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A sparrow limps past on its little bone crutch saying 

I am Federico García Lorca 

risen from the deadð 

literature will lose, sunlight will win, donôt worry. 

 
ðFranz Wright, ñPublication Dateò 
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Editorôs Note 
 

The past year has been one of great personal difficulty and triumph for me. I launched Rascal, 

published my first book, put my first book out of print, lost my ability to walk, partially regained 

it, won a poetry prize, undertook editing an anthology, and started a master's program at age 38. 

Sixteen months ago, I never would have guessed that any of this would happen. Most of these 

things sprung from dreams I started having twenty years ago, and when one dreams of things for 

that long, one wonders if the dream state is the only state those desires will ever inhabit.  

I should know better. Persistence is a form of magic, a way of channeling energy into the 

manifestation of realities we desire, which isn't to say that we create realities, that realities take 

the shape of our desires, but that we participate in their making. And the more we attend to our 

deepest wishes, the greater the chance they have of crossing the metaphysical plane. But let me 

get off my horse. At base, I think desire is a dangerous element, one best kept at a low flame. 

Rascal has been a windfall in my life, not only because I get to review all the poems, 

essays, photographs and artworks that folks submitðand believe me, that is a blessingðbut also 

because of 1) the friends I've made, 2) the way their art compels me to challenge my own life and 

work, and 3) how much it makes me love editors, truly some of the unsung heroes of this world.  

As Rascal turns one, what I most feel is gratitude. Getting to read you and speak with you 

and publish you and publish for you is a privilege, and though it's a ton of work, that work is an 

honor I don't take for granted. People put their lives into their work and then entrust their work to 

my stewardship and care, and preparing that work for the public is a sacred undertaking. 

Thatôs one of the reasons I take a multi-media and multi-format approach to publishing. 

Letting poems speak through text and voice, and putting poems and essays in conversation with 

images, reminds me of the time, way back in our ancestral kindling, when the arts were 

interwoven expressions of the spirit that moved in and around usðtimes when we gathered 

around fires and shifted from dancing to stargazing to storytelling to howling with the wolves to 

singing to warming our asses as part of one fluid motion, a motion called creaturely inhabitation 

of the Earth. 

I don't know what shape Rascal may take in the future or how long it will bark across the 

galaxy. It may last as long as I do, which may be a while, or not. But for now, we have the gift of 

the present, and with our first year behind us, I hope, dear readers and listeners and poem-gazers 

and animal lovers, that you catch a little whiff of exhilaration from that one fluid motion, too. 

 Thanks for giving these works hearts to call home. 

 

Ricky Ray, Founding Editor 

September, 2018 
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El Ray (Geriatric Beagle), 2018 
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Beebs (Jester 2), Monotype, 2018 
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Beebs (Jester 3), Monotype, 2018 
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Clara Strong 
 

How to Kill an Old Horse 
 
After years hunkered in a tent  

in the woods with his brother and father,  

 

because his father had lit the house 

on fire at least twice in a panic, 

 

and after his mother was trucked North 

to the Concord State Hospital,  

 

where she would die, 

and after he led a roan mare 

 

into a barn with a tricky floor  

and the horse was skewered, 

 

not unlike a squirrel on a spit,  

and the horse had to be shot  

 

because it wouldnôt die 

quickly enough, and after  

 

years of squirrelling food away  

in pockets and shaking my father 

 

awake in the middle of the night 

to say, we have to get out of here,  

 

and moving across state lines in the dark,  

and after my grandmother came home 

 

from the OR in her scrubs 

and he put his finger in her face 

 

for the last time, and after pushing  

the lawnmower over my motherôs rosebushes,  

 

my grandfather sent me a friend request, 

to which I didnôt respond, and died.  

 

I flipped through his books, 

every line on every page underlined  
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and every margin packed with notes  

about the impossibility of the existence 

 

of any sort of god, pages which reeked  

of cigarettes years after his death. 

 

I tilted the picture frames on his walls  

in his apartment to check for ghost spots 

 

as I had tilted them as a child.  

I raked clumps of praying mantis  

 

with my hands in the grass,  

and I heard him throwing a door open 

 

and jousting at me with his cane,  

my brother saying donôt talk to her like that, 

 

my grandfather saying, go to hell,  

you miserable kids. Go straight to hell. 
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Dylan Krieger 
 

in the rockface, a failsafe 
 
weôre doing donuts in a paved-over prairie the day you start shaking like a helicopter haunted by 

vodka. several motion-sick cycles of vice later, and the hairpin deliriumôs nowhere close to 

subsiding. between a rock and a powder, you cower powerless, perpetually off-balance, 

convinced weôre still circling our own asses across the blacktop pasture when i threw it in park 

an hour back now, but hear me when i say there is always a failsafe, mechanical trickster, father 

god in the motherboard. just when you think the abort buttonôs your only option, some lever 

youôve never noticed clicks into position, eyelids adjust to new dimness, and you start plucking 

the wings of all the chickens you used to live with. hope is the thing that once had feathers but 

since re-primitivized into a pterodactyl, screeching past a molten land mass, do your damnedest, 

little planet. from the ashtray to the ice age, the secret is the radiation canôt be parted from the 

snow  
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Faisal Mohyuddin 
 

Pakistan, Fatherless 
  

If Jinnah had lived, his life extending into the summer and autumn of Pakistanôs seasons of growth, seen 

vision translated into the ordinariness of reality, while still sustaining its spirit, maybe the country would 

be in a different place. 

ðRafia Zakaria, Dawn 

  

Possibly it broke his heartðwhen Jinnah divined, 

As he recognized, in half-sleep, the Angel of Death 

Kneeling at the foot of his bed, softly reciting 

Iqbalôs "Taranah-e-Hindi," that neither supplication nor 

Streptomycin would save him, that his second child, 

The nation itself, would by nightfall become 

Another orphan left forever to pine for her father, 

Nursed not by his own hand, but its ineffectual shadow. 
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Jo Burns 
 

Origin 
  
Imagine healing  

as a circle, 

 

around which mankind  

once revolved,  

 

linking paradise to navel,  

bellybutton,  

 

that mystic bud of axis  

mundi, life itself,  

 

like the nail driven  

into Meccaôs Kaôba floor,  

 

over which men revolved, 

in prayer. 

 

Stripped, cleansed  

in the house of Adam,  

 

they searched for heaven  

on that cold pierce  

 

of stigmata, feeling unity  

and forever, 

 

knowing: this is enough.  

Itôs all there is. 
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Audrey Molloy  
 

A Brief History of Smoking 
 
I 

 

Itôs not like heroin, where (Iôm told) the first hitôs best and you spend  

your life trying to repeat it. No, smoking is hard work starting out, 

 

more like skiing with fewer bruises. Behind a bus shelter in Connemara;        

a marrowfat-green pack of Major, conjured from a sodden anorak pocket, 

 

five minors gravely suck, exhale, paleðplay James Dean,  

but thereôs something obscene about a kid smoking. 

 

II  

 

I blame Madonna. My fingerless lace gloves got me busted. Mother,  

always a fashionista, tried them on, held them to her cheek,  

 

blanched at the whiff of stale smoke and searched my room.  

The contraband, a pack of Drum (Mild Shag), was on my person  

 

as I followed her around, but she found it in the pocket of my blazer  

and burnt it in the Aga.  

 

III  

 

Iôd dreamt of Gauloises, but that summer we smoked Lucky Strikes,  

lakeside in the Alps near Gap.  We were tan, unaware       

 

of our taste in their mouthsðthe white-teeth boys who offered a light  

from brass Zippos. Delphine and I swam the lake to escape,  

 

walked back on virgin feet, laughing at nothing, bumming   

a smoke on the way, and who wouldnôt give us one? 

 

IV  

 

A pool of denim and velvet on the floor between bed and door;  

sending a taxi for smokes at 3am; all those things we donôt do now,  

 

like cigarettes after sexðcrackle as leaf becomes ash, sheets of smoke  

suspended, up-lit by a candle in a Mateus Rosé bottle. 

   

On the nightstand, like a carriage clock, Dunhillôs claret-and-gold pack; 
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alas, now gone, replaced with images that would put you off coming.  

 

V 

 

Lighting up in the office fire escape: me, filing clerk and hot CEO, who tells  

me I should wear red to work more often. (You could back then).   

 

And the switch to Silk Cut Ultra, when you realise addiction is not  

strictly chemical. I mean how much nicotine is really in those things?  

 

Fourteen years post-quitting, the gapsðstill there; after dessert,  

or making love, or when news comes on the phone that someoneôs died.  

 

VI  

 

The first time you have a panic attack you have no idea  

whatôs happening. Only that you cannot read a simple instructionð  

 

how to call home from a public phone box in a foreign city. There are  

only nonsense words, inerst cnois hree, and lungs that wonôt fill.  

 

Two good pulls on a Rothmans wouldôve shit all over the Aropax  

they gave me, but that only occurred to me years later.  

 

VII  

 

They tell me I still have the smokerôs personality (whatever that means):  

extroverted, tense, impulsive, neurotic, sensation-seekingð 

 

this last, I love: the search for new, complex, intense experiences,  

and the predisposition to take risks in order to do so, including  

 

radical sports, criminal activities, risky sexual behavior, alcoholism,        

use of illicit drugs, gambling. Well, maybe I have and maybe I havenôt. 

 

VIII  

 

And now we live to a hundred; nothing left to kill us off before we sit 

in wheelchair and plaid rug staring out a window at pariahs  

 

huddled outside cafés and bars. (Viva! Vivienne Westwood, at the ball,  

pack of Marlboro tucked up the puff sleeve of her gown).  

 

Can it be that hard to create a smoke that might grant years of calm,  

and, one unexpected night, assassinate you in your sleep? 
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Ariadne Wolf  
 

Mermaids Singing 
  

Would you like to meet the mermaids?  

 I know you, I know you want to. I know you want what I have to give. So letôs get on 

with it, shall we? 

 But before I introduce you, I want to tell you a story. Itôs a very short story, I promise, 

and Iôll get through it as fast as I can because the mermaids are the important part, not me. Iôm 

incidental to the tale, like any good narrator should be. I donôt invent the tale, I just tell it. 

 So hereôs how this goes: I became a mermaid because my parents said I was. I have been 

the sick one ever since I can remember. My mother refused to let me even walk three houses 

down by myself until I was ten because she thought I might get kidnapped. She used to lock 

herself in her room and cry and my sister and I would be trapped in the house with her, nothing 

to do for hours on end but dream ourselves away. When I became a dreamer, my mother said that 

made me unsuited to survive in the world on my own. When I was sick to my stomach all 

through elementary school because of my lactose allergy, my mom said I was faking. When I 

broke my arm in two places in third grade, my mom refused to take me to the doctor because she 

thought I was exaggerating. When my parents took me to a psychiatrist in fifth grade because 

PTSD was firing up my nerve endings, the doctor said I was autistic. When I made friends with 

ñthe wrong kind of people,ò my parents refused to let me see them and let me believe they didnôt 

want me. 

 We become the stories weôre given about ourselves. I became depressed and then bulimic 

and then OCD and then anxious and then anorexic and then bipolar and of course I had PTSD all 

the time. I stopped eating and then I threw up everything I tried to eat for a year (not on purpose) 

and then I didnôt leave the house for another year and then I didnôt have sex for longer than Iôll 

admit to and then I lied to everyone because sick becomes a state of mind. I made myself so sick 

that everyone I knew had to see it too, had to recognize what Iôd known the whole time: I was 

tragic, I was lost, I would not survive my life. 

  

Enough of my jabbering. Youôre not here to listen to me philosophize, are you?  

 Letôs meet the mermaids. 

 The mermaidsô song is a long slow beat of sound, the slowing of the world as it spirals 

around this one note. I join but you cannot hear my voice because it has yet to be restored to me. 

If I bring down enough ships and break enough hearts someday it will be, but I cannot make that 

happen anytime soon. It is my destiny to cause despair but for now, the song that is my own rests 

between my hands like a rope and I cannot untwine it. I cannot bring myself to harm the unwary 

even if they are not innocent. After all, they are the ones who came too near. After all, love is 

only one more net and sometimes the only way to escape is to cast the net of desire off onto 

someone else instead. 

 Ruthôs song sounds like the dying breath of a beached Gray Whale. Her fuzzy matted bits 

of white-blonde hair come out by the handful but she soldiers on bravely, face tilted up to the sky 

with a beam of approval for the god who made her this way. She fully expects that He is glad to 

see her adhere so fully to His precepts. Ruth smiles and laughs and talks about riding her auntôs 

horses, and it is only when she slips in lines like ñbut then my doctor told me I could not sit in a 

saddle because my seat has no flesh on it,ò or when she says ñif I fall off the horse I could break 
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my back or my knees because my bones are so fragile.ò Ruth is the thinnest person I ever met in 

real life, but from the way she smiles, you would never know she is killing herself. 

 Devin kills herself. She confesses to me that her friend raped her and that is why she 

dropped out of college and turned drinking into a profession, which is not a great idea when you 

are also addicted to pain medication. Devin stands there with her thick ankles crossed and the 

Sesame Street characters on her calves making grotesque shapes in the moonlight. I tell her to 

see a therapist get help join a support group read do whatever you have to do. She looks at me 

with hazy-eyed hero worship and I know I have failed her by not being the goddess of sexual 

assault healing she wants she needs me to be. I wake up two months later because I know 

something is wrong. I go back to sleep because I do not want anyone to think I am crazy. I wake 

up the next morning when the police arrive to carry Devinôs body away. 

 Cara finds me in the swimming complex of the Y in the middle of nowheresville, Texas. 

She sits her skeleton-white skin and diamond-shapes bones down next to me on the cracked 

granite ground, takes my hand and begins to pray with a cool, clear voice, like a waterfall. 

Through sheer force of will she summons two other women who join our prayer circle. They 

pray over me in the way only angels can pray, and I am healed. Just like that. Months later I stare 

at her 65 pounds of determination walking her typical five laps after her typical dinner of raw 

spinach and carrots. I wonder why I cannot pray for her as well as she did for me. 

 I pray for Maggie. Because she is as beautiful as a swimsuit model, even though she 

insists she has gained somuchweight during treatment, I pray for the cascade of selkie-dark curls 

and naïve blue eyes that is Maggie, whose friendship I fight so, so hard to achieve, whose trust I 

earn because we both love horses more than we love people, even each other. Maggie turns 

around and walks to the edge of the stall, and the cream-colored palomino mare ambles after her. 

Maggie throws her arms around the mareôs neck in delight, and between her forelock of shaggy 

sable curls and her sparkling blue eyes, it is impossible not to be charmed. Less than a month 

after that Maggie slides the needle back into her arm and reunites with heroin, her long-lost 

lover. It is a happy reunion. I think the romance will stick this time. 

 There is no romance between me and Jenna, even though we are the only two queer 

women in this entire Texan town. I am terrified of buff, butch Jenna, until one day she listens to 

my horror story and tells me to throw rocks at the dumpster out back. She says that will channel 

my anger productively. It works. One day I am summoned to Jennaôs room because she is 

convulsing in bed trying to resist the siren call of meth. I sit and take her hand and croon and I 

say all the right things. She tells me that the day before she ODôd. I tell her she will be okay. I 

am wrong. She sneaks off from her next AA meeting and pours herself back into the life of a 

drug addict. I lose her.  

 Margie is my confidante and the woman who gives me shit when I do less than my best. 

She gives me The Fountainhead and reignites my love of literature, urges me to copy her 

example and throw myself out of a plane while I am still young enough to believe this is a good 

idea. She leaves me with Atlas Shrugged after her parents collect her. The official word is that 

she was kicked out because the staff found her new stash of Oxy. Truthfully, her parents yanked 

her after staff tore apart her room looking for her stash, and strip-searched other residents 

looking for the phone Margie stole. 

 Sofia is one of the two girls the staff strip-searched. She arrives with long blonde hair, a 

pert nose and an upbeat attitude. Therefore she is my enemy, for three weeks running. One day, 

she decides we will be friends and makes it happen. I love her and I love her Ipod and I love the 

room I share with her and I love her warm palm melting against my warm palm. I even forgive 
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her for jumping on my stomach to wake me up from my afternoon nap, which is not a good idea 

to do to someone with PTSD but she is such a puppy dog that I cannot be angry at her. Sofia 

loves me back, hard, but loves herself harder. She gets away safe.  

 H and I refuse to be separated when staff reassign our rooms. We barricade ourselves into 

the trailer that staff optimistically term ñcottage.ò We refuse to leave for three weeks in a row, 

making sure one of us always remains behind to unlock the door for her sister. We become 

sisters. We win. H walks five miles on a country road in the middle of the night to get to a store 

to buy alcohol and cigarettes. She is caught. H is sent to drug rehab. She quits the addiction in 

favor of renewed faith, which ends the day she is sent back here. 

 P tried to kill herself in her previous location, possibly because her music teacher seduced 

her and then abandoned her. P was 16 at the time. She is now 17. P cuts her wrists one night and 

walks bleeding down the side of the road to nowhere. Later I am moved into Pôs trailer as 

punishment and we stay up late talking and talking the way sisters do when they have been long 

separated. I convince P to report her music teacher. I do something right. 

The owner of this property and this business of healing enters my bedroom one morning and 

throws away my poems while I clutch my sheet to my chest and pretend he is not getting off on 

stealing my voice. My sisters steal it back for me. They resurrect my poetry and my soul. They 

sing me back whole. 

 There are mermaids from Massachusetts and Oklahoma and California, like me. They are 

my best friends and they die and they want to die and that is what all this is about, is death. Is 

who will desire take in her own two hands and twist and twist until there is nothing left. Desire 

and death, knotting up my voice. Taking me taking me. Thatôs all this was ever about. 

 This is not about how I became a mermaid, which is an entirely unoriginal and therefore 

useless tale. I was born. Love demands a sacrifice. I was that sacrifice. 

 We have all been that sacrifice. I and hundreds of thousands of girls learned to throw up 

from a book. We starved ourselves to skin and bones and went to bed at night clutching the sharp 

edges of our collarbones through the first year of college. We told our mothers about our fathers 

and she told us we were crazy. So we went crazy. So we could no longer keep food down, and 

then we could no longer eat. So we wound up in places that said they would help us, and they did 

not. So we stopped being human. So we still are not. 

 Tails look like legs in a certain light. Tongues work but speak no truth and no one 

notices. The nervous system recovers, or it does not. 

 Sex never happens again, but you are not pretty and whatever that loss is to you, it is no 

loss to anyone else. You muscle desire out the door and close all the shutters and slam down the 

windows and no one can accuse you of not doing your best to perform your daughterly duties. 

No one can accuse you of telling others how you feel about them. Of being a person at all, or 

anything less than a mermaid. 

 Your destiny is written out for you. You live it out. Like a good girl. 

 There are stories that end in the middle of a place in Texas you have never heard of. And 

there is me. There is the story that I am telling but mostly there is the story that is my body. 

Surviving. And loving them. 

 If you listen to me sing, that is what you will hear. All the women who have loved me. 

All the reasons why I am saved.  

I know it is unforgivable to speak this way. Our songs are not pretty. We are not pretty, and 

maybe we are deadly. Maybe we are bad girls disguised as mermaids to trap unwary suitors into 

falling in love with us till we reveal our true faces.  
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 Maybe we are pretty dead things, and nothing else. But if you leave the answer to fate or 

to someone elseô narrative, that is all we will ever be. 

 Maybe I am a mermaid. Maybe I was only ever a monster. Never a girl. Maybe no one 

ever really wanted me to be. 

 I want to change all that. I believe the power is in the listener and maybe it is, or maybe 

itôs in me. Every poem I will ever write is a prayer to the gods to change who I must become. I 

donôt want to smash ships to bits on the rocks of my own cruelty. I donôt want to tear disloyal 

boyfriends from their women just because I can. I only want to be happy. 

 Mermaids are not here to be happy. Mermaids are here to destroy othersô happiness, 

because being a mermaid means believing our tails are here to stay, and we can never walk on 

legs like everyone else. PTSD is a diagnosis, a diseaseða thing that all the experts agree will be 

there forever, a neurological disorder, a wound that never stops bleeding. But my physical 

therapist says the pain in my legs is from muscles that have atrophied, from years of trying to 

assure myself that my mother kept me inside to protect me and not as a sacrifice to throw in front 

of my father and throw him off the scent of her. My chiropractor says one of my legs is shorter 

than the other because of the way I have learned to carry myself, not because of the way I was 

born.  

 If I have a tail instead of legs, it is because I curl myself around a bleeding wound 

between my legs that has long ceased to bleed. I curl myself around pain in my hip that is my 

right leg trying to remember how to move. Iôm not really all that sick, I just lived in a fantasy 

world because I was denied the real one. Like any kid does to survive the tyranny of adults. Like 

any little girl does to survive the tyranny of her father. 

 People do break. But we find a way to put ourselves back together, if weôre ever going to 

get put back together. And everyone knows that mermaids have the prettiest voices of all. 

 



John Westrock | Issue 3 

Rascal | 15 
 

John Westrock 
 

Gold Creek Pond Trail 
 

 
 
























































































































































