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Foreword

	Learning Our Way

	When Kate Adams threw down the gauntlet in her foreword to Fault Zone: Detachment, titling this edition Faultless?, she meant it as a joke. But the prompt stuck with me. None of the other ideas our team came up with evoked so much possibility, because imperfection lies at the heart of the human condition. I’m now delighted to tell you that each of the authors and everyone on the team has done all they can, despite our own flaws, to deliver stories and poems that speak to that understanding.

	Like nearly everyone else involved in this project, I jumped in with absolutely no idea what I was doing. Sure, I’ve helped with slush reading for a publisher. Sure, I supported the previous edition’s production team with story editing and contracts. Sure, there’s a tiny section of my website that whispers about my editing services. But, no, I’ve never assembled an anthology from the ground up, let alone committed to editing . . . let’s see . . . forty-two stories and poems in four months. Thank goodness so many people offered up their time and expertise to help out.

	Kate and I made a pact to bring more poetry into Fault Zone and—for the first time—included poets in the Fault Zone editing process. Kate conducted workshops to encourage writers to develop poetry with structure: formal sonnets or villanelles, poems with rhyme and meter, seeming free verse supported by covert patterns. Not that we were averse to free verse, but modern writers often hesitate to experiment with the older styles. Our poetry selections included several works invested in structure—both traditional and unique. Not to be outdone, our “unstructured” poets delivered plenty of free verse: narrative, imagistic, and everything in between. Marianne Brems partnered with sonnet-expert Kate to be sure our freestylers received the right support as they worked through their revisions.

	For prose, I aimed to balance creative nonfiction and short stories and launched the revision cycle with deep developmental edits. But that was only the start. It took our crack team of line editors and a meticulous supporting editor working alongside me to mentor these authors as they strove to make their tales of true-life experiences as vivid and engaging as any piece of fiction and their short stories as impactful and deeply-connected as real life. Except for a few inescapably-specific stories, we’re all looking forward to watching you flip back to the table of contents to figure out if the piece you are reading is fiction or not. For credit, I point you to Diane Jacobsen, Karen Sundback, Laurel Anne Hill, Lisa Meltzer-Penn, Marlene Suliteanu, Tice Swackhamer, and Tom Adams. They did more than chase grammar errors and misspellings: they talked through sequencing and plot structure, spotted narrative inconsistencies, and nudged writers to dig deep into their characters—even (no, especially) when writing creative nonfiction.

	Our production team—as for each successive edition of Fault Zone—was the Best Anthology Team Ever. Doug Baird unleashed his creative eye to develop our fabulous cover, Megan E. McDonald and Tirion Wray took care of Submittable’s technical vicissitudes, Jane Goold-Caulfield dared the challenge of managing forty-two individual contracts, and Miera Rao lent us her social media expertise.

	Let’s get the last traditional bit out of the way. I hereby offer unto the next editor a prompt for our 2027 edition: Fault Zone: Two Steps Forward, One Step Back. Make of it what you will. Apologies to the cover designer, but long titles are the hot thing these days. Remember, our anthology isn’t a themed collection, it’s a developmental project.

	A developmental what? Here’s the deal these authors signed on for. The long-awaited “acceptance” they received in February was only provisional. Months of work lay ahead, to discuss and revise their work, take advice and input from at least two editors, interpret that guidance, and use it to raise the level of their stories and poems. Daunting? Well, think of it this way: other anthologies give you a flat yes or no, and you have zero information about what might have turned a no into a yes. With Fault Zone, club members hope to receive a “yes, and . . .”—an invitation to make changes with the help and encouragement of compatriots who want—so very, very much—that story or poem to realize its full potential.

	After all the work our authors have put into this project, all the guidance their mentoring editors have given, all the meticulous copyediting and proofreading, all the long nights of agonizing over this word or that, the best placement of a comma, whether to break that poetic line, or keep it whole . . . our 2025 edition is ready for you to take in.

	Dear, dear reader, our authors will make you rage, weep, laugh, gasp with joy, and scratch your head in befuddlement at the strange ways of human beings. These are challenging times we live in, and our club members have emerged from the Covid era with mind-expanding stories to tell. As I tell authors before they open a file containing one of my horrendous-looking, terrifyingly excessively-commented edits: You’ll be all right in the end, trust me, but fasten your seatbelt and hold on tight, you’re in for a wild ride.

	— Vanessa MacLaren-Wray

	Editor in Chief

	Deep in the California Hinterlands
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  The Past into Today
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	This poem came to me as history that needed telling.

	– Jeanne Powell

	
  Paperwhite Captions

	Jeanne Powell

	A sky blue afternoon.

	He called.

	I never changed my number.

	He called,

	and I knew his voice

	even twenty years later.

	Thirty years up north, three college degrees:

	downhome drawl never left him.

	We went to de Young in the park.

	In all his years he’d never

	entered a museum.

	“Soul Of A Nation” on display.

	We walked through the vivid years

	silent, gazing at our history

	in stark black and white,

	polite captions taped on walls.

	He leaned in to see,

	to look at what we had endured.

	A museum guard stood up, called out,

	“Please don't touch the exhibits!”

	My ex leaned into searing memory:

	night riders hurling torches,

	police dogs and fire hoses,

	men lynched and set on fire.

	The guard could not see,

	was not equipped to understand.

	Standing between them,

	I said, “It's all right, no harm, no harm.”

	I sheltered my ex from interruption,

	knowing he remembered those days

	when blackness was unforgivable,

	when blackness was a crime.

	He recalled those images

	preserved in photographic art:

	Emmett Till in a coffin kept open,

	four little girls on Birmingham Sunday.

	I protected him from distraction,

	let him pore over memories he’d never shared,

	still locked deep inside him.

	As he read stark captions in black and white,

	I protected him one last time,

	from the ignorance and cruelty,

	the whip and snap of a nation’s history.

	
  Deportation Train

	Carol Reade

	San Francisco. Monday, April 19th, 1937. 6:00 p.m.

	Albert tried to get Mara out of his head as he gazed through the barred window. He took a final drag from his cigarette, then flicked the butt onto the train floor and crushed it beneath his shoe. The craving for another flared instantly, but his supply of Lucky Strikes had to last the weeklong journey: San Francisco to Hoboken, by way of Los Angeles, the Southwest, and Chicago. With a long whistle and a shudder, the train pulled away from the station.

	Two immigration officials walked through the prison car and stopped briefly to chat with the railroad detective manning the front, a bookend to the detective standing watch at the back of the car. Passengers struck up conversations, bound by the shared fate of deportation and a curiosity about where each was headed and what they’d done to end up on this train. There was a self-proclaimed smuggler returning to South Africa, a Spanish bootlegger, and a German hold-up man. Two Italians drew everyone’s attention when they mentioned they'd just been released from Folsom State Prison—a hard-core, maximum-security lockup where hangings were commonplace. They didn’t say what they’d done, and no one asked.

	Albert sat near the front of the car, glancing around but mostly just listening. Am I the only one here who isn’t a criminal? he wondered. Albert wasn’t bothered by these men—he’d encountered plenty of rough men while working in factories as a mechanical engineer—but he wasn’t inclined to engage with them, either.

	The banter rolled on, and a few Canadians took some ribbing for heading south—clearly the wrong direction. “Told we’ll be taken off the train at some point and transferred,” one said with a shrug. “Maybe Chicago.” Picking up on their French accent, Albert turned toward them, curious. They had a pleasing, affable demeanor. Maybe he would strike up a conversation with them later.

	Hysterical laughter broke out in the car from a man who had been constantly muttering to himself. “What’s so funny?” asked a nearby passenger with a gravelly voice. The only coherent information that could be coaxed from the man was that he was Swiss. Another fellow, who had boarded in a thoroughly dirty and dilapidated state, would not speak to anyone and would not say where he was going. “He looks Irish to me,” said one passenger, with others nodding in agreement. “I bet he’s Australian,” countered another. Several chimed in with their own speculations. The man in question sat unresponsive with a deadpan expression.

	Albert’s heart went out to these men whose minds seemed to have failed them. He had seen many such men during his incarceration at the Stockton State Hospital, men who were branded insane and treated as sub-human.

	We are a motley crew, concluded Albert. The only thing we have in common is a one-way ticket out of America.

	“Where are you headed?” asked the blond fellow seated directly across the aisle.

	“France—though I haven’t been there since I finished school and came here to work, over thirty years ago. And you?”

	“Holland. Haven’t been there in a decade. Not sure how things will turn out.” The train rattled and shook across a trestle. “Robbed one house too many, I guess. Wouldn’t be on this train if I hadn’t got caught burgling the last one.” He paused while lighting a cigarette. “What about you? What did they get you for?”

	“Nothing, really. A misunderstanding.”

	The Hollander smiled wryly. “Yeah, that’s what they all say.” He pulled a newspaper out of his bag and turned his attention to reading.

	That’s what they all say: the exact words Mara had used. Mara, beautiful, tempestuous Mara, why did you have to call the police? His last encounter with her came flooding back—her jealous rage, the vase shattering against the wall of their San Francisco apartment.

	§

	“All you ever do is drink and flirt!” Mara’s wavy raven hair shook as she screamed, “How many women do you need?”

	Albert ducked as another vase flew by, narrowly missing his head.

	“And now you want to visit your wife? You want to go back to her, don’t you?” Mara burst into tears.

	Albert rushed to her from across the room and held her close. “You’re more a wife to me than Emma ever was.”

	Mara pushed him away. “That’s what they all say.”

	“Think of the good life we had in New York and Russia, just the two of us.” Albert got down on one knee, pleading, “My marriage is over. It’s my son that I want to see.”

	“I hate you,” she said in a low, resolute voice. “I’m leaving and never want to see you again.”

	“Mara, if you leave me, I will buy a gun and end my life.”

	Mara glared and stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

	Albert’s world shattered in that instant. Nothing was working out for him. After returning from a three-year contract in Russia, where he installed assembly lines in factories, he hadn’t been able to find work in America. The time away from his wife had broken that relationship, and she refused to let him see their son. And now Mara was leaving him?

	He felt hollow, desiccated inside like a burned-out tree. There was nothing left. What did he have to live for?

	Albert bought a revolver from a local gun shop and returned to the apartment. He loaded it carefully and clicked off the safety. As he raised the barrel to his forehead, a knock came at the door. His heart raced. He wanted it to be Mara. No—he longed for it to be Mara.

	Gun still in hand, he crossed the room and opened the door. A policeman stood on the threshold.

	§

	Albert stared through the window at the passing twilight, but it wasn’t the landscape that captured his attention. Reflected in the glass—lit by the railcar’s overhead lights—was his own face, ghostlike and framed by bars. For a moment, it looked like a mugshot.

	The image pulled him back to the courtroom, the clipped voices of attorneys, the flat stare of the judge, the weight of the charge—all traced to that incident in the apartment.

	§

	“I find you guilty of possessing a firearm,” said the judge. “In the United States, it is against the law for an alien to possess a gun.”

	Albert’s heart pounded. “The gun was to take my own life, not to use on others!” he countered in a raised voice.

	“And attempting suicide is an indication of mental instability,” said the judge, overriding Albert’s argument. “I’m now prepared to pass sentence.”

	Albert’s face flushed in anger. “I disagree, Your Honor. My decision to commit suicide was a rational one. I am an educated man, and of sound mind. I just fell on hard times. All I need is a rest.”

	The judge smiled sardonically. “I’ll send you to a place where you can rest.” Chuckles erupted in the courtroom. “Order in the court!” commanded the judge, slamming his gavel. Albert was escorted by the bailiff to a holding cell and told he would be transferred to a hospital.

	Albert gasped as they approached the Stockton State Hospital. I didn’t expect to be sent to a mental institution!  The building looked foreboding and dismal, more like a prison than a place of healing.

	§

	Albert’s thoughts were interrupted when an immigration official re-entered the car and announced dinner. Albert took his tray from the dinner cart: navy bean soup with ham and vegetables, and two pieces of bread. He lapped up the soup with a spoon, then sopped up every remaining bit with the bread, which was fresh. The meal was much better than the institutional meals served in the hospital, where you were lucky to get one piece of stale bread and watery soup. The prison car was still a prison, but it was a relief to be out of the hospital, away from the pale green walls, the smell of disinfectant, and the demeaning psychiatrists.

	“What do you think it would take to break out of this prison car?” the Hollander burglar asked Albert as he finished his last morsel of bread.

	“I don’t know, you tell me,” said Albert with a grin. “You’re the one who breaks into things.”

	“Tools, powerful tools, like a hydraulic spreader to bend the bars,” he replied, pointing at the window.

	Albert laughed for the first time that day. “Ha, that could work. You know, I designed hydraulic tools but never thought of using them for this purpose.”

	“Oh, yeah? Too bad you didn’t pack any in your bag!” quipped the Hollander.

	Conversations and sporadic laughter reverberated around the car as everyone finished dinner. A card game began at the back of the car. The railroad detectives were in an obliging mood and simply nodded and smiled. Albert lit up another cigarette.

	“I’ll give you 25 cents for that pack of cigarettes,” said the German hold-up man. He’d been walking up and down the car, eyeing everyone’s stash of tobacco. A pack cost 15 cents in the store, so selling him a partially full pack for 25 cents would be profitable, reasoned Albert. But a supply of tobacco is more valuable to me than the money right now. He declined the offer.

	Albert finished his smoke, rolled up his jacket into a pillow, and propped it against the barred window. Lulled by the rocking of the train, he drifted in and out of sleep. Mara, Mara, Mara. Why did you have to leave? We could have worked things out . . .

	Los Angeles. Tuesday, April 20th, 1937. 8:00 a.m.

	The train arrived in Los Angeles early in the morning. More deportees, mainly Mexicans, boarded the train, which lay over until night. Prison-car passengers were allowed to step off the train in small groups to stretch their legs. They were kept under tight security and separate from the regular passengers. Guards with guns watched every move they made as if waiting for an attempted escape. Albert walked with the Canadians, taking in some fresh air. He enjoyed chatting with them in French, his native language. Soon, he would be speaking only French.

	The weather in Los Angeles was brutally hot. Everyone seemed tired and short-tempered by the time the train pulled out again. Things got worse as the journey progressed through the cactus-studded deserts of Arizona and New Mexico, on the way to Texas.

	“What the hell is all this dust? I can’t breathe!” yelled the Hollander.

	The train hurtled through a dust storm in a drought-stricken area of New Mexico. Fine sand and dirt particles penetrated the car through the ventilation system.

	“Cover your nose and mouth!” bellowed the railroad detective. “We’re in the Dust Bowl!” Albert pressed a handkerchief to his face, letting in just enough air to breathe. By the time they stopped in El Paso two hours later, everything in the car was covered in a thick layer of dust. Everyone looked the same dreary shade of grey-beige from head to toe. It was a ghoulish sight, as if this were a train of zombies en route to the netherworld. The Mexican deportees were taken off the train to be escorted across the border. Train attendants quickly did a rough sweeping. The train car floor was now relatively free from dust, but not the men.

	The car’s atmosphere was stifling, and Albert felt hot and uncomfortably dirty. The men shifted restlessly in their seats. They hadn’t had a break since Los Angeles. Albert asked, “Can we get off the train to bathe ourselves?”

	“In Galveston,” the detective replied as he grabbed his bag and stepped off the train. Another detective boarded the train and took his place.

	Galveston. Thursday, April 22th, 1937. 12:30 p.m.

	As it turned out, when they reached Galveston the only ones allowed off the train were deportees scheduled to board ships bound for southern European ports and other points around the world. Pockets of tense murmuring bubbled up among the dusty, dirty passengers.

	“Why can’t we get off to wash ourselves?” someone yelled out to the detectives.

	“Yeah, just because you call us ‘undesirable aliens’ doesn’t mean we should be treated like dirt. We are dirty, not dirt!” yelled another. Others piped in, similarly agitated, creating a ruckus.

	The detective at the front of the car slowly reached into his jacket and nodded to the one stationed at the back, as if bracing for trouble. Seeing this—and knowing railroad detectives were armed—the deportees tamped down their incendiary remarks. A heavy silence settled over the car. The train pulled out of Galveston.

	The Hollander leaned toward Albert and said in a hushed tone, “Many do see us as dirt, you know. And now we are being shipped out like cattle.”

	“It’s true,” said Albert. “Some people are hostile to us because they see immigrants as a burden on society. They see us as taking their jobs and even the food off their table.”

	The Hollander agreed. “I’ve read it in the papers. Still food shortages and a lack of jobs.”

	Albert silently stewed. For decades, he had worked on and off
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