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FLAGS

by A.G. Pasquella

T
��� ���� out there planting 

�ags again. Christopher Colum-

bus, Hernando Cortez, the whole 

gang. I even saw some dude in a space suit.

“Cut it out,” I told them. “�is is my front 

lawn. You see that mailbox? �at’s my name, 

right there.”

Cortez said something in Spanish. �e as-

tronaut said something but it was mu�ed by 

his helmet. Maybe I need a trap, I thought. A 

big ol’ pit with leaves and twigs on the top. 

But then the paperboy or the mailman or 

some happy-go-lucky kid would fall into it 

and even if I didn’t line the pit with spikes I’d 

be looking at a lawsuit and I can’t a�ord that!

“Watch the geraniums!” I shouted as an-

other �ag went in. A man in golden conquis-

tador armor snarled at me. Was that wax in 

his beard? How did he train it to be so pointy?

Exterminators won’t even take my calls. 

“Sorry,” they say, “we don’t do explorers.” 

�ey’re not really sorry.

I tried cayenne pepper and Pop Rocks. “It’ll 

work,” the guy at the grocery store told me. 

“�e cayenne will make them sneeze and the 

Pop Rocks will make their hands and faces all 

sticky. I bet they’ll hate that.”

It didn’t work.

* * *

Neighbour Bob came over in the a�ernoon, 

dodging the �ags as the wind whipped them 

around. “What’s with the �ags?” he said.

“Explorers,” I said. “I’ve tried everything 

but they just keep on coming.”

“Yeah, right. You’re selling these �ags to 

support some sort of unsavory habit, aren’t 

you? Like crystal meth or Magic: �e Gath-

ering.”

“I’m telling you, it’s explorers. �ey 

come rustling around just before dawn and 

wreck everything. Look! Amerigo Vespucci 

knocked over my bird feeder.”
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Illustration by Adrian So

“You can’t open a �ag farm on your front lawn. Neighbourhood reg-

ulations don’t allow it.”

“So what do you think I should I do? Burn them?”

Bob’s eyes went wide. “I knew it. Foreign car, facial hair�I can tell 

every time.”

“I’m not�oh, forget it. You want to buy a �ag?”

“�ere’s only one �ag for me, and that’s the good ol’ stars and stripes.”

I plucked one the astronaut planted over near the driveway. “You 

have this one for half price.”

“Sold.”

 * * *

My mother never liked Bob. “Too jowly,” she said. “Makes him look like 

J. Edgar Hoover. I never liked him, either.” Ma and I used to go on long 

walks together. She’d tell me the names of plants and point out things 
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that had changed since she was a girl. “See that  

McDonald’s?” she’d say. “�at used to be a 

vacant lot.” �en she got older and sicker and 

our walks got shorter and shorter: from our 

house down to the stop sign and back, then 

from our house to mailbox and back. A�er 

that we just sat on the porch and talked about 

how the passing people looked just like their 

pets and then a�er that she was gone.

* * *

The next morning Bob came huffing up 

to me, plucking flags and throwing them 

over his shoulder. “I don’t know what your 

game is, but this flag was on my property. 

I’ve called in a surveyor and I’m putting up 

a fence.”

“If you really want to mark your territory, 

I heard Home Depot has a special on guard 

towers and razor wire.”

“What?”

“Look, instead of fencing yourself in, why 

don’t you buy me out?”

Bob’s face got cra�y. “What sort of price 

are you looking for?”

“Make me an o�er.”

“Well, you wouldn’t get much on the open 

market, that’s for sure. I mean, just look at 

that shithole.”

“�at’s my mother’s house.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I love what she’s done 

with it.” Bob names a ridiculously low �gure 

and grins. “So do we have a deal or what?”

* * *

Bob’s cheque went through just �ne.

“Here are the keys,” I told him. “I’ll be leav-

ing in the morning. Bob, I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh yeah?”

“What’s the explorer’s natural enemy? 

Bears? You need to get a couple of buckets of 

bear pee and really slosh it around out there.”

Bob smirked. “Explorers. Right. I can han-

dle them.”

I shrugged. “Just trying to help.”
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* * *

�at night I heard Bob patrolling his patio, 

growling into his cell phone about what a 

low-grade chump I was. Apparently Bob was 

a Master Negotiator who really raked me  

over the coals.

Here’s the truth. �e explorers were just 

the tip of iceberg. �e house had all kinds of 

problems. Mildew. Mold. Rats. Raccoons. 

Termites. Mud and muck and rot and ruin. 

I’d been a�er Mom to sell for years, before 

the whole shooting match caved in around 

our heads.

* * *

�at night I went to sleep smiling and slept 

great for the �rst time in years.

* * *

�e cab came to pick me up bright and early. 

�e cabbie had a thick black moustache and 

he smiled as he helped me with my bags. 

“Where to?” he asked. Ma hated travel, so I’ve 

never been anywhere. I’ve never even been to 

the airport. 

Something clanged o� the back passen-

ger window. I looked up and there was Bob, 

red-faced and screaming, yanking up �ags. 

He hurled another one my way, mouth open, 

spi�le �ying.

“Just drive,” I said. As the cab pulled away 

I saw Bob growing smaller in the rearview, 

surrounded by �ags, hundreds of ’em, thou-

sands, stretching out toward the horizon as 

far as the eye could see, snapping and crack-

ing in the early-morning breeze.

I leaned back, se�ling into the cab’s plush 

leather seats. “Take me to the airport,” I said.
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LOS ANGELES, 
JANUARY 

by Jasmine Szabo-Knox

T
���� ����’� anything good on 

at the movies, so I went back to 

the hotel. In my room I called my 

brother to see if he had received the money 

I sent him in the mail, but no one answered 

the phone. I took a very hot shower and got 

into bed. I was pre�y grateful for the white 

sheets, and vowed to buy some for myself 

when I returned to Montreal. How could I 

return to green sheets? But it would be easy 

to leave East Hollywood. I was on vacation 

alone in America. 

When I woke up a li�le later, I called Freddy 

again. �is time, he answered.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Freddy.”

“Hi, Judy. How are you?”

“I was just calling to see if you got the 

money I sent you.”

“No, I didn’t. Did you send me money?”

“I think you might be messing with me 

right now. I hope to God that’s the case.”

“I promise I’m not. When did you send it?”

“Last week.”

“Just hold on, okay? Wait a minute. Let me 

go check the mail. Maybe it’s there.”

I waited.

“It’s not there.”

“I’m having a heart a�ack.”

“When did you say you sent it?”

“Last week.”

“Hm. Well, it’s not there. What was it for?”

“It was meant to be spending money.”

“How much?”

“Four hundred.”

“�at’s too much. �at’s crazy.”

“Is Mom home?”

“Did you send it in cash?”

“Is Mom home, I asked.”

“Judy.”

“I guess I did. But is she?”

“No. Did you want to talk to her?”

“Do me a favour, will you? Look through 
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all her shit. Go into her bedroom and look 

in her drawers and everywhere else you can 

think of. Try and see if you can locate four 

hundred dollars in ��y-dollar bills. All ��ies.”

“I’m not doing that. I would never do that!”

“I have this very bad feeling about her.”

“You’re so mean to her, but she’s our mom. 

Try showing a li�le respect.”

“I really believe in my heart that she stole 

the money. I just dreamt about it during a 

nap.”

It wasn’t true about the dream. I hadn’t 

dreamt at all.

“You shouldn’t send money through the 

mail. Everyone knows that.”

“Oh, but I miss you too much.”

“I miss you too.”

“I want you to have some spending money. 

Aren’t you bored sick without money? Where 

do you go at night? Anywhere? Do girls want 

you?”

“I’m �ne. Girls want me.”

“It’s just that I hated being younger. I hated 

it so much. You should get a job and get out 

of there.”

“Do you really believe she would intercept 

my money?”

“Of course I do, yes, Freddy. I was sup-

posed to get Grandma’s gold watch and then 

I didn’t. Did you get anything? Mom said my 

watch was lost in the shu�e. Were you there 

for this? How old were you when Grandma 

died? Did you get anything?”

“You’re begin unfair, Judy.”

“You’re totally o�-base saying that. She’s 

going to spend your spending money on the 

shit.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Are you crazy?”

“You’re the crazy one. Everyone knows you 

don’t send money through the mail. I’m sorry 

I called you crazy, but honestly, it was prob-

ably stolen by someone we’ve never heard of. 

A postman, maybe. Are you sure it was Mom 

in your dream? What angle did you see her 

from?”

“Maybe it was a postman dressed as Mom.”

“Right. So don’t jump to any conclusions. 
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Don’t make broad assumptions about your 

own mother. She loves you. She misses you 

very much. She prints out your emails and 

she made a mental note about those white 

sheets you said you needed. You’re ge�ing 

them for your birthday.”

“Freddy, I have to pee so badly. I’ve been 

holding it in since the start of the conver-

sation and I might piss myself. I have to go, 

okay? Just please take a look around her room 

and report back to me. Okay?”

“What do you think of the white sheets?”

“I still want them.”

“�at’s not what I meant.”

“Are you going to look around or not?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll think about it.”

“Please? For your sister? Okay, I love you, 

I’m pissing my pants, bye, Freddy.”

“Bye, Judy. I miss you. Have fun on your 

trip. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

“Love you.”

�e last time I saw my mother, we were sit-

ting on her bed and she was crying over the 

ingrown hairs in her thighs. We were pluck-

ing them out with our �ngernails and she was 

yelling at me, “I’m disgusting!” �at’s what 

she was yelling.

I took the elevator down to the lobby and 

asked the concierge for a restaurant recom-

mendation. He wrote out the directions to a 

�ai restaurant on the back of a business card. 

I walked out into the street and a man asked 

me for a cigare�e. I told him I didn’t smoke 

and that was the truth. He asked a di�erent 

woman for a cigare�e and she pulled one out 

for him. He asked for a second and she gave 

him that too.

“For my girlfriend,” he said. “She’s circling 

the block looking for cigare�es, clockwise, 

and I’m circling the other way, counterclock-

wise. �en we’re going to meet in the middle 

and go to New York City, start over.”
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THE COUCH

by Lisa Young

C
����� ��� I dri� down the 

aisle of a discount-furniture store. 

A red velvet couch with carved 

walnut trim captures my a�ention. I want this 

the way I want anything I can’t have�with 

full abandon. If only the price tag weren’t so 

crushing.

We continue searching for something suit-

able, but there’s nothing here we can a�ord. A 

saleswoman asks if we need help. Cam eron’s 

apologetic and explains that we’re on a lim-

ited budget.

She asks if we’ve seen their vintage collec-

tion and leads us right back to my couch. 

I’ll give you 50 per cent o� and you walk 

away now, she says, pu�ng up the cushions 

and sending dust into the air.

She invites us to take a seat. �e couch is 

not that comfy, but the straight back will be 

good for my posture. Cameron spies a rip in 

the fabric and �ngers the tear.

Don’t rip it more, I say.

�at looks kind of major, Cameron says.

She waves her hand. Tells us she can �x that 

easily.

We should think about it. Maybe come 

back tomorrow, Cameron says. �en she low-

ers the price another 10 per cent.

You sure it’ll �t? he asks.

�e saleswoman is sure. We have a deal.

As soon as we’re outside, I’m bursting with 

energy. �e light is so bright it’s almost blind-

ing.

What a day. Can you believe we bought 

it?
I ask.

Cameron shakes his head. No, I can’t. I was 

just going along with you.

Are you serious? I thought you wanted this.

�e red is too intense.

Don’t worry; we’ve made the perfect 

choice, I say. But he has a way of ge�ing to 

me. By the time we’re home, I’m fending o� 

buyer’s remorse.

We move out our old, ra�y sectional and 



make room for the new. �e movers arrive earlier than expected and 

send us into a state of alarm. Cameron truly hates the red beast.

�e decision is �nal when the couch won’t �t through the door-

frame.

Ha, I knew the thing wouldn’t �t, Cameron says.

Why didn’t you say something?

I did.

But then you agreed, I say.

I knew it though. Call the saleswoman and ask her if she has a couch 

in beige, he says.

It’ll be more expensive.

Yes, I know, he says.

For a moment more, I want a red-�ame couch. A conversation piece. 

A glori�ed furnishing to pin all our hopes on.

Fine. You handle it. I’m going out back for a smoke, I say.

She didn’t even �x the rip in the couch, Cameron calls a�er me.

�e sun is se�ing behind the trees. In the clouds is a �gure of a woman 

si�ing on her heels, her arms up over her head in a kind of acceptance 

and celebration of life. She only lasts a few minutes and then she’s gone.

Photo by Jeremy Hanson-Finger
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IN THE NORTH 
COUNTRY

by Kyle Flak

W
��� I lived in northern 

Michigan, I used to write in 

the Peter White Public Li-

brary because they had this one room that 

made you feel like you were in somebody 

else’s mansion. �ere were stu�ed birds and 

paintings of dead people. I liked to sit on a 

couch from 1913 or thereabouts. �e springs 

in the couch squeaked and actually felt like 

springs. It was positioned right next to the 

�replace. On cold grey days you could warm 

yourself there and drag up old memories of 

your previous life as a great and powerful 

lumber baron.

My favorite window o�ered a view of the 

famous Landmark Hotel bar. It was famous 

because Amelia Earhart had once go�en 

drunk there, supposedly. I could write a sen-

tence for an essay about Turgenev, then look 

up and say, “In an hour or maybe 45 minutes, 

I will walk over there and have myself a beer.” 

But o�en I would just keep writing and for-

get about the beer.

�e winters were endless. You could fall 

asleep on a late May a�ernoon con�dent that 

everything was okay in your life, then wake 

up an hour later and �nd a pile of snow on 

your Buick. But it was comforting to know 

that you could always basically disappear 

from October until June and nobody would 

ask any questions.

I used that time productively. I walked 

around a�er midnight pretending that the 

city of Marque�e was mine. I pretended that 

I had bought it from somebody. �e wind hit 

me in the face. It smelled like the white�sh of 

Lake Superior, which were always near and 

always on everybody’s mind.

Also, it was convenient to fall in love all 

winter long so as to miss out on the otherwise 

inevitable depression. �e �rst girl I chose to 

fall in love with was the sort of person who 

would de�nitely own way too many cats later 
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in life. I saw her at a church meeting of some kind and thought to my-

self, “Gee. She must know some mysterious secrets.”

We went to all the local events. �ere were about three per year. 

She wore her nice jeans whenever we went out. She le� the other pair 

at home, presumably. When we talked, we both sounded like bizarre 

aliens to each other. It was fascinating. Also, it hurt my lungs. It was 

hard to breathe and say decent things too. When I look back on it all, 

I wish that I had had myself a real doozy of a monster truck. Our ter-

ritory would have expanded. We wouldn’t have go�en tired of every-

thing so fast.

Eventually, I started spending more and more of my time down at 

“the old bog walk.” Deer liked to hang out there. I didn’t go there with 

any people. I went there alone to look at deer. A tall one with antlers 

approached me one a�ernoon. “You have the kind of pre�y that con-

temporary dating is so sorrowfully lacking,” I said out loud to nature 

in general. It received the compliment and gave me a bright blue sky. 

I didn’t even have to buy it any costly movie theatre popcorn. �e sky 

just arrived somehow, be�er than I could have imagined.

Illustration by Shen Plum
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THEY’RE, THERE, 
THEIR

by Lizy Mostowski

O
�� �	����� I le� you Post-

it notes I hoped you’d never for-

get. �ey read, “I don’t think I 

can love you anymore. You used there when 

you should’ve used their,” and “Your best 

friend is a living testimony that Joeys really 

do exist.”

(I was referencing Friends.)

I’m not even sure you got them. �at’s the 

thing with leaving notes: one can never be 

sure they were le� in just the right spot. And 

how would you know they were from me? 

You probably concluded that the universe 

was scolding you for not paying a�ention in 

English class, in elementary, middle and high 

school. I should have just sent a text.

I was at the Dollar Store, trying to pick out 

the perfect Christmas ribbon, thinking about 

the laptop deco I almost bought you last 

night on Etsy, when I got your text message 

that read, “tx for catching the typos,” and “he 

is an exception to every rule.” And I rolled my 

eyes and decided on the gli�ery thick white 

ribbon and shiny thin red ribbon and turned 

to the lady next to me and said, “�ere’s dif-

ferent colours in every box!” But she didn’t 

seem to appreciate my enthusiasm; actually, 

she didn’t respond at all, and I thought, I 

know we’re in the Dollar Store, but we are also 

in the goddamn Christmas aisle, lady.

As I walked home, I ran into the guitarist 

I’d slept with, and he didn’t recognize me un-

til the very last second, then he opened his 

mouth wide and smiled and said hello while 

waving. �ought, �ere’s a reason I’ll never 

sleep with you again, and it’s not because you’re 

bald, and laughed on the inside. I’m not sure 

what my face and my lips did. I can only guess 

that they did some awful thing in between a 

grimace and a grin.

And as I walked home with my shoes 

crunching on the salted pavement, I thought 

about how his big clunky headphones 
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exaggerated the roundness of his bald head, 

and then wondered if he was even aware of it. 

I didn’t tell you about him; it wasn’t relevant. 

But I thought that his head might make you 

feel be�er about the patch in your beard.

I wanted to text my friend and say, “Why 

does it get so damn dark so damn early in the 

winter?” Instead, I decided that it was redun-

dant to get a text message in return that read, 

“I know, right?” or “Yeah, this sucks.” Instead 

I sent one that said, “Last night I had a dream 

that my biology professor had to accompany 

me to the doctor, because I’m a hypochon-

driac.” Sometimes I think that you’re a hypo-

chondriac too, but then I remember that you 

brush your teeth with your �nger and get so� 

at the sight of a condom.

When I got home the apartment was com-

pletely dark, and that made me happy, be-

cause that meant that my roommate wasn’t 

home. �e dynamic is always “good room-

mate” and “bad roommate.” I’ve realized that 

it’s more fun to be the bad roommate, but the 

good roommate always moves out on you, 

and then you get another roommate and you 

have to �gure out the dynamic again. You’d 

know that. One roommate would always 

be the one who forgot to take out the trash, 

who brought jerks home, and who borrowed 

things without asking. �e good roommate 

would have to pick up the slack, and would, 

even though she knew be�er, be jealous that 

the bad roommate brought home more jerks.

Remember that time you cleaned up a�er 

Joey, because it was noon and he still wasn’t 

home yet? And his cat. Joey’s cat. He got us 

both with that one. Do you think I’m a Mon-

ica or a Rachel? I’ve always wanted to be a 

Phoebe, though my friends used to tease me 

in high school and say that I was more of a 

Janice. I wonder where you were when you 

got my Post-its. Did you �nd them as the 

train le� Gare Centrale, or were you going 

past Kingston where you saw a young girl 

through the window? Did you �nd them just 

as you were pu�ing away your laptop, when 

the conductor said, “Arriving in ten minutes”? 

I wish you’d said goodbye. 
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I began to hate myself for being one of 

those people who le� Post-its, leaving their 

heart stuck to the wall with a �imsy sticky 

strip on the back of a piece of paper, aware 

that it could fall down unnoticed, and just as 

aware that it could be found and be appreci-

ated.

�at day, the verbal Post-its I’d been shame-

lessly leaving around town seemed to be go-

ing unnoticed, like kindness in public so o�en 

is. Si�ing on the couch, looking at the ever-

darkening sky, I wondered how you thought 

the Post-its had go�en into your briefcase, 

the old leather thing you carried around. I 

was happy that you didn’t ask.

I �gured even if I had told you about the 

lady who was unbearably short with me in 

the dollar store, or the one-night stand, or 

how I’d climbed various forms of fencing 

and �re escapes to leave anonymous yet, in 

my opinion, clever notes, you would casually 

throw it behind you, like the fat man tossing 

his McDonald’s wrappers into the back of his 

truck to deal with later, how I was the hypo-

chondriac who would get an itch and a spider 

bite and conclude that it was scabies, rush to 

the clinic to �nd out that it was an early stage 

of eczema and that the cure was a low dose 

of over-the-counter cream. And you would 

pat my head and say something like, “there, 

there, there,” and I’d never know whether or 

not you chose the right variation of the word. 
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REASONS FOR 
SPEED DATING

by Emma Sakamoto

T
�� ��� si�ing across from Aure-

lie was wearing a dark blue suit and 

a boring tie. He still had a name-

tag clipped to his jacket: Kevin MacIntosh, 

Customer Service Representative, RBC.

“I’m a lumberjack,” he said, without wait-

ing for her to initiate the string of standard 

speed dating questions. “I chop down trees 

and wear plaid and shit.”

Aurelie had been bored before, surrepti-

tiously taking notes about the So Many Fish 

Speed Dating Service and giving out the 

number for the public library helpline when-

ever she was asked for contact information. 

Now she sat up a li�le straighter, cursing the 

fact that she’d just �lled the last page of her 

notepad.

Kevin kept going. “You’re going to ask me 

my favourite food or sport, or something, 

aren’t you? Well, let me save you the trouble. 

Flapjacks and logrolling. Happy?”

“I didn’t know RBC employed lumber-

jacks,” Aurelie said politely, nodding at the 

nametag. She was holding a pen under the 

table, and she wrote the words �apjacks and 

logrolling on her palm.

He blinked. “Where do you think they get 

all their paper from?”

She snorted, holding out her hand. “I’m 

Aurelie.”

“Lumberjack Jim,” Kevin persisted, tak-

ing her hand, then turning it over to read 

the smeared blue ink. He raised an eyebrow. 

“What’s this?”

Aurelie pulled back, feeling red splotches 

climb up her neck and jaw. It was the embar-

rassment of being caught that made her lie. 

“I’m a poet,” she said. “I write down ideas for 

poems.”

A�er her poet comment, Kevin leaned back 

in his chair with closed eyes. Aurelie looked 

around the room, noticing people who had 

spent too much time on their hair and not 
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enough time thinking of conversation points. 

So Many Fish was housed on the second �oor 

of what used to be a language school, and the 

classroom vibe remained, complete with a 

whiteboard and a bookshelf sparsely lined 

with self-help books instead of bilingual dic-

tionaries. She read over the list on the white-

board: “Questions To Ask Your Speed Date.” 

Occupation, favourite food, childhood pet. 

None of this was very inspiring. “Why are 

you really here?” she asked him.

“Deceit,” Kevin replied, opening his eyes. 

He sat forward. “Why are you here?”

“A friend asked me to come.” �is was also 

a lie, but only in that the editor of the Uni-

versity Tribunal was more of an acquaintance 

than a friend.

Kevin watched Aurelie, who was absent-

mindedly clicking her pen, before bringing 

his hands down on the table in resignation. 

“Honestly? Honestly, I just broke up with my 

girlfriend of three years and my friends told 

me they were taking me out for dinner, then 

brought me here.”

“Why’d you break up?”

Kevin grimaced. “What kind of poetry do 

you write?”

Aurelie shrugged, feeling stupid for lying. 

“Sonnets,” she said, the �rst thing that came 

to mind.

“You romantic, you.”

�ey both glanced at the countdown clock 

mounted beside the whiteboard. Two min-

utes remained.

“Do you miss her?” she asked. It was hard 

not to be curious about Lumberjack Jim’s 

love life, and since she was only going to have 

to talk to him for another minute and a half, 

she didn’t feel bad about asking the question.

He kept quiet for a second, so that the ner-

vous hum of �ve-minute couples making 

forced conversation came into focus. Finally 

he said, “She moved to Vancouver,” which 

wasn’t exactly an answer.

“�ere are lots of trees in B.C.,” Aurelie 

said.

“Sorry?”

“To chop down. And they have �apjacks 
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on the West Coast, too, I’m sure.”

He laughed as the bell rang, standing up to 

shake her hand again. “I’m not a lumberjack,” 

he said before walking to the next table.

Aurelie looked down at her hand. Just un-

der where she’d wri�en �apjacks and logroll-

ing she added the sentence I’m not a lumber-

jack.

Illustration by Ian Turner
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CHARLES 
HENNIGAR 
AND THE 

MAGNIFICENT 
INANITY OF THE 

SENSES 

by David B. Huebert

E���� ��� Charles le� his apartment 

and got into the elevator, and every 

day he wondered if he had put on 

weight until, eventually, he began to suspect 

that the elevator was ge�ing smaller. 

Soon a�erwards he found himself ducking 

as he walked through the underground lot 

and noticed that it was ge�ing more di�cult 

to squeeze his compact Kia into his parking 

space.

�en came the morning when he realized 

that the Kia no longer �t inside the yellow 

lines. In fact, all the vehicles in the lot were 

pressed shoulder to shoulder, leaving no 

room for Charles to enter his car. With a con-

siderable e�ort he managed to prise the door 

open, snake one arm in, release the parking 

brake, and shi� the Kia into neutral. He then 

climbed over the roof to the back of the car 

and pushed it out of the space. �e Kia rolled 

into the main lane of the parking lot and 

Charles set out a�er it. By this point Charles 

could actually see the roof descending over 

his head, and he had to crouch as he ran up 

to the car and leapt in. He stepped on the gas 

and swerved through the lot, making it out of 

the garage just in time, sparks �ying over the 

windshield as the Kia kissed the ceiling.

Allowing no time for self-congratulation, 

Charles immediately drove down Bathurst in 

the direction of the Gardiner Expressway. But 

he soon realized that he would not be ge�ing 

anywhere by car. �e road had been reduced 

to a single lane and tra�c was deadlocked. 

Charles phoned his boss, Mr. Tanaka, to 

say that he would be running a li�le late. But 

the old man told him not to bother coming 

in that day. “In fact,” he added, “we probably 
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won’t need you tomorrow either. Or, most 

likely, ever again.”

With genuine displeasure, Mr. Tanaka in-

formed Charles that the o�ce was, quite 

literally, downsizing. He advised Charles to 

accept his severance package as quickly as 

possible, because it wasn’t ge�ing any bigger. 

Charles was not sure how to feel about this 

play on words. Nonetheless, he agreed to the 

deal, hung up with Tanaka, and stepped out 

of his vehicle. 

He set out on foot, in the direction of the 

water. �e sidewalk had shrunk to the width 

of a stair and he had to walk with one foot in 

front of the other, like a child balancing on 

a curb. It was a struggle to get by the people 

heading in the opposite direction and at one 

point he had to wrestle an irascible silver-

haired gentleman who was quite unscrupu-

lous with his cane. Despite these setbacks, 

Charles eventually made it to the harbour.

Once there, he took o� his shoes and socks, 

rolled up his pant legs, and waded out across 

Lake Ontario. At its peak, the water rose 

almost to his knees. When he got to Roch-

ester, Charles needed a rest, so he sat down 

on the Xerox Tower and looked out over the 

waist-high skyscrapers and the distant green 

goosebumps of the Appalachian Mountains. 

An airplane buzzed past his ear and he swat-

ted it out of the air. It exploded quietly as 

it hit the pavement. �ere was a chorus of 

screams. Charles wondered what he would 

have for lunch.



Photo by Heather McCarthy
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O	��

Was I happy with my diet that October?

Was I happy? When the elevator I was

ascending in stopped and began to descend did I

weep? Yolky clots of cocaine dripping down

my throat. Did you read my ta�oo out loud?

At the beach, or through a pair of mirrors?

Did I eat no fewer than two pounds of ground

beef every week? No more than seven eggs?

How did I sound on the radio? Were the eyes

of the white face you thereby envisioned closed

tight, all wet? You o�ered to �rst use your

�ngers, compared the penetralia

to which cozy place from your time as a child?

Did God, in that sense, reassemble? How did

cohesion suit him? Did I genu�ect and speak

with particular eloquence on the o�-chance

those words were my last? Saying I am a forest

�re. Saying I am an island and those as

we know do not cry. Saying �ere my sea

legs are good gravy I have found them.

SELECTED POEMS
by Ben Ladouceur
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P�����������

All the most obvious route does is

su�ce. By the time

we complete the Philosopher’s Walk

there is more autumn

than before, and not one sacred datum le�

to the imagination. If I change

into long johns, you need not even look

away. Tell me again

your dissertation topic.

Simony? I like that. �e �rst man I loved

was named Simon, and every lover

since has been

a li�le simony. �e olive Judaism

of Simon’s skin brought pools of oil reaching

for the evening light to mind.

His body, like yours, would lie

mute as a plum

until a vigilant limb came

to a decision. As you might have guessed

I’ve come to one myself.
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C��� O� A�� Y�� C�������

�e analog world awoke to �nd

a doctor had slipped every bone

from its legs. �e way it is

now, we mistake thunder

and lightning for God very

rarely: too many algorithms

preach atheistic digits

our way. �e bunkers in which

we slumber and fuck are bone

dry, we never catch

our deaths. �e lights, the white

noises, I �nd them mediocre

sometimes and sometimes

I go dea�lind, I walk into rooms

with my hands out, elated

and frightened by the prospect

of contact. But every touch

is �ction, is electromagnets

bullshi�ing our skin. We

are always an angstrom apart.

Men once revised the world map

by bleeding. �ey’d return

to the motherland

in ships with more sails

than the ashore could tally.

We now revise the map

of all known things: top and bo�om, up

and down, charm and strange, we do not

bleed. Men enter the asbestos

maze. �e same

amount exits but those

are changed men. Not melodies

nor pistils, not silly

hats nor open

wounds cause pause among them.



30

G����

�e �rst time you answered

a telephone. I don’t like this, you

shouted. I feel as though your low

voice, without home, has come

to my face to beg tenancy, but I

already have one of those.

�ere was no need

to shout. We discovered

light is its own vehicle, it rides

on the backs of horses

made of light. In person

you took to saying nothing.

I took nothing to mean, I am at

capacity. I found your body

novel, free

of curvature. �en thought it best

to show myself out. How

incredible. �e glass, once

sand, now a large �at wall light

had no fear of. �rough it

I could see a man

and, practically, his motives.
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B�����’� H�����

I do apologize, my lord, but may I suggest

you pretend you’re still tending heroically to the revolution

in Mexico, where they serve the red soup cold

on purpose? All sorts of dogs run loose there, bloodhounds

hump collies, the o�spring unsightly. I’m late

to bring the meal, my lord, because the ta�oo took

longer than I’d thought. Don’t pray for my soul! I scoured

�e Good Book and got blood from that stone: God seems, at

worst, indi�erent to ink and rest assured, the waistcoat hides it

well. If you must know, my lord, it’s a single word, perfectly

kerned, set in Bloodle�er Grotesk, a typeface there’s a story

behind. No, it isn’t the chambermaid’s name�our schedules

haven’t an hour of recess in common, and our hearts

not a scraping of blood. I share my bed with two footmen

while down the stairs, so many bedrooms desolate

as moons. Yes, my lord, a great deal did it hurt:

like my bones were being upholstered. What blood I lost!

I scooped it into phials and might, if it

please you, paint a portrait of her ladyship. A�er spo�ing

�e Accolade by Leighton, I detest any artwork

that doesn’t, to some degree, bleed. I’m just glad you

asked me to explain myself. When I last spoke out loud

the country farms radiated with paint, not �re, the city girls’

faces with blood, not paint. �e world was not absurd.



H�� B�������, T����� D�������-D������

Happy birthday, �omas Dearnley-Davison!

Sorry to arrive empty-handed. �e plan

was to give you some tall boys, a carton

of Viceroys, and a quality handjob, but I couldn’t

�nd an unmarked paper bag in which to keep

the �rst two gi�s, then to throw over your ugly

mug as I perform the third. Besides, it’s time

to get to work! Just talk our ears o�

about some nearby pizza place and you’ll have

your writing den to yourself before the city owls hit

the hay. �en you can tend to a woman named

Marcie, a woman named Deb�and others too�

while they experiment with colour pale�es, drunk

dial their ex-husbands, and get to the bo�oms

of their mothers’ enigmatic dying

words. (Why do you write so much about women?

You aren’t one of them. You don’t even make

love to them.) Soon you’ll be voting

conservative, snorting royalties o� the back

of your own bestseller, telling some young

thing to make himself at home in the clu�er while

you share with him your parliament of stories. Until

that morose night arrives, I hope you don’t mind

if I keep calling you my brother, as if I never stood

in your doorway a�er a damp stroll back

from the moon district, wondering which beverage

you would nonchalantly o�er me, ouzo or tea.

32
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CONVERSATION 
BETWEEN 

EDITOR AND 
IMAGINED 

INTERLOCUTOR

Andrew: Up next is our own Jeremy Hanson-

Finger’s review of Gary Barwin’s beautiful 

book��e Porcupinity of Stars (Coach House 

Books, 2010). 

Interlocutor: What now, a review! What 

cruel game is this!?! As a deep and devoted 

lover of lively but still totally legit literary �c-

tion and the exact way things were done at 

this magazine before, I am disturbed. What 

is this review? Why would you publish it? 

Where did it come from? Who am I? How am 

I, ontologically speaking? Do you not think it 

cruel to bring into being an entity whose en-

tire purpose is to contextualize and facilitate 

your own speech? Are you taking review sub-

missions in general?

Andrew: Whoa now, Big I�do you mind if 

I call you that?

Interlocutor: No, not at all. In fact I’ve never 

been spoken to with a�ection before. You’ve 

made me happier than I ever thought I could 

be, Andrew. �ank you.

Andrew: No problemo, I-Money. As I was 

saying, I can’t answer all those questions. 

You’ll have to �gure out your identity for 

yourself; that’s both the gi� and the burden 

of subjectivity. But I can say that this review 

was initially solicited from Jeremy for the 

essay- based “magazine with properly laid-

out pages and everything,” the Toronto Re-

view of Books, but they decided not to run 

with it. We’re publishing it because person-

ally I think this li�le piece is pre�y dang neat, 

and here at Dragnet we love the balls right 

o� Gary Barwin, and we don’t get to say that 

enough, so we’re going to publish this re-

view. And I think people will enjoy it. And 

no, we’re not accepting review submissions. 
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Nobody should send them to us. For realz.

Interlocutor: Okay. You’ve convinced me, 

I will accept it with a warm and an open 

heart. I love you, Andrew. 

Andrew: I love you too, Interlocutor, but 

the only thing I have le� to o�er you is Jer-

emy’s review, the entire subject of this dis-

cussion, and the �nal item in Issue Seven 

of Dragnet Magazine.

Interlocutor: �at was all I ever needed.

Illustration by Ian Sullivan Cant
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A LOVE 
CONTINUOUS 

WITH THE 
UNIVERSE: GARY 

BARWIN’S THE 
PORCUPINITY 
OF THE STARS  
(COACH HOUSE BOOKS, 2010)

by Jeremy Hanson-Finger

L��’� ����� with the title, which is 

what drew me to the book in the �rst 

place. �e comparison between great 

balls of �re and spiny rodents you don’t want 

your dog chasing prompted me to echo Vic-

torian poet Elizabeth Barre� Browning’s fa-

mous lines “How are stars like porcupines? / 

Let me count the ways.”

On second thoughts, I don’t think that’s 

exactly how the poem goes. Regardless, it’s 

a very important question to understanding 

Gary Barwin’s book, and I will a�empt to an-

swer it to the best of my abilities.

So. How are stars like porcupines?

1. �ey’re both curled into a ball at least 

some of the time: when threatened (por-

cupines) and for their entire multibillion- 

year lifespan (stars).

2. �ere are “dwarf ” types of both: black 

dwarfs (porcupines) and red dwarfs 

(stars).

3. �ey both have projections that can pen-

etrate your skin: quills (porcupines) and 

gamma rays (stars). 

Stars’ quills, the shaky lines in kids’ pic-

tures of the sun, are an appropriate image for 

Barwin’s project in his new book of poetry. 

�ey touch us, even go through us, as Gabriel 

Gudding points out on the back cover, but 

they belong to an order of existence beyond 

what we can comprehend.

“Space,” Douglas Adams says in �e Hitch -

hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, “is big. Really big. 

You just won’t believe how vastly, hugely, 

mindbogglingly big it is.” Yet eventually, 
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radiation from even the most distant stars 

touches earth: the sun’s rays take eight min-

utes, Proxima Centauri’s take four years, and 

there are ten to the twenty-third power more 

stars up to ��een billion light years away. �e 

universe may be huge, but it is also �nite.

�roughout his eighty pages of poetry, 

Barwin is preoccupied with the limits of 

comprehension�with birth and death, with 

transcendence and annihilation, with what it 

means to be small in a big universe. In this 

way, his project is not unlike that of Adams’s 

main character, Arthur Dent, following the 

Earth’s destruction at the hands of the “cal-

lous” but “not actually evil” Vogon construc-

tor �eet.

Barwin’s �e Porcupinity of the Stars ex-

plores the philosophical questions of human 

existence, an exploration that I will a�empt to 

clarify by �rst skimming over ideas from three 

wildly disparate books: Douglas Adams’s 

“Total Perspective Vortex” from his humour- 

SF classic �e Restaurant at the End of the Uni-

verse, perennial grad-school favourite Julia 

Kristeva’s “poetic language” from Revolution 

in Poetic Language, and mathematician Nor-

bert Wiener’s “analogy machines” from �e 

Human Use of Human Beings.

(Also, before I get carried away, I should in-

terject here that Barwin’s book is really good. 

And you should read it. Ten out of ten / �ve 

out of �ve / two thumbs up / it’s a doozy / 

it’ll just kill you. I’d say “select one” but that’s 

totally antithetical to what I’m going to say 

next. Instead, just keep all of those di�erent 

measurements in mind at once. It’ll make 

sense later. Or non-sense. Or…never mind.)

(I should also mention that if the words 

Julia Kristeva or even grad-school gave you 

a panic a�ack�if you just felt what Julie K 

calls a “choking sensation that doesn’t sepa-

rate inside from outside but draws the one 

into the other”�you might not like this book 

as much as I do. You also might want to stop 

reading here and switch to a di�erent review. 

I won’t be hurt.)

Anyway. Adams’s “Total Perspective Vor-

tex” is basically a computer that illustrates 
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the quantitative di�erence in size between its 

user and the entirety of the universe. Ama-

teur philosopher Trin Tragula invented it af-

ter his wife “nag[ged] him incessantly about 

the u�erly inordinate amount of time he 

spent staring out into space” rather than do-

ing anything productive: “‘Have some sense 

of proportion!’ she would say.” Tragula there-

fore built the machine “to annoy his wife”; 

he plugged into one end the whole of real-

ity as extrapolated from a piece of fairy cake, 

and into the other, he plugged his wife: so 

that when he turned it on she saw in one in-

stant the whole in�nity of creation and her-

self in relation to it. To Trin Tragula’s horror, 

the shock completely annihilated her brain, 

but to his satisfaction he realized that he had 

proved conclusively that if life is going to ex-

ist in a universe of this size, then one thing it 

cannot a�ord to have is a sense of proportion.

If Tragula’s wife’s rational thinking can’t 

process the vast distances and negligible ef-

fect humanity has on the universe, perhaps 

poetic language can. 

For a discussion of poetic language, we 

turn to the original JK, Julia Kristeva, whose 

word wizardry far outstrips that of Ms. Rowl-

ing. Kristeva a�empts to de�ne a perspective 

completely other to the rational perspective 

of Western philosophy. Her worldview fa-

vours multiple competing voices over o�cial 

history, correlation over causation, and the 

unbounded playfulness of carnival over rig-

idly controlled narrative. In essence, Kristeva 

privileges competing meanings, contradic-

tion and ambiguity over ordered totality in 

her logic of “ambivalence.”

Literary language is the primary means 

Kristeva uses to explain this logic. She notes 

that the “poetic word” is “polyvalent and 

multi-determined, adher[ing] to a logic ex-

ceeding that of codi�ed discourse.” Codi�ed 

discourse, o�cial language, follows the lin-

ear, rational principles of the wri�en word.



Illustration by Shen Plum
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Many postmodern poets, Barwin included, 

explicitly avoid structure. I also avoid struc-

ture (though maybe I’m just unorganized) 

but for the sake of not confusing you further, 

I’ll signpost this transition: I need to talk 

about one more concept, related to thermo-

dynamics, before �nally moving on to Bar-

win’s work.

In the words of 1960s British musical com-

edy duo Flanders and Swann, the second law 

of thermodynamics tells us that “heat cannot 

of itself pass from one body to a ho�er body.” 

It can move only from a warmer body to a 

cooler one (“Heat won’t pass from a cooler 

to a ho�er / You can try it if you like but you 

far be�er no�er,” the dapper gents sing). �e 

upshot of this law is that eventually, the uni-

verse will reach a state in which everything is 

the same temperature, and no “work” can be 

done, since, as Flanders and Swann also re-

mind us: “heat is work and work is heat.” �e 

universe at this point is cold and dead; this 

is total heat death, the end of everything�

“entropy, man!”

�e mathematician Norbert Wiener sug-

gests, however, that even though maximum 

entropy is inevitable, “we may succeed in 

framing our values so that this temporary ac-

cident of living existence and this much more 

temporary accident of human existence may 

be taken as all-important positive values 

notwithstanding their fugitive character.” 

Eventually the universe will reach heat death 

but to live one’s life based on this crushing 

foreknowledge of doom and the �eeting na-

ture of existence can lead to unethical behav-

iour or total dysfunction (read: brain annihi-

lation). Wiener argues that it is far be�er to 

live as if the bounds of reality are the bounds 

of human experience. One way in which to 

do this is to lend more weight to the variable 

nature of human experience than the ordered 

absolutes of astrophysics.

If we are to embrace variability, we must 

replace scienti�c cause and e�ect with a 

di�erent structure, and Wiener’s answer is  

probability�a very similar concept to Kriste-

va’s “correlation.” Rational thinking is tied to 
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binaries; in binary (“all-or-none”) machines 

an event happens or it does not happen. We 

are important in the overall picture of the 

universe, or we are unimportant. We are con-

scious, or we are unconscious. 

Wiener suggests that we should be wary 

of ones and zeroes with nothing in between, 

wary of digital machines and the type of 

thinking they engender. He �nds “analogy 

machines,” which operate based on meta-

phor and comparison, as the human brain 

does, far more valuable. Analogy machines 

are also more strongly linked with variabil-

ity and probabilities than with simple bi-

naries; they exist within the realm between 

the one and the zero. Indeed, Wiener notes 

that physicists “Boltzmann in Germany and 

Gibbs in the United States…convincingly 

applied the idea of statistically probable or 

‘contingent’ courses of a system: one certain 

past does not lead inevitably to one certain 

future, and physics now no longer claims to 

deal with what will always happen but rather 

with what will happen with an overwhelming 

probability.” �erefore, we need to embrace, 

as Molly Hite says, the “excluded middles” 

that lie “between […] hyperbolic extremes.”

So with all that in your rapidly spinning 

mind, here’s what I think of Barwin’s book. 

�e Porcupinity of the Stars is an analogy ma-

chine that combats the Total Perspective 

Vortex of existential angst. Which is a pre�y 

daunting task, and one that many writers have 

a�empted before. Kierkegaard tried to get out 

of the Vortex through faith, Cohen through 

love, Wordsworth through nature, the Beats 

through drugs. I’d argue that Barwin tries to 

do it through theory; he’s a post- structuralist 

Trin Tragula. I read �e Porcupinity of the 

Stars as Barwin’s a�empt to develop “a sense 

of proportion” (as Tragula’s wife nags) with 

respect to humanity’s place in the universe. 

But, rather than the quantitative sense of 

proportion Tragula’s machine shows its user, 

Barwin’s book develops a qualitative, ana-

logic perspective; throughout, it is polyva-

lent and contingent; it meditates on the ones 

and zeroes of birth and death but favours the 
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excluded middles.

Indeed, �e Porcupinity of the Stars is noth-

ing if not a vehicle for multiple meanings. 

It abounds with riotous imagery. In “One-

faced” the reader has the opportunity to run 

through possible meanings like a child “as 

the sprinkler kick[s] in.” �e poem ostensi-

bly follows a temporal sequence of events, 

but the story it spins is narrative only in the 

loosest sense of the word; it is a veritable 

paean to polyvalence. During breakfast, like 

the mythical Egyptian snake demon Apep, 

the narrator’s wife “unhook[s] her jaw / and 

swallow[s] the sun.”

Rather than apocalypse, however, the dark-

ness brings a profusion of life. In fact, life itself, 

that happy accident, seems more important 

without the sun. We can’t forget that the sun 

is the symbol of Apollo, who, in the works of 

famed anti-rationalist Friedrich Nietzsche, 

represents the drive toward science and the 

Enlightenment. �e narrator’s “briefcase 

hand”�his connection to the world of busi-

ness and rational thinking�disappears, and 

“piglets / gnaw[…] on [his] �ngers,” which 

“sprout[…] from every ori�ce.” �ere is an 

eruption of life and joy, a connection between 

all forms of life on the material plane: the nar-

rator’s wife “arrange[s] a carnival.” A “brass 

band founded by groundhogs” plays on the 

lawn. Meanwhile, the sun “with but one vast 

and burning face / travel[s] all day / through 

the labyrinth of [his] wife.” �e sun’s rays (its 

porcupine quills) allow but one perspective; 

without them, in the dark, anything is possi-

ble. Eventually, however, his wife gives birth 

to the sun and “daylight return[s] / blinkless 

and new”: we can’t avoid rational thought en-

tirely, but we can survive the existential angst 

of the Total Perspective Vortex only if we put 

it aside for a while. 

Furthermore, Barwin explicitly discusses 

contingency multiple times throughout 

the book: in “Naked Stones the Whole Day 

Long,” the narrator “love[s] / the earth’s 

contingent language.” In “Optics, Meteorol-

ogy and Geometry,” the narrator claims: “I 

accept nothing / as true […] I consider the 
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di�culties / I leave nothing out.” �e narra-

tor lives in the excluded middle between true 

and false, where facts can be correct and falla-

cious at the same time and where everything 

could always be otherwise. In “Opposable 

Consciousness,” Barwin mirrors and then 

fragments the story of Athena’s birth from 

Zeus’ forehead�Athena being, of course, 

the Greek goddess of wisdom. “I pick up 

the stone / I smash it against my forehead,” 

the narrator says. A�erwards, “a tiny baby is 

propped / in wet sand between the shores”; 

the narrator “will call it baby / a useful tool / 

neither one thing / not the other.” Conscious-

ness is a tool to help maintain the temporary 

accident of the existence of life, not an end 

in itself. Finally, in “�eory of Fallacies,” a 

small boy named “Jimmy / love[s] the atoms 

like pets”�rather than being unse�led by 

the fact that we are reducible to the same ba-

sic elements as everything else in existence, 

animate or inanimate, his love is continuous 

with the universe.

Yes, Barwin’s book is a book of lo�y ideas 

and gli�ering images without a lot of heart-

rending appeals to emotion�but it’s a book 

of lo�y ideas about the nature of humanity, 

which, when you think about it, makes it 

pre�y damn personal, in that it applies to ab-

solutely everyone. Highly recommended, as 

long as you like big ideas. Sure it’s hard work, 

but remember�“heat is work and work is 

heat.” So as long as you’re reading and trying 

to parse Barwin’s perspective, the end of the 

universe won’t come just yet. 

I’ll leave you to ponder Barwin’s opening in 

the context of everything I’ve said: “do why 

worry we / word every earth on is / in place 

perfect the.” 

(Ten out of ten / �ve out of �ve / two 

thumbs up / it’s a doozy / it’ll just kill you. 

All at the same time.)
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