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To a grave extent, the transformative power of love is not fully embraced in our society because we have come to believe that torment and anguish are our “natural” condition.  Indeed, much of the fear children have to being unworthy of love emerges in their relation to fathers who refuse them acknowledgment and care.  “He that feareth is not made perfect in love” uses the masculine pronoun, for collective male fear of love is endangering all our lives and the well-being of the planet.  To return to love, to know perfect love, we must be willing to surrender the will to power.  It is this understanding that makes this passage from 1 John so prophetic and revolutionary for our times.  We cannot know love if we remain unable to surrender our attachment to power, if any feeling of vulnerability strikes terror in our hearts.  As our cultural awareness of the ways love has been taken from us gains recognition, our anguish intensifies, but so does our yearning.  The space of our lack is also the space of possibility.  As we yearn, we make ourselves ready for the love that is coming to us, as gift, as promise, as earthly paradise.   

	—bell hooks

	 

	Hate cannot cast out hate.  Only love can do that.  Returning violence for violence multiplies violence, adding deeper darkness to a night already devoid of stars. 

	—Martin Luther King, Jr.

	 

	 


 

	The Solace of Beauty

	—foreword, by Noy Holland

	 

	In Shann Ray’s marvelous collection, Blood Fire Vapor Smoke, the stories are often linear, and the narratives ascend in a dramatic arc.  The beauty of the language, the collection’s historical range, and Ray’s reach for—sometimes prayer for—mercy and compassion in the face of horrific violence, his insistence on the solace of beauty, make this a brave and worthy book of stories.  I find the collection riskily unclassifiable; it feels restless, not just because it moves among different physical settings, but because it moves from what can read as historical fiction to an intimate and contemporary mode, and because Ray works to see a driving masculinity prismatically.   

	This restlessness, the unwillingness to conceive of a singular answer to the question of what nourishes the appetite for violence—in the kitchen, in theatres of war, in alleyways, in ravaged cities—across the centuries and across continents, is true and inventive.  The collection becomes a genuine inquiry in which salvation and damnation, wickedness and blessedness merge—a hard book to write, hard won, and risky. 

	Blood Fire Vapor Smoke has some sensual and topical similarities to Stephen Graham Jones’ Ledfeather, though Ray’s collection is not as dreamy and disorienting.  James Welch’s Winter in the Blood feels relevant too—in its eloquence, and its braiding of tribal and familial history. In some of the omissions and syntactic turns, I hear echoes of Cormac McCarthy’s work.  I have a soft spot for stories that unfold in the rural west, and there is plenty of Montana in this collection. Ray animates the landscape, presents and valorizes the catharsis of physical labor, and sees the sublime of open spaces.  I like fiction that gets out of the city and there’s hardly a trace of the urban contemporary here, and hardly a trace of anything wry or hip or ironic.  Ray runs against the grain of what gets picked up and celebrated in a commercial milieu.  

	Onward.  

	I am drawn to the sensual charge of the physical world here—muscle and rock and river.  Ray has a gift for description.  His love of the plains and Rockies is abundantly apparent, but his gift of description is itinerant, too, as in the story “The Diplomat”, set in a desolated city in a fractured Africa.  Ray moves nimbly between the human body and the texture of the natural world, in an expression of longing that will have no answer he writes of “a moisture to the skin… like the leaves outside the office window at the embassy, lush and inviting.”  Folly and arrogance are operative, in both the national and the individual sphere.  We watch the circle of violence close in on a failed and failing American diplomat who is by turns paralyzed and animated by desire for a young boy seeking mercy.  Mercy belated, mercy refused.  Ray does not indict; he moves into whatever light he can find, taking care to observe the small creature and at once the great expanse.  The story ends with the exultant image of a flock of white flamingoes taking flight, and “…at last the travelers made out the stars that wheeled overhead like a silver river harkening them on.”

	In “Republic of Fear” a grandfather mutilates his grandson in a hidden Libya, sending him out to avenge the death of the boy’s father.  Revenge motivates the Cheyenne warrior in the story “The First Man” and although this is a story whose principle mode is action—a narrative of pursuit with the intent to kill—it is also an inquiry into the nature of revenge.  Another story emerges from the Sand Creek Massacre, in which the cut away genitals of dead warriors are paraded on the stage of the Apollo Theater in Denver.  This story is accompanied by other stories of the Cheyenne in prison camps, counting coup on the plains in the 19th century, playing championship basketball in the 20th/21st century—stories of genocide and institutionalized racism in which Ray finds reprieve in loyalty and beauty.  

	In “The Debt Men” the hungry, the glutted, the full of life and half-dead are center stage—a couple of degenerates undone in the parking lot of the Safeway in Spokane.  Ray includes a story of WWII, and one of a Montana couple—a ballet dancer, and the son of a brutal alcoholic—navigating marital infidelity.  The more private stories are often sorrowful and tender, and it’s here where I find the line most definitively drawn between sensation and sensationalism, sentiment and sentimentality.  A real attentiveness shows in compression, as with this description of a boy’s mother: “His mother was made of needles.  Below belief, intimacy, he thought.  Below severity, fear.”

	The stories in Blood Fire Vapor Smoke are sophisticated and smart, and at times rich with allusions to Kafka, Jung, Rankine.  In the tales set in the 19th century in particular, Ray enriches by the vernacular of myth.  Here’s an example of this richness, and I’ll end here: “He closed his eyes and fell inward and down into a sleep that came like a pall draping the body whole, Cheyenne territory: cold night, bright bone, hot blood from the skull, down his neck.  I am made of paper, he thought.  He turned and faced the animal.”

	I was overcome by the power of these stories.  

	I am so glad this book has found a home with Unsolicited Press. 

	 

	 

	BLOOD

	Flesh and blood needs flesh and blood, and you’re the one I need.

	—Johnny Cash

	 


 

	THE FIRST MAN

	THE FIRST MAN ran north hard under cover of night, fast along riverbed and up climbing the forested bulk of land over land, up rock faces and out upon the serrated edge of snow-laden cirques and down again descending into valleys and further down low upon the valley floor, into a daylight that pierced all as he ran through pinch of canyon walls and out again over open plains crumbled at the far edge by timber and stone, down in the night to the heart of the great forest and out finally over a wide expanse of grey rock, bold line of trees along the Big River below, the man who ran more animal or wind than man, bent to the far place of snow and skyborne earth, bent with abandon to Ten Mountain House.  

	Like shadow the second man followed the first, desiring him dead.  

	To the house of the sun the men traveled, one sighting the mark of the other, depression in snow and bitten branch, grasses laid low among that which the wind has lifted and set down again, dirt, leaves, snow, a hint of thornberry in the air and with it the scent of wood smoke.  At the fjord of Two Rivers Plateau, behind the cliff wall of the Beartooth escarpment, a valley opened and from the high ridge to the north, the second man, broad-shouldered, hailed the first.  

	“Hail now, listen!  I see you with my own eyes and you are well made and I have great sorrow.  For you must die.  And I must kill you.”

	 

	The voice carried, low and full of feeling, and the first man stopped and paused, and turned his head, and sought the form of his enemy far off atop the grey stone.  Seeing his once-friend he put his fist to his chest, then pointed upward where the ball of fire burned, covering half the sky.  He yelled with great feeling: 

	“I am like the sun.  I will never die!”  

	Then he ran into the forest, hidden as he followed the river south.

	 

	HORDES OF MEN desolated, struck down, destroyed, sunken form of skin and bent skeleton, bare hide matted to torso, bodycage and hipbone, face and neck darkened, bloated to black, rain the endless dream stuck fast in the stone-dead skull and blood a fine sheen over all, arms and legs tangled, a severed hand, eyes dull white opals half-bled from orbital bones, grey earth below and stink in the air and the near cry of scavenger birds, birds of unbearable hunger, the sodden smell of open wounds, a flock of dayraven far above, black, and in the blackness light, black sky with stars and moon like fires defined wholly apart from one another and only darkness in between, mute beacons, and cold.  The sun had gone and there was near silence after seven nights of fighting, and in the quiet only the caw of birds and the faint word, like a child's, of those whose breath, impatient, labored, stops, and broken off, takes leave to await them in spirit or etherworld, blood echo in the air, agony awaiting peace on the other side.  

	Hordes of the first clan in the second clan's darkness, the first and the second come to kill over fear and vengeance and love.  

	In the end all were blind, or maimed, or dead: save two.

	He, the first.  The second, his once-friend.

	 

	THREE NIGHTS MORE, a closer, more circular and predatory pursuit.  

	The first man, unable to shake the one who stalked him, turned south and east, and led him away from woman and child, away from a desolation he felt assured would accompany his own death; so he went south and shunned night omens, and waited for the morning star, and prepared to take the life of his friend.  Unafraid.  Afraid.  Continuance, longsuffering, movement, in old seasons savage attacks in darkness or dawn, him to the other clan, the other to his own—these he had visited upon others, and others upon him.   He was tired.  He would end everything today.  

	In the half-dark he rose and pressed dirt from the riverbed through his hair, the soil oily and blue-black, gritty, a surface of muddied silt he applied equally to his face and chest and forearms.  He would be of the earth, he would rise from the earth, to the earth he would return.  He had seen no birds the previous day, another night omen.  He lay with his back to the earth, body outstretched, he prayed to the sky before light, to open and give him the sign he sought.  

	At first light, the sign, but darker still.  Dayraven, the Life Eater, high above, small as a thumbnail to the eye, circling the open rock face on which he lay.  

	He tried to ignore the sign and rose from his place and went and hid himself, prostrate in a stand of willows, to await the other.  Once-friends, brothers, the families had parted, he could not remember when, some seasons past, over the accidental death of an elder.  Powerful elder, the Old One, he who the second man claimed the first had played a part in killing.  The death of the elder had become an excuse, the first man thought, for the second to do what he wanted—seize more than the allotted share, wield what he seized like a weapon.  The first man had wanted peace, and he reasoned there was a time when the second agreed, but finally nothing came to them for which to make an appeal, neither kindness nor regard, nor good will, nor spirit, nor even the quiet tenderness that in their youth had so long been with them, the former life now a whisper hardly heard or recalled.  Of the darkness, no light, and of the light no sign or symbol, the heart of man awaits light like water poured into that which holds all autumnal, liminal.  On the threshold of death he sees trees let go their leaves and stand naked against all as into the hard ground the light descends and there where dark holds sway, water conducts every latency upward and springs forth, once-interred and held womblike, but given again to go from land to a height of sky unforeseen and glint upon upturned leaves, and higher, setting gold on the back of the dayraven.  

	But light eluded them, and death not life, became them.  Death without water, without soil, the soul in its dark raiment walking the earth vacant-eyed, alone.  

	Concealed among willows at the bank of the river, the first man turned and lay face down, still as stone.  Today he would kill his friend or be killed.  He hoped in the first, but welcomed the future, be it success or his own ending.

	    

	THOUGH THE THOUGHT of taking the first man’s life broke him the second man came on.  I will make a new start, he reasoned.  The clans were decimated, his clan and the first man’s.  There would be just one clan now, and of a new name, to cleanse the old.  First the first man must die, then the second man and the women warriors and the very young who hadn’t fought could be at peace and make a fresh path.

	 

	THE SOUND of heartbeat in his ear, the first man woke, his face pressed to his forearm.  The mud had dried and from a distance he heard feet that ran on stone, the sound a beautiful rhythm over huge teethlike rocks that met the river on the far side, rock borne of a massive slide from before the known world, rock marbled and open that rose from the river outward and up, giant rock wedges and cleavings set far back into the forest.  

	In among the wood, the sound drew nearer, the feet of his enemy come to harm and to kill.  Silent, the first man drew his body upward to a crouch.  In the hard slant of sun he saw the open rock towers, and emerging then upriver the body of the second man like a strong animal running, animal and man, legs that drove hard as he traversed, very fast, an uplifted arm of stone, where he met the apex and gathered and leapt high and far, wide-armed, back-arched, diving to the river below.   The first man watched the flight of the second and felt joy in his heart as the second man pierced the water, and when he finally surfaced the first man saw the second work to the near side of the river, and again, as in their youth, he loved him.  

	He kept himself concealed and watched the second man emerge, stone knife in hand, on the near bank just north, and very near.  The first man held a rock club to his chest, the flexible handle leather-bound, comfortable and warm in the palm of his hand.  

	The second man shouted, “Nah-shluhdahnoh!—I say goodbye because I know, once-friend, you are here!”  The second man stood, feet wide, hands on his hips, looking off west, away from the first man, smiling.  “I smell you, once-friend.  I have come to see you join the dead.”  

	The first man bolted hard for the second man, and the second turned to him as the first raised the club and swung a mighty arc, striking the second man on the side of the head.  The second man recoiled and rolled with the blow and thrust upward and out, embedding his knife in the gut of the first.  Swift motion, and firm, the second man carved a single sweep, moonlike, deft from the seat of the pelvis, left-side, lower body, full to the rib-work, rough-hewn hilt of blade that tilled the body cavity, a thrust-point separating the first man from himself.  

	The attack was mutual and resolute and of such force both men stumbled and fell bone to bone in a heap on top of each other.  Blood bled from the second man, the side of his head scooped out, large divot above the ear, the skull showing and among the blood a dent of flesh and fractured bone depressed but not wholly crushed.  And from the first man, a river of red passed down from the vessel of his body into the earth to darken the earth and deepen it, and from his mortal eyes the light lifted and went out.  

	 

	THE SECOND man stood and felt at the broken part of his skull, and wiped blood on his legs.  He went to the first man and knelt over him.  He closed and kissed the first man’s eyelids and wept.  

	With the sun past the zenith, he rose and walked along the river to Ten Mountain House where at a great height he found her.  The woman, her freshly-awakened child, three-cord weave of rawhide in her hand, as she waited to strangle the child, then slit her own throat with the longknife, wood handle, crude stone sharpened narrow and longer than the foot of a man, a blade meant for cleaning deerskin and carving meat for cooking or drying.  She was ready, but unaware as he crept silent behind her from the forest.  He saw the glint of her hair, the hand like a stone door over the mouth of the child, small boy-child of perhaps three or four winters.  

	The man leapt quickly and took her weapons and kissed her hands and she was heavy with loss and rigid with violence and aware he was her husband’s enemy.  In that moment also she saw her child, the boy’s long hair and open eyes, and she kept her words quiet and watched the second man.  She noted the bruises on his face, the black wound above his ear by club or hammer, and about his body the colors of soil and silver river and war.  In his eyes he bore great sorrow.  

	Her look questioned him of the others, the men.  

	“Not one,” he said.  

	“None,” she whispered, and she rose and took his hand in hers and led him to the stone hut with wooded roof and center fire, and she lay the second man down to sleep.  And as he slept she touched his wounds with water and remembered once he was called brother to her clan, brother to the first man.  She kissed the underside of his wrists and at the end of her work she drew the child close and lay down with her child in the angle of the second man’s body, and she was consumed with thoughts of death and yet she lived.  She lived for her child, and for that which unnamed, yet breathes, alive and vital in all.  

	 


 

	REPUBLIC OF FEAR

	“YOUNG ONE, do you know what to call me?”

	The old man nearly whispered the words, his mane of hair in loose curls, head down, knees wrapped in his arms.  The face now, the reporters proclaimed, had become the mask of a clown, long and drawn, creased, darkened.  Gaddafi Fallen… Libyan Despot Deposed… Gaddafi Hunted… the news ticked in his head.  But the ease with which he countered it amused him.  He lifted his eyes.  I am the hunter, the Colonel thought, they the hunted.  He and the child were in a black box, a small space six feet by six feet in the middle of the city.  From the seams where the wall met the ceiling, light pierced the room forming a rectangle of fire in the blackness.  The sun at 12 o’clock overhead, he reasoned.  The heat.  The reek.  They’d been here seven days undiscovered.  His own secret cell, an encasement he’d made for himself a decade ago set three floors up in the density of the city, 12-foot-deep concrete walls, hidden in the midst of all.  Fortified steel anchored the room to the ground two floors below.  The roof was made of simple tin because he’d channeled the money elsewhere then forgotten to return to the project until it was too late.  Air vents, small propane cook stove, a bed, water, low bidet, open hole, no nurse, no tent, nothing else now but the boy, and the body of the boy’s father in the corner of the room covered by a blanket.  The boy’s father had died two days ago.  No radio, no contact.  The Colonel hadn’t yet planned how or when he might emerge.  Not now, he knew, but when?

	Walls tight as the den of a jackal.   

	He’d owned this country.  But his enemies had ousted him, and for now the coup was successful.  He would steal their zeal though, he thought, return to power like a thief in the night, torture their women and children, make them watch as he slit their throats, carve out the eyes of the men and starve them, burn blood memory into their skin.  

	The room had everything but a roof he told himself, the tin overhead not strong enough to repel a simple bullet.  But who cares, he reasoned, no one knew where he was.  They could search all they want.  He’d come here in the chaos, with no time to even gather food.  And the place was not pre-stocked correctly.  There was only water, gallon jugs that lined the walls.  Thin ceiling from which to emerge through a small square opening when ready, secure enough to ward off enemies, secure enough for concealment, but like a tomb, he thought.  His own sarcophagus.  A missile from above would erase him from existence.  But no one would think of him here in the middle of everyone, among over a million people, and they wouldn’t kill their own, that was the difference between he and the West, the white press like pigs lapping the birth blood of their young, cleaning the mouth and nose for breath.  They’d be tracking him with their agents, their dogs, that and manning the waters like fools in their little boats.  

	He’d wait them out right here.    

	The boy was silent, his small arm locked under Moammar’s, child hands gripping the man’s bicep.  Moammar spoke aloud now.  “Do you know what to call me, little one?”  

	“No, Momo,” the boy said.  

	“Call me the King of Kings,” he said.  A joke.  Not as funny as it once was.  He pushed his hair back and stared at the boy.  The only one left to him now, his first son’s youngest, first son from the Colonel’s second wife Safia Farkesh, his first son dead on the floor in the corner of the room.  The boy was the newest grandson.  Called Saif after his father.  Everyone was dead.  

	The boy turned and placed his head on his grandfather’s lap.  The Colonel dreaded the next step.  Nothing for it though, he told himself, he would commence with it tomorrow and it would be done.  The boy must survive and get to exile, and return as a man.  He had thought he would do it today, but instead, now that the light waned, he took the boy and lifted him in his arms and kissed the boy’s face, his cheeks and lips, and carried him to the bed and lay down with him until the boy slept and the Colonel rose and returned to the floor and held his knees in his arms and stared straight ahead.

	The following day, near night, he heated the cooking pan.  He gripped the boy’s wrist and forcefully drew him to the floor.  He pressed the boy’s left hand to the concrete, raised the knife and cut off the last joint of the boy’s pinkie finger.  The boy yelped with pain and fear and clutched the hand as blood welled from the hole and darkened his forearm.  The Colonel took the boy’s hand then and pressed the open wound into the burning pan on the stove.  He held the boy, the body squirming, shrieking.  The Colonel gripped and pressed more firmly as the flesh burned.  The boy let out an animal cry and fainted and the Colonel held the boy to his chest, stood and sat on the edge of the bed, holding the boy to his chest.  

	Further on the boy woke, whimpering as his small body heaved and sound emerged again like a siren from his chest.  

	“Remember this,” he spoke in the boy’s ear.  “This cutting, this burning… they did this to your grandfather, the King of Kings.”  The boy’s screams became sobs as he huddled against his grandfather’s chest.  The Colonel carried the boy to the body in the corner of the room then, pulling back

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	