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Local Conditions

ALAN GILBERT

W e make FiGure 8s wrTH ice skates on the river Styx, or at least
that’s what we nicknamed it after finding a book of Greek myths in
a dumpster behind McDonald’s, along with a cracked cosmetic case,
bags full of raked leaves, a clean plastic spoon, and the transistor
radio we use to tune in other voices late at night. There’s a town far
from this one where we imagine faces less worn with care, where the
commercials and local news are more professionally produced, but
they ship people off to war from that place too. Afterward I turned
to you, warm on a cold night, not realizing you were already gone. Or

a part of me knew, but the information traveled along nerve endings



LOCAL CONDITIONS

until the forearms start to tingle like a visceral
TV.

On the roof is an old-fashioned antenna
that cable and satellite have gradually replaced.
The sidewalk leading to the front door drops
like a needle to the groove, wave channels on
either side. Now even the sky is frozen, the
clear blue we crave muddled by perception,
by the darkness we still harbor in our hearts,
the whole landscape secretly ablaze—at least it
looked that way from the drawings, with wavy
lines resembling flames or ice on the road and
in the parking lot where we threw buckets
of water like a helpless fire brigade forming
a human chain to pass the rescue from one
interlocking moment, one plastic bucket, to
the next. I didn’t find you there, either. Just
in these words creating the space between us,
because language is a form of insomnia for
everyone except the animals, and once you
forget how to sleep, life gets extended, though

it short-circuits memory. We'll need that later.

We'll need it to build a future when we finally
learn from fucking up so much.

The singer didn’t tell me that. You did
somehow, though I wasnt listening, because
the hardest lesson of all is discovering that
nothing is unconditional. Not even Pop-Tarts,
even if theyd like to be. Would you rather I just
made up a story? It’s winter, then one day it'll
be spring. I'd say that’s hope by another name,
but it may end just as badly, peering into the
windows of factories, restaurants, and houses.
If you can call them that. And what about
the lights on the bridges? They’re knobs on a
view that hasn’t gone totally digital. I miss you
in there with its language of confession, my
under-embellished memoir, the sportscaster
arrested for a DUI after handing over keys to
the timeshare that was ours until we started
missing payments. That's when the raccoons
moved in, less uncertain than we were about

where to find shelter.

ALAN GILBERT
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€€ What first struck me about John
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Porcellino’s piece was a sparseness and
even clusiveness that still generated an
emotional impact, something I aim for
in my own writing. Also, having spent
parts of my life in small towns around
the United States, the landscape felt
familiar to me. Brian Biggs has done
a wonderful job of putting that soli-
tary figure in motion, while waiting for
someone—or something—to break the
kind of silence that only deep winter can
bring. 99

— Alan Gilbert
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€€On reading Alan Gilberts ‘Local

Conditions, I fixated on the feelings
of the work. There is what the words
of his piece say, and then there is how
the combination of words feel. I chose
to go with the latter and focus on the
overwhelming sense of loneliness and
cold. Upon seeing the complete triplet
that includes John Porcellino’s contri-
bution, I feel that the connection is defi-
nitely made. »

— Brian Biggs



