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Since national prohibition was now in force, and since Zenith was notoriously law-abiding, they were compelled to keep the cocktails innocent by drinking them out of tea-cups. The lady threw her cup at the cocaine-runner’s head.

Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis
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Introduction by Todd Dills

My first memory of Paul A. Toth as a physical human being is the image of a slightly fidgety man sitting in one of the metal outdoor chairs on my rickety third-floor Chicago-fire-escape back porch replete with squirrel nest up in the northeast corner housing one of the loudest refugees of a century and more of urban squalor I’ve ever encountered sometime near the middle of the last decade. He may have been in his late 30s or early 40s, hairline slightly receding again, maybe. I’d asked him to come into town from his home base in Flint, Mich., for a reading, maybe in Old Town at the erstwhile Barbara’s there or maybe at Quimby’s. The veracity of the facts of this recollection are lost to time, but it’s no matter, the book he’s asked me to introduce here is one of those story collections that, if history is kind, I’d wager will resonate years, decades, centuries hence itself, well beyond whatever fall is in store for each and every one of us near- and/or long-term to turn us all into refugees in our own right.

It sounds like a feeble attempt at sardonic joke, I know, but make no mistake, it’s coming, if not under way as we speak to immerse oneself in Toth’s fictions is to be convinced of and accept such notions about yourself willingly, nay, jubilantly, cackling all the way to the grave. Decline, widely and generally, amid otherwise teeming advance I’ve known as central to his work since I first became acquainted with it as editor of a then-upstart lit rag Toth from the early days (we launched in the year 2000) proved himself among the more prolific scribes making his way largely through an audience of the truly dedicated literary mavens that has primarily been the online readership for such rags this century. I could mark time by his submissions, each one better than the last, not exactly culminating but coming close in two stories also included in altered, though no less developed, form here, both of which saw action in our seldom-printed broadsheet installments and by broadsheet I mean not a multi-page, sectioned newspaper but rather the word in its quite actual sense, the periodical in question a mere single large sheet of paper, each issue thus consisting of valuable real estate with no shortage of stories to choose from when filling. Among the cast of writers working their way into distinction of voice, style, theme, among those who became semi-regulars among our contributors, Toth was the most dependably stellar, never without a tight style, a finely crafted structure and manner to his fictions.

The first of those two stories I mentioned: “Think Like a Mountain,” an eloquently vulgar family drama set in a town whose chief industry, mining, had long since given up and left - the father, self-appointed mayor of the town, presides over a populace that, it becomes somewhat clear at a certain point, consists of little more than his own nuclear family plus or minus a few other stragglers still hanging round. Toth’s long residence in Flint, Mich., itself largely abandoned by an auto industry ever in search of non-unionized workforces to assemble its vehicles and manufacture its parts, no doubt served as inspiration. The specter of the environmental and/or postindustrial wasting of America’s lesser cities hangs over the entire collection, a theme less interrogated by the typical of mainstream American writers -as so many of them have over the decades called the rarefied vapors of New York City, Seattle, San Fran, Chicago their homes.

It’s Flint that gives Toth’s work and its individual characters their inspired vim and, perhaps less so, vigor for life - the man who marks time by his cigarette purchases until, one day, he doesn’t; the drunk whose brother long ago stole away his love and, said brother dead, is guided through a dreamscape by two-three bottles of wine to a conclusion that he and his newly recaptured love “really shouldn’t see each other anymore.” He builds a tennis court in his backyard and spends the rest of his days playing against the ball machine, keeping score. “I never lost a point unless I was drunk. I was always scoring, but the game never ended.”

Addiction of other kinds rears its head here, too - ideology, sex, the possibility of sex, as in the second of the stories I had a hand in first shepherding into the world so many years ago. “The Kind of Girl You Read About in New Wave Magazines,” it’s one of those near-future minor dystopias with just a killer-heavy humor that makes you want to jump up and down and cry. A meeting of maimed survivors of a bombing, men - “who ain’t go no sex,” in the words of the protagonist, “Joe DiMaggio” to the hired actress who twice monthly participates in an odd “unsexing” ritual that reminds the men of what they can’t have.

It’s this story that for me best represents the beauty of Toth’s work - what all great art seems to ultimately come back around to. The messy humanity on offer in these stories is, ultimately not without hope of happiness, of purpose and love.

The insane revolutionary march leader loses his mind yet again, along with all of his followers, in a moment of serial psychosis, only to find constancy and salvation in his true identity and the only words of the Star-Spangled Banner he can remember: “Amber waves of grain,” repeated ad infinitum (not to mention someone perhaps more batshit-crazy than himself to follow).

“The man who coughed during Vladimir Horowitz’s Performance of Franz Liszt’s Consolation...” revels in the imperfection he has heaped upon the world of classical music-recording listeners, finding therein a piece of pride in an otherwise debased existence, “something angelic in the fault I provided the world.”

Carol, the “unsexed” woman in “The Kind of Girl...”, ultimately falls into an impossible-to-consummate love for “the Joe you can’t blow” and leads us to a moment none less poignantly horrific than the old “Isn’t it pretty to think so” bit at the end of the classic Hemingway.

So, reader, journey forth spitting dryly, kicking cans into this world. You couldn’t ask for a more dependably wise guide to push you along than Toth.

Todd Dills

Nashville, Tennessee

June 22, 2013
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Psychologically Ultimate Seashore

Whenever Janet arrived at the mall, the early morning walkers, senior citizens all, had already begun their march. It would take them round to Crowley’s, west to Sears, north to the cineplex, and back home to J.C. Penny’s. They were proud as Marines and arrived every morning to follow doctors’ orders. They moved fiercely, leaning forward as if fighting gravity for their very lives. There was a mania in their stalk, a clutching and a frenzy. Meanwhile, percolating with nervousness, Janet unlocked and raised the gate as the Nikes and Reeboks clip-clopped behind her. She went inside and pulled the gate down. She headed to the cash register area and switched on the power. Let there be light, she thought, and there was light.

Janet removed the cash drawers from the safe and plugged in the calculator. She had declared war on calculators and their allies. Whenever she tallied the previous day’s receipts, the figures never balanced. As always, customers trebled her self-consciousness by staring at her and silently demanding to know why the store had yet to open early. Such crowds gathered whenever a catchy psychologist or doctor appeared on television. Already the phones were ringing. Janet quickly learned that the book of the week promoted the anti-cancer effect of orgasms almost as much as it promoted the author.

One could tell almost anything about the customers by the books they bought. Most of them had no shame at all. She had shame to spare even when it came to the books the customers purchased, as if they had bought the book for her, knowing secrets she hid from herself, which she wished included the weird angularity of her body and its refusal to unite with space, forcing her to jut into it like a self-conscious pickpocket.

She unplugged the calculator and checked the schedule. She had a helper coming - Kristy - but Kristy was late again. Kristy was supposed to arrive in time for Janet to take the deposit to the bank first thing, but Kristy was always late. Kristy was curvy and slipped between the holes in space. Janet believed that if one took a compass and tried to measure Kristy’s natural grace and coordination, the compass would melt into frothy bubbles.

It was time to open the store. When she lifted the gate, all but one of the customers headed straight for the pile of orgasm books. Meanwhile, Janet called Kristy on the phone, curious what today’s excuse would be. However, there was no answer, only four rings, then a click and a beep for a message, without any greeting at all.

She hung up. Already the line of customers was five deep and there was much impatient toe tapping, finger twiddling and ear flicking.

But instead of greeting the customers, Janet knelt in front of the safe and dialed the numbers. It was 70L-67R-25R-48L. She was on 67R when she heard a scratchy voice: “Miss?” The voice was a little sharper when Janet twirled the knob to 25R: “Miss?” the voice insisted. By the time Janet opened the safe and removed the green deposit pouch the woman was peering around the corner, eyes cow-like in super-magnifying eyeglasses, lips pursed in irritated need-you-nowness. “Miss? Do you work here?”

Janet looked at the woman without response. Some torturer inside her took over. She just watched the woman heat with rage.

“Miss, do you work here? I’m speaking to you. I’m asking you a question.”

A man came around the corner. He wore a blue shirt and a blue jacket and his tie danced with color. “Is there some kind of problem here?”

The man waved the book. He was in a hurry to get to work with his orgasm book and it did not faze him that the woman next to him was staring at the title. It would not have surprised Janet if he had shouted, “I’m trying to buy a book about orgasms here!” He was about to cry and bore the weighty expression of a king whose crown had been snatched from his head. The woman had appointed herself queen despite the ailments and sorrows of old age. The man slammed the book on the counter. The woman’s mouth made fish-like O’s.

“Well?” the woman said, but she was looking at the cash in Janet’s hand. “I see. Were you going to -”

“I wasn’t,” Janet said but then realized what the woman had implied was already finished. Janet was stealing the money, the crime committed before she had agreed to or even thought about it. She slid the bundle of bills inside her waistband. She went to the cash register and began ringing sales. The customers were smiling. She rang the sales and slid the books into bags and thanked each customer to the last. - That was it for the orgasm’s anti-cancer effects. The store was empty and quiet.

Unfortunately, Janet’s mind was often loudest in silence. It boomed and banged. To distract herself, she went to the pyramid of orgasm books and took one from the pile. It seemed to her that it was allowable for every single human being but her to touch such a book. And even now as she hurried out of the store with the book under her coat, clutched in her left armpit, she was proud to have stolen it.

Walking across the parking lot of the mall was like walking across a frozen lake. The wind was louder and the sky seemed closer and bluer. She had never noticed the grand expanse of the lot. There seemed enough space for every car in America. In the quiet boredom of the concrete lake, her mind, booming and banging, sent tracers and fireworks shooting across the blankness. She did not even ask herself where she was going, yet anyone watching would have sensed she had an urgent destination in mind. In fact, there was a lake (more real than the kind of lake the parking lot formed but not as real as a natural body of water) to which she seemed directed in the way the homeless have a directionless bearing.

She began walking and soon reached the shore of the artificial lake, which had obviously been designed to enhance the adjacent Lake Manicott Manufactured Home Community. There were rocks along the edge of the lake where one could sit. She found a tall flat rock just a few inches from the shoreline. She opened the book and read the first few sentences. It was written in the tone of a medical journal. She wondered if all the sex books were written that way. Yet the tone did not surprise her and in many ways confirmed her memory. The few orgasms she had experienced were exclamation points at the end of boring sentences. There was nothing vibrant about what she had felt, just a brief quivering. There was only a semblance of union. It was bright but never alive and only seemed to happen. Like the manufactured houses, like the lake, everything seemed only to seem.

It tired her, all this seeming. Even her fingers, lit transparently red by the sun, seemed X-rayed, seemed as delicate as leaves. She shook her hand, tried to shake the swindling light out of it. It was impossible to decode, to decipher everything and everyone. It was impossible to rally numbers to her cause, forcing them to line up and march as ordered by ancient mathematicians. It was even hopeless to believe she could stand in front of inscrutable customers and guess their encrypted desires and moods.

She liked movies. She could watch a movie a hundred times and everything that had to happen did happen in exactly the manner it needed to happen.

She began rubbing mud over her face, working it into her complexion, certain she was becoming pond-like and subterranean. To dig beneath things was to be rooted in everything. It was to become more real than anything. It came to her, as she rubbed mud around her eye sockets that no one could lie or fabricate with a mouthful of mud. She began to eat the mud, filling her mouth.

She saw a man inside the nearest manufactured home watching her. She knew he wanted to know why she was taking the mud into her mouth, to understand, to know the important things. He wanted a newspaper report, television coverage and a presidential address from the White House. He wanted to feed, shelter and eventually adopt her. He was calling the police and then he would hire a public relations firm.

When the police arrived, the man led them to Janet. She was coughing up the mud and could not speak. After twenty minutes, they gave up and left, unable to detain her for eating mud.

Janet cleaned the mud out of her mouth with
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