Lane’s analogy, which she borrows from Frost—the poems in these books 

roam like hermit crabs, picking up different shells of metaphor as they will. 

There are clear examples of this throughout Lane’s latest offering. Ash Steps can, upon first 

reading, come across as a mere hodgepodge of observational poems couched in various levels of 

metaphor. But Lane has a preternatural knack for isolating her vision onto the singularity of an 

object or experience, expressing a thatness (if I may create an inverse of Jan Zwicky’s theory of 

thisness) to whatever thing, or series of things, her poetic eye falls upon. The interest expressed here 

is less about the particularity of an object and more about the momentary impression of it, the fleeting 

and intangible quality that hits us at the level of metaphor. Lane stakes out this ground from the very 

opening poem of Ash Steps, “Confluence,” when she writes: 
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A milky brown, the rivers slid 

below the graying cottonwoods 

like great pale snakes. I found them dull. 

The bridge from which I looked at them 

seemed nothing much. A beggar 

wished me blessings just half way. 

Early, I thought, and chilly. 

 

To sit all morning on this arc 

of concrete! That man seemed  

like the small bubble balancing 

midway in a plumber’s level, 

calm as the waters seemed to be, 

bland, muscular, indifferent. 

 

Notice how each metaphor and simile here serves its function quickly, transitorily, and then slips 

away. There is no grander relation or structure between them—“graying” cottonwoods (which I 

took to mean “aging”) are followed by snakes, which are followed by an “arc/ of concrete,” which is 

followed by a plumber’s level, which is followed by the term “muscular.” These images imbricate 

with one another, in beautifully ethereal ways, to create an overall impression of that bridge—Lane’s 

experience of sitting on it, watching the river below flow by. 

We can also see evidence of this approach in the collection’s title poem. “Ash Steps” is, on a 

certain level, a meditation on loneliness—yet it is not concerned with the specificity of that emotion, 

but rather the dint it leaves on other, more mundane experiences. She writes: 

 

i. 

No frog 

jumped into the water bin. 

But something fell, and for a while 

that tepid mirror shifted, squirmed, 

and shook beige shreds of floating leaf, 

a pigeon feather, dust, 

larvae perhaps. 

 

ii. 

The ash steps wet with dew 

a toenail paring of the moon: 

means rain. I think of you 



white-ankled through the gauze 

mosquito net we salvaged for our bed 

in this tin/cardboard/canvas town 

that, mountainous, 

shadows the city where you work. 

It’s late. You will not come. 

 

Again, spot the looseness in Lane’s metaphoric depictions here: a mirror is described as “tepid,” and 

then we’re told that it “squirmed”; we’re given the sharpness of “a toenail paring of the moon” 

followed by the softness of a mosquito net. What gets created in the mind’s eye may vary from 

reader to reader, but there is no doubt the system of images is meant to be kept at arm’s length—a 

thatness which captures an intimacy beyond the thisness of immediate recognition. 

Of course, to be fair, there exists a subtle overarching preoccupation in Ash Steps: one of 

widowhood, of having lost one’s life partner. (Lane’s husband passed away in 2005.) We can glimpse 

expressions of her grief in such poems as “What’s Left” (“And if I miss/ my friend, my lover, what I 

miss/ is real, fills up the afternoon/ with a strong sweetness”) and “How Long” (“How many dear 

friends have passed away/ ahead of us/ as if they bore our standards into dark/ while we/ hover 

impatient on a shore”). But this subject matter is not a constraint on Ash Steps, nor is it even an 

organizing principle. At best, the metaphors expressing this sense of loss are what Lane calls in her 

foreword an “imprecisely fitting shelter” against the harshness of such an experience. 

If any overarching preoccupation exists in Robin Richardson’s Grunt of the Minotaur, it 

certainly eluded this reader. I don’t mean that as a critique of either the book or myself: Richardson 

writes with such brio in each individual poem—or, indeed, in individual lines of each poem—that 

your desire to spot a unifying structure or arc soon slips away. The pieces in Grunt of the Minotaur do 

not, to borrow yet again from Lane’s foreword, “build upon each other like coral polyps in a reef”; 

these are discrete narratives, descriptions, or ruminations that form their own system of metaphor or 

symbol, poem after poem. The effect is, in many cases, arresting. Take for example, her piece 

“Didac”: 

 

Didac is bathing with the door open; burnt 

umber under water and his prick upright, 

bearded by bubbles. 

 

Grinning he rubs his belly, 

lisping Catalonia nativity 



as we listen from the kitchen 

 

half looking, half turned back 

to see the scurry of a Spanish rat. 

He wraps a pregnant pause 

 

with pink and porous revelation. 

 

As anyone who has experienced an erection in the bath can attest, Richardson’s description in that 

first stanza is spot on. More to the point, she arranges a sly network of metaphor throughout this 

piece to create—almost—an epistemological framework for processing her experience in that 

Spanish kitchen. There is a knowing-unknowing aspect at work here, captured in the line “half 

looking, half turned back,” as well as in subsequent lines like “the language/ hides me from your 

kitchen banter” and “The bookshelf stacked and dropping/ vowels like unripe apples at my door.” 

The thatness here is the Spanish language itself, an illumination of it that comes only through—to 

play off the title of the poem—a slow and partial didacticism. This arrangement of symbols is very 

similar in approach to Lane’s technique in “Confluence” discussed above: there is at once a jarring 

randomness to the chosen tropes that, upon repeated readings, layers the narrative with richer 

meanings. 

 We find a similar experience in other poems in Grunt of the Minotaur, including “Citing 

Dimensions of Mad and Mundane Counsel,” which supplies the book with its title. Again, one can’t 

help but be reminded of Lane’s comment on “the fact of poetry for the wish of theory” when 

reading this poem: Richardson does not reach for a singularly grand thesis here; instead, she 

commits herself to a dizzying array of seemingly unconnected symbols that build to an open-ended 

climax. Consider the poem’s closing stanzas: 

 

Or likewise fight the obligation 

of an arm offered up in buttermilk 

abduction. This is how duty implores 

 

intimated by the watch, tyranny 

of tin and magnet, gentle in a kind 

of ennui. Without the boastful 

 

noble enemy of high official rank, 

there’s only task: talk to her, cook 



the dining room drabble to a gold, 

 

good-humoured wrap of conversation. 

Afternoon is plain. Ten pages make 

the brisk walk from Wagner’s minor 

 

chords to the low sliding grunt 

of the Minotaur. 

 

The disparateness of these images is clear; and the poem’s central proposition or narrative remains 

just out of reach. We find the epitome of Lane’s reference to an “imprecisely fitting shelter against 

the confusion of experience.” And yet there is a formidable cohesion to this poem that transcends a 

thesis, transcends narrative, transcends immediate recognition. We are in the very heartland of 

thatness.        

Richardson is adept at this kind of technique—mobilizing an allusive array of poetic symbols 

that do their jobs and then slip away like assassins. Again, the purpose here is the processing of 

discrete experiences, an exploration of precocity (the poet was 26 when she published this book), of 

encounters and contemplations that hold a distant or bewitching nature. The key to interpreting 

these experiences remains metaphor—the type of transitory metaphor Lane alludes to in her 

foreword. Evidence of them abounds in Richardson’s work. Take, for example, the final stanza of 

her poem “Pointed Black Drop Shadow”: 

 

She was spindly. Just now menstrual, a peach leaf 

in her teeth, she smiled: cane chair, powder box 

scoffed, shuddered. Nothing could be done. 

The pelvis of this girl, turning worlds like 

an Arab’s flute, would have to do. 

 

or the opening stanza in “Choked by the Debate”: 

 

Insult gave him Babylon, promptly across 

the room, nimble they came, argued for the garden’s 

hanging, snaring vines, could not be swayed. 

This is the come-along pivot of discourse, whereby 

the sign commits, adept at changing trains, tradition. 

 



In these and other cases, we encounter metaphors that reside right on the outskirts of immediate 

recognition—How does an Arab’s flute turn worlds? How does an insult give someone Babylon?—

and yet the illumination they provide is fierce, original, nourishing. 

Not every poem in Grunt of Minotaur succeeds in this way; there are times when it feels like 

some of Richardson’s pieces reach a bit too far to achieve this allusiveness. Specifically, I’m thinking 

of poems like “Blue” (which contains the lines “Swans pass like shifting latitudes/ East inches over 

and the Earth commiserates,/ it’s lost its place”), or “Text and Taxidermy”(which opens with “The 

high brow ridge, streaked dark with eyelash,/ is the hub of the world”). In each example, there is a 

lack of snap to the description; the acquired metaphor seems loose but not in a deliberate way. But 

these flaws are only a minor and occasional occurrence in Grunt of the Minotaur. 

If what we are talking about are poetry collections that don’t manufacture a constraint on 

themselves “for the wish of a theory,” then Carey Toane’s The Crystal Palace both typifies that 

rejection and transcends it. After reading the back-cover blurb, one might expect the book to enact a 

fairly predictable poetic rendering of the 1851 Great Exhibition through a collage of carefully 

contained set pieces. But it’s as if Toane is blowing a raspberry at that expectation; it’s as if she 

making it clear that her verse will not be limited by such vulgar restrictions, including ones that she 

herself has imposed. How else to explain the tiny masterpiece, “Vladimir Putin Is a Real Tiger in the 

Sack”? This poem would never fit into any pre-determined schema or structure—it’s an example of 

Lane’s “discrete amusements” if ever there was one—and yet it still fits, still breathes the same 

animalistic air that hangs like a firmament over this whole book: 

 

Vladimir Putin is a real tiger in the sack: 

Russia’s pharaoh with his abs out, 

blue lips bared, bald pate replaced 

with the fierce mane of his 

fearsome idol. 

 

He’s got a well-trained cub on a leash, 

sipping Starbucks in Park Slope 

—a Maasai warrior and various heads 

of the Myanmar military junta in tow 

for a conversation meeting: 

 

“The Virtues of Large Cats and the Virile 

Men Who Love Them.” 



 

We could take a moment to examine various metaphors and symbols here—hard to see anything 

topping “He’s got a well-trained cub on a leash” as an apt description of Putin’s grip on Russia—but 

Toane goads us with the idea that a close reading would ruin half the fun. What makes The Crystal 

Palace such a remarkable achievement is its breathy ability to both build up and tear down our 

assumptions of what the book is going to be. You cannot come to this collection thinking you will 

find a Zwickian thisness to the Great Exhibition, or to rats, or to flowers, or to any other recurrent 

preoccupation cast upon its pages. You come to this collection to marvel at the looseness of its 

metaphors, the temporary but powerful allusions scuttling like crabs across its landscape. 

Example: “The Prince Hears Plaid.” In this poem, Toane leads us—by way of an exploration 

of the sensory disorder synesthesia—on a romp into the very heart of how simile and metaphor 

work. There is a certain kinship here with some of Richardson’s lines discussed above. In the 

following passage—and please forgive another reference to erections—we can see Toane deploying 

a similar array of coy comparisons: 

 

… The jig frames throbbed 

like erections on drums, but the concrete 

foundations stanched the leaky fear 

of falling. The asymmetrical ceiling 

was a shiver he wanted to comb clean. 

The columns were shrill as ornaments. 

 

Again, I’m not entirely sure how ornaments could be “shrill” or how one might “comb clean” a 

shiver, but instead of jarring us, these lines create wonderful mysteries with their elusiveness. They 

lend a level of shading to what Toane draws for us; they hint at a rich world residing just below the 

surface. From her sestina “The Crystal Palace (Reprise)” to the percussive lines of “Bottle 

Greening,” we see countless examples of this playfulness.    

Much of The Crystal Palace reminded me of Lane’s analogy of the hermit crab—including, 

fittingly, the poem “Crab” itself. There is an aura of distress in this piece, a “confusion of 

experience” that creates a deep sense of unease. But what provides us shelter from that unease? Of 

course, it is metaphor itself. There is such joyfulness to Toane’s descriptions, an insouciant expertise 

in making fast and bright comparisons that burn with imagination. The poem is worth printing here 

in its entirety: 



 

Pretty pippin, you lost 

your inheritance. Whoever said 

you wouldn’t name names 

had the sugar of a lie on her tongue. 

Your brother was a teacup, 

your sister a grenade. 

Your mouth splits your face, 

a persistent relic. 

The produce aisle is a wax museum 

forty-five million years in the making. 

You have legs, so run. 

 

There is no thisness here to the crab, only a thatness to the evolution that has shaped it, given it its 

inheritance of a split mouth, its place within the terror of a supermarket. Metaphor does its quick, 

fleeting job, and we are richer for it.  

And therein lies the true crux of M. Travis Lane’s argument above, the great paradox to 

treating metaphor as a temporary rather than permanent shelter. Doing so provides the working 

poet a certain freedom to see her world in all its elasticity, in its infinite permutations, contradictions, 

and mysteries. Constraints have their place, of course, but so too does looseness. So too does the 

need to cast off metaphors when we are done with them, in the hopes that our visions will never be 

fully theorized. Toane articulates these very ideas, I think, in her poem “Ladies’ Favourite of 

Tennessee,” and so perhaps we’ll leave the last word to her: 

 

We chose the bird that was most 

birdlike to our mind, the one perched 

at the centre of the circle that is 

bird. The decision was ours, simple, 

and yet a crow’s black feathers are blue 

on a jay; we drew the bird and did not give 

it a name, as inside birds are all stomach 

and seed … 

… For the most 

birdish of birds, the fruitest of fruits: 

we drew it there, and tried to tell an apple 

from a pomegranate from a quince 

from a persimmon, not knowing the names 

of any of these—how like a potato, 



we remarked. How like a rose! 
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“THE INABILITY TO SAY ‘ZED’”:  

An Introduction to Bridging the Literary Border: Winter 2014 Svpplement 

 

BY E MARTIN NOLAN 

 

 

A border is never done. It can move, it is arbitrary, but it has definite consequences. I’ve been asked 

why I have curated a supplement on the US-Canadian border. I could go on and on. I have 

personally crossed that literary and cultural border, such that it is. I have crossed the bureaucratic 

border, and known the slim madness of being passed between stable neighbors. Or is it neighbours? 

Microsoft Word says the first is spelled correctly; my Text Edit disagrees. 

 A minor limbo, I know. Nothing like crossing a real border, like fleeing in fear for your life 

or seeking a future unattainable back home. I could try to frame the clear distinctions between the 

US and Canada—political atmospheres, historical divergences, literary lineages—but I would be 

forced, almost every time, to ask: is that a real divergence or a minor deviation from a larger North 

American, or Western, norm? 

 So like Dennis Lee in “Cadence, Country, Silence: Writing in Colonial Space” [From Body 

Music, House of Anansi, 1998], I find myself reaching not for concrete differences between the 

countries, but for a sense of the interplay between them, or of the subtle movements between 

familiarity and difference. And where better to find that but in literature, in language use—or better, 

in words? Which brings me to the end of our shared alphabet. 

 I don’t know why Canadians say zed, and for now I don’t care. I care that they do, and that 

they sometimes look at me strangely when I don’t. I will never say zed. This will never inhibit my 

ability to communicate with a Canadian. It will mark me as an American. And what does that matter 

to a Canadian, or to me? It depends. That’s why I decided to pursue this supplement: I wanted to 

investigate what depends and what doesn’t depend on the border, and whether or not it matters. 

 I am happy to announce that having successfully solicited work from eight poets, ten 

essayists, and having interviewed a novelist-scholar, a poet-critic and a poet-memoirist-editor on the 

topic, I am nowhere closer to understanding the literary significance of the US-Canada border. I 

began thinking that that significance would be slippery, and I now know a little bit more about what 

greases that handle. That said, I am not at all unhappy with our contributors. Indeed, they proved 



fantastic—generous, insightful, curious, and thorough. They approached the issue from different 

angles, values, and with a range of focuses, but even had they been coordinating, they could never 

have painted a definitive picture, because the border does not lend itself to such certainty. 

 And that is not to mention what this supplement, and Part II to come, have left out. We 

present work on [“Three Passages West” by Phoebe Wang] and from the west [poems by Sean 

Ward, Brandyn Johnson], the east [“Cross Border Kinship” by Thomas Hodd] and along the 

Ontario border [poems by Lisa Pasold, Stewart Cole, Cal Freeman, Michael Lauchlan]. It draws on 

pop-culture [poetry by Denise Duhamel], the fault lines of community [“From Scene to 

Community” by Stewart Cole], Border Novels [“Many Rivers to Cross” by Andrew Blackman, “The 

Softest Trap Imaginable” by Andreas Vatiliotou], book pricing [“Culture Shock, Sticker Shock” by 

Nate Jung] and more. It’s focused on one side of the border, then the other, then on the movements 

in between.  But even a massive anthology on this subject would leave something out, and we had 

no pretense of a complete or comprehensive offering. 

 Instead, this was meant as an exploration, and it has yielded impressive results. In fact, the 

response from the authors we solicited was so great that we’ve had to split the supplement between 

two issues, while slotting other material for The Town Crier. Like the border itself, the supplement is 

never quite finished—there’s always more to be said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

E Martin Nolan writes poetry and non-fiction. He received his MA in the Field of Creative Writing 

from the University of Toronto in 2009. He’s a poetry and blog editor at The Puritan magazine, 

where he also publishes interviews and reviews. His essays and poems have appeared in The 

Barnstormer, The Toronto Review of Books, The Toronto Quarterly, and Contemporary Verse 2. He teaches at 

the University of Toronto. You might know him as Ted. 
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LISA PASOLD 

THE LINE AT THE AMBASSADOR BRIDGE 

 

 

I. 

 

The city’s blocks fold down to the water. People here are godless but hopeful. We hold 

our hands aloft, outstretched, extended. We suffer through smog. We distill liquor.  

 

Any denomination of belief will do.  

 

We pray to our buildings, our rooms, our belongings.   

 

Across the water, spires once rose up at every corner. We strained at the leash to see what  

was made possible.  

 

Of course the gods came to watch them.  

 

Their city was purpose-built for decisions.  

 

Our votes compiled. Dreams collided as cars. We waited at traffic lights. They idled at 

exit ramps.  

 

Now we still wait in line and cross the bridge. But we blink with the sunshine glancing  

through empty-eyed buildings.  

 

The gods once perched on tapering setbacks. They lounged against Art Deco. They 

watched the city dream itself up from underground, from its sewers and basement 

mysteries, up toward the sky, ever over-reaching. 

 

Now in Cliff Bell’s reopened speakeasy bar, a fat man is laughing sadly.  

 

Handprints peel from the walls. Flapping eviction papers blow down the street.  

 

There is fractured grey pavement. Green terra-cotta tiles fall from windowsills.  

 

Easy to remember which side of the water we’re on, again.  

 

 

II.  

 



Even when no one likes you, America, still you puzzle and fascinate. You disappoint so 

brightly.  

 

You see us all as fuel. Our Northern Lights glimmer pretty white edges.  

 

But we are each and utterly similar, reflecting.  

 

We are chess-playing brothers who never speak to one another.  

 

We are combatative girl back-up-singers in matching yellow go-go boots of patent leather.  

 

We hold impossibly-long tortoiseshell cigarette holders.  

 

The fat man dressed as the Devil leans forward to offer us a light.  

 

We click into perfect focus, blowing smoke, standing at the edge of the water.  

 

 

III.  

 

Far above the smash-windowed waiting room, the rooftop of Michigan Central Station is  

netted with gods, admiring the blue Ambassador Bridge. 

 

Some days we’re moving forwards. Some days we’re not. That kind of metaphor keeps  

its pedal to the metal.  

 

I’ve never had much mercy, nor enough patience.  

 

On our side of the water, a new condo tower is gleaming like teeth.  

 

This is about going forwards because no one goes backwards properly, not even in books.  

 

The dog in the backseat is drooling. 

 

It’s Monday. Better to be on the bridge with the dog and a troubador’s song than stuck on  

the far side of the water. 

 

The blue Ambassador stretches across very high. I’ve pickles and a tune that’s possible. 

 

 

IV.  



 

An hour from now, I’ll squitter the brakes sharply left. A little girl will cry, running to the  

cracked sidewalk into the arms of her screaming mother. 

 

What narrows north then doesn’t.  

 

The way I’ll hold each moment: the truck driver, the one with the scraggy beard, who just  

missed a really terrible day; the girl who will forget her error immediately; and the  

woman screaming in Spanish in the way of defensive magic. To write and rewrite, to stay  

inside the periphery.  

 

How we will all go forwards into a slightly-less-terrible future. Across the bridge, hands  

ticking.  

 

At night, from the other side of the water, we’ll see that narrow tower, its lone remaining  

light. Thirty-six storeys up, all fire-escaped, wedding-caked, empty.  

 

Because the gods became tired, but they could not fly away. 

 

 

 

 

 

LISA PASOLD is a Canadian novelist, journalist, poet, and TV travel show host. She tends to write 

about borders and travel in various forms. Her first book, Weave (2004) was called “a masterpiece” 

by Geist Magazine; her second, A Bad Year for Journalists (2006), was nominated for an Alberta Book 

Award and turned into a theatre piece the following year, premiering in Toronto. Lisa’s most recent 

poetry book, Any Bright Horse, was nominated for a 2012 Governor General’s Literary Award. Her 

website is www.lisapasold.com.  
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STEWART COLE 

THE UNREQUITED NORTH 
 

 

 

Our last spring in Canada began 

as the end of winter. The seized hinges 

in the throats of blackbirds bespoke the protracted eke 

 

of transition. The melt began at the radiant eaves 

and spread its dripping melodrama out 

until the very world wept 

 

katharsis. Steady paycheques 

held out their compromised promises     

with invisible hands, handkerchiefs to blow 

 

our congested hopes on, which now we examine for blood 

or other evidence of their rootedness 

in something beneath Idea. 

 

A stop at Ikea ushers in  

many a new era among the precariat, 

us no different: a detour to Chicago’s suburbs 

 

issues in a new set of sheets (a step up in thread count!), 

a slipcover to refurb the old couch, 

a toilet brush: odds and ends 

 

to begin again as if to refute 

the paradox inherent in the phrase itself,  

“begin again”—an action more proper to rejected novels 

 

than whole lives. Oh well. Luck may be blind 

and wisdom dumb, but money’s touch 

we can’t help but feel, and taste 

 

its consequences. We actually live  

further north now than where we came from, 

a fact both we and the locals acknowledge in geography 

 



but not imagination. Our first winter as Wisconsinites  

finds us pining—such a typically Ontarian verb, 

so ridiculously CanLit—not for Home 

 

or some love beyond the welcome  

we’ve received as fellow polar folk in need of warming,  

but if anything, for the sense of loss gone missing amid all this normal. 

 

 

 

 

 

STEWART COLE is the author of the poetry collection Questions in Bed, published by Goose Lane’s 

Ice House imprint in 2012. His reviews of Canadian poetry appear regularly at The Urge 

(theurgepoetry.blogspot.com). He is recently transplanted to Wisconsin, where he teaches at the 

University of Wisconsin Oshkosh. 
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DENISE DUHAMEL 

ZOU BISOU BISOU 
 

 

 

Last March, as Megan Draper sang “Zou 

Bisou Bisou” to Don, it all came back to me—the Yé-yé  

movement, Gillian Hill’s rendition. Because I am génération x 

I was a toddler when I first heard the song, a Fay Wray 

in the grips of a giant “French go-go” fist. I ate my vichyssoise 

in a highchair as my father took his pencil to the “French Unscrambler” 

and my mother watched Jeopardy. This was years before Alex Trebek 

would become host, stealing her heart along with William Shatner 

and The Matrix’s Keanu Reeves. 

Decades later, I had a thing for Oulipo novelist Raymond Queneau, 

though he was Parisian French, not Canadian, like Mary Pickford 

who became “America’s Sweetheart,” or Michael Ondaatje 

who wrote The English Patient. Hard for me to get that Leslie Nielson 

of Naked Gun was Canadian, or funnyman Mike Myers 

or singers Anne Murray, Alanis Morissette, and k.d. lang. 

My family was French Canadian the way Jack Kerouac  

was—New England, Catholic. We got our news from Peter Jennings 

who was born in Canada but now lived ici. 

We watched Let’s Make a Deal hosted by Monty Hall, 

Bonanza episodes guest starring Chief Dan George, 

and Family Ties with a young Republican played by Michael J. Fox. 

American ads claimed supermodel Linda Evangelista. 

The only Canadian celebrity with an accent like my parents? Céline Dion. 

I didn’t hear a trace of it in the voices of John Candy or Jim Carrey 

or Raymond Burr’s Perry Mason. Today I want to sing it all—Brayon  

French, Québécois, Chiac, Joual, Michif. Little kisses of Acadian. 

 

 

 

 

 

DENISE DUHAMEL’s most recent book of poetry, Blowout (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2013), 

was a finalist for the National Book Critics Ciricle Award. Her other books include Ka-Ching! 

(Pittsburgh, 2009), Two and Two (Pittsburgh, 2005), and Queen for a Day: Selected and New Poems 

(Pittsburgh, 2001). The guest editor for The Best American Poetry 2013, she teaches at Florida 

International University in Miami. 
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CAL FREEMAN 

HOW TO HAUNT THE BANK-OWNED HOMES  

OF DEARBORN, MI 

 

 

“The hero at death is a seed dropped back into the furrow  

 he himself carved, splendor buried in the sillion. We are the fruit  

 of that seed, or we can be, if we seek the name of our own roots.” 

                              

                                      —Dan Beachy-Quick 

 

 

This interiority turned up 

like a collar, 

an aversion to sunlight 

dots the park with parasols 

bright as infant pupils. 

The white around 

the eye should not be white 

but ought to resemble a skein of fat, 

the toughened consequence of vision. 

 

There are days muck-brown 

and stagnant 

when the mind feigns work 

but recoils at the little veins 

in the river’s mirror tributizing toxins. 

 

You must visit the creek 

that palms the reflection 

and chisels eyes from 

furrows of Tedrow loam. 

 

Sight is ancient; 

Its history looks through us 

and registers well-meaning-looking 

features 

like weak messianic forces. 

 

 



This thing looks at us  

and sees us not see it  

even when it is there.  

A spectral asymmetry interrupts  

here all specularity.  

It de-synchronizes, it recalls  

us to anachrony.  

We will call this the visor effect:  

we do not see who looks at us.  

 

Tired fishers pull carp over 

metal railings, and seagulls peck 

garbage and bones from the asphalt 

at Fish Hatchery Park. 

 

The Rouge River 

is a black Lincoln’s hood. 

 

This river doesn’t flow. 

It sits in its stink. 

What happened to Edsel Ford 

in 1943? 

 

Edsel’s stomach burned  a little at first, then excruciatingly, 

until one morning  he saw grey broodcombs in his cherry wood  

table and blacked out.  Any morsel, even water, sent pangs  along the eroded wall. 

The old man fed him 

unpasteurized milk to treat 

his “undulant fever” 

(Once you said Edsel Ford 

really died of cirrhosis;  

he hated his father, 

he loved booze and horses, 

but he made damn sure 

those airplanes rolled off of the line 

way out here in Ypsi 

where blue angels 

do tricks in the sky). 

 

Pace-setters dangled gloves 

at their sides in silence 



at the hour of his funeral. 

An emaciated man 

with a birdlike face cursed 

flashbulbs and reporters as he stepped 

from the dim of the cathedral 

into the bright afternoon like a photograph  

of his second,  

less heroic self. 

 

We found slender winter stoneflies  

in Johnson Creek 

and took it for an omen. 

 

 

In Greenfield Village glass is blown 

into ornamental shapes.  

As my eyes and body  

ache into the glare of water, 

an anachronistic mill wheel slops 

the sheen from rivulets.  

 

Jim Sullivan wakens 

yelling, “Strike. Strike.” 

Walter Reuther 

lies on the trestle bridge 

at Miller Road, 

a bandage wrapped around  

his head. 

 

 

You must find our grandmother. 

She still lives inside that house 

on Shenandoah Street, 

laying down cards in an ongoing 

game of solitaire, drinking  

vodka from a coffee cup 

labeled, “Justice.” Her face  

wrinkled like a wet paper bag, 

her chalky tongue rolling 

under smoke, her breath 

of alcohol and sand, 



and ask her where the river  

goes. To another river?  

To the big lake eventually? 

 

 

She shapes eyes 

out of fluviatile loam. 

She says we must squat 

in bank-owned homes. 

She says one must enter 

history like flotsam. 

 

The night Henry Ford died 

the Rouge River flooded 

after days of rain. 

It knocked out power 

to his mansion. 

A single candle and a wood fire 

at his death bed, 

two final innovations. 

 

The bank’s eyes are clean, 

their pupils in the black. 

The weight of the sheriff 

leans against the door 

loosening the latch. 

 

 

Her smoke furls around 

the body of the city. 

The lamp’s shadow on the ceiling 

yellow as her eye. 

Eyes and body ache 

into the glare of water. 

 

The bungalows are boarded 

up and padlocked 

one by one.  

 

 

 



HOW TO EXTIRPATE MUNICIPAL DEBT 
 

 

 

Milkweed woven into chain link, 

The signs of erstwhile gangs magisculed 

Over tennis courts and brick. 

 

A crude cash emblem, 

A diadem on a star. 

 

Pheasants in the poverty grass and poverty’s 

Antecedents gritting teeth. 

 

A threnody of un-spayed cats. 

 

Apple cores, zero cores, 

Emptiness cores, honey locust hanging 

Over the garage in the rain 

 

That falls yellow and reticular 

As an old drunk’s face. 

 

I am no longer dreaming of what  

Will come.  

 

I pick huckleberries like a sparrow; 

I strip the nails 

From broken stairs. 

 

The fighting dogs are bleeding; 

The soporific buses along the avenue hum. 

 

Leave any noun to the elements 

And it gets cored to its basest denotation. 

 

Burnt rodent skull 

Inside the pizza box, 

Blue tarp over shingle-rot, 

 

Mossed and scabrous, saplings 



Growing in the gutter, 

The street lights dark throughout the night like,  

 

Fuck you. Nobody’s  

Going to pay this down. 

 

 

 

 

 

CAL FREEMAN was born and raised in West Detroit. He received his BA in Literature from 

University of Detroit Mercy and holds an MFA from Bowling Green State University. His poems 

have appeared in many journals including Commonweal, The Journal, Nimrod, Ninth Letter, Birmingham 

Poetry Review, The Paris-American, and Drunken Boat. He is the recipient of the Howard P. Walsh 

Award for Literature, the Ariel Poetry Prize, and the Devine Poetry Fellowship (judged by Terrance 

Hayes). He has also been nominated for Pushcart Prizes in poetry and creative nonfiction. He 

currently lives in Dearborn, MI and teaches at Oakland University. 
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MICHAEL LAUCHLAN 

BRIEF CHRONOLOGY  
 

 

“Those who are well fed will never understand those who are not.” 

 —Evangelia Karakaxa, 15, Greece  

 NY Times, Apr. 18, 2013 

 

 

Better to come along when the green world  

hides its scars than endure the hail  

of stony bullets, the welter of cell-  

bearing meteors from the asteroid belt.  

Better after the idea of tree has spread,  

roots grinding rock into soil, leaves  

and needles making life from air, 

sun, water. Better not to scratch  

in Greek dust during spring of the wrong  

millennium or come of age a Polish Jew  

in the thirties. Better, I suppose,  

to live before seas swallow Manhattan 

and half of Brooklyn even if you owe  

50 grand in student loans and wait  

tables. Cataclysmic stones and  

the havoc we make of history  

fall on just and unjust, on tired kids  

digging out sisters and mothers  

after a collapse in Dhaka, on gap-toothed  

factory towns, on the pond scum  

who live so well off the rest of us  

and seem to sleepwalk through it all. 



RIM 

 

 

 

My student rose from hardwood— 

his element (as though he’d lugged 

maples to the mill and planed them  

to fit together in a court of bedlam)— 

and nailed a three as time wound down  

and his crazed classmates roiled the air. 

 

But he for a time suspended saw 

only a rim in an ocean of air. For him, 

should walls open and trees,  

streetlights, and all the mileroads  

to the river swim into view, only 

a rim would obtain. For years 

 

he’s practiced seeing an orange bar 

hang from nothing, practiced hearing  

nothing, thinking, for a snip of time,  

nothing and then letting waves 

of sound and thought rush back in 

without seeming to flinch. Today 

 

I sit at a keyboard, counting breath 

and watching a thing take its shape 

on a page, holding in my hands 

nothing at all. Nothing at all. 



AFTER A SHOOTING 

 

 

 

Cold as hell, we head to an old 

conservatory since we need  

to go somewhere and the dead  

need nothing. We can’t think  

while walking into wind. Heat  

 

stuns as we enter the tropics, 

a welter of succulents, a screw pine 

dropping suckers that root in the dirt 

and support a vast trunk. A cactus 

climbing the aluminum frame 

 

presses against ceiling panes. 

Shuffling in black scarf and coat,  

a silent grandma follows  

her loud brood, raising eyes 

to oranges afloat in the green. 

 

Above a wishing pond where coins  

doze in a foot of water, orchids 

shriek from stone perches. I lean 

at a rail. A girl on a bench stares. 

Breathing is no easy thing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MICHAEL LAUCHLAN’s poems have appeared in many publications, including New England Review, 

Virginia Quarterly Review, The North American Review, English Journal, Innisfree, Thrush, The Tower Journal, 
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Abandon Automobile, from WSU Press, and in A Mind Apart, from Oxford. He has been awarded the 

Consequence Prize in Poetry. 
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BRANDYN JOHNSON 

GARBAGE 

 

 

When you picked me up early 

from school, I thought I was in trouble 

and I clung to the door handle 

in the van.  

I had never been fishing with you before. 

 

We pulled off along a dirt road 

and carefully cleared a path  

through maples 

to a spot you liked.   

 

You explained the difference between 

Rainbows and Browns while I hooked 

unsuspecting worms: jabbing 

the end through the head 

or the tail 

and popping it out  

a few stripes down. 

It’s about time you boys start 

calling me dad, you said. 

 

I lost my first bite, but the second 

one stuck, 

and I won the fight, 

reeling him to the bank  

where you grabbed him: my first catch. 

 

God damn suckerfish,  

this is a garbage fish.  

You unhooked him and let me see him  

—glistening and golden, blood 

unspooling from his lip— 

 

before smashing him still  

on a flat rock.  

You sent him somersaulting  

into the dirt. 



EARLY SIGNS  
 

 

 

That frosty night, we left them blended into the flannel quilt, 

sneaking dirty words from heartpocket flasks  

while we found a pickup game behind the bleacher stampede.  

 

State’s marching band scored us as we crisscrossed the crisp 

October five o’clock shadow of summer. 

Our collisions weren’t moose clacks of facemasks and helmets 

 

instead they were antelope hides slapping solid earth when feet 

flipped skyward. Fistfights broke out, then up. 

Ankles swiveled in cleat-tracks, loose knees landed charley horses 

 

on skittering thighs, and one boy quit—bitten by the rabid dogpile. 

But the game ended with a two-teamed huddle 

around my brother: showing us what he’d seen during the game 

 

and crept under the bleachers to swipe. He thumbed through $20 

after eye-widening $20, before handing off 

a few shushes to accessories. Make-up and Kleenex bunches: fumbled 

 

to frostbitten mud. After scoring, he spiked the purse and tucked his gain 

into his pocket. All of us scattered to the stands 

where they were waiting to take us home, as it was almost bedtime. 
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SEAN WARD 

SCOBEY (BOTH HANDS) 

 

 

—For DT, who provided an image 

 

 

1. 

 

They drove south from Moose Jaw in two vans  

 

SK-36—headlights off to cut the reflection on the snow—  

 

They were city champions, the Peacocks 

 

The fleet behind them would be waylaid at the border: 

         “The fuck this look like? Opheim?”  

 

Everyone a gangster by degree 

 

 

2. 

 

Scobey isn’t a town so much as a marker 

 

Kenneth Arnold is from here, for example 

 

 

 

The crossroads at 2nd Avenue and C Street wafted residue of heat 

 

Farmer’s Union Carriers is on the other side of the tracks. Look north at Oie Street and you’ll see 

 

 

 

What they first noticed upon entering the gym was that the Spartans dribbled with both hands 

 

David Marks, who they said drove up each game from Glasgow, made a left-handed  

layup  

 

Coach Davidson imagined the single-track home 



 

You cannot, he said, overplay them on their right because they’ll go left easy  

 

So they adjusted  

 

And then they adjusted 

 

 

The coyotes shivered close 

 

 

The Spartans are invincible. This means they cannot be conquered  

 

The time clicks so you hear it decompose 

 

David Marks, they say, drives in all the way from Glasgow  

 

 

 

You imagine an unencompassable expanse and you multiply that by 

 

 

 

In Scobey the wind drifts before the snow does, not just a trick of the air. No numbers. You 

measure defeat by the difference, breath before its signature 

 

 

3.  

 

Empires transform in coke-fed dances  

Statesmen strut about as gang leaders  

(but like no gang leaders you know) 

Fool, you thought the joke was on you 

 

 

4. 

 

MT-13 is straight, with a jig, to the border, its white lines useless in snow 

 

         (to be in that cut, useless) 

 



The window’s skein dribbles and begins to drip  

 

Lights at the symphisis of Moose Jaw, “bone’s subtlest expression,” smothered by the  

meat of clouds 

 

He marks time on the dashboard, click of his fingers, working the left now too  

 

“Each time the love is another planet: 

         

we fall into it, freed from the emptiness of tapping and misfortune” 

 

The slow dash of melting ice on water,  

the brief ring a dipping vessel gives 
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FROM SCENE TO COMMUNITY: 

On Poetry Culture in the Chummy North 

 

 

ESSAY BY STEWART COLE 

 

 

 

In June of 2013, about a year after starting my blog The Urge (and less than a year after my own first 

poetry collection was published), I moved with my wife and cat to the U.S. state of Wisconsin to 

take up an Assistant Professor position in modern British and Irish literature. As a trained academic 

needing to make a living, this was a boon: the job market in higher education is terrible—the 

worthy-candidate-to-position ratio is sadly astronomical—and so I felt (and feel) very lucky to have 

landed tenure-track employment. Cobbling an income together course by course in the shadow of 

massive debt had, within less than two years, eroded my negative capability to such an extent that I 

was becoming moody, compulsive, combative—a brooding denizen of uncertainty. I know this 

sounds melodramatic, but I feel like I’ve escaped some potentially gruesome fate. The years of 

precarity had left me feeling not just ill-equipped, but ill. Through the winter of 2013, I woke each 

morning feeling incoherent, my bodymindandsoul a jumbled amalgam of troubling symptoms. 

 So I cherish having a job I find rewarding. As a writer, however, the move to the U.S. has 

introduced new uncertainties. What most obviously distinguishes the poetry scenes of Canada and 

the U.S. is their relative size; one is a lake, the other an ocean. And so a shift south of the border 

confronts a poet with a degree of anonymity next to impossible to attain among those published in 

the chummy north. Teeming America places the newcomer face-to-cowl with the spectre (or should 

I now spell it “specter”?) of her or his own self-absence. Though I’m suspicious of the word 

“career,” with its bourgeois connotations of competitive striving and advancement, I do wonder 

where, for example, I should best try publishing new poems—i.e., whether I should embrace the 

liberating aspect of being newly anonymous and hope my work’s qualities prove seductive to U.S. 

editors who will never recognize my name (however dimly this happens back home), or whether I 

should work to expand however small a sympathetic readership I may have found in Canada, 

signalling my commitment to our literary community by continuing to submit to its journals. A 

similar dilemma confronts my critical side: The Urge is subheaded, “Reviewing New Canadian 

Poetry,” but doesn’t it make sense to begin rooting myself more firmly in my new home by 

http://theurgepoetry.blogspot.ca/


reviewing American (or even Midwestern) poets? But given the fact that every review I produce of 

an American book would come at the expense of a Canadian one—so few of which are reviewed 

already—would this not constitute a kind of betrayal, or at least a minor spurning of a community to 

whose binding ties I have hoped to contribute some small strand? 

 These questions raise the deeper one of whether Canada’s poetry scene can be conceived of 

as a community at all—and if it can, what are its qualities? Superficially, we would appear to constitute 

an extraordinarily close-knit community; I’m no scenester, but based only on degrees of separation, I 

can’t think of a Canadian poet who’s further away than a friend of a friend of a friend. This would 

appear to offer us extraordinary opportunities to engage with (and even influence, through dialogue) 

each other’s work. I’m brought to mind of Benedict Anderson’s concept of the nation as an 

“imagined community,” which he explains as follows: “It is imagined because the members of even 

the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, 

yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.” Conceived of as a kind of ‘nation,’ the 

communion in which we imagine ourselves partaking as Canadian poets is subject to none of the 

limitations Anderson sets out. That is, the longer one participates in the Canadian poetry scene, the 

more likely it becomes that one will hear of, meet, and eventually even know any other given 

participant. In other words, our “imagined” community is frequently lent the concretizing force of 

acquaintance (often, in my experience, over beer). My first impulse is to applaud such a state of 

affairs, to feel lucky at how often I’ve been able to meet and engage with fellow poets whose work 

I’ve been excited or intrigued by, and at how often the poets themselves have proven as compelling 

socially as their work was in solitude. And I do feel lucky at all this. But another part of me wonders 

if the potential for acquaintance and intimacy that distinguishes the Canadian poetry scene has 

actually proven erosive of our capacity to imagine that “scene” into a community. After all, why 

imagine when reality is right there in front of us?      

 Let me give you an example. Back in December 2013, a friend informed me of an essay by 

Helen Guri around which some controversy had apparently been swirling for a week or so. 

Knowing Helen (and actually just having read with her on a visit to Montreal not two weeks 

previous), my interest was piqued, so I read the essay, revisited the review by Jason Guriel addressed 

therein, and looked over the two entries on the Véhicule Press Blog (along with their accompanying 

comment threads) that seemed to constitute the brouhaha’s epicentre. Frankly, the whole thing—

not Guri’s essay and not Guriel’s review, but the ‘controversy’ part—struck me as silly: dubious 

accusations of misapplied rape metaphors, dubious imputations of misogyny, and clique-driven 

http://postcolonialstudies.emory.edu/benedict-anderson/
http://cwila.com/wordpress/processing-negatives-a-big-picture-of-poetry-reviewing/
http://cwila.com/wordpress/processing-negatives-a-big-picture-of-poetry-reviewing/
http://www.pnreview.co.uk/cgi-bin/scribe?item_id=8633
http://vehiculepress.blogspot.ca/2013/12/just-so-were-clear.html


posturing all around. Notably missing from the discussion was any account of whether Guri’s 

analysis of Guriel’s review actually rang true, which I found odd because the main thing that struck 

me upon first and subsequent readings of the two together was how incredibly distortive the former 

was of the latter. And no, I don’t mean objectively distortive, I mean that in my opinion (which I hoped 

to clearly articulate as such), Guri’s essay effected an unjustifiable degree of distortion upon Guriel’s 

text, denigrating and effectively commodifying the evident work put into it. I felt (and feel) that 

because this distortion was effected in pursuit of laudable ideological ends, it was ignored and even 

applauded by people who, if the distortion had been effected in the other direction (i.e., if Guriel 

had so obviously distorted something Guri had written), would otherwise have become very close 

readers indeed, and would most likely have been quite upset. This led me to wonder about the 

essential literacy of our literary culture, and so, motivated by this concern, and hoping to triangulate 

the discussion away from the pervading cliquishness and back to the words on the page (which are, 

Bishop Berkeley aside, objectively there), I wrote and posted an essay within a couple of days.     

 I’d like to share and respond to a few of the Twitter reactions to my piece, and through them 

get back to this idea that perhaps the very intimacy that distinguishes the Canadian poetry scene 

actually erodes our ability to imagine it as a community—that is, as rooted in the most positive sense 

of the Latin communis: what we share in common.  

 

 Lemon Hound  @lemonhound 19 Dec: “I respect Stewart Cole’s right to write yet more on 

the Helen Guri question, but I don’t like his prose at all. I would rather read Guri’s.” 

 

I don’t at all object to Lemon Hound’s distaste for my prose; that’s a stylistic preference, and hey, 

even I can see how some might find my writing turgid. (Though the choice here to attack style 

without addressing substance is characteristic of the Twitter medium; substantiveness is tough to 

achieve in 140 characters or less, even for the deftest of Tweeters.) No, what most interests me here 

is the phrase “yet more.” Guri’s essay was posted to the CWILA website on December 13. I first 

read it on December 17, the day I heard about it, and posted my essay on December 19. In the six 

days between the posting of Guri’s essay and mine, some ‘discussion’ (most of it doesn’t warrant the 

term) had taken place on the Véhicule Press blog in the form of 19 mostly very short comments on 

two separate blog entries, dated December 14 and 16. Guri’s essay, Guriel’s review, and these blog 

entries and comments were all I consulted before composing my essay. This was the extent of the 

public dialogue on “the Helen Guri question.” What, then, makes Lemon Hound’s “yet more” 

https://twitter.com/lemonhound
http://lemonhound.com/


warranted? Social media, of course. Once I’d drafted my essay, a friend concerned about my lack of 

‘context’ showed me a 100+ comment Facebook thread on ‘the Helen Guri question,’ which 

consisted of the predictable boosterism and sniping interspersed with the occasional burst of 

(inevitably underdeveloped, given the venue) insight. It was in parsing this thread that I first 

conceived of the difference, central to this essay, between a scene and a community. I described what 

I’d read to the friend who showed it to me as “cliquish people talking about cliquish things in a 

cliquish way,” and I wondered, as I do now, how the face of our evolving poetry culture in Canada 

would be changed if poets used the time they spend in the pseudo-public spaces of social media to 

craft more considered, explicitly public contributions instead (i.e., contributions like Guri’s).  

 By calling the spaces of social media “pseudo-public,” I mean to get at their ambiguous 

relation to the public/private divide: a person’s Facebook page is rooted in her or his individual 

identity, and yet also provides a platform from which she or he can offer opinions on issues of wider 

concern. The genius of Facebook lies in allowing individuals to craft their private selves for semi-

public consumption, sculpting a nuanced image out of likes and dislikes, priorities in current affairs, 

snippets of travelogue, domestic ephemera, and carefully curated (because everything from fashion 

shows to cheese plates get “curated” nowadays) streams of images. Facebook is communal 

narcissism, somehow drained of paradox. Which can be fine. But the consequences of this for our 

poetry culture in Canada are ultimately erosive for several reasons.  

 First, Facebook (as does its midget cousin, Twitter) encourages the knee-jerk; there’s nothing 

wrong with spontaneity, of course, but when first or truncated or undeveloped thoughts—the only 

kinds Facebook really encourages—come to take precedence over considered, crafted, elaborated 

discourse, discussion is so impoverished that it no longer warrants the name, becoming mere 

chatter. What do I mean by “take precedence”? Well, Lemon Hound’s “yet more” is explicable only 

within a social-media-driven mentality—nor should she in particular be singled out: several other 

poets cited to me the ‘emotional exhaustion’ that had already set in around the ‘Guri question’ by 

the time I posted my essay six days after hers. This strikes me as symptomatic not only of an 

alarming attention deficit—when a cultural conversation can’t last as long as a week without 

becoming wearisome, we have less a culture than a disconnected string of fleeting amusements—but 

of an often dubious degree of emotional investment placed in exchanges undertaken on social media 

that by their very nature tend to stifle, truncate, and distort, permitting not so much expression as a 

kind of venting more proper to steam pipes than people.  



 Which brings me to the second erosive impact of social media on our poetry culture: it blurs 

the necessary line between intimacy and civility. Because Facebook, for example, is rooted in 

identarian expression and is therefore only pseudo-public, objecting to someone’s opinion on 

Facebook becomes difficult to distinguish from objecting to the person tout court. Everything is 

inflected with the personal, and as a consequence, civility—that is, our essential democratic capacity 

to relate to one another impersonally, as public entities bound by a mutual respect arising from 

shared interests (what Hannah Arendt audaciously terms our “objective” capacity)—is eroded.      

 

 Lemon Hound  @lemonhound 19 Dec: Can we get someone else to write a review of this 

essay about the review? http://theurgepoetry.blogspot.ca/2013/12/meta-meta-on-guri-on-

guriel_19.html … 

 

I think this is a productive suggestion, not because I want a response to my essay (but hey, sure, that 

would be neat), but because it solicits the kind of considered public discourse our poetry culture 

needs more of if it is to evolve from being a scene into a community. In addition to being someone who 

seems to spend a lot of time posting on social media, Sina Queyras also presides over one of the 

most prominent public venues for considered discourse on poetry and poetics in Canada at 

lemonhound.com—a site which crucially serves to undermine all my talk about “Canada” in this 

essay, so insistently does it remind us of the fluidity and contingency of our literary borders—and 

this should be applauded. I’m more interested here in the responses to Lemon Hound’s suggestion:    

 

 Lorri Neilsen Glenn  @neilsenglenn 19 Dec: @lemonhound Twit review of a review of a 

review: everyone is ideologically motivated, honey. Welcome to the world. 

 

Several aspects of this prove germane to my argument here. First is Neilson Glenn’s statement that 

“everyone is ideologically motivated.” This presumably intends to respond to my claim that in 

analyzing Guriel’s review, Guri proceeds by “citing the details that fit her ideologically motivated 

argument and distorting or discarding those that don’t.” But Neilson Glenn’s retort is incoherent. 

Taken to its logical conclusion, “everyone is ideologically motivated” implies that because ideology is 

everywhere, nothing is more ideological than anything else, and therefore ideology should never be 

highlighted or discussed. This is little more than pseudo-theory. Even if we somehow grant that 

“everyone is ideologically motivated” contains cogent meaning, it fails to actually respond to my 

https://twitter.com/neilsenglenn
http://writers.ns.ca/members/profile/161


claim about Guri’s essay. If everyone is ideologically motivated, then Guri is too, and so my point 

stands not just unaddressed, but supported. This is akin to responding to someone’s statement, “I 

don’t like artichokes” with “Nobody likes artichokes”: such a response contains neither truth nor 

relevance.  

 The second thing that interests me here is the marked hostility in “Twit,” and the 

condescension in “honey” and “Welcome to the world.” People simply can’t help themselves in 

resorting to ad hominem dismissals on social media; this is due, I suspect, not only to the pseudo-

public nature of their spaces (i.e., the fact that a personal Twitter account remains yoked to one’s 

identity even while providing a social platform, and so works to blur the distinction between 

rhetorical disagreements and personal ones), but to the binaristic logic they enforce upon their 

participants. Too often, Twitter (and to a slightly lesser extent, Facebook) is like a faucet with two 

taps labelled ‘Like’ and ‘Dislike,’ permitting little in between and thus effectively forbidding nuanced 

thought. Neilson Glenn’s reflexive jerk precisely embodies the collapse of civility into misplaced 

intimacy, and of discussion into chatter, that too often results from allowing the reactive spaces of 

social media (rather than the truly responsive ones of more explicitly public venues) to funnel us into 

literary discourse.              

 

 Jason Christie  @meesterchristie 19 Dec: @lemonhound we’re just introducing them to a 

larger market, helping them increase traffic for their personal brands. It’s not worth it. 

 

Every time I encounter a response like this, I want to quit—especially because such responses often 

come from people who seem to spend significant portions of every day in the blatant self-

advertisement of the Twitterverse. Lemon Hound returns to tie the thread up thusly: 

 

 Lemon Hound  @lemonhound 19 Dec: @meesterchristie Seriously. Helen Guri’s essay is 

getting traffic. Better take her down. Oh, CWILA is getting traffic, better take her down. 

 

The insistence on “traffic” in both these responses is fascinating. I don’t give a shit about “traffic,” 

or my “personal brand,” or “tak[ing]” anyone “down.” The cynicism on display here—and again, it 

isn’t just these particular people: I’ve heard this stuff a lot—is both staggering and deeply 

demoralizing, and illuminates the core difference between a scene and a community. A “scene” finds its 

members so concerned with personal accolades and advancement, so inured to the bourgeois 

https://athens.indymedia.org/local/webcast/uploads/frankfurt__harry_-_on_bullshit.pdf
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glamour-capitalism of the literary world at its worst that a) they can’t imagine that anyone might be 

motivated otherwise, or b) they allow any seeds of such alternative motivations in themselves to go 

unfertilized for fear that their own advancement will be impeded. In a “scene,” people have time 

only for what might win them the right kinds of friends—that is, those who may lead to future 

accolades. Those in the “scene” roll their eyes at anyone who might have the audacity to set forth an 

opinion without prefacing it with some version of ‘I could be wrong, but…’; those arrogant enough 

to presume to change people’s thinking or teach people something are marked out for particularly 

scornful eye-rolling.  

 The members of a community, on the other hand, acknowledge one another as complex fellow 

human beings, capable of motives that transcend sheer mercantile self-interest. Accepting that their 

knowledge of each other is often at best superficial, those in a community recognize one another as 

compatriots without requiring friendship, and uphold civility as the appropriate default mode of 

engagement among those united by shared interests. Communities, like functioning democracies, are 

participatory; a cultural community requires of its members the imagination to envision themselves 

as part of an unseen structure greater than any one of them, and the dedication to devote real time 

and energy to building that structure through considered public dialogue. This is the kind of poetry 

community in which I hope to participate, and which much of my critical and creative energy goes 

into helping build. I envision this community as one in which, for example, my compatriots will 

actually believe me when I say that in starting The Urge, I initially planned to post my reviews 

anonymously to avoid any accusations of personal branding, but that I chose not to do so knowing 

that in our climate of hype and envy it would eventually have the just the opposite effect. I envision 

it as one in which it can be readily accepted that although I believe CWILA to be the single most 

important addition to our literary culture in recent years—an organization with the potential to serve 

as a bastion of civil and truly civic literary discourse for generations to come—I happened to 

disagree with some elements of an essay published on their website, and because this disagreement 

raised important issues for me, I articulated it, without at all wishing to cut into their “traffic.” Put 

simply, I envision a community that privileges civility over cynicism, sociality over narcissism, artistic 

and intellectual integrity over capitalistic striving—a community that accepts opinions as inherently 

subjective, without mandating that its members outline the precise contours of their subjectivities 

before offering their voices. In this I am proudly utopian.  

 I don’t envision myself participating in such a community in the U.S., both because I am an 

‘alien’ here (that is indeed my official status according to Customs and Border Protection—a status 



under which I can never fully participate in the democratic process), and because the sheer size of 

the U.S. poetry world frankly overstrains my imaginative capacities. We have a unique opportunity in 

Canada to forge a literary culture rooted in mutual awareness, engagement, and respect—even amid 

sometimes voracious disagreement. And make no mistake, I acknowledge that such a culture is 

already being forged, as the emergence in recent years of public venues like CWILA, Lemon Hound, 

and Canadian Poetries as well as the continuance of such venues as Michael Lista’s column for the 

National Post, the Véhicule Press Blog, Northern Poetry Review (and of course literary journals like The 

Puritan) attest. At the same time, however, it seems clear that too much of the limited energy that 

might be used to craft contributions to such public venues is being squandered in engagements with 

the broadstroke, binaristic, too often uncivil, and ultimately insubstantial pseudo-public spaces of 

social media. While such spaces often serve as powerful tools of dissemination (indeed I myself have 

been directed to interesting articles, books, etc. by peeking in on people’s Twitter feeds, and my own 

reviews get widely shared on social media), as platforms for considered discussion they present us 

with dead ends. So I’m simply encouraging my compatriots to consider funnelling some of their 

social-media minutes into more public venues.  

 I’ll close by offering a political analogy. Here in the U.S., citizens wishing to exercise their 

democratic rights by voting in federal elections are left with essentially two political choices: the 

party entirely beholden to the interests of corporate brutalism, or the party slightly less beholden to 

those same interests (or at least less willing to admit it). The situation is such that the country’s 

deftest political commentators (Chris Hedges, for instance) have begun to adopt a bleakly 

apocalyptic tone. Given this political scenario, one might see the prevailing binaristic Like/Dislike 

logic of social media (and the alarming rapidity and seamlessness with which it has been integrated 

into people’s daily lives) as serving to efficiently acculturate the populace not only to the fact of 

having two choices, but to there being very little room (literally) for discussion.  

 In Canada, our elections still retain some semblance of an authentic political spectrum: we 

have five federal parties realistically competing for seats in the House of Commons. Nevertheless, as 

evidenced by decades of election results nationwide at all levels, from federal to municipal, one of 

our own two corporatist parties routinely garners at least 30-40% of those who vote, ensuring that a 

vote for any of the other parties often ends up being merely an expression of personal preference, 

with little hope of concretely impacting legislative decision-making. (For example, Fair Vote Canada 

estimates that just over half of voters cast wasted votes in the 2011 federal election.) Our first-past-

the-post system seems to be urging us toward one of two political destinations: a) a de facto U.S.-

http://www.canadianpoetries.com/
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style two-party system, or b) proportional representation. The former is of course favoured by the 

corporate and financial interests who benefit most from the neoliberal policies of the Conservative 

and (largely) Liberal parties, because it would likely entail the virtual abandonment of any leftist, 

progressive, or meaningfully ecological agenda.  

 So proportional representation will have to be fought for against staunch (i.e., rich) 

opposition. How does social media factor into all this? Well, as with the U.S., social media may serve 

to acculturate its participants to a binaristic logic, perhaps helping to inoculate them against the level 

of alarm they might otherwise feel at the narrowing of our political spectrum. Also, it’s a distraction. 

On the other hand, if the movement for proportional representation is to succeed, social media will 

no doubt play some crucial disseminating role. Equally crucial, however, is the almost certain fact 

that the key arguments in its favour will not be mounted on Facebook or Twitter. Does this all seem 

like a stretch? No doubt it does, but what I’m asking for—in poetry as in politics—is that we 

maintain our spectrum: and this will not happen in impassioned status updates or 140-character 

bursts.  
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CULTURE SHOCK, STICKER SHOCK: 

Canadian Publishing and Material Literary Borders 
 

 

ESSAY BY NATE JUNG 

 

 

 

Borders register in unexpected ways. They stamp themselves on everyday life in forms we don’t 

always expect, or even recognize, and extend far beyond their more obvious and patrolled fault-lines. 

As a result, questions about the existence and/or effects of a “literary border” between Canada and 

the United States should commence from Raymond Williams’s observation, “culture is ordinary.”1 

We should, in other words, build our claims about possible borders and possible bridges from the 

ordinary material realities of literary composition, production, dissemination, and reception. And to 

this end, one could do worse than beginning at the point of sale. Price tags are smudged windows 

onto the crossings of economics, politics, and culture. These crossings ultimately feed into whatever 

lies on the opposite sides of literary borders, albeit in complicated ways. We should take these tags 

seriously as symbolic tokens of literary borders and, instead of wishfully blinking such borders away, 

pursue how they impact the concrete realities of reading. 

I am concerned with how borders create complex associations of aesthetics, nationality, and 

authorial identity, but in order to get at this heady admixture, I will approach through the user-end 

implications of book pricing. People clock cultural difference in various ways; for me, this often 

occurs at bookstores. When I moved from Wisconsin to Toronto in 2007, I experienced culture 

shock through the sticker shock of purchasing books. The price inflation on these items was 

outstanding, and led to a brief, crazed orgy of book buying upon my return to the United States. In 

sum, I needed to confront the fact that my lifelong conduits to the global “republic of letters” were 

in fact industrial trade products that, like anything else, proved subject to the violently complicated 

socioeconomic crosscurrents materialized in national borders. Prices aside, I noticed Canadian 

books also differed in more subtle ways, including paper quality, cover art and design, and the 

inclusion of British pounds in their suggested retail prices. All of these border markings suggested 

further national variables, including the availability and affordability of production materials, the 

application of copyright law, and continuing, complex colonial reverberations. 

                                                           
1Williams, Raymond. Resources of Hope: Culture, Democracy, Socialism. Verso, 1989. 

http://www.newstatesman.com/society/2008/02/work-life-williams-english


These observations are undoubtedly naïve, but in my defense, I was naïve: previously, my 

reading life was spent at the epicenter of arguably the world’s largest publishing industry. Reading 

from this privileged position, especially in tandem with literature’s own internal inducements to 

complicated forms of escapism, produces a peculiar kind of commodity-blindness I have since tried 

to inoculate myself against. Current academic work in my own field of contemporary diasporic 

literature often strives to bring us back to the material realities of borders, but truth be told, the 

seductive rhetoric of global flows and transnational movements of capital and images so completely 

defines our fears and hopes for the future that borders, in all their arbitrary brutality, can sometimes 

seem archaic and irrelevant to modern “global” identities, especially in literature. When they are not 

relegated to the dustbin of history, much of the discussion concerning borders centres on the 

necessary political work of foregrounding and denouncing their systemic, exclusionary violence. My 

favorite punk band, Winnipeg-based Propagandhi, included a song on their 2001 album Today’s 

Empires, Tomorrow’s Ashes called “Fuck the Border,” whose title and chorus concisely summarize this 

not-unpopular position. Sometimes, it feels justifiably liberating to throw a middle finger at the 

border and refuse to grant it the privilege of agency or definition. 

While ideas, images, and identities might increasingly seem to flow over, seep under, or 

break down the United States/Canada border, these concepts always inhere in physical objects and, 

indeed, persons, both of which are inevitably strained through the border and subject to its 

regulatory influence. We cannot simply dismiss borders as archaic or inveigh against them as 

barbaric if we want to adequately address the question of how book prices feed into national literary 

identities (if they do so at all). I don’t want to oversimplify the question of borders, or reduce a 

complex issue to reductive base/superstructure models; and yet, at an almost instinctually logical 

level, I find it difficult to accept the proposition that book pricing and its many determinative forces 

have no influence on the literary lives of Canada and the United States, particularly as a metonym for 

other significant differences in the cultural, socioeconomic, and political lives of both countries. 

These prices are emblematic of the overall literary border between the countries; they reveal 

attraction and repulsion in equal measure, registering as both cause and effect. 

In this respect, I work from Susan Stanford Friedman’s description of the border as an 

unreal paradox with very real effects: “Borders are fixed and fluid, impermeable and porous. They 

http://propagandhi.com/
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separate but also connect, demarcate but also blend differences.”2 I do not suggest a one-way causal 

determination of literary identity that reduces the phenomenon to its economic context: tariffs do 

not define anything absolutely. That is a different claim, however, than arguing against the practical 

or conceptual existence of literary borders entirely. Instead, it asks us to be very particular about the 

exact contours of such borders and their potential meanings. This short piece tries to briefly trace 

such contours; it is an impressionistic collection of research material, primarily concerned with the 

Canadian publishing industry, that I hope will provide some reminder of the ways that the United 

States and Canada differ concretely in terms of literary borders, and start a discussion about where, 

when, and why these differences terminate.  

 

Perhaps the best place to start is with a recent example. I’ll begin by close-reading a tweet, and then 

segue into a discussion of Canada’s main publishing organizations, before wrapping things up with a 

discussion of tariffs generally and their meaning for our ideas about literary borders. On October 10, 

2013, the Swedish Academy awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature to Alice Munro.  

As one of many who have repeatedly marveled at Munro’s ability to make formal complexity 

read like the most natural thing in the world, I was more than happy with the selection. She is the 

first Canadian woman to win the award, and while the monetary gains for the author are obvious, I 

couldn’t help but question the implications, if any, for Canadian literature as a whole. I don’t always 

consider an author’s nationality when they receive such an award; however, Nobel literature prizes 

from previous years were often interpreted as either broad pronouncements on the “arrival” of new 

national literatures to the world stage, or in the case of dissident texts, as implicit political 

commentary on the nations from which they emerged.  

What would this award mean for Canadian national literary identity? Is Munro considered a 

quintessentially Canadian author, and if so, by whom? I can say without question that at no point in 

any of the press releases concerning the award did I hear or read Munro described as a “North 

American” author, or even (more accurately) “Ontarian.” Perhaps my questions were misplaced: 

Munro doesn’t neatly fit into either of the categories described above for previous winners, raising 

the question of whether she was, in fact, a “purely literary” choice, as some suggested. Put 

differently: perhaps Munro won on the strength of her literary accomplishments alone, and the 
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choice should have no bearing on our perceptions of a Canadian literary identity circumscribed by 

the 49th parallel. 

Many writers and readers would prefer to endorse such “formalist” criteria; the time-bound 

and local are ideally liminal passages to the transhistorical and universal. But literary borders become 

more formidable realities when we acknowledge that whatever Munro’s own sense of Canadian 

identity in her life and work, Canadian identity is definitely assigned to her, for several reasons.  

On the same day the awards committee announced its decision, Chapters/Indigo—self-

described as “Canada’s largest book and specialty retailer”—tweeted the following message: 

“Congratulations, Alice Munro, the first Canadian to win a Nobel Prize for Literature! 

#TheWorldNeedsMoreCanada.”3 This brief tweet does quite a lot of work, stacking claims atop 

claims in less than 150 characters: first, it promotes Munro; second, it promotes Munro as a 

Canadian author; and third, it promotes Canada generally (seen particularly in its hashtag), suggesting 

in sum that whatever Munro is doing, Canada is doing, and whatever Canada is doing, the world 

needs more of it. All three levels of this argument work in concert to promote what I can only 

assume is the primary reason for such a corporate tweet: book sales. Immediately following Munro’s 

victory, the company issued a directive to its many stores to move all of the author’s collections up 

to the front of their display windows and to order more of her books in anticipation of greater 

demand. Normally, this would prove somewhat tricky, especially given her unexpected win. 

However, in this case, Chapters/Indigo suggested such orders would actually be more easy to fulfill 

than usual, because as Ian Donkel (general manager of Book City) suggests,4 Munro works through 

Canadian publishers, and that association greases many cogs in the machinery of book production 

and distribution.  

This is clearly a case of a large corporation playing on national identity to sell its products. 

And bookselling is only one part of the equation. For instance, Prime Minister (and apparent cultural 

critic) Stephen Harper released a statement stating the following: “Ms. Munro is a giant in Canadian 

literature and this Nobel Prize further solidifies Canada’s place among the ranks of countries with 

the best writers in the world. I am certain that Ms. Munro’s tremendous body of work and this 

premier accomplishment will serve to inspire Canadian writers of all ranks to pursue literary 
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excellence and their passion for the written word.”5 Harper is obviously appropriating Munro for 

different purposes here, but in both cases, Munro’s international award is used to assert her 

resolutely national identity. This might imply that national literary identity is a purely posteriori 

construct that appropriates cultural goods for capitalist and nationalist ends.  

Literary borders, in this view, are constructed after the act of composition in order to 

advance particular, non-literary interests. This might be the case—but it also confirms the existence 

of one version of literary borders. While some might argue that this version is purely economic 

and/or political and has little to do with the individual authors or works, to my mind, the nuances of 

national publishing markets must influence authorial identity on either side of the border equation. I 

don’t mean to suggest individual authors can’t identify however they choose; I only point out that at 

some point, these authors will have to engage with the processes of selection, physical production, 

advertisement, and output of their texts, and these processes are invariably connected to 

considerations regarding the literary marketplace for which their works are intended. Surely, authors 

write for “the reader,” wherever, whenever, and whoever he or she might be, but we must reach 

“the reader” through induction. The starting point for such a process is invariably the local scene 

and market in which we are enmeshed, whether we choose to embrace it, rebel against it, or 

otherwise. Readers, for better or worse, will interact with some understanding of literary borders 

whenever and wherever they buy books, based on the manifold cultural signs and procedures 

involved in purchasing such products, including their price. 

I think it is worth pointing out that in an alternate universe, Chapters/Indigo would not exist 

in its current incarnation, due to a planned expansion by the now-defunct American chain, Borders. 

The Canadian government blocked the company’s plan on the grounds that it failed to comply with 

laws promoting Canada’s national publishing industry. Borders later fell into bankruptcy and no 

longer exists in brick-and-mortar form. Chapters/Indigo, meanwhile, followed the general Canadian 

trend of surviving the economic recession of the late 2000s intact, due largely to its distinct identity 

as a “cultural department store” which diversified its product portfolio beyond books and into 

household items and other paraphernalia.  

Canadian bookstores, it seems, have a different identity than American ones, even in the case 

of a mirror-chain situation like Chapters/Indigo and Borders. The unique identity of this franchise is 

in part the result of government policy (blocking Borders’ expansion resulted in an employee 
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defection that eventually led to the merger creating Chapters/Indigo); in part, it results from the role 

of consumers’ distinct wants and needs in different markets; and finally, it results from directives 

issued by the company itself, based on the availability of products and their perceived salability to 

Canadian consumers. All of these factors eventually filter down to the level of individual authors and 

their books, which provide the company’s main source of income. In this case, by applying the title 

of “Canadian author” to Alice Munro, the company bet on a literary border, and were able to double 

down on this bet due to its close relationship with the Canadian publishers who proved capable of 

supplying the ensuing purchase orders. 

Munro’s accessibility to booksellers like Chapters/Indigo is a direct result of formal trade 

organizations in Canada. The range and complexity of these organizations are impossible to cover in 

this space; as a result, I will give a cursory overview of the two largest publishing associations. First, 

there is the Association of Canadian Publishers (ACP), which “represents approximately 135 

Canadian-owned and controlled book publishers from across the country.” The association justifies 

its existence in the language of artistic protectorate, using the following fascinating logic: “The 

membership is diverse and includes publishers from a variety of genres. Over 80% of Canadian-

authored titles are published by the Canadian-owned sector. This means a strong Canadian-owned 

sector is vital to the development of new Canadian authors and writers.”6 Notice that the possibility 

of Canadian authorship is tied very explicitly to the dominance of Canadian publishing; this rhetoric 

suggests that promoting a native Canadian publishing industry is essential to developing homegrown 

“authors and writers.”  

The close relationship between Canadian authors and publishers does not arise from pure 

cultural altruism or happenstance. The ACP website states that the organization promotes the 

(bookselling) interests of its members on the following fronts: marketing, mandates, government 

and public relations, and research and professional development. These efforts have direct legislative 

results that are eventually printed on the price tags of the books we buy. For instance, as a result of 

the organization’s lobbying, the government decided to “restrict and regulate new foreign 

investment in the book industry” in 1974. Furthermore, the ACP was able to push through a 

mandate for joint ventures in 1985, wherein potential foreign investors are required to partner with 

Canadian industries. Finally, the organization achieved and continues to advocate for direct federal 
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support for publishers, resulting in the “Canadian Book Publishing Development Program” of 1979, 

a forerunner of the “Book Publishing Industry Development Program” currently in place. 

 In addition to the ACP, the Canadian Publishers’ Council (CPC) was founded in 1910 and 

describes itself as “Canada’s main English-language book publishing trade association,” with its 

membership comprising “publishing companies that publish books for academic, retail, professional, 

and library markets.” 7  They note their members altogether employ over 2,800 Canadians and 

“collectively account for nearly three-quarters of all domestic sales of English-language books.” 

Moreover, they have an international arm, insofar as they liaison not only with other Canadian 

publishers’ associations, but also with the Association of American Publishers and the U.K. 

Publishers association. It is worth noting that whatever literary border exists between the United 

States and Canada, it must account for the fact that a large trade organization like the CPC would 

specify their role in promoting the “domestic sales of English-language books” [my emphasis]. The 

publication of, and audience for, French-language material is another wrinkle in the border that has 

formal existence in government law and publishing practice. The end result of these organizations is 

not necessarily higher prices on domestic books (although this is certainly debatable); instead, they 

lobby primarily for further barriers to entry for foreign publishers, and direct government subsidies 

to their constituents. The end result of these actions, however, is plain: Canadian bookstores stocked 

with Canadian books produced by Canadian publishers—who have a relationship, by default, with 

the majority of Canadian authors. 

The ultimate effects of such tariffs are highly contested, but they undoubtedly connect 

Canada’s broader borders with its literary borders, and in so doing, feed into the nebulous concept 

of “national identity,” as distinct from, most pressingly, that of the United States. The close 

relationship between these two senses of borders is by no means new; people have been thinking 

and writing about the relationship between customs and literary identity in Canada for a very long 

time. In 1906, for instance, Arnold Haultain wrote the following passage describing the effects of 

customs regulations on what we would now call Canada’s “creative class:” 

  

Yet, I venture to think that there are in the Canadian Customs regulations 

anomalies affecting not a little the interests of the literary and artistic 

classes which might with justice have been brought before its notice. 

Compared with the manufacturers of implements and the vendors of 

edibles, the makers and lovers of pictures and books no doubt are a feeble 
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folk. Yet they form a portion of the community, and if their existence is so 

far recognized as that such things as pictures and sculpture and books are 

made subjects of statutory legislation, they have a right surely to be heard 

as to the effects and tendencies of such legislation.8 

  

Haultain ultimately argues against such strict customs regulations on the grounds that they simply 

increase prices for consumers, while failing to benefit the artists producing the work: “Whom does 

this duty benefit? Not the readers of course, because it increases the price. Not the foreign author, 

for it lessens his sales. Not the native author, for, on the other hand, the greater more books any 

author has access to the better.” His argument for the liberalization of the customs taxes and 

deregulation of rules for foreign investment and incorporation is explicitly founded on the premise 

that artists in Canada should have a greater voice about where and how their products are sold and 

produced; the notion of artists as a “class” assumes some form of collective identity, produced by 

the tariffs imposed on foreign cultural products. 

Such concerns extend into the present day. One could argue that in terms of sheer 

endurance, they play a major role in how we define the northern half of the literary border. 

Haultain’s complaints reverberate in a recent article from the Toronto Star, which reports on a 

Canadian Senate committee charged with investigating tariffs: “Everything from books to hockey 

pants and cars could be cheaper if Ottawa eliminated many import tariffs or brought them into line 

with lower U.S. rates, a Senate committee says.”9 Tariffs on books are felt most forcefully in terms 

of price differences between the United States and Canada, and more stingingly since the currencies 

reached relative parity. I make no claims regarding the aims or ends of such tariffs, but it is worth 

emphasizing the longevity of such complaints, and pointing out that at some point, the inertia of 

tradition results in national identity. 

Can you read national identity in book prices? If so, these scripts would prove useful in our 

assessments of literary borders. In the digital age, such readings are indeed possible. While we like to 

think of the Internet as a global phenomenon distributed through the equalizing, universal language 

of digital code, electronic book publishing is just as subject to border patrol as its pulpy precursor. 

For instance, an article pulled from The Huffington Post notes e-book prices were higher on Canada’s 
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Amazon.ca website, stating, “But with e-books the price differential seemed especially unjustified: 

There are no physical books to be shipped to small Canadian bookstores thousands of kilometres 

from the nearest distribution centre, no import tariffs or higher rental rates on store locations to be 

paid. E-books are just data, in many cases less actual bits of data than the page you’re reading right 

now.” Despite the utter lack of policy regulations, Canadian e-books still cost more than e-books 

from the United States. 

Why would this be? Karen Proud at the Retail Council of Canada suggests publishers engage 

in the practice of “country pricing.” This practice, which is not unique to publishing, assigns 

different price values to the same products in different countries not for reasons of regulatory 

compliance, but because cultural analyses of national attitudes toward those products suggests the 

possibility of charging less or more based on the location in question. In this case, Proud notes that 

book publishers charge more for electronic books in Canada “because they believe Canadians will 

pay a higher price.” Why do they believe this? And are they correct?10 The price tags don’t lie: 

electronic books in Canada still cost more than those purchased from a United States server. If 

country pricing exists for books, it suggests that Canadian consumers think about books differently 

than their American counterparts, particularly as the products of a national industry. Whether that 

thinking is intentionally cultivated by that industry to justify higher prices is difficult to ascertain, but 

in any case, I see no signs of a general change in policy designed to bring Canadian book prices 

(physical or electronic) in line with those in the United States.  

Does this indicate that the majority of Canadians believe that a material literary border, 

produced via tariffs, is actually required to promote and protect homegrown talent, particularly against 

the juggernaut below the border? This, too, is difficult to ascertain. While most Canadians probably 

have no overt position on the matter, there is undeniably widespread, tacit consent to the trade 

tariffs on books. By limiting the distribution and sale of American books, these tariffs arguably 

enable the “country pricing” that increases Canadian book prices. Ultimately, I wonder if the tacit 

consent witnessed in this case isn’t rooted in national industrial-cultural protectionism. Why else 

would Canadian consumers consent to such price increases? Governmental inertia and monopolistic 

business practices come to mind, of course. But the key to understanding the enduring sticker shock 

of “country pricing” (particularly on the buyer-side) might lie in its implied material contribution to a 
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uniquely Canadian literary identity, predicated on the existence of a uniquely Canadian publishing 

industry. 

Many questions remain, particularly about the other half of this proposed material literary 

border—specifically, how (or whether) America defines itself against Canada’s publishing industry. 

For now, I reiterate my argument that literary borders do exist between the United States and 

Canada, but these borders are best understood through their material manifestations. This approach 

prevents us from unfairly homogenizing authors into uncharacteristic national identities, while 

simultaneously allowing us to acknowledge the realities of national difference across the full 

spectrum of authors, readers, and publishers. 
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CROSS-BORDER KINSHIP:  

A Tradition of Literary Internationalism in New Brunswick 
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In late 1880, Charles G.D. Roberts, future “Father of Canadian Literature,” sent a copy of his first 

poetry collection to one of the leading U.S. writers of the time, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Not 

yet 21, Roberts was an avid reader of U.S. magazines and poets, and had already published a handful 

of poems in the New York periodical The Century. In his accompanying letter to Longfellow, he 

suggests there is a kind of kinship that exists between them, noting “I have ventured to send you a 

copy of my verses, knowing that you do not disdain to look kindly on us who are struggling to 

sing.”1 

 In some ways it’s not surprising Roberts would feel compelled and comfortable looking for 

poetic validation in the Unites States. His own extended family had long historical ties with New 

England, an ancestry that included the poet and Transcendentalist philosopher, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, who was a distant cousin on his mother’s side.2 

 In fact, Roberts, along with his cousin Bliss Carman, were so enamoured with the U.S. literary 

scene that they moved to the States early in their careers and spent many years working in New 

England as editors and writers. Roberts even managed to convince two of his brothers, Theodore 

and Will, to participate in the southern literary migration, both of whom went on to careers in 

writing: Theodore became a successful novelist and poet, while Will spent many years serving as an 

editor for The Literary Digest in New York.  

 But the literary interest shown by Roberts and his kin to their southern neighbour is by no 

means an isolated incident. On the contrary, New Brunswick’s geo-cultural relationship with the 

United States has a long standing tradition among the province’s poets. 

 Many factors have played into the fostering of this phenomenon, chief among them the 

physical and linguistic boundary of Québec that psychologically separates much of New Brunswick 

from the rest of Canada. A second factor is the long-standing trade partnership between the United 

States and New Brunswick, which flourished most notably during the nineteenth century when Saint 

John served as one of the major ports of call for ships from Boston and New York. There is also the 
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basic geographical proximity between New Brunswick and Maine, the province’s relative closeness 

to major New England cities, and the fact that many families in New Brunswick are ancestors of the 

United Empire Loyalists who crossed the border during the late 1700s. Combined, these factors 

have served to create a sense of cultural closeness one does not find in most other parts of Canada. 

 Indeed, a generation after Roberts and Carman journeyed south, that sense of 

internationalism would be rekindled in a different way through University of New Brunswick 

professor Fred Cogswell, whose poetic career was shaped in part by the discovery of a book of short 

poems by Edgar Lee Masters. Masters was a U.S. poet, dramatist, and biographer of Abraham 

Lincoln, Mark Twain, and Walt Whitman, among others. Equally significant was Cogswell’s editorial 

decision in the mid-1950s to open up The Fiddlehead to international submissions, much to the 

criticism of Ontario literary elites Earle Birney and Northrop Frye. As Andrew Moore tells it, “Birney 

criticized the magazine for giving space to what he considered insignificant American poets. Frye 

likewise characterized The Fiddlehead as “a dumping ground for otherwise unpublishable American 

stuff” (447). According to these critics, The Fiddlehead was both un-Canadian and “too provincial 

[because] its international content called the magazine’s Canadian identity into question.”3 

 In the end, what Birney and Frye did not understand was that Cogswell’s decision was not so 

much anti-Canadian as it was in keeping with the region’s long-standing cultural kinship with the 

United States. Cogswell was merely passing on a cultural legacy he had inherited from Carman, 

Roberts, and others. 

 A third figure in this ongoing cross-border narrative is Alden Nowlan. Like Cogswell, Nowlan 

was no stranger to the U.S. poetry scene: he read widely in modern American poetry and published 

many of his early pieces in small U.S. magazines; in fact, his second book, A Darkness in the Earth 

(1959), was published by Hearse Press, a small house out of California. But it is Nowlan’s link to 

Robert Bly that best illustrates the kind of poetic kinship that exists between New Brunswick and the 

United States.  

 Although the two weren’t friends, and by all accounts never met, Bly played a significant role 

in Nowlan’s career. While searching for someone to write the introduction to his U.S. edition of 

selected poems, Playing the Jesus Game (1970), it occurred to Nowlan that Bly might be a good choice. 

He mentions to his U.S. publisher that he had heard “indirectly that Robert Bly liked my stuff”; 

consequently, after receiving the news that Bly had agreed to write the introduction, Nowlan 

responded to his publisher: “Good news about Bly. I like his work and respect his judgement.”4  
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 As an appendix to this story, ten years after Nowlan’s death, Thomas R. Smith published a 

second U.S. edition of Nowlan’s selected poems, What Happened When He Went to the Store for Bread 

(1993), and once again Bly agreed to write the introduction. Then in 2003, Gregory Cook’s 

biography of Nowlan appeared with a Preface by—you guessed it—Robert Bly, a preface that 

begins with the following phrase: “Alden Nowlan is the greatest Canadian poet of the twentieth 

century.”5  

 If Nowlan’s link to Bly is significant, then Bly’s impact on Moncton poet Allan Cooper has 

been profound. As Cooper recounted in an interview in 2013, he discovered Bly’s poetry while 

studying for his undergraduate degree at Mount Allison University in the early 1970s. For a 

classroom assignment, each student had to go to the stacks in the library and pick out a poet he or 

she liked. There Cooper found Bly’s work, and after devouring the books, he returned to his 

professor and declared, “I think Bly’s the best modern poet I’ve ever read.” But the story doesn’t 

end there. Encouraged by his teacher, Cooper wrote to the U.S. poet and sent him one of his own 

poems, a bold move that has resulted in a decades-old correspondence between the two writers. But 

Bly’s relationship with Cooper runs much deeper than corresponence by letter: in addition to 

publishing numerous prose poems in a vein markedly influenced by Bly’s work in the genre, Cooper 

has published a collection of Bly’s poems through his publishing house, Owl’s Head Press, as well as 

a special issue of Germination in 2012 that was dedicated to Bly.6 

 Then there’s the Acadian poet Gérald Leblanc, who began publishing verse in the early 1980s. 

Although Leblanc self-identified as an Acadian, he came under the spell of Beat poets like Ginsberg 

and Amiri Baraka early in his career. He recounts in a 1992 interview with Michel Giroux that some 

of his major influences were “Jack Kerouac, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Allen Ginsberg. I had a friend 

originally from Acadie living in the States who sent me their books. Reading these writers made me 

aware of the North American part of myself.”7 As readers and scholars have remarked, the Beat 

presence in Leblanc’s poetry is undeniable and spans much of his oeuvre; even his novel, Moncton 

Mantra (1997), includes a Kerouacian trip to Boston and references to books by William S. 

Burroughs, among other nods to this group’s cultural influence. Incidentally, in 2006 Éditions Perce-

Neige released a posthumous collection of Leblanc’s poems, tellingly entitled Poèmes new-yorkais. It is 

also worth noting Gerald’s legacy and writings live on in a new generation of Beat-minded Acadian 

poets, most notably Paul Bossé and Gabriel Robichaud. 

 Not surprisingly, the tradition of U.S.–New Brunswick cultural ties continues to this day. 

Among the driving forces behind UNB’s Creative Writing program in Fredericton are Ross Leckie 
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and Mark Anthony Jarman. Although solidly Canadian in their own work, it is worth mentioning that 

Leckie, a poet and literature scholar, wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on Wallace Stevens and counts 

Alicia Ostriker among his poetic influences, while Jarman, a short story writer, is a graduate of the 

famous Iowa Writers Workshop and credits the U.S. novelist and short-story writer Barry Hannah as 

having a significant impact on his own style of writing.8 Also worth noting in the Fredericton scene 

are poet M. Travis Lane and novelist/short story writer Nancy Bauer, both of whom are long-standing 

members of the writing community as well as American ex-pats. Lane, who has lived in Fredericton 

for more than 50 years, was born in Texas; likewise, Bauer, a native of Massachusetts, moved to 

Fredericton in the mid-1960s.9 

 This is not to say that New Brunswick writers have ignored their westward counterparts. On 

the contrary, several of the province’s poets have been deeply influenced by fellow practitioners in 

western provinces, such as Alfred G. Bailey, Kay Smith, and Elizabeth Brewster. Bailey’s friendship with 

Earle Birney and Robert Finch, for instance, helped him discover Modernism, while Kay Smith found 

inspiration through her relationships with A.J.M. Smith, F.R. Scott, and John Sutherland. Likewise, two 

of Brewster’s important literary mentors were P.K. Page and Dorothy Livesay, although Brewster’s 

graduate degrees are from Radcliffe College and the University of Indiana, and that T.S. Eliot and 

Robert Frost often gave lectures at her Radcliffe seminars.10 

 What to make of all this? It seems to me that New Brunswick’s reputation for producing 

literary work that exemplifies a stereotyped form of Maritime regionalism is misguided. Although the 

province’s poets often write about subjects unique to the Maritime landscape, the fact that a long-

standing tradition of north-south literary kinship exists between New Brunswick’s cultural creators 

and their U.S. counterparts ultimately brings such a convenient categorization into scholarly 

question. Furthermore, I don’t think that such a phenomenon is unique to the province’s poets: 

think of David Adams Richards’s early interest in William Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor, or Jerrod 

Edson’s admiration for Ernest Hemingway, or Beth Powning’s apprenticeship under E.L. Doctorow, 

just to name a few.11 There’s something to be said for cultural cross-pollination, and it’s time that 

readers and critics in other parts of the country recognize that one of the long-standing strengths of 

New Brunswick writing lies with its internationalism rather than its provincialism. 
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DEVOURING THE LETTERS 

An Interview with Stephen Collis and Jordan Scott, Authors of Decomp 
 

BY JILLIAN HARKNESS 

 

 

STEPHEN COLLIS is an award-winning poet, activist and professor of contemporary literature at Simon Fraser 

University. His poetry books include Anarchive, The Commons, On the Material (awarded the BC Book 

Prize for Poetry), Decomp (with Jordan Scott), and the forthcoming To the Barricades. He lives in Vancouver, 

BC. 

 

JORDAN SCOTT is the author of Decomp (with Stephen Collis), Silt, which was nominated for the Dorothy 

Livesay Poetry Prize, and Blert. Blert was adapted into a short film for Bravo! and was the subject of an online 

interactive documentary commissioned by the National Film Board of Canada. He lives in Vancouver, BC. 

 

 

The following interview was conducted via e-mail in December 2013. 

 

 

 

Jillian Harkness: This is quite a unique project. How did the idea for Decomp arise? Why Darwin? 

 

Stephen Collins & Jordan Scott: It was Jordan’s idea to leave a book outside to rot for a year. It 

was very gestural, very simple, almost off-hand and in jest: with all this writing “about” nature, what 

happens if you leave a book in “nature,” and let the elements do the rest? It was also a way of 

placing what is intimate (books) against the weather, “exposing” them. It was gestural, yes, but also 

infinitely curious. Long discussions led to the project being framed around B.C. ecosystems and our 

use of Darwin. On the Origin of Species is a foundational book for our contemporary understanding of 

the place of human beings in the natural world. Despite his very nineteenth century need to 

categorize and order, Darwin levelled the playing field, theorizing that all animals (including we 

human beings) were governed by the same evolutionary processes. Going back to Darwin was a little 

like going back to the “source” for writing about nature and our un/belonging there.  

 

But this is also quite ridiculous, right? Here we were, two city poets (more or less), fumbling through 

the brush, spending hours on the ground, pretending to be “naturalists,” laughing at the absurdity of 

our crawling and careful collecting.   
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In the introduction to the book, Jonathan Skinner writes: 

 

We all know that On the Origin of the Species is really about the disintegration of “species.” A death 

knell to teleology that was not lost on Marx and Engles. Darwin could not have written this book 

outside the frames of taxonomy, and yet he pursued the very undoing of taxonomy. No more Adam. 

Or always Adam, in genealogy. An inability to name could come only at the end of civilization. 

 

So, for these reasons too, but also for the durability of Darwin’s sentences and the poetics locatable 

within his notions of hybridism, variation, selection, and monstrosity. We’re always looking for 

theories and material outside poetry to bring into contact with it. In Darwin’s structures of thinking 

and categorizing the physical world, a possible poetics whorled within this architecture. What does 

Darwin’s variation and selection look like as poetics? The applications of such theories to our own 

work was of course more ghosting than habitual, more like shifting weather patterns in our prose 

than something set in stone. 

 

JH: What was the collaborative process behind the writing of Decomp? There are many different voices, even named 

speakers, beyond yourselves, as well as different modes, ranging from an almost journal-like account of the trips, to the 

experimental interpretations of the Darwin text. In addition to this, there are the images, which beautifully document 

the experience. How did it all come together?  

 

SC & JS: We started with the images of the decayed books. They presented a strange language of 

their own, or a language unique to what each ecosystem did to the book left in its midst. We had to 

learn this language, and begin writing with it. But, in trying to resist simple binaries of “culture” and 

“nature,” we didn’t want anything to be “pure”—we wanted to tamper with everything. So we 

included the process, our conversations about it, notes from other writers, research, etc. We realized 

that of course we, the people who left the books outside, are complicit in the process, behind which 

we can’t hide. Everything had to keep being drawn back into the process of decomposition, of 

falling apart.  

 

We were also resistant to making the form of our writing visually represent decomposition. We 

thought we’d leave that to the photographs and have the decomposition occur through both 

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/jonathan-skinner


collaboration/drafting (and be alright with this relative invisibility) and the content itself. There is an 

incredible amount of (re)cycling, composting, and repetition/variation throughout the book in 

words and theoretical inquiries. Along with the ecosystem’s ‘edited’ versions of Darwin, we also 

used the material of what went missing—the text that rotted into the ground and atmosphere and 

into the mouths of critters. So the writing, in this way, became a kind of reclamation and questioning 

of what text went missing and why—our “pensive but perturbed writing.” But always, as mentioned 

above, a kind of grasping at constantly decaying forms of our own expressivity.    

    

JH: The multiplicity and collaboration present in the writing is displayed on the pages of the book in very particular 

ways. The typographic style has a framing and layering effect so one must take them all in at once, while also paying 

attention to spaces and silences. The flow of the text is very open—a word that comes up often throughout. Do these 

stylistic methods achieve a more authentic means of expressing your project, which at its heart is, you might say, a 

collaboration between a human way of knowing the world and an ecological way? 

 

SC & JS: The photographs were always at the core of the project. We didn’t want to just 

“transcribe” what was readable there—we want the photographs to be “texts” in their own right. So 

we played with a number of different ways of writing out from and back to that photographic base. 

There are thousands of photographs, and we always conceived of having them live online, in a kind 

of archival-heap of visual poetry. In the book itself, however, you have brief samples of “The 

Readable” with oblique “Glosses” on them. But then you have these strange essay-like prose 

passages that take the language of the photographic texts and work up not altogether rational 

explanations and explorations. Poems, footnotes, and other texts intervene. We wanted this 

multiplicity to register on the page in some way, but never in a way that would shut the project down 

or contain it: it always had to be open to further permutations of decomposition, further 

un/writings.  

 

It’s a fascinating process, to collaborate in the ways that we did, syllable by syllable, line by line. 

There’s no finality to this kind of process, no satisfaction. When we perform the book, we change 

lines constantly, ambush each other and extend or truncate our assigned sections. In a sense, this is a 

kind of failure of the product, the book, and perhaps even a return to our desire to leave books 

outside in the first place, for its chance and vulnerability. Our writing will not last, there’s no 

permanence for us, only certitude in what takes place outside, indifferent to what we write in letters.   

http://megatonguetier.tumblr.com/


 

We’re not sure how to respond to the “authenticity” question: we wanted to “collaborate” with 

these ecosystems in some sense, but also not ever lose sight of the affected nature of such a gesture, 

and of the fact that “nature,” as a collaborator, might not have anything consistent, or anything 

“readable” to say at all in the end. That the analogy of language and genetics, language and 

evolution, can only be taken so far. Then the forest closes in, and the body rots into the ground. 

 

JH: There is an effort to demystify the idea of Nature and the Natural in Decomp, and one way it appears is 

through an exploration of, and experimentation with, the language we use for talking about it. Names of local plants 

and wildlife, as well as scientific terms, appear throughout but are used in unfamiliar contexts. Their sound and 

meanings open up as nouns but start to act as verbs, letters are added or disappear, and the inanimate becomes 

animated. In the first section, you write “without another name we are pinned scions of nomenclature saying Natural 

for its errancy.” What is significant here about the intertwining of language and nature? 

 

SC & JS: We found ourselves trying to “learn” the very strange and often ecosystem-specific 

language the decayed books presented us. There were obvious word fragments, but these seemed 

more new words than simply damaged text. And there were lots of new coinages we became 

fascinated with (such as “accordinbitants,” which suggested something like “the inhabitants of 

accord”). Decay gave us both a lexicon, but also a sort of “grammar.” This was a good deal of fun to 

play with, and is certainly where we are most enjoying the “game” of writing “with nature.” But 

again—we constantly veer off from this base, refusing the fantasy of merger, although we erase our 

tracks, so to speak, by always doubling back to the language of the ecosystem, or the particular 

decayed book we are working with. This desire to resist easy positionality (“look, we are erasing the 

line between nature and culture!”) led us to keep returning to that tired, sad, seemingly kitschy if not 

entirely empty word “nature.” As soon as it’s pronounced, we fall away once again from what we 

would name via the word; and as soon as we fall away, the fragments of our copies of Darwin led us 

back again to a strange space where subject and object, poem and place, seem to merge once again. 

 

JH: Early in, you contextualize your regional classification system, noting that it comes from the work of the 

“provincial government forestry ministry, under a logic of resource extraction … a map made of capital,” which you 

also relate to Darwin’s project. At one point you write: “We are midway between poetry and doctrine.” What, then, 

are the political concerns of Decomp? How does the process and form of the book lend itself to these concerns? 



 

SC & JS: As we suggest in a footnote, Darwin’s language is laced with capitalism’s value system: 

adaptations are regularly referred to as “profitable,” and evolutionary steps are “improvements” (an 

eighteenth and nineteenth century code-word for profitability via privatization and enclosure of 

what was once common). So understanding and classification blurs into exploitation, as even when 

doing something as apparently “objective” as science, our language can become polluted with 

(capitalist) ideology.   

 

At a recent reading in Prince George, Rob Budde (who contributes to the book) said that he “wishes 

we were harder on Darwin.” We think the critique is in the rotting (or even in the giving-back-to-

the-land gesture), but these are still interventions. Read this way, the book reveals our positions as 

poet-litterers, trash-subjects and trespassers (on unceded territories throughout B.C.). When you go 

into the wilderness, onto unceded land, and return with an art project—well, there’s always this level 

of complicity with colonization. We don’t completely see eye-to-eye on the issue, but we are more 

for a poetry that reveals its own limitations—which we think Decomp does. The book’s politics are 

mostly mulched into its textual process of decomposition. The form is one of grieving for the 

limitations and failures of cultural production, the limitations and failures of meaning and 

unmeaning. The inability to really “hear” or “see” nature in a book. Failure as method when there 

seems no clear/uncompromised path to take. 

 

In the end, the book is very much an object, as mysterious to its creators/collaborators as it will be 

to any reader.  

 

JH: I was surprised to see people in the images. At times in Decomp there is an ambivalence toward the human 

place in nature, and possibly toward your project altogether: “Our genus sometimes an understory, sometimes a lens.” 

Cynicism shows through at times: “We were there. So what … Our magical incantations, worlding ruminants. Fuck 

us. We are homes for others.” There may be a sarcastic tone when you ask: “And in reality, why should we stop 

building and moulding the world’s clay about our shelters?” but in the next breath a romantic optimism emerges to 

“take infinity into our lungs.” How are these two polarities integrated in the text? 

 

SC & JS: We wouldn’t necessarily see them as “integrated.” Rather, they purposefully “grate.” 

That’s ultimately what we wanted: a process of positing and negating propositions for how to relate 



to the material we were working with, how to relate, ultimately, via language, to the “natural world” 

we are a part of, but constantly separate ourselves from it as we destroy “nature” via our human 

modes of production and consumption. All writing in relation to nature at best erases and re-

establishes the differences between writing and “nature.” It is by definition an “over there” we visit. 

We want to come as close as we can to erasing the line, only to have the line snap back into place. 

Because, how can we prevent that from happening? To do so, it seems, would entail not writing a 

“book”?  

 

In our case, we did write a book. Something about the images and language and ecological specificity 

kept drawing us back, making us want to have an object we could hold in our hands again, after 

letting those other books go into the soil. So we decided, as a sort of reminder, to begin each section 

with some sort of human image—the invading body in the ecosystem, searching or reaching for its 

book. We wouldn’t call it “cynicism” so much as the will to fail, and then fail again.  

 

In an interview published in OmniVerse, the American poet Andrew Zawacki comes very close to our 

own concerns in commenting on writing and entropy (in the context of Blanchot and Celan). He 

says, in part: 

 

At the same time, the work is always falling out of itself as well, foreclosing its possibilities in favor 

of a book, which is said to be finished, hence can be held in one’s hands and sold, read by other 

people and thereby changed by that reading. Writing is constantly defaulting on its singular chance 

by putting those possibilities into writing—but what other choice does it have? If it refrains from 

closing itself in a book by foreclosing on its open status as a work, nobody encounters it. The 

impossible: writing is undone by the very movement of writing—that’s the “isn’t” that writing “is.” 

 

JH: As a follow-up to this last question, and maybe a bit more personal, who is Roger? I was intrigued by his voice in 

the Gabriola section; he acts as a sort of foil for the other, maybe more sensitive, voices in the text, but no less 

insightful. His invocation of Darwin’s “rotting corpse” highlights a key metaphor in Decomp: the linkage of books 

and bodies, texts and subjects. 

 

SC & JS: Roger is Roger Farr, a poet living on Gabriola. One of the books was left near his house 

there. We really did receive these (albeit playfully) gruff emails from him, asking us to come clean up 

http://omniverse.us/
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our mess, as it were. We decided to leave him in there as a divergent, dissenting voice—the voice 

that is suspicious of precious art-projects, suspicious of the project’s methods. 

 

JH: Typically, conventional nature writing seeks the perfect mimetic representation of nature, describing stunning 

landscapes and sublime experiences. However, Kate Ribgy, in her writing on ecopoetics in “Earth, World, Text: On 

the (Im)possibility of Ecopoiesis,” suggests that to really give a voice to the earth, art, and poetry would highlight the 

ways in which they inevitably come up short of the task, the ways in which we can only partially express the 

“unsayability” of our natural experience. In Decomp, you ask “What has taken place outside?” and answer “This 

is not for us to say.” And in your final section, Darwin’s text was found unreadable. Does the work of Decomp 

aim to underline the “unsayability” of the project’s experience? 

 

SC & JS: Yes, that’s definitely one way of framing it. Though we love the doubleness, the linguistic 

marking of unsayability, the marking of absence, so that it becomes another sort of presence. We felt 

all along that we were offering something of a critique of ecopoetics—at least the simple version by 

which “nature poetry” dons a more theoretically astute identity simply by being renamed 

“ecopoetics.” Decomposition—that very messy, broken, dissolute aspect of natural cycles—was a 

perfect “trope to trope us out of tropes,” a method to take on writing about nature as a messy 

writing in/through nature. So, no stunning landscapes. Just the view from the soil itself. Or the 

mangled text that you can’t completely reconcile as “beautiful” or even “a poem.” 

 

But, in saying that, sublimity and romanticism do enter the book in many ways. We think these 

moments are sincere. As sincere as letting the unreadable register itself and breathe within the book. 

Something does happen to our bodies in these “natural” spaces, and we’re not suggesting for a 

moment that there’s not pleasure at these thresholds. It’s a complex process—our bodies and poems 

in ecosystems, be it as invader species or beings desiring synergy. We are the ones seeking revelation.  

The human and the desire for meaning cannot be expelled, even though we can and do try to 

oscillate between the poles of the sayable and the unsayable. 

 

JH: Also quoted in Decomp is Darwin’s final book, The Formation of Vegetable Mould through the 

Action of Worms, in which he praises the industriousness and intelligence of worms and their unceasing work of 

renewing the earth. Adam Phillips has written a book on Darwin and his writing on worms in particular; he writes:  
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Darwin had been able to describe, through the worms, that the earth could look after itself; that there were nourishing 

processes going on beneath the surface, and that nature could also collaborate with what was then called Man, in his 

efforts to sustain himself … he [Darwin] would find again and again, that the sense in which we are in nature, makes 

the word “in” redundant. 

 

In Decomp, it is stated that “we will be as worms.” Is Decomp an attempt to become more sincerely involved with 

the more-than-human world, or at least an offer of hope for this possibility? 

 

SC & JS: We couldn’t resist using this book, once we read it. The notion (we quote this part) that all 

the soil of England “has passed many times through, and will again pass many times through, the 

intestinal canals of worms” was just too delicious. There’s a lowering of our own 

position/perspective in this (just like worms, we simply passed Darwin’s decayed text again and 

again through our writing), which we were attracted to. But also, as you suggest, the independence 

of the system of decomposition, and the totality it forms as everything, every biological being and 

process, in the end, is in the service of the production of soil—including our humble efforts to 

“make art” by leaving books outdoors. 

 

The books we left out became home and food for many creatures. We took those homes away with 

us. The remains now sitting in boxes in Stephen’s office, and visible in the photographs in our book, 

are the leftovers of a feast to which an entire ecosystem was invited—by us, for us, and only for a 

brief time. We, again, are invader species. We, again, are poets desiring a hollowed-out certitude that 

our works will even last, and that the processes we live among would even care. Maybe in this way 

the “grief” we were exploring—the failure to mean, the failure to fully “become nature,” our species’ 

failure in being completely out of balance with the rest of the natural world, and the non-response of 

“nature” to our gestural intervention—is more of a feast day for “nature,” indifferently devouring 

the letters used to call its name. 
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To the west the cold Pacific, with its traffic of container ships moving through the Strait of Juan de 

Fuca. To the south, the 49th parallel and cross-border shopping malls. Rockies hem in the warm 

Fraser and Okanagan valleys to the east. To the north, the highway communities and the long 

fingers of the Yukon River watershed. Despite the drama of their borders, British Columbia and the 

Yukon are difficult to contain. They are canyon and lake, island and Sunshine Coast, port city and 

Hollywood North, unceded First Nations territory and resort town. These grand settings are bound 

up in a trenchant history, overlaid with ongoing disputes and competing interests. I spent several 



years out west, hurtling down the hills of East Van on my mountain bike, and trying to reconcile the 

landscape’s incompatible elements.  

 Brian Brett, Evelyn Lau, and Garry Thomas Morse attempt something other than 

reconciliation in their most recent books of poetry. Having lived nearly all of their lives in B.C., 

these poets depict the west as an unresolved place, haunted by angry spirits and threatened by 

exploitation. In Discovery Passages, Morse traces the fallout of Captain George Vancouver’s original 

sailing route on his family and ancestral tribe. He inherits Daphne Marlatt’s and George Bowering’s 

de-centred relationship with language, using fragmented voices to convey the violence of language 

and potlatch bans. Brett’s The Wind River Variations, with photographs by Fritz Mueller, is based on 

expeditions with Native elders to the Three Rivers of the Yukon’s Peel watershed. Outspoken and 

self-questioning, the book is part environmentalist treatise, part travelogue, and part meditation. A 

Grain of Rice, Lau’s sixth book, is an unflinching record of the complicit middle-aged self, written 

with her trademark starkness. Her dire poems listen in on the lives of adjacent apartment dwellers 

and trace the grievances that are impossible to leave behind. “There’s the sense we’ve been around 

too long,/ spoiled things… The sky would not miss us if we were gone,” writes Lau in “Midlife.” 

Her feeling is echoed in Brett’s and Morse’s poems as well. 

 These poets do not share literary predecessors or touchstones, and their formal stylings and 

treatment of syntax are nearly incomparable. Yet all three poets are conscious of the tension 

between the west as a land of opportunity and the ransacking of its natural resources. They are 

fascinated by nomadic inquiries and the impulse to travel, but also ask what kinds of permission and 

invitation are granted to the explorer. Their respective versions of the west create a composite image 

of the borders between individual lives and choices. 

 

I still recall a graduate school classmate's dismissal of Discovery Passages as slapdash and deliberately 

cryptic. Although he grudgingly admitted a lack of contextual understanding of Morse's subject 

matter, it was his anger, verging on fury, that I remember most. For myself, it took a few years to 

read the Governor General’s Award-nominated book, to face the “apparitions &

 disappearances” I dreaded I’d find in the text. In “Conversations with Remarkable Elders,” 

Morse refers to how the treatment of First Nations peoples has become overfamiliar, evoking 

weariness and malaise: “Dodie doesn’t know her own/ people, so to speak, high res./ schools & so 

on & so forth …” If the poems provoke bafflement and anger in the reader, it may be a deliberate 

tactic, a reflection of the Kwakwa’wakw tribe’s stunned bewilderment at the policies of Indian Agent 
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William Halliday, Superindependent General Duncan, and the Canadian government. The banning 

of the potlatch, the theft and sale of ceremonial paraphernalia to U.S. museums, and the blatant 

discrimination of the Indian Act may not be familiar subjects to non-B.C. residents and readers, and 

in a parallel way, the reader has a share in this sense of confusion. 

 Discovery Passages doesn’t leave you alone. At over 100 pages, it’s a book that is overwhelming 

with its flurry of intertexts. Photographs of Franz Boas and of Billy Assu, Quadra Island stone 

petroglyphs, excerpts of letters between Halliday, Scott, Sergeant D. Alderman and H.S. Clements, 

epigraphs from John A. Macdonald, Armand Garrett Ruffo, and George Bowering impel the reader 

to search outside the borders of the texts for references, links, and background information. Morse 

is an active user of social media for the dissemination of collaborative poetic projects, and this 

approach to hypertextuality sways the content of Discovery Passages. For Morse, the facts are 

surrounded by a cloud of hearsay, broken agreements, and lost documents. The poems have a 

paraphernalia of their own. 

 Although I had taken Lorraine Weir’s seminar on First Nations literature as an 

undergraduate at UBC, I still found a bit of background reading on Morse’s intentions was valuable, 

as the family connections aren’t overtly alluded to in the text. Weir’s review at Canadian Literature 

traces the book’s literary lineage, and names Morse as an inheritor of:  

 

Modernism’s reinscription of the European classical epic … Morse brings 

Joyce and Olson, Sappho and Heraclitus, Homer and Dante, but also 

Ginsberg and Marlatt and Bowering and Blaser (among many others) to 

this haunted journey to his mother’s ancestral territory. What are the 

protocols of entry in such circumstances?  

 

A descendent of the ancestral Kwakwa’wakw First Nation, Morse recounts bits of dialogue and tall 

tales that were passed down through the generations, gathered from his great-grandfather, Chief 

Billy Assu,. The scatter-shot stanzas and whimsical punctuation reflect Morse’s resistance to plotting 

a narrative, particularly when these snippets of stories don’t necessarily have a coherent beginning 

and end. Incredibly painful experiences bubble up to the surface, and the staggered and fragmented 

lines resemble that slow surfacing of memory.  

 Yet Morse threads humour throughout poems such as “The Indian Picture Show,” in which 

he gives this disclaimer: 
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some aspects of In the Land of Headhunters do not accurately depict the 

essence of Kwakwa’wakw life or culture including the long-abandoned 

practices of sorcery, finagling human remains, and the whole head hunting 

thing. In some cases, artifacts situation and setting may be from 

neighboring tribes. Look for the symbol of authenticity. In some cases 

several Jeep Grand Cherokees were removed from the original film 

footage. 

 

Morse does not see himself as an author as much as he does a kind of medium, which he explains 

further in an interview with Kevin Spenst. He channels the misunderstandings, the halting attempts 

to speak the colonizer’s language, and the stilted bureaucratic responses. In a northern trip he took 

through the B.C. islands, “a great deal of information in their own voices and images presented 

themselves … This book, rooted in history and place, for the most part, wrote itself.” The poems 

travel over the border between the living and the dead through their evocation of voices and 

forgotten crimes. Discovery Passages is an exorcism through the creative act, an attempt to heal his 

community through the recalling of myth. Unfortunately, none of us can follow Morse’s myriad 

speakers into that place of healing. Morse acts as a guide, at least   

 

until the day/ beyond/ tepid storytelling/ &/ trembling/voices 

 when our relations 

       will no longer 

        leave blanks 

 in our writings 

   I mean, for 

         things we do not 

               intuit 

 

Perhaps in Discovery Passages, the young healer is learning the chants that act as medicine, that can rid 

the community of lingering spirits. Morse relentlessly searches for the magic trick, the combination 

of words and significant phrases that will fill in the blanks. 

 

“The dingle dangle of history” and the “ghosts of the north” also preoccupy Brian Brett’s poems. 

Conscious of the romanticism of cowboy myths and northern expeditions, Brett refrains from 

making assumptions about his travels with Gwich’in elders to the junctions of the Wind Rivers. 

Brett is the kind of explorer who waits to be invited. In his opening poem, he expresses a sense of 

wonder and gratitude that uplifts the entire book: “I’ve heard this is not unusual, this invitation,/ 
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I’ve read about it somewhere./ It’s been done before, the invitation, this voyage.” Before the 

invitation, the speaker sees himself as alone in a small room, “busy in my sad way,/ repeating the 

same old story, following legends,/ the technicolour dream of opportunities/ every time you dare to 

dream aloud.” He is not only being invited on a journey, but invited to dream about the landscape: 

“the invitation is real, and the voyage like a dream/ into this lonely river, inviting us to that river, 

along with/ their Nacho N’yak Dun friends.” Brett is committed to “accepting every invitation,” 

especially ones that bring him closer to an understanding of the natural world. 

 The Wind River Variations is full of questions about what it means to follow and to begin a 

journey. In titles such as “Airplane to the North,” “Ballad of the Lost Traveler,” “Tracking Myself,” 

and “Tribal Knowledge,” the speaker continually points out his own disorientation from what he 

knows, his own failings to pay attention and the ludicrous positions in which this places him. It’s not 

only because the bluffs, ponds, river rapids and tundra are without boundaries, but also because the 

speaker lacks the skillset and referential experiences that can make him feel more familiar. When 

does a journey begin? When does it end in our minds?  

These poems might have probed more extensively into the specific history of exploration 

and settlement in the Yukon. For instance, Brett alludes to Jack London’s “mythical beasts,” Barry 

Lopez’s Of Wolves and Men, werewolf stories, and Farley Mowat, and also includes epigraphs by Mark 

Twain and John Steinbeck. But he does not overtly critique how male, European representations of 

the “Wild West” have contributed to the generic and clichéd figures of the explorer who escapes 

civilization to spark his own enlightenment. As a result, it’s unclear whether or not Brett aligns his 

writing with Thoreau’s tradition of nature writing and the personal odyssey. Although the speaker 

states that “This is the land of the 4-stroke outboard and the satellite./ The hills of ancient ones 

living alongside new history,” these statements are tame and vague. I can only assume that Brett 

wishes not to reinscribe a human history, but instead to listen to the sounds of the waves, wind, 

wolves, and what they might have to tell him.  

Many poems set up the boundary between technology and the natural world too facilely, 

such as in “Joe Bishop’s Wrist Watch,” in which Joe’s barometer-watch is “full of promise and 

threat and adventure/ and a technology even he can’t understand,” though the conclusion is sweet 

and child-like: “Every weather is good weather.” Or in “The Number of Stars:” 

 

You forget them, you forget it, 

what some might call the natural world. 

Because each night has gone neon, 

http://www.barrylopez.com/
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an incandescent world, a florescent world. 

Every horizon glows artificial. 

 

The speaker exults: “the stars! Infinite stars./ There. You have seen them. The last, real stars.” While 

the reader can relate to the claustrophobia of the city, where “the parking lot is all there is,” the 

poem sets up a simplistic dichotomy between the “Seven-Eleven … our Walmart epiphanies” and 

the “lonely tundra night.” In fact, these northern expeditions rely on modern conveniences and 

technologies such as GPS and Gore-Tex as much as they require a sense of adventure and 

observation. The tensions and overlaps between the “florescent world” and nature could have been 

fleshed out with more irony.  

 The book’s prose pieces bring out the irony of the journey in much more complex and 

humorous ways. The Wind River Variations is a series of snapshots, stray observations and epiphanies. 

They don’t need to be strung together or to connect events. Yet neither the order of the poems nor 

their loose, arbitrary forms underscore what we should take away or what we should learn from 

them. Perhaps if they had, it would not be necessary for Brett to include the “Postscript: What We 

Learn.” 

The prose pieces do strengthen the book, but only because they better reveal the poet’s 

hard-won realizations. Although he had spent his twenties hiking and backpacking along the west 

coast, thinking that he “knew wilderness,” he soon admits, “it was only as I watched it disappear that 

I realized I never understood where I had been. Despite the rugged mountain journeys of my youth 

I had always been a tourist, even when I spent months in isolated cabins.” Still, Brett seems nostalgic 

for “the days of my mackinaw, blue jeans, tarp, wood-framed pack, cast iron frying pan, and giant 

goose-down bag,” especially when he must now completely re-outfit himself in “gore-tex and super-

wicking fibre.” He is “quietly embarrassed” by his “spiffy hi-tech gear” when meeting one of their 

guides, Jimmy Johnny, and this prose piece complicates his own awe, envy, memory, and wonder, 

leading to the moment “when you know you are standing next to someone ground in his world. 

This is why I realized how much I was a guest in Jimmy Johnny’s home, and for him the real 

wilderness was ‘out there’—back in the city.” In another piece, “White Wolves,” Brett writes 

painfully of when he misreads the wolf cubs’ intention, deploying his storytelling skills to highlight 

his own guilt and insecurity.  

These poems succeed in emphasizing our shortfalls in knowledge. They attempt to bridge 

two worlds, and Brett longs to “embrace my travelling tribe from the urban world, these two tribes, 



and their landscape.” It may be the only way to “match our glowing dream/ fantasy of an 

ecologically-balanced past in this watershed.” 

 

Loss, complicity, and lives that spill into each other in unwanted ways are also present in Lau’s A 

Grain of Rice. We have come to expect certain things from the Poet Laureate of Vancouver: her 

renegade quality, her unflinching honesty. She does not spare herself, and the poems are frequently 

steeped in self-castigation. This unsparing quality is tied to Lau’s visceral language and her 

unwillingness to gloss over the sweat and smell of the middle age and the indulgences of the body. 

This immediacy ties together the four sections of the book, which deal with the death of John 

Updike, the changing skyline of Vancouver and the inexplicable actions of its inhabitants, trips to 

Honolulu and Maui, and the phobias of modern living.  

Lau wants to deal with realities strictly, yet ghostly shapes and echoes haunt her poems as 

they do Morse’s. Where Morse lambasts the “myth of being clean” and of having a clean, 

whitewashed history, and where Brett is questioning how a journey can change our lives, Lau 

focuses upon nameless strangers and their perilous dreams. They jostle up against each other, wait at 

border crossings and try to surface in the middle of English Bay while “swimming off one of the 

rusty freighters./ striking out for this golden shore.” Lau begins A Grain of Rice wondering about 

those who never make it to the utopia of the new world: 

 

what a paradise this must have seemed to him, 

our soft sloping mountains and clean wide sidewalks, 

 

a dream of heaven he reached for and reached for 

until the freezing waters swept his body ashore. 

 

Where others might stew in complaint, Lau milks her sense of dissatisfaction into a scathing poetry 

of social critique. Each person must make many small choices about where to look, what to buy, 

what to hear, and then live with the consequences. The weight of tiny accumulations is enough to 

stop the heart. 

 The opening poems imply that those in Vancouver don’t realize their good fortune. “Snow 

Globe City” is a title that alludes to the closed, bubble-like affluence of its homeowners and condo-

dwellers. Most people lie still and complacent under their duvets, but there’s a fire in the speaker’s 

brain all night, a “conflagration” when she thinks “Five blocks away/ a homeless woman burns in 



her cart,/ the stingy heat of a candle lighting up/ her quilts and cardboard, her long red hair.” Snow 

is rare in Vancouver, and seems to further stifle the unpleasant poverty from the glass condos: “you 

love how it muffles everything, /stifles the sounds of the city, the gunshots/ going off downtown, 

the screams.”  

Lau’s speaker is unable to stop hearing the noises of the city, the “fragments of fury, shouts 

through slammed doors,/ footfalls pounding down like blows” or “My upstairs neighbour’s 4 am 

rants:/ F you, f you, f you,/ chanted like a holy mantra.” She’s kept awake by the “mysterious thumps 

and thuds,” and earplugs are the only way she can hear her own thoughts and the “soft animal 

snoring of [her] heart.” No matter what she does, though, Lau will always be aware that “We 

apartment-dwellers think we live/ in concrete cells, but our lives leak into our neighbours’,” and 

consequently, the lack of easy divisions between people’s interests means that we cannot look away 

from the welfare of others. At the night market, a “woman with filthy hair … stares at the vats of 

curried fish balls/ and braised tripe,” the speaker perceiving “her face squeezed by hunger.” Like the 

families and diners around her, “I could buy her/ a meal and not miss it,” but instead, she stuffs 

“shrimp gyoza,/ squid tentacles, kimchi pancakes/ into my mouth as if into someone starving,/ 

someone I am trying to save.” Looking away only compounds the speaker’s collusion with a 

consumerist culture. 

 Throughout the poems, Lau juxtaposes contrasting lives not to collapse difference, but to 

present shared experiences. The separation between material circumstances and self-actualization is a 

shoreline, one washing over the other. When a blue heron alights next to her, they are “two 

creatures occupying the same stretch/ of seawall, the same breath of existence.” During the 2010 

Olympic hockey win, downtown explodes with horns and screams, and “figures stream out of 

buildings/ carrying pots and pans/ like refugees fleeing on foot.” Lau is using the imagery of exile 

and displacement to contrast the strange priorities of the Vancouverites’ obsession with sport and 

competition: “World peace would not cause such jubilation.”  Meanwhile, the speaker is reading a 

collection of stories by Chinese women writers: “Ding Ling’s eight years in prison,/ twelve years of 

hard labour in the countryside.” Writing a poem for fellow writer Fiona Lam’s mother, she again 

wonders about a “parallel life.”  

 Lau’s speaker is constantly dogged by other presences, other lives. Her ghosts are not 

necessarily those who have passed away, but voices populating her mind: 

  

 



Where have the people 

who populated my young life gone? 

Boxes in the ground, handfuls 

of ash in the wind. Give me an incantation 

to shake their spirits, a magic word 

or crystal spell.  

 

Lau’s ghosts are personal, and even while travelling, she cannot shut out the “ghost of smoke in the 

hallways” or stop attending to “a dubious history.” It’s an unsettling way to live, and the reader 

needs a strong stomach for these unrelenting poems, filled with nausea, fears, recriminations, waiting 

rooms, and tumours. In many ways, these are diary entries, and for some, Lau may overshare. The 

lines are thick with physicality and the imagery of pathology. Others may find it refreshing these 

poems don’t blink or hedge from grief and loss. 

 

The west coast is a place overlaid with names, and Captain George Vancouver, who charted much 

of the Pacific Northwestern coast, named many of the features after friends who had never set foot 

in North America. Point Grey, a tip of land adjacent to the University of British Columbia, edged by 

a series of beaches, was named for Captain George Grey, also of Her Majesty’s Royal Navy. The city 

of Vancouver was first known as Gastown, and the old Chinese name for Vancouver is “Salt Water 

Float.” It sits on both Musqueum and Coast Salish hunting territories. The multiple names seem to 

float, untethered to each other, like the multiple Vancouvers, each with different boundaries, each 

occupying separate strata. In the pubs along Hastings, people go to be forgotten. Remnants of the 

old Japanese community linger on Powell Street, and the construction of the Georgia Viaduct led to 

the demolition of the city’s black communities.  

 Lau’s question is one that could also have been asked by Brett or by Morse: “Who are the 

people who live on this coast/ yet are nowhere to be seen at dusk/ or dawn, faces turned to the 

watery light?” Paradoxically, it’s in recognizing what and who has been lost that these three poets  

can heal, and as Lau writes, “come to the place of not knowing.” All three admit what they cannot 

know and cannot speak, as Morse does in his poem “500 Lines,” in which “I will not speak 

Kwak’wala” has become his community’s prophecy; and yet through its chant, Morse is able to sing 

anew. As Brett muses: “There must be a language somewhere,/ that takes us to the language of the 

free.” Language is the means by which these poets can bring us to the borders of what is known and 



not known. If only they can hit on the right “magic word,” it seems, then they might lay to rest old 

ghosts and ancestors and map a different legacy.  
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When you cross a border into a new country, you become someone else. You leave behind the 

identity you had at home, and suddenly your passport is your only anchor to the past; everything else 

is up for grabs.  

Border crossings feature heavily in Robert McGill’s latest novel, Once We Had A Country, 

which is set on a cherry farm near the small Ontario border town of Virgil in the early 1970s. Most 

of the characters are making conscious efforts to reimagine themselves, heading north to escape the 

Vietnam draft, Nixon, violence, disappointment and, in some cases, the heavy weight of family 

expectation. Canada is a blank sheet of paper on which to sketch their utopian vision of communal 

living and collective farming.  

Like many utopias, this one is grounded not so much in the future as in the past. The 

participants are trying to recapture a simpler and purer way of life, an alternative America in which 

power and wealth are distributed fairly. Whether or not this America ever really existed is a moot 

point. Things at home have gone down the wrong path, and rural Canada offers a chance to start 

over and get it right. Here’s Fletcher, the founder of the commune, recording his thoughts for the 

benefit of his girlfriend Maggie’s home movie: 

 

“America’s too far gone to save,” he says. “The land’s polluted and the 

politicians are corrupt. They send the army to slaughter kids halfway around 

the world, then order up the National Guard when people protest. In this 
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country we’ll do things differently … It’ll be a life we could never have in 

Boston. We’ll be a model for everyone.” 

 

But what of Canada itself? Does it really offer anything substantially different? The initial signs are 

not promising. McGill chooses to open the book with a quotation from George Grant’s 1965 

polemic Lament for a Nation: “They were reaching out their arms in love for the far shore.” Grant’s 

lament was for a Canada whose uniqueness was being eroded by U.S. cultural, economic, and 

military influence. The irony is that the nation whose loss Grant lamented was defined largely by the 

sort of rural, local communities of mutual aid that the young American draft-dodgers are trying to 

recreate. Maggie and Fletcher are rejecting the relentless focus on empire, capitalism, and technology 

that Grant saw as defining the U.S., and instead reaching for something more localized, based on 

cooperation rather than individualism. If these were characteristics that once defined Canada, then 

Grant tells us they were already gone in 1965, and they have certainly disappeared by the time of 

Once We Had a Country. The refugees from the U.S. reach the far shore of the Niagara River, but find 

it barren. 

The references to the border itself constantly reinforce the impression that there’s not much 

separating Canada from the United States. After the border crossing, Maggie feels deflated as they 

drive into their new country:  

 

It isn’t the beginning she’d imagined. She thought crossing over would feel 

exhilarating. She imagined they might enter at Niagara Falls … Today, when 

she woke up in the passenger seat and realized Fletcher had opted for the 

Lewiston bridge instead, she couldn’t help feeling disappointed. 

 

The other characters also diminish the border. Fletcher’s friend Brid says the border guards were “so 

polite, it was like I was doing them a favour by entering the country.” Her boyfriend Wale, a deserter 

from the U.S. army, swims across the Niagara River into Canada, marvelling later at the ease of it: 

“I’ve crossed some borders in my time, and this was no border.”  

Later on, when Maggie is tiring of life on the farm, she drives to Niagara-on-the-Lake, 

looking across at the American fort on the far side of the river. “Incredible how close it is. She could 

return so easily. Just a few miles’ drive to the nearest bridge, and she could be in Boston by 

nightfall.”  
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It’s not only the physical border that’s close. Even the television is dominated by American 

news, whether they watch the local channel or the ones from Buffalo. McGill’s implication in these 

repeated references is clear. The border between the U.S. and Canada, whether physical or cultural, 

is slim, fragile, and porous. Once we had a country, but now it barely exists as a separate entity, at 

least in this Ontario border community. 

Although the novel minimizes any sense of substantive differences between the two nations, 

it does show plenty of surface ones. There’s a palpable hostility from local people toward the 

commune members. Some of it is because they are hippies and dropouts, but much of it is 

specifically targeted at them as Americans. Their neighbour overcharges them for fixing their gas 

leak, and then says, “Hippies” with a shake of his head. “Bet you’re Americans too.” His daughter 

abuses Maggie as she walks past. A Labour Day party on the farm with everyone from the town 

invited is a tense, awkward affair. Later on, graffiti appears on the garden wall: “Yankees go home.” 

This supports Grant’s assertion that the nation is already something to be lamented. Vigorous 

assertion of national identity, after all, is often a symptom of its loss. As Lao Tzu observed 2,000 

years ago, “When the country falls into chaos, patriotism is born.” 

The nostalgia for a lost nation is palpable, but the title can also be read in another way. The 

Americans who arrive at the farm are also nostalgic for what they believe the U.S. might once have 

been. Even its ugly reality is something they’re unable to break from completely; they talk incessantly 

about home, and huddle around the television to catch the latest news of Nixon’s re-election 

campaign. Gradually, they drift away, with even Fletcher himself returning to Boston when the 

summer’s over and the threat of the draft has receded with Nixon’s announcement that draftees 

won’t be sent to Vietnam. Maggie realises that for the others, Canada was just a game, a way of 

dodging the draft and freeloading for a few months. She was the only one who really saw it as 

something else, as an opportunity to live a less competitive life and to create a community built on 

fairness and mutual aid. 

The 49th parallel is just one border. Once We Had a Country expands beyond the U.S. and 

Canada to include the events in Southeast Asia that shaped the politics of the era. Maggie’s father 

goes to Laos as a missionary, and in some of the early chapters we read about his frantic attempts to 

save a Hmong man, Yia Pao, and his baby son. Toward the end of the book, Yia Pao arrives in 

Canada: another border crossing, another fresh start, another person lamenting a lost nation. And 

there’s George Ray, a migrant worker hired to help on the farm. He thinks frequently of Jamaica, of 

his life there and the marriage falling apart in his absence.  



Maggie establishes a tentative friendship with a couple of other misfits: a Catholic priest 

from Czechoslovakia and his lonely, alcoholic sister. They seem perpetually lost, so far away from 

home, their church always empty and suffering from a leaky roof, worshippers so rare that when 

Maggie first goes inside, the priest assumes she is stealing. Like the others, the priest and his sister 

have come to Canada for their own reasons, but can’t shake the memory that once they had a 

country, too. 

There are other borders even more remote than Laos and Czechoslovakia. The crossing of a 

border, after all, is a kind of preparation for the crossing of the ultimate border between life and 

death. McGill’s quote from Grant’s Lament for a Nation is itself taken from Virgil’s Aeneid. The 

border this time is the river of lamentation in the Underworld, and the ones reaching out their arms 

in love for the far shore are lost souls who are unable to cross because they were not given proper 

burial rites, such as having coins placed in their mouths to give to the ferryman, Charon. They are 

condemned to wander for a hundred years, within sight of the far shore, but unable to reach it. The 

“love” (amore) of the Latin can also be translated as “longing.” 

Maggie’s father seems to be one of these lost souls already. He was destroyed by the death of 

his young wife, and became so reliant on his daughter that he tried to stop her going off to college in 

Boston. He not only goes to Laos in the middle of a massive U.S. bombing campaign and a brutal 

civil war, but actively seeks out danger once he’s there, snatching Yia Pao’s baby from under the 

noses of armed men, ignoring a priest’s advice to stay at the mission, and seeming to seek death at 

every opportunity. No wonder the priest says to him, “You wish to give yourself to God.”  

To add another layer to the religious overtones, McGill quotes from St. Augustine: “‘Then 

what,’ said the youth, ‘are the eyes with which you see me?’” It’s from Letter 159, written in 415 CE 

and widely used in later centuries as proof of the existence of the soul. Augustine is telling the story 

of a physician called Gennadius who has a recurring dream in which a young man leads him to a city 

and starts talking to him. In one of the dreams, the young man asks Gennadius how it is possible for 

him to see everything he sees in the dream. Since his eyes are closed, Gennadius realizes he must be 

seeing through the eyes of the soul. The soul, then, must be separate from the body, and so the 

death of the body is not the ultimate death; the soul continues into an afterlife.  

Although the book explores borders both physical and metaphysical, it is still the one 

between Canada and the U.S. that dominates. McGill could have referred directly to Virgil in his 

quotation, but chose instead to direct us to Grant, only hinting obliquely at the Virgil connection 



through the naming of the town in which the novel is set. Referring to Grant’s Lament for a Nation 

brings up a multitude of associations about Canada’s loss of identity in the face of U.S. influence.  

The novel asks questions about this loss of identity and whether it’s reversible, and the 

apparent answers are quite bleak. By the end of the novel, the farmhouse is burnt down, the cherry 

orchards in disarray. Maggie and her new multi-cultural cast of farm workers make a commitment to 

rebuild, but the task seems overwhelming. There is some hope, but it is tentative, delicate, 

overshadowed by the memory of what was lost. It may be too simplistic to read the farm as a direct 

metaphor for the fate of Canadian national identity, but McGill’s choice of title and quotations 

invites comparisons.  

This is a novel which encourages us to think for ourselves about the nature of the arbitrary 

lines drawn on maps by long-dead politicians, as well as the more tangible, sharply-drawn line 

between this world and whatever lies beyond. While we’re doing that, we can derive plenty of 

pleasure from the powerful, sad, and touching story of a young woman trying to make her way in a 

foreign land. It’s impossible not to root for Maggie as she battles hostile neighbours, destructive 

housemates, storms, fire, injury, grief and betrayal, displaying through it all a stubborn commitment 

to endure. The novel perhaps ends up defying Grant and suggesting that a unique Canadian identity 

can indeed be found, by returning to what Margaret Atwood once described as the central theme of 

Canadian literature: survival. 
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Craig Davidson has his preoccupations—crime, violence, and what some might call hyper-

masculinity. His writing is muscular, offering soft jabs and fierce punches at precisely the correct 

moments. If you’re familiar with his work, you’re aware of his affinity for bruises and busted eye-

sockets—that he isn’t afraid to break a few bones. He unapologetically shatters all of them in his 

latest novel, Cataract City, and while it’s possible to praise the momentum and realism of his 

trademark scuffles—split knuckles, crumpled noses, gruesome limb-fracturing prize-fights between 

men and dogs alike—the brief illuminations of disappointment and self-awareness beneath his 

central characters’ bruised, frost-bitten skins prove most compelling. 

 Duncan “Dunk” Diggs and Owen “Owe” Stuckey reflect on their lasting friendship in 

Cataract City, a border town comprised mainly of felons and factory workers—those who get by on 

the misfortunes of others, and those just getting by. Somewhat overly familiar, it’s the community 

young people flee when attempting to reach for a life greater than their hometowns can provide. It’s 

the place they make their home when they’re unafraid to walk the paths of their parents—or when 

they have no other choice.  

 Villains abound, and if Lemuel Drinkwater—the cheating, cross-border smuggling baddie of 

the novel—is any indication, few people win in Cataract City unless they’ve stacked the cards in their 

own favour. There are no stand-out heroes here, except those destined to be unmasked, like Bruiser 

Mahoney, a wrestler Dunk and Owe once admired: “I’m a drunk and a clown … Be like your 

fathers,” he tells them. “Work a solid job. Build a family. Smelling like a cookie’s a small price to pay 



for ordinary happiness.” This advice, from a man formerly described as “perfect,” is the first of 

many premonitions that these boys will not grow into the men either of them expect to be. 

 The novel opens with Dunk’s release from prison and his return, with some ambivalence, to 

a hometown described as possessive: “Nothing that grows here is ever allowed to leave.” He 

rekindles his friendship with Owe, now a member of law enforcement who may or may not have 

been responsible for Dunk’s eight-year stint in Kingston Penitentiary. If you learn nothing more 

about Davidson’s novel, you might mistakenly discount its premise as well-charted ground. 

However, below the surface of the typical “men on opposite sides of the law who rely on one 

another for survival” story, there are well-drawn, relatable, and atypical psyches, making it easy to 

forgive some of Davidson’s heavy-handedness. 

 Human-canine comparisons accrue quickly and, though effective, they come so often that 

each time a dog ambles into the scene, you wonder which human frailty it’s meant to metaphorize. 

Whether Davidson intends it or not, the reader (that is, the Canadian reader) also groans a little (a 

lot, actually) when his characters are lost in the wilderness, not once, but twice. Together, these 

sequences account for nearly 100 beautifully written, yet drawn-out pages—somewhat excessive for 

a book of nearly 400. Since the whole of the novel is told retrospectively, the reader feels little 

suspense in these moments of waiting, not to find out if Davidson’s characters survive, but when and 

in what form their salvation will come. It’s obvious their foray into the wilderness will be of some 

thematic consequence later in the novel, but as the boys become less enamoured with the great 

outdoors on their third day of hunger, the reader too becomes less enthusiastic about the robust 

prose, hoping instead for a stark, declarative sentence to bring the scene to a climax—“they see a 

cabin,” or “they see a streetlamp,” full-stop.  

 Even so, it’s irrefutable that the writing is masterful, if sometimes unlikely in the mouths of 

Davidson’s characters. Dunk’s narrative voice is sometimes uneven, alternating between articulate 

and colloquial, though Davidson does his best to justify his eloquence with “correspondence 

English classes.” At one point, Dunk describes how “my nose had never been broke, and my cheeks 

neither. My hands were another matter. We’re talking a pair of ugly bust-up mitts.” With 

conveniently superior language, he aspires to a life lived at “lower wattage,” joining the men in 

Cataract City whose “faces were wrecked from drink, or just the years piling up with brutal math.” 

 Even linguistically, Davidson’s characters are constantly negotiating their place in a fringe 

town that requires its inhabitants to also exist at the fringes of humanity—making a living or stealing 

a living, saving a life or extinguishing it. With this belief in mind, Owe asks, “who are any of us 



really? … Sometimes what we are, or who, or—it’s just a question of circumstance you know? How 

far would you go? How much does it mean to you? How much do you need it?” 

 If ever Davidson’s language shines too beautifully, he ramps up the brutality, though the 

violence is considerately written, always linked to an emotion or deep conviction: 

 

The man brought one world-eating fist down into my face and everything 

exploded in starlight riots, hollowness threading down my jaw as if nothing 

anchored it anymore: my face was only a mask, the contents of my skull 

obliterated … His hands came up in search of blood or pity, I couldn’t tell. 

And I reached down inside, crushed that tiny voice in my chest pleading for 

mercy, cocked my fist and drove it into the guy’s face again. 

 

Throughout the novel, as Owe and Dunk commiserate the acts of violence and misfortune which 

deprive them of their respective chances at happiness, they attempt to account for their life 

trajectories, those accumulations “of bad habits and bad luck”—how one man found himself in 

Cataract City, a figurative prison, and the other, inside a literal one. The novel is poignant, due 

largely to the scope of experience Davidson provides us; we are able to vacation in Dunk’s and 

Owe’s winding past as we so often do in our own, attempting to discover clearer pathways of 

understanding, hoping they will guide us to some semblance of self-discovery. 

 On their own, the external obstacles Davidson erects are sufficient to explain the sort of 

men Owe and Dunk have become, yet he carefully balances the defeats which assault them from the 

outside with the self-defeat they harbour within. Cataract City is analogized as a “knot of venomous 

rattlesnakes balled up under a rock. If one of us made a break for daylight the ball constricted, every 

one of us tightening, pulling that rogue snake back in.” But Davidson also gives some ownership to 

the limitations of Dunk’s, Owe’s—and by extension, the reader’s—psyches. He points out that, in 

many ways, we fall victim to our own choices; our lack of self-belief and, as is often the case, our 

refusal to act in our own best interests. The seemingly uneventful periods in Davidson’s novel, then, 

shape the outcome of his characters’ lives with as much influence as the more dramatic events. 

 Dunk’s eight years in prison are spent marking the passing of time with “a goofy hat as Dick 

Clark announced the ball drop on TV. I awoke to each new day and let it carry me through a 

familiar routine. I sat at the same table for meals.” Owe loses just as many years:  

 

I’d go home to the shoebox apartment, the unmade bed, empty bottles 

queued along the windowsill like giant bullets in want of a revolver, and the 



dripping faucet that I couldn’t quite rouse myself to fix. Every so often I’d 

pick a convenient start point—New Year’s Day was popular—and say: Time 

for a change, Stuckey … For eight years I drank too much, nursed a sullen 

emptiness and waited for something to change, all the while knowing this 

was the single biggest lie people told themselves: that change will eventually 

come on its own if you wait patiently enough for it. 

 

Davidson points to the experience of “time wasted” with painful accuracy, unavoidable and real for 

both the criminal and the law-abiding citizen. Both men must hold themselves to account for the 

years they’ve lost while awaiting some upswing—financial stability, fulfilling employment, a more 

peaceful relationship with their spouse or parent, and the motivation to bring these and other wishes 

to fruition. 

 Straddling crime and literary fiction, Cataract City successfully maintains its momentum 

without sacrificing the importance of this deep introspection. Davidson succeeds in making dog-

racing, dog-fighting, bare-knuckling boxing, and contraband-smuggling accessible to the experience 

of the common reader, demonstrating that we are all at risk of the same prison: one designed from 

our own self-negating choices. As Drinkwater says, “A good dog only loses because his body can’t 

compete. That’s the difference between greyhounds and men—a man’s mind’ll fold, even if he’s got 

all the tools to win.” Perhaps most evocatively, Davidson writes, “Man takes on world, world wins, 

but you get to write it over the course of a lifetime.” 

 Davidson’s novel succeeds in drawing our attention to the struggle each of us must confront 

as we enter adulthood—not man against man, or man against nature, but man against a multitude of 

selves: the child he can no longer be, the man who exists beyond his own reach, and the man he’s 

inexorably becoming; all three, haunting the place we once called home. The prison that snares us 

best, according to Davidson, is the city of our birth, “the softest trap imaginable.” The novel strikes 

a chord with those of us who, at one time, longed to outgrow the place that helped shape us. 

Inevitably, we find ourselves returning to the hometowns that released us into the world without 

ceremony or celebration, just as the prison releases Dunk, and just as childhood gives way to 

adulthood, unsure of what, if anything, we are meant to learn. 
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