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it seethes, ferocious as a sunrise that sears 
the stars’ forest and leaves cloud-white 
burns across the sky. red drowns me in its 
brilliance: draws my pupils to it like an anchor 
to the cold, dark sand, bearing the weight of 
the entire ocean. 

and i can’t even scream. my voice is lost in that 
crimson abyss and i—i close my eyes. blind 
myself       some tragedies we don’t have to be 
our own witness to,      my throat whispers to 
my cells. my boyfriend’s truck screams scarlet, 
for everyone, until the minivan’s brake lights 
bleed across his truck’s navy exoskeleton— 
pushed into itself, wrinkled and disheveled 
 the same way i will be removed from his 
passenger seat.

i open my eyes, forgetting when they fell 
asleep, discovering myself: forearms and 
thighs parallel on the seat, my bellybutton 
smells my thighs, my chin stretches to kisses 
my left knee. i twitch each muscle, make sure 
i am not paralyzed. then, the exhaustion is just 
too alluring to evade, i close my eyes, delve 
into unconsciousness. 

this time, i wake with my head on a soft, 
crinkly airbag. blink my eyes until the ethereal 
watercolor smears and my vision clears. 
MDFNVRQ�XVHV�KLV�ƮQJHUV�WR�LQYHVWLJDWH�
something with his lips. a brilliant sunrise aura 
creates a halo outside his window, blurry and 
bright, enticing me to come, but it seems so 

far, and jackson looks like a boulder between 
me and that light. instead, i embody air’s 
senseless shape; i let my eyelashes fall from 
brows to cheeks until i am ready to face this 
accident. 

before i give my eyes to the crimson abyss, i 
begin to talk to the universe, or maybe it was 
god, or a god. i plead, make a deal, hoping it is 
not with evil:
please don’t let me die or die and be brought 
back. the last time that happened i didn’t want 
WR�ưRDW�EDFN�LQWR�WKLV�ERG\��EXW�QR�PDWWHU�ZKDW��
please let me be okay. i’m not ready to face the 
foreignness of a body that looks the same but 
has lost its innerworkings. and i’ll smile as i turn 
scars into unrepeatable tattoos; what i mean is, 
i can deal with the hatchet creating rivers from 
my skin, but i will drown in my own blood if i 
lose myself entirely or just parts of me. please. 
i’ll stop drowning my brain in vodka—i know 
that was never the intention for this mind. if you 
haven’t already taken pieces of me, i promise 
when i open my eyes i will be who i need to be. 
please, let me try again.
still buckled, now sitting upright, i wonder 
how long my eyes have been open, enough 
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jackson’s red river tongue leaves my own 
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Just for good measure:
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KLV�OLWHU�RI�FRƬHH�EODFN��3URDFWLYH��XQG\LQJ�PHQ��$W�KLV�ULSH�DJH�RI�����KH�FRXOG�OLIW�D�EULFN�KRXVH�
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 I retrieve myself from under the bed. A minor transgression of atheism, it is excused 
by the intensity of the situation. It was just something to do, to pass the time. Who would have 
WKRXJKW�WKH�&DUWHO�ZRXOG�EH�VXFK�DQ�HƬHFWLYH�PLVVLRQL]LQJ�IRUFH"
 Mapplethorpe created a series of works near the end of his life that consisted of black 
DQG�ZKLWH�SRUWUDLWV�RI�ưRZHUV�VHW�DJDLQVW�WKH�GDUNHVW��EODFN�EDFNJURXQG�KH�FRXOG�SURGXFH��
0DQ\�RI�WKHVH�ưRZHUV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�OLO\��ZHUH�ưRZHUV�WKDW�ZHUH�FRPPRQO\�IRXQG�RQ�DOWDU�
arrangements. He captured a simple beauty associated with religion, images that demanded a 
VLOHQFH�RU�REHGLHQFH�PXFK�OLNH�WKH�&DWKROLF�JRG�KDG�UHTXLUHG��,�UHJDUG�WKLV�DV�D�ƮQDO�WRNHQ�RI�
peace to the religion. An apology. A display of gratitude. We learned ways to understand the 
world through god. Catholic aesthetics permeated his work, because we could not distinguish 
a blue sky from heaven or a deep grotto from hell. Our cosmos were arranged around an 
LQH[SOLFDEOH�HQWLW\��+LV�ƮQDO�VWDWHPHQWV�ZHUH�SRUWUDLWV�RI�ưRZHUV�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�IRXQG�TXLHWO\�
contemplating on altar steps, even after it closed and the priests had gone home, and the 
candles were put out. In the darkness, when no one could witness, they worshipped, they 
worshipped, because it was all they knew.

 My mother was a roamer. My father 
never roamed. His ethnic background as 
Acadian-French, his accent, and his schooling 
funneled his path directly into the only living 
wage a man could provide for his growing 
family of six children in the 1980s and ’90s: 
trade-work. It enslaved him to a merciless 
cycle of grind and paucity for most of his life…
an enslavement that I have seen leave many-
a-disgruntled man in its wake for what it took 
from him. For when Eve was condemned to 
the bearing of children, that bull-shaped organ 
called her womb that would bear her pain 
evermore, Adam was, in turn, condemned to 
toil in labor…his existence reduced to that of 
an oxen. The fate of the bull.
 Jimmy was a welder for an oil piping 
FRPSDQ\�ZKR�ZRUNHG�pVL[�RQ�DQG�WZR�RƬq�RU�
some other cruel combination that involved 
a sizable aluminum weld shop pitched and 
forlorn in the southeast Texas countryside. 
7KH�ƮHOG�KH�IRXQG�KLPVHOI�LQ�IRU�VR�PDQ\�
years had its share of stubborn and ill-treated 
hands that slowly and dreadfully exhausted 
the fuel from their barrels. Steers deprived of 
the use of their own numinous will and sense 
of direction. The shop had no air-conditioning. 
The large fans the company did place on the 
perimeter only blew the hot air through the 
workspace where the men could be found 
toiling, meat-hands slugging away on dog-legs. 
7KH�DIWHU�WKRXJKW�ZDV�PRUH�RƬHQVLYH�WKDQ�
the heat. It would have been better if they had 
pretended to forget about the temperature 

WKDQ�WR�VWLFN�VXFK�DQ�LQHƬHFWLYH�%DQG�$LG�RYHU�
a gaping laceration. In the summers, the heat 
became so exasperating it was inhumane. The 
money itself was always “a dime wide and a 
QLFNHO�KLJK�q�)RU�RYHU�WZHQW\�ƮYH�\HDUV�WKLV�LV�
where he labored from either 3am to 3pm or 
3pm to 3am. His home hours were diminished 
to much needed sleep and food so that he 
could restore himself for yet another round of 
work. 
 How he did it I will never know, but the 
HƬHFWV�RI�WKLV�VDFULƮFH�ULSSOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�
lives of those whose sustenance depended on 
the misery of this caged and burdened body. 
The ripples reverberated like polluted river 
streams coursing under the old iron bridge at 
the edge of town. A current that twisted tides 
of both pain and gratitude through all of us…
and that had to keep moving or die.
 From the time I was a small child until 
I left home for good, I saw these ripples in 
colors. In fact, I always saw life in color. The 
rays of sorrow would solder through the 
window panes of our old house and somehow 
bathe our lives in blue. One image scorched 
into my memory is my father’s jet black hair, 
slate blue eyes, and strong but slumped 
shoulders at the head of our table while the 
sun danced into twilight one evening around 
KLV�IRUWLHWK�ELUWKGD\��7KH�Ʈ[HG�ORRN�RI�VRUURZ�
on his face as he stared through the bluest of 
windows during my baby’s breath teenage life, 
smelted me from ore to core. The desperate 
search for something innocent lost. The 
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internal rage of something precious taken. The 
anger was borne like the densest of sandbags 
that caused him to stomp when he walked—
the kind of anger that could only lift in tragic 
displays within the walls of our small wood-
framed house.
  I cannot forget the iron he both 
mustered up into will and smashed into day 
after day. I cannot forget the heat on his 
clothes that nearly burned my skin when my 
brother and I would run up to hug him. I still 
remember the smell of dirt and metal and 
combined sweat. That was his signature 
smell. Over the years I would see him pace 
throughout the house, walking himself to the 
front door which had a small opening placed at 
the top of it. He would sometimes spend hours 
VWDULQJ�RXW�WKH�WLQ\�ZLQGRZfD�PDQ�DQG�D�Ʈ[HG�
gait. You could feel the quiet desperation as he 
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willful consternation in the face of his grueling 
life-long bondage. I think of my own life 
experiences of working two or three jobs since 
WKH�DJH�RI�ƮIWHHQ�IRU�YHU\�OLWWOH�JDLQ�DQG�IHZ�
PRPHQWV�WKDW�HGLƮHG�RU�QRXULVKHG�PH�WKH�ZD\�
,�QHHGHG�WR�EH�QRXULVKHG��6FUXEELQJ�ưRRUV�DQG�
toilets, exhausted late nights, hours of awful 
&OHDU�&KDQQHO�PXVLF�WKDW�VKRXOG�EH�FODVVLƮHG�
as a mild form of insanity, soulless corporate 
environments that bound and stretched my 
personality into a caricature lest I be deemed 
pQRW�D�ƮWq�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�pƮUHGq��DV�LI�,�DOZD\V�
had the option to go somewhere else that 
would miraculously turn out to be completely 
GLƬHUHQW�WKDQ�WKHLU�VSHFLDO�VHW�RI�GHKXPDQL]LQJ�
corporate demands).  I think of the 
environments that pull on all of us and provoke 
us when our sustenance could just as easily be 
gained in plentitude working alongside family 
and loved ones, tilling and enriching our own 
soil and educating ourselves in our leisure. 
Creatures cultivating goods, waged by their 
RZQ�KDQGV��WUDQVIRUPLQJ�WKHP�LQWR�SURƮWV��,Q�
fact, I say with all the satisfaction I can muster 
in my soul that I resent the bull with the most 
brazen of contempt. I relish in the molten ball 
RI�ƮUH�LW�KDV�LJQLWHG�LQ�P\�VRXO�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�
extinguished. For it has taken more from me 
and those I love than death ever could.  I have 
seen it drag my authentic core through its 
mud. I have felt it stomp out the essence from 
me. I have smelt its shit. And so like my mother 
the roamer, I will creatively craft another path…
one the illustrious beast cannot track or follow. 
And like my father, the welder, I will craft my 
metal carefully in this molten core. I will eye 
my oxygen levels, keeping my hands still and 
steady. I will muster my iron will to withstand 
the brutality of the heat on my burdened body, 
and you may watch me craft my swords with 
the utmost care. I will slay the beast in my 

father’s honor. I will celebrate with my mother’s 
FUHDWLYH�ưDLU��,�ZLOO�QRW�VHW�P\VHOI�Ʈ[HG�OHVW�WKH�
beast catch me. I will learn and therefore adapt, 
lest the beast tempt me with its self-degrading 
conveniences and expediencies. I will enrich 
my life in ways the world has not yet thought 
of.  I will nourish myself beyond the yoke with 
wit and poetry and so make it my servant. I will 
roam. 

 






