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No Rainbows 
 

by 
 

Andy Koopmans 
 

 
Dot sits in a running Chevy Nova outside the Wichita 
Greyhound terminal. The windshield is fogged and she 
breathes quickly, shivering against the bitter cold though 
her mind is unaware of it. She hunches forward with her 
arms wrapped tightly against her incipient breasts, the 
blood on her hands dried, not menstrual although it is 
that time of the month. “That time.” It has only been 
“that time” a handful of times and she has not gotten 
over the novelty of the phrase. Jack would have told her 
it was what made her do it. “Bitches on the rag can rip 
out your heart and take a big old bite and nobody blames 
them.” 
 The radio is on. It’s Christmas Eve. All gospel and 
church, except for the rock and roll station that her 
Baptist aunt and uncle wouldn’t allow to be played in 
their house. She finds the station and listens through 
static to a song that sounds at first like screaming and 
thunder, even through the tiny speaker in the dashboard. 
It is completely unfamiliar and the instruments sound 
slippery and clangy and electric. The singer’s voice 
screams instead of sings. She can’t tell if it’s a man or a 
woman, but it makes her twinge inside. 
 She presses her palm to the windshield, the pulls it 
away, leaving a small, star-like imprint. Her mother, she 
remembers, had small hands too. 
 The song is over and the man on the radio says that 
the station is going off the air for the night. “So cuddle up 
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with your honey and try to be good or Santa won’t come. 
But, hey, if you gotta be bad, might as well be reeeal 
bad!” And then the soothing white noise. 
 She shuts off the engine and gets out into the 
whipping air. It’s below freezing and she’s wearing only a 
light coat, a cotton house dress, her cheap ruby slippers, 
and hole-ridden gloves. She stays close to the car to block 
the wind and makes her way to the trunk. She opens it 
and stares down into its contents, begins to say a prayer 
over them—her rapist uncle, complicit aunt, bastard 
cousin—a strange orgy of dismembered limbs and torsos 
and heads. She bites down on the prayer and swallows it 
back. She gathers enough saliva and then spits. She slams 
the trunk, puts in the key and, with strength and ease 
that surprise her, snaps the key off in the lock. 
 The wind escorts her into the bus terminal. She 
doesn’t look back at the car. She goes inside to a ticket 
window and, with a wad of crumpled bills—each 
pinched, saved, stolen, or sacrificed and stored in a 
floorboard beneath her bed for months—buys a ticket for 
the first bus to the West Coast. 
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The Time Machine in the Garden of Eden 
 

by 
 

Bruce Holland Rogers 
 
 
Let's face it, reader: we've got a mess of troubles. War. 
Pollution. Murders committed for petty reasons, and 
compared to a human life, what reason is not petty? 
Extinctions. Famine. Children dying of preventable 
disease. You can finish this list yourself, I'm sure. 
 Troubles like these aren't easy to fix, but if ever there 
was a hero to take them on, it was Bukola Omiata, the 
smartest human being ever born. 
 The smartest human being ever born? you might say. 
Really? 
 If you had witnessed her birth in western Nigeria, 
your skepticism would have been even stronger. There 
were no books in her parents' house. There would be no 
money for school fees. But her father loved the night sky 
and liked to walk cradling his tiny daughter, pointing out 
the constellations and telling her their names. 
 It happened that the local schoolmaster also loved 
the night sky, though he knew different names for the 
constellations. During one nighttime amble beyond the 
village lights, he heard nearby the voices of an adult and 
a child. The child was asking why some stars wandered. 
The schoolmaster was not at all satisfied with the man's 
explanation of planets, and when he approached the pair 
and offered a more scientific version, he was impressed 
by the child's further questions. “What is your name?” 
asked the schoolmaster, for he couldn’t see well enough 
to make out the child, and didn’t recognize her voice. 
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Bukola Omiata? He did not remember Bukola Omiata 
from the rolls. “Sir,” he said to the shadow that must 
have been the girl's father, “why is your daughter not in 
school?” He was astonished to learn that the intelligent 
questions had been posed by a child of only three. 
 The schoolmaster invited her to the school as his 
private project. She took to reading the way fire takes to 
dry grass. Bukola raced through all forty-eight books of 
the library. But the schoolmaster still had no idea of her 
potential. She was five years old when she showed him 
that she could predict planetary motion with her own 
notations, but he did not have enough math himself to 
realize that she had invented a calculus. A year later, she 
had proposed the weak anthropic principle of cosmology 
and begun a commentary on what was common in the 
Holy Koran, the Holy Bible, and science. 
 This commentary, handwritten in a childish scrawl, 
found its way to Lagos. The schoolmaster showed it to 
the priest, who passed it to the bishop, who showed it to 
another bishop, who lent it to an imam. And from Lagos, 
men came to meet the girl. They found Bukola at home 
with her mother, learning to sew. She seemed like an 
ordinary village child, until they began to talk with her. 
 So it came to pass that she was educated in Lagos, 
and then in London and Chicago and Palo Alto. She grew 
older and wrote plays, solved long-standing 
mathematical problems, sewed costumes of her own 
design, filled a hole in the periodic table, expanded her 
religious commentaries, and demonstrated the anthropic 
principle of time travel which resolved the grandfather 
paradox. All of these were her public accomplishments. 
 She did not tell anyone, however, that she had 
actually built a time machine. 
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 Bukola Omiata traveled into the past, and she 
dropped a vase at just the moment when the dictator's 
grandfather was about to meet the gaze of the dictator's 
grandmother for the first time. That way, the dictator's 
father was never born, much less the dictator. Bukola 
fiddled with data so that the test bomb failed. She 
intercepted messages, left notes on the pillows of 
presidents and pontiffs. She bought low, sold high and 
gave the money to charity. She meddled years and 
decades and centuries in the past, changing the world 
again and again. 
 The result? War. Extinctions. Pollution. Murder. 
Children dying of preventable diseases. Nothing that she 
changed in the past made the world any better. Human 
nature was human nature. 
 But because she was the smartest human being that 
ever lived, human nature was not obstacle enough to 
defeat Bukola. She adjusted her time machine for travel 
not to the past of history, but to the mythic past. In the 
Garden of Eden, she located the tree of knowledge and 
built a high fence around it. For good measure, she 
hunted down serpents and killed every one of them with 
a stick. Then she settled in to live with Adam and Eve in 
the original paradise, a world with neither sickness nor 
sin. 
 No holy text says much about the nature of Adam 
and Eve before they ate of the fruit from the tree of 
knowledge. There wasn't much to say. They went about 
the garden, smelling the flowers, reconsidering the 
names they had given them. They walked among the 
animals, all of them docile as sheep, all of them grazers 
or browsers. When Adam and Eve met Bukola, the only 
stranger they had ever seen, they greeted her politely 
and asked her no questions. At night they lay down to 
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gaze at the stars, but when a meteor flashed across the 
sky, they did not wonder what it was. They did not name 
it because it was already gone. They slept as if dead, 
arose in the morning, and never had anything new to say. 
 Intelligence and wisdom are not the same thing. We 
may all wonder whether Bukola was wise to tear down 
the fence guarding the tree of knowledge, whether she 
was right to get out her sewing kit and go to work on a 
costume. Wise or not, Bukola had no trouble remaking 
herself into a convincing snake. 
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Three Steps out of Bosco’s 
 

by 
 

Carol Sabik-Jaffe 
 
 
My first thought was, This is going to hurt.  
 My second, I’m worth more dead.  
 I don’t remember the blow. I remember flying 
through the air and the pain and then fear.  
 I was one step off the curb and turned to wave to 
Sam. My second step put me in her path. The third… I 
don’t remember a third. Sam got there first and 
squeezed my hand. My last words before blacking out, 
“Ha, I thought I could make it.”  
 

*** 
 
I try hard to remember… finished a big case. Huge 
verdict. Career changing. They’ll read about it The Legal. 
Schmucks. “Just a beer after work. A night out. Be home 
early. Promise.” She didn’t respond. Ignored me. I 
thought she was relieved to have the night. “Phillies 
playing the Mets at the Bank. We’ll watch it at the bar.”  
 Nothing. Did she even hear me? Did she nod?  
 Bottom of the fifth. They were losing. I was going 
home. I wanted to go home, told Sam, I had to go home. 
Drained the beer. Tossed a couple of singles on the bar. 
 My days pass, full of busy sounds smudged together 
into white noise. Woosh. Thunk. Thunk. Woosh. Am I 
breathing? I am breathing, I think. In between the dull 
nothingness there is a weird heavy sleep, then, 
awareness. I think I can hear their voices. Sad. Quiet. 
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Blue. Wobbly. Faraway. “Is he going to be all right?” the 
youngest one asks.  
 The oldest one replies, “Nobody knows.”  
 “Guys, guys, I’m right here. I’m fine. I’ll be home 
soon.” I try to say. They don’t hear. “The Phils still in it?” 
 

*** 
 
She wasn’t my first. She was supposed to be my last. 
Exquisite. Sculpted by God, pilates, and doctors. Toned. 
Tall. Blond. Bronzed. I kept her happy, or tried most of 
the time, I thought. The houses, the cars, the trips. No 
kids. No need. She’s done it before. Just us, okay? Just us. 
Besides, the boys will be away at school soon. 
 

*** 
 
She looks pale. What’s wrong? It’ll be okay... You’ll be 
okay. Does she know which partner to talk to at the firm? 
I told her. Didn’t I? How will she deal with my book? I 
should have told her, should have prepared her, just in 
case. Watch the referrals. Always watch the referrals. 
Keep them honest. 
 It all started back in June, my end. A happy month—
thirty days—weddings, graduations, hope. She wasn’t 
looking at the traffic. She was tweeting about going to 
the mall. She wanted to buy a new sundress. She was 
singing some pop song out loud.  
 I was three steps out of Bosco’s door, onto the 
sidewalk. I took a split second to turn to look back to the 
door. There was Sam, going home, too. I waved to her, 
then turned halfway back toward the street, one stride, 
into the road. I faced the Beemer head on. I saw only 
flashes of things, split second recognition. Red lips. 
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Designer sunglasses. Blond hair blowing, then gone. No 
driver? Was she reaching for something on the floor? 
Loud music. “When you’re fifteen and your first kiss…” 
was all I heard. No brakes. No screech. No loud horn. A 
hit. It felt like I was tossed, floating until I smashed the 
curb. Everything hurt. 
 “Ha, I thought I could make it.”  
 “Hang on, Tony. Hang on.” 
 Loud sirens. Bright lights. I passed out, I think. 
 

*** 
 
November. Cold. Damp. A dull high pitched tone. 
 “Oh no,” all she said, her lips curving up slightly.  
 The oldest one sits in a chair, blank. Tears run down 
the young one’s face. He turns to his mom and asks, “Is 
Tony dead?” 
 

*** 
 
It’s okay… I’m worth more dead. 
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Egg Yolks 
 

by 
 

Chris D’Errico 
 
 
Again, the song goes: “Blood puts red in the skin of the 
living / Red in the face / Red in the temper of the world / 
From shame or rage / red.” A black & white photo of a 
bomb-blasted street. Seared flesh, people in pieces. 
Typical meat ‘n potatoes morning news, all strife and 
destruction. Safe in his kitchen, Max is reading from the 
newspaper in his one hand, whisking egg yolks for his 
hollandaise with the other. The song’s got a beat that 
makes him want to strip down to his underwear and dust 
off that old bottle of wedding-gift brandy. Chase the 
worm down another bottle of mescal, the moon 
shimmering over a mud-colored sunset on that beach in 
Puerto Vallarta. So he’s a sap, he loves the blue note, the 
worried note. The lover’s ache. So what. The chorus 
always comes around again, all happy and contagious. 
Spice it, shimmy it up, stir it. “Squeeze that lemon / ‘til 
that juice runs down...”—melt that butter slow and 
creamy. Spilling the sauce, Max drops the hot pan, 
burning himself. Running cold water over the red splotch 
on his forearm, he thinks that even if each of his days are 
the same ol’ song, even keel as Thorazine, still, it’s all 
music to die for, to take with him if he were castaway to 
a desert island. That’s a nice little cliché to think about. 
There’s confidence in a little ditty, there’s a hot flame in 
familiarity. Alone in his own head with a perpetual 
soundtrack of his favorite tunes. A shake more salt with a 
pinch of pepper, and the dish will still be OK for his lover, 
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due home from his graveyard shift at the factory any 
minute. His hardheaded, knuckles-to-the-ground lover, 
who is no maestro, but who can always manage to scrap 
together a decent melody when needed. 
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Track Meet ’85 
 

by 
 

Annmarie Lockhart 
 
 

quarter-mile track and bleachers 
that echoed metallic pings, a Morse 
code message of meet-me-under-here 
still sweaty on a spring-hot day with a 
winter-cold breeze and music and 
someone always had candy to share 
 
back and forth, my lips to yours 
sweet and salty, sugar memory 
comes back with each bite of 
Swedish fish and gummy bears 
cherry chewy cheeky 
 
pollen-covered school bus and we’re 
sneezing in the back, stealing 
hand holds, tongue twists, lip locks 
and it is the garden, before the fall 
and the Fall came fast, frosty and 
forever before we knew that candy 
melts but kisses last a lifetime on the lips 
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Host 
 

by 
 

Corey Ginsberg 
 
 

It wasn’t so much the sight of Esther’s dead body that 
bothered Allen, it was the smell. After twelve days sitting 
underground with it, the sharp rot choked out the damp, 
earthy odor. He paraded around his cot, the shelf of 
canned pork and beans, and gallons of water stacked in 
the corner, back and forth, back and forth, with a dirty 
rag wrapped around the bottom half of his face. 
 At first, seeing his wife sprawled out on the cold dirt 
floor was more than Allen could stand. Allen shook as he 
stared at the torn flesh, the green, seeping wounds 
surrounding the holes in her empty skull. He spent hours 
studying the place on Esther’s face—to the right of her 
nose—where her long bangs used to fall when she sat in 
bed reading The New Yorker at night. Then the mold 
began to form. It crept out of her empty eye sockets and 
slowly traveled over her body and up the wall. After five 
days, patches of large gold bubbles appeared, and inside 
them were what looked like green eggs.  
 

*** 
 
The initial news reports had been calm; they instructed 
people to lock their doors, fortify their windows, and arm 
themselves with whatever weapons or tools they could 
find. Allen and Esther spent an evening listening to the 
bulletins—the monotone, stern-faced reporters who 
insisted they shouldn’t panic, but take precautions 
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against what was being called “an unidentifiable 
epidemic of cataclysmic proportions.”  
 There were countless speculations about where they 
had come from, what they wanted, how long they’d stay. 
Every ten minutes a new eyewitness account of their 
translucent skin and the sharp electric sound they made 
when they found a host body popped up on the old 
Zenith and made Allen’s trembling hand spill the scotch 
he slowly raised to his lips.  
 The only thing scarier than the reports of mass 
hysteria—of gruesome dismemberment and the way 
they feasted on the flesh—was when the television 
shows no longer ran, and the radios went silent. Allen 
and Esther were left wondering: how long would it be 
before they left the cities and reached the farm? With his 
rifle in one hand and his sobbing wife in the other, he 
headed through the cornfield toward the old war bunker. 
 

*** 
 
The silence was sickening. All day, all night, Allen walked 
around the twelve-by-ten enclosure, studying the shelves 
full of board games, sacks of flour, books he’d never 
read. Sometimes he half-slept, with the kitchen knife 
tucked into the belt loop of his filthy black pants. Mostly, 
though, he stared at the wrinkled fabric of his wife’s 
cotton blouse and tried to imagine the sound of her 
voice, the vanilla scent of her hair. 
 There were no bullets left in the gun; all eight clips 
had exploded into the head of the one that had followed 
them through the field—the one that had placed its 
dripping lips to the top of Esther’s skull and sucked—until 
her eyelids sunk in and blood shot out the huge wound at 
the crown of her head. Allen had hit it square on six 
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times; he kept shooting until it finally collapsed into a 
green steaming pile amid the broken cornstalks. He then 
picked Ester’s lifeless body up and carried her the rest of 
the way to the shelter.  
 

*** 
 
As Allen sat scraping the last few beans from the can 
he’d just finished, he watched as one of the largest eggs 
on the wall across from him burst. A translucent worm 
covered in a thick yellow liquid slid out from its broken 
shell and flopped wildly on the ground for several 
seconds before it retreated beneath his cot. Then, there 
was a faint sound, like the buzz from a hot microphone. 
 Allen sprung from the ground and ran toward the 
rusty ladder that led out of the bunker. From the fourth 
rickety stair, he turned back and watched as the worm’s 
slimy body disappeared inside Esther’s left eye socket. 
He stared for a long moment from his spot on the ladder. 
Then, a piercing sound shot from her limp body. Allen 
screamed and plugged his ears. The last thing he saw 
before he unlocked the hatch on the ceiling was Esther’s 
bloated fingers opening over the cold, damp ground. 
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Coal Breakers 
 

by 
 

David Davis 
 
 
The train stopped at a tiny burg somewhere in central 
PA. It was 7:00 a.m. and I had forty-five minutes before 
we continued our southward journey. As I struggled with 
my overcoat, the cars emptied and I could see the 
restaurant across from the depot filling with weary, 
unpleasant travelers, most of them—like me—in 
uniform.  
 The snow was coming down hard and my hands, 
swathed in bandages with only the thumbs visible, 
ached. Looking down the row of scruffy Christmas lights 
strung over the street, I saw a neon sign: Coal Breakers.  
 Out of the snow and down the steps I went below the 
sign. The raucous noise, smoke, and smells of a busy beer 
hall welcomed me. I found a stool at the bar, just 
opposite the bartender in short respite from his duties.  
 I nodded. He nodded back.  
 “I’m surprised to find a bar open this time of 
morning,” I ventured.  
 “Coal mines operate twenty-four hours a day, son, 
seven days a week and so do we. Most of these boys just 
got off the night turn and’re havin’ a few drinks before 
home.” 
 A newspaper left behind on the bar announced a 
German counter-offensive in the Ardennes. I was glad I 
was no longer there to greet them.  
 The bartender glanced at my wounds. “What’ll it 
be?” he asked  
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 “Beer. Thanks.” 
 Raising his arms, hidden from the elbow down behind 
the bar, the bartender grabbed a glass and began filling it 
from the tap. He stared at me and I stared back; not at 
his eyes, but at his hooks. He topped the glass off 
perfectly and sat it down.  
 I reached into the pocket of my overcoat and pulled 
out an unopened pack of cigarettes. Leaning on the bar 
with both hooks, he watched as I fumbled with the 
wrapper. Without speaking, he reached out and clinched 
the pack with his right hook, lifted it to his mouth and 
used his teeth to rip off the cellophane and peel back the 
foil, spitting each onto the floor. Easing the pressure 
slightly, he then used his left hook to rotate the pack 
upside down. He clinched again, right hook tapping the 
package on the left hook until a cigarette popped up.  
 He held the pack out to me and I clumsily grasped the 
cigarette between my thumb and bandaged palm and 
pursed it between my lips. Before I could say thanks he 
had whipped out a lighter with one hook and used the 
other to flip open the cover and strike the flint wheel.  
 “You’re pretty good with those,” I said. 
 “Oughta be,” he replied. “I’ve had’em forty years—
since I was thirteen.” 
 The kinship of my own bandaged hands gave me 
courage to ask.  
 “What happened?” 
 He took an old black and white photo off the wall and 
put it on the bar. Two boys with hard faces bereft of 
childhood stared into the camera. They sat side by side in 
a two-foot square wooden enclosure, with other pairs of 
boys stretched out behind and in front of them, all 
dressed in dull overcoats and caps.  
 “Know what that is?” he asked. 
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 “Looks like some kind of roller coaster.” 
 “Coal breakers,” he replied. “Just boys—all of us—
sitting ten hours a day, six days a week in these 
damnable wooden seats with coal conveyors runnin’ 
‘neath our feet. You’d jam your boot heels down to back 
up the stream, then quick red out the stones, leaving the 
coal pass by to the next boy, who’d do the same and so 
on down the line. That’s me an’ my brother there. I was 
just twelve in this picture. Mick was fourteen.” 
 With a hook on each side of the frame he gently held 
up the photo, adrift in the years.  
 “Bastards wouldn’t let us wear no gloves. Too clumsy, 
they said. One day, big piece of flat slate, sharp as a knife 
edge, comes down and takes both hands quick as a 
whisper right at the wrist. Off they went down the 
conveyor headed for somebody’s furnace.” 
 He hung the photo back on the wall. “Lots of old men 
around this town with missin’ parts.” 
 I finally spoke. “Must have been tough on you.” 
 He shrugged and grunted.  
 “My brother, Mick, now he had it tough.” 
 I looked up, my bandaged hands flat on the bar. 
 “Lost his thumbs,” the old bartender said, tapping 
both of mine with the tips of his hooks.  
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Gamboa 
 

by 
 

David Davis 
 
 
My parents argued as we crossed the one-lane bridge 
into the small community of Gamboa, U. S. Panama 
Canal Zone, where my father was a cog in the American 
bureaucracy that kept the waterway operating.  
 “We don’t have the money,” said dad. 
 “We had the money for your new golf clubs,” my 
mom countered. 
 “They were a Christmas gift—from you—and where 
you got the cash I’ll never know.” 
 “I saved for a whole year—squirreling money away 
instead of buying myself clothes or shoes or whatever.” 
 “I appreciate your sacrifice,” dad replied. “If you save 
like that for another year, you’ll have enough to send 
your sister the two hundred bucks she wants us to give 
her.” 
 As my mother’s face contorted into an explosive 
parry, the left rear tire of our ‘62 Falcon blew and the car 
thumped to a stop.  
 “Damn,” complained dad, stepping into the swelter 
of an equatorial sunset.  
 We were on the river road where the Rio Chagres 
feeds the canal with fresh water pooled in a canopied 
rain-forest lake far upstream. Between our car and the 
river lay a stretch of putrid swamp from which a cloud of 
mosquitoes rose into the evening sky like an apocalyptic 
plague. They swarmed over the car. Despite the 
oppressive heat and humidity, we were forced to roll up 
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the car windows. Outside, dad struggled to change the 
tire, sweating, cursing, swatting at the consuming, 
hateful insects. When dad finally crawled back behind 
the wheel, silence prevailed. 
 The next morning—Saturday—we were eating 
breakfast when dad emerged from the bedroom, his 
face, neck, and arms covered with festering red welts, 
each capped with a dollop of white medicinal cream.  He 
looked like a TV clown and we wanted to laugh, but knew 
better. Dad reached into a closet and pulled out his golf 
clubs.  
 “I’ve got a nine o’clock tee time,” he announced. 
 “There’s a letter on the sideboard, hon, would you 
drop it in the mail for me?” mom asked. 
 Dad picked up the letter. 
 “Your sister.” 
 “Uh huh,” mom said. 
 He held the thin, white envelope up to the light.  
 “A check?”  
 “Uh huh.” 
 We stopped eating, except for mom, who calmly 
continued with her breakfast. Dad’s jaw muscles flexed 
as the bile rose in his throat. Blood pounded from his 
heart to the expanding capillaries that fed the mosquito 
bites on his face and neck until they seemed to glow like 
lava-gorged volcanoes ready to burst under their creamy 
snowcaps.  
 We waited for the explosion. Dad turned to face my 
mother, who stared him dead in the eye. He opened his 
mouth to speak but could only manage little grunting 
noises, unable to form a coherent sentence.  
 Stuffing the envelope into his pocket, dad slung the 
golf bag fiercely over his shoulder, the clubs banging and 
clanking against one another.  Without looking again at 
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my mother, he stomped out, slamming the door behind 
him. 
 With a sip of her coffee, mom picked up the phone 
and dialed the operator. 
 “Long distance, please.”  
 She dialed the number and waited.  
 “Hey, sis, it’s me. How’re things stateside?”  
 We went back to eating, the crisis now past. 
 “Hey, you know that two hundred bucks you loaned 
me for Christmas? Well, I put the check in the mail to you 
today. Paul just loves his new clubs.” 
 I looked at my siblings and we all smiled, except for 
the toddler in his highchair, who was yet too young to 
fathom the mysterious relationship between moms and 
dads. 
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The Pianist 
 

by 
 

Entity Sylvir 
 
 
A warm, lilting melody wafted through the nightclub, 
nimble fingers dancing over crisp black and white keys as 
the song of the grand piano drifted down from the stage, 
filtering between the irregularly spaced tables to fill 
every niche and recess of the dimly lit room. The lone 
figure in the spotlight moved gently with the music, her 
long chestnut hair billowing down her back in loose 
waves and her wine red dress fanning out around her 
knees as she sat on the worn leather stool. It was not a 
complex song she played, with no difficult notes or 
intricate rhythms, but there was something about it that 
was so enthralling, so entrancing, as if each sound 
touched you, clung to you, whispered to you. 
 As the tune swelled, as the notes danced, and as 
music came alive beneath her fingers, the pianist began 
to remember. 
 She met him at a cheap, backwater club on a cool 
autumn evening while playing yet another of those low-
paid unambitious jobs that she hated but needed to make 
ends meet. While lingering together before and between 
performances he had mentioned that he had studied cello 
in France, and confided that he hated playing these gigs 
as much as she. Before they knew it a little small talk 
turned into enchanting conversation, which turned into 
an invitation to dinner. 
 The courting that had begun awkwardly in that dark 
corridor of the small backstage area continued. At first it 
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was slow and sporadic, stuttered by difficulties of work 
and money, but despite the troubles, it bloomed. From a 
strong passion their connection formed, their relationship 
transcending the coldness of a small yet barely afforded 
apartment and the bleakness of a life forever 
impoverished. 
 Then the idea of a duet was pitched, and suddenly 
they were no longer two starving musicians each 
struggling to make a living for themselves. Now, they did 
it together. A double act, a two-part performance, 
working together, coping together, surviving together. 
For the first time in her life she wasn’t just a child from a 
broken family trying to leave behind her bleak origins. No 
longer did she have to struggle alone in a desperate 
attempt to make something, anything of herself. Now, 
she had someone there for her, someone to care for her, 
and someone to love her. 
 When he came to her with the song she was surprised 
to say the least; he’d never composed before or told her 
that he had an interest in composing. But as she took up 
the manuscript, as her hands danced over the keys in 
time with the rich earthy tones of his cello, as the song 
was heard for the first time, she was amazed. And by the 
time the majestic melody faded and the song came to an 
end, she was close to tears. 
 “It’s so beautiful.” 
 “I wrote it for you.” 
 “But why is it so sad?” 
 A pause, then, “There’s something I have to tell you.” 
 The next months were an agonising blur of waiting 
rooms, doctor’s offices, and hospital beds. Leukaemia, 
they were told, and less than a year to live. But it couldn’t 
be true, it wasn’t fair, not when she had finally found 
someone to share her life. He tried to resist, to fight, but 
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the cancer won in the end. She will never forget the smell 
of the stark white ward, the dull beep of the monitor, the 
last look he gave her before he slipped away into a coma 
from which he would never wake. 
 She was there three days later, lying beside him, her 
head resting on his chest, when she heard his breath 
stutter and his heart falter. She was there, listening, as 
his lungs gave one last shuddering heave before finally 
falling still. 
 Once again, she was alone. 
 The final notes of the song died away to be met with 
silence. The audience sat wordless, unmoving, captivated 
by the spell of the music. But then one clapped, another 
joined, and the silence was broken. Applause rang out 
from the club as the pianist stood and gave her bow. 
 “Thank you very much, that was the lovely Si Waters 
on the piano,” the emcee said with a grin when the noise 
had died down. “Now Miss Waters, that was quite a 
change from your usual repertoire, is it your own 
composition?” 
 She shook her head. “No, I only arranged it. It was 
originally a duet.” 
 “And you stated at the beginning that it was your first 
time performing it, yet you also told us it was an old 
song. Is there a story there?” 
 Si hesitated. For so long the grief had consumed her, 
for so long she had been unable to play that song, and 
incapable of talking about what she had lost. 
 “Promise me something.” 
 “Anything.” 
 “Don’t let this break you, otherwise the cancer will 
have claimed two victims. Move on, Si. I’ll be your past, 
promise me you’ll move on with your life, promise me 
you’ll let it go.” 
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 There was a long silence, then, “He played the 
cello...”  
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There’s Nothing More to See Here 
 

by 
 

Bud Koenemund 
 
 

The chalk outline, white against the concrete, 
Marks the scene of the crime, as a crowd 
Gathers, like greedy vultures, in the street. 
“Did someone jump?” a voice calls out loud; 
“Heart attack?” “Yes,” a cop answers, as he 
Unspools police tape to control the mob. 
“Well…no,” he thinks to himself. “Not really.” 
“People, move back now, let me do my job!” 
As a cold drizzle falls, he turns to see 
Initials scrawled inside the dusty heart 
Blur slowly, then melt away in a sea 
Of tears, as two lovers, now torn, depart. 
 “Folks,” the cop says, as a dream disappears, 

“Move along; there’s nothing more to see here!” 
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A Rollicking Caravan through the Never 
 

by 
 

Herb Shallcross 
 
 
It started with a promise to every character I ever 
penned: 
 “Before I die, if I’m granted the luxury, I will give you 
each a fitting death. I have long understood that man’s 
first and final buoy is his finite lifespan, coupled with the 
stubbornness of Time. Many have grieved at this 
relationship, but our mortality is there when we need it 
most, assuring us that no hardship is to be endured 
forever.” 
 “But I don’t want to die,” said Mrs. Hightower, a 
snub-nosed woman I’d created in college  
 “You won’t be dying anytime soon,” I said. “Not if I 
have anything to say about it. You’ll live a rich life, but 
eventually your time will come to pass.” 
 “But there’s no heaven for made-up people,” said 
nine-year-old Simon Hagley, tugging on my sleeve. “Is 
there?” 
 “Do you want there to be?” I asked him. 
 He nodded his freckled face. 
 “Then there is a heaven for made-up people,” I said.  
 “Nonsense,” Simon said. “You just made that up.” 
 “Then it’s as real as you are,” I said.  
 “Ack!” Simon said. “How am I supposed to win when 
you write all my lines?” 
 “You have to get the jump on me,” I said. “Now 
watch your mouth before I make you out to be an utter 
nincompoop.” 

32 



 

 “Yabba dabba banana-hammock,” Simon muttered, 
bouncing away.  
 Some hisses of discontent came from the misers as 
they slunk back to the wild outskirts of my 
consciousness: they were upset to have to wait, feeling 
they deserved death now. I would consider it, and would 
deal death where appropriate, but my decisions would 
reflect neither pity nor remorse. Even my most wretched 
baby had suffered life no longer than I. 
 It was soon clear that something was wrong. 
Something was twisted up in me, racking me with anxiety 
and ransacking my guts. I got flashbulb visions of some 
sketchy stuff: Mother Theresa soaring on a spotted 
unicorn; a thousand worms crawling on a birthday cake 
with just one candle; my mother smoking a hookah 
dressed like Marilyn Monroe. I called a town meeting 
immediately.  
 “Ladies and gentlemen of my head, one of you has 
wronged me!” I belted. “You have warped my body and 
mind, without so much as issuing a grievance. Who did 
it? Somebody speak up, or consequences will rain!” 
 Beautiful Isabel spoke up.  
 “I’ve heard rumors,” she said, “Just whispers really, 
that maybe—just maybe, you know—maybe Clive has 
been sneaking around.” 
 “Clive?” I said. “Never in a million…Clive, come out 
here!” 
 Clive separated himself from the crowd, his face 
rutted with sweat under his afro. He squirmed in his skin, 
rubbing his hands together.  
 “Howdy, chief,” he said.  
 “Really, Clive? You were gonna drive me crazy?” 
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 “You dreamers live a long time,” Clive said. “I was just 
trying to lubricate the process a little. This limbo, chief, 
it’s not something to ask of a man.” 
 “How’d you do it? Let me guess—you stomped my 
visual cortex while gouging my hippocampus. That might 
account for the visions.” 
 “Oh, come on now,” Clive said, licking his lips. “It 
wasn’t like that, baby. It was more like a firm massage. I 
used my tongue mostly, but for sure I tapped that 
amygdala.” 
 “Damnit, Clive!” I shouted. “I gave you life, and this is 
how you repay me?” 
 “Put that jive in your own pipe and smoke it,” Clive 
said, “’cuz I don’t mess with the cheap stuff. You gave me 
a supporting role in one short story, and a cameo in 
whatever you call this scrap here. If that’s a life, I don’t 
see what’s the big fuss over livin’.” 
 “This isn’t a cameo,” I said, tears brewing in my eyes. 
“It’s a featured role. A featured role!” 
 “It sure is,” Clive said. “I had to make my destiny.” 
 He charged me with a titanium-onyx sword I had not 
yet conceived. I dove out of the way of a blow I could 
only assume would tear me open in a mental breakdown, 
if not worse.  
 I idea-rigged a bow and arrow with Halliburton 
hardware on Comanche cedar. I backpedaled, slinging 
shots at him.  
 “I will not be subject to my own creation!” I shouted, 
hurling a fireball at him. He leapt over it, bearing down 
on me with the black sword, but I drew my bow and shot 
him through the heart. He dropped at my feet, and only 
after I raised my hands in triumph did I see the 
arrowhead poking through my belly. I turned to see 
Simon’s freckled face. He held a miniature bow 
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otherwise identical to my own, but he registered neither 
guilt nor bad blood.  
 “Good goin’, kid,” I said. “You really got the jump on 
me.” 
 The townspeople crowded closer as the village’s light 
deepened.  
 “Can I ask why?” I said. “Do you kids today still bother 
with reasons?” 
 “What’s my last name?” Simon said. 
 “Umm…hmm…well…I’d have to scroll to the 
beginning of the story to—” 
 “I’m not a boy,” he said. “I’m a ploy. You used me 
once when it was convenient for you. You will never 
remember me when you get old and sick. My only 
chance for a death was if it was tied up with yours.” 
 “You kids are keener than I give you credit for,” I said. 
“The Twitter hasn’t knocked all the sense out of you yet.” 
 “I don’t have a computer, sir,” Simon said. “You never 
gave me one.” 
 “Oh, right,” I said. “Sorry about that. Here you are, 
see if you can’t have some fun with that while there’s 
time.” 
 And there was Time. He’d been there all along, but 
now he really made himself felt, soaring and solemn all 
at once. He huddled in with the townspeople and we all 
embraced him, and when the heat gave out, we all went 
off through the darkness together as one, him herding us 
all along, a stern shepherd without whom we would be 
lost.  

 35 



 

Five Finger Exercises: Playing With Misery 
 

by 
 

Jacqueline Doyle 
 
 
EXERCISE 1: FIRST PERSON 
 I’ve been thinking about narrative point of view and 
how naked the first person “I” can be, my secrets so 
exposed, the “I” claiming more than I want to give at 
times—such a public confessional. I was miserable. I 
thought I was going to die. I wanted to die. And the 
voyeuristic reader wants more. Wants to wallow in my 
misery. 
 Of course, I can always shift to the first person 
secondary character and pretend to witness someone 
else’s experience. I knew a woman once, and after what 
happened, she was miserable. I felt sorry for her. I could 
empathize, though I didn’t know her well. Her feelings 
struck a chord with me. 
 
EXERCISE 2: SECOND PERSON 
 You want some distance, sometimes, which is why 
you might want to play with point of view. You’re tired of 
telling perfect strangers your deepest secrets, so you 
devise new ways of telling, masking, even hiding them. 
You call it achieving perspective. You especially like the 
second person. It’s like a series of instructions to 
yourself.  
 Okay, you’re miserable. But you’ve felt this bad 
before. Remember when you broke up with Randy in 
college? You thought it was the end of the world, and it 
wasn’t, was it?  You should learn to play the piano. Or 

36 



 

take a trip somewhere. Buy some self-help books at the 
airport. Read them on the beach. 
 
EXERCISE 3: THIRD PERSON 
 She sat in a miserable heap at the bottom of the 
stairs, too exhausted even to cry. She groped for the 
phone, wondering, should I call him? Or should I wait? 
The third person limited omniscient can be vivid, and 
there’s the solace of fiction. She wasn’t me, in fact there 
is no me, because this is about her. 
 Or them. For a broader perspective, the full 
symphony, there’s also the third person omniscient. She 
wondered, should I call him? And if I did, what would I 
say? Three hundred miles away he wondered, and if she 
calls, what can I say anyway? She’s miserable, and it’s all 
my fault.  But why should I always be the one to feel 
guilty? 
 
EXERCISE 4: OBJECTIVE 
 Then there’s the “fly-on-the-wall” objective point of 
view. The couple was sitting in an airport bar. They 
weren’t saying anything. She was staring down at the 
table, playing with the discarded wrapper from her 
straw. He was surreptitiously checking his watch. The 
table was bright orange. Piano muzak played in the 
background. They both looked miserable. They had one 
carryon suitcase between them. It wasn’t clear whether 
they were both going somewhere, or only one of them 
was leaving. 
 
EXERCISE 5: FIRST PERSON PLURAL 
 We knew they were miserable, but we didn’t know 
how to help. We all know it’s the same story however 
you tell it, but it sounds different, doesn’t it? 
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FIVE FINGER EXERCISE 
 I have a confession to make. I made her up. I mean, 
she’s not me. Once I wrote, “I was miserable,” she 
seemed real enough. Maybe she’s a friend and I 
witnessed her misery, but if she is, I don’t remember her. 
You hear a lot these days about false memoirs, and 
maybe this is one. When you write something like “I was 
miserable,” though, you immediately start thinking about 
moments in your life when you were miserable. Maybe 
you stand outside of yourself and think, “She sat in a 
miserable heap at the bottom of the stairs,” because you 
can picture it. (Maybe you can picture it because it 
actually happened.) And what made her so miserable? 
Well, it was probably a man, wasn’t it? And it wasn’t so 
hard to imagine him, after all, guilty and defensive, 
wondering what he was going to say if she called. And 
well, the classic “fly-on-the-wall” is Hemingway’s “Hills 
Like White Elephants,” where the miserable couple is 
sitting outside a café at a train station, so imagining the 
two of them at an airport bar seemed to fit. What 
happened to them? We’ll never know. But we can 
picture it. 
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The Benefits of Night Society 
 

by 
 

Jason E. Van Dee 
 
 

Something followed me home tonight. Down dark 
sidewalks, something trailed my steps, crept along with 
the sound of my movement in its ears, the warmth of my 
skin drawing its senses. I felt it as I watched bright streets 
rush with the motion of cars, streetlights and headlights 
failing at my feet.  
 The streets were busy. They always are. I moved 
alone on the sidewalk, hunched into my jacket against an 
autumn cold that stretched over my skin like invisible 
threads.  
 Inside my apartment, I shined a light and scanned the 
room. I saw nothing. I undressed, peeled away the day, 
the hours on my feet. I wanted to call for help, to drive 
the beast away or know I was crazy, allow my mind to 
disbelieve. There was no one to call. I ignored the 
phantom. 
 I distracted myself. Microwave pizza. A splash of 
orange juice mixed with vodka. A television show heaped 
into my ears and eyes.  
 

*** 
 
I pretended everything was normal when I went to sleep 
last night. I crawled into bed, under covers browned by 
dirt, and I even turned out the light. I didn’t sleep at first, 
but then it left, and my mind soon drained into sleep.  
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 I woke this morning with the heat of the sun on my 
face and a sour taste scalded onto my tongue. My 
muscles were sore. I slid out of my boxers to take a 
shower. The water hit my skin with warmth and ran 
down the drain. 
 As I started breakfast, I felt the presence hold close to 
me. It paddled around my ankles, lapping at my skin with 
static electricity. The fear I’d felt the night before 
returned, its intensity sapped by the daylight that 
shattered all around me. There was something more, a 
smell. 
 Something rich and heavy. I followed it to the fridge. 
When I opened the door, the stench boiled out around 
me. Nothing looked out of place at first. Then I saw it. I 
noticed it in one of two vegetable crispers at the bottom 
of my fridge, something red-brown and amorphous 
through the frosted plastic.  
 I pulled open the drawer. Inside, a chunk of meat the 
size of a football sat wrapped in plastic. The cut was 
surgical. I went to the pantry and yanked out a plastic 
bag. Wrapping my hand in the bag, I wrenched out the 
mound of flesh. It lay cold, supple, and heavy in my hand.  
 The pack of meat hit the trashcan with a thud.  
 

*** 
 
There is no presence at work except the usual haunted 
monotony that stitches itself into every day. Face after 
face scrawls past me, anonymous, uninteresting and 
uninterested. We all play the proper part, our 
transactions fake and joyless, no matter the smiles and 
banter.  
 From time to time my mind goes back to last night, to 
the presence that trailed at my heels, and to the strange 
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treat left for me this morning. I taste fear and excitement 
on my tongue.  
 The big glass windows at the front of the store fill 
with darkness as the sky hemorrhages night across its 
great expanse. Bites of cold slink through the door 
behind every entering customer. 
 

*** 
 
It was waiting for me when I got home tonight. Its 
presence decorates my apartment with whispers of 
unintelligible dread. Whatever the future brings, 
whatever dark harbinger floats through my space, it 
represents nothing worse than the future I’ve always 
seen. More than that, it brings change.  
 I checked the fridge for new foreign matter. Nothing. 
 

*** 
 
Sleep was unpleasant. I don’t remember dreams or 
nightmares. Sounds of struggle broke through my ceiling 
and swam around me.  
 

*** 
 
I didn’t go to work. I didn’t call in sick. I’m not sorry for it.  
 

*** 
 
More hunks of meat have filled the fridge to capacity. 
Each is the same size as the inaugural allotment. Each has 
the same smell. I’m not going to throw them out. 
 

*** 
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I’m sitting beside a skuzzy little pond. Dead leaves, dirt, 
and run-off form a putrid barrier around it. How has no 
one noticed this smell and done something about it?  
 A few minutes ago, a woman with a dog jogged past 
me. She didn’t like the way I watched her. I could tell. As 
she passed, her shoes kicked up leaves at the terminal 
edge of the sidewalk, the furthest she could get from me 
without muddying up her white running shoes. The dog 
growled at something.  
 As she jogged away, the steady motion of her hair 
stalled for just a moment, like a hand had passed through 
it. She turned with her eyes wide and let out a truncated 
scream. She stared at me, still sitting in the same spot, 
far from her.  
 

*** 
 
I’ve begun making room in the fridge. I’m on the third 
meat specimen. It lies before me on the table.  
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A Glimpse 
 

by 
 

Jen Knox 
 
 
Today is my thirty-fifth birthday, and I want to wear my 
hair curly. I want to look natural, the way my 
grandmother does in the photograph above my couch. I 
want to recreate this image. In this picture, however, she 
is holding my six-month-old mother. And I have no 
children. I’m glad because I don’t like most of my family, 
so if I had a child, the odds are good that I wouldn’t like 
it, but the lack of child presents a problem for my desire 
to recreate this image.  
 We’re drunk at noon, thanks to a great little 
concoction called a mimosa that, though not strong 
enough to suit a thirty-fifth birthday, is served with 
brunch at Edward’s on King Avenue. Trish and I walked 
here through snow and traffic and the grit and dirt of 
February in Cleveland. I will never marry Trish, no matter 
how legal it gets, because I love her too much for that 
shit. She brought her expensive camera equipment this 
morning, and she’s eager in her stoic way.  
 I look divinely outdated: costume jewelry, no 
makeup, and soft, natural curls. Our waiter is bemused 
by our request and allows us to use the tearoom for our 
photography session. The tearoom is horrifically prim. 
There are little cloth dolls with big ceramic heads lined 
up along the windows. I grab one at random and it slips, 
head-heavy as it is, into the cradle of my arms. “I’m 
ready,” I say demurely.  
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 “Sit in the chair and nurse it,” Trish says. We laugh. I 
sit up straight in a delicate wicker chair. I am the proper 
lady my mother wanted me to be before she gave up and 
left when I was eight. If only she knew. Right now, I am 
everything she wants me to be. I am crossed legs, chest 
out; I am wearing a soft white dress—lacy and 
completely inappropriate to the Midwest, to 2011, to 
anything about my existence—which falls delicately 
between my legs.  
 “Capture my essence,” I say.  And as Trish instructs, I 
look down at the doll I chose: its scary, wide-smiled 
ceramic face. The irony of life is sometimes kind, and I 
savor the comedy. Trish clicks, moving around me, 
capturing the moment, and I smile down at the scary 
little prospect, thinking maybe things do change, after all.  
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Bedtime for Modern Days 
 

by 
 

Colin Dardis 
 
 
The daily grinds mean nothing at the end of days: 
perhaps in summary, I will be judged for not completing 
my audit in time, one more example of 
sloth, in a lifetime spent half-asleep. 
 
I am restless, in the pure definition of the word: 
without rest, not agitated or fidgeting, just 
wanting to lie down and allow the night to wash 
its ink shadow over my thoughts. 
 
To sleep is divine, to think of sleep is a prayer; 
man must have his peacetime, his solitude 
away from the nonstop mechanics 
of this fully functioning world. 
 
I fall asleep on a cog and feel its jerk 
moving in time with the city clock: 
a tick to rouse my slumber, 
a tock to rock my lullabies. 
 
Tonight there’s a sweat of bed sheets across me 
as the hours are roped in the rising dearth of light; 
I collapse into the little death of human mystery 
and ponder at the awakening powers of misery. 
 
No one cries themselves to sleep in the real world, 
the idyll of the fairytale is wove to give us sweet dreams: 
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so sleep now, as a child that does not question the dark, 
but accept that it is meant to rule over shut eyes. 
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The Resolution 
 

by 
 

Jennifer Baker-Henry 
 
 
He comes home after 3 a.m. and goes straight to the 
bathroom. You hear the shower go on, water against tile, 
against his body, washing away something. When he 
comes to bed you move closer to him, feel the heat 
emanate from his skin. You smell soap, the kind that 
makes you think of pine, and wonder what it’s replacing. 
 When you cheated you rushed to the bathroom and 
scrubbed your body raw to eliminate every trace, yet 
ended up revealing the truth in a mess of tears, wiping 
your eyes, mouth, and nose with a kitchen towel. He 
looked up from the coffee maker, stared at you with 
furrowed brows. He asked what you expected him to say 
and do. You shook your head. You insisted it was a 
mistake, “a really stupid one” that wouldn’t happen 
again. You asked for forgiveness. He hesitated but gave it 
to you, allowing you to both act as if nothing happened. 
 Acting “as if” meant he replaced passion with 
indifference. Kisses on the cheek, rarely the lips. Pats on 
the backs, no hugs. “As if” meant you visited his job to 
surprise him with food or small gifts (the gold cufflinks he 
mentioned that time) and felt your stomach lurch when 
you saw him laughing with a svelte co-worker you hadn’t 
been threatened by before.  
 The next morning you offer him his mug with the 
question lingering in your mouth. He smiles and you do 
the same. He comes towards you. You tilt your head 
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offering your cheek. He takes your chin in his hand and 
pulls you in for a deep kiss. Now you know you’re even.  
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Blue Ridge 
 

by 
 

J. Douglas Stephenson 
 
 
Keith had made the trek on more than one occasion, 
quietly weaving through the mountain highways on the 
way to his parents’ cabin in Ohio. It wasn’t exciting, nor 
was it dull; it was just a simple five-hour drive and 
nothing more, as far as he was concerned.  
 The Blue Ridge Mountains had been hit more that 
winter than it had in decades, and with the sun barely 
peeking out over the top of the snow-covered treetops, 
he was one of few vehicles on the road that morning. He 
could have counted the cars he had seen on one hand, 
making him wonder if, perhaps, he shouldn’t have 
delayed the trip for another week or so. 
 The gigantic flakes of snow fell around his Jeep as it 
climbed through the mountains, surrounded on both 
sides by snow-covered stone and trees. This was the part 
that he loved the most; being able to look out upon the 
beauty of the world, left primal and untouched for so 
long. 
 Keith turned the radio dial from station to station, 
trying to find something at least half-interesting. Nothing 
but static. He had stopped that morning and purchased a 
coffee at the last exit before the mountains began, and 
now, with the hypnotic mixture of falling snow and 
silence, he wondered if he shouldn’t have made it two.  
 Finally, after a few more turns of the dial, a sound 
radiated from the speakers. It was a news station—not 
what he had hoped for, but it would have to do. The 
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man’s voice rang out, filling the Jeep with tales of the 
weather, elections, and upcoming events around the 
area. Keith rolled his eyes as he reached down to turn 
the dial again, stopping just shy of touching it when a 
loud series of beeps played through the air. He sat back 
in the seat and waited intently for what would come 
next. 
 We interrupt this broadcast for a special report. The 
West Virginia State Police have found the body of a 
woman, the third in the last six months, at a rest stop just 
before the beginning of the Blue Ridge Parkway. 
Authorities are remaining tight-lipped about the identity 
of the individual and have stated that they will present 
information as it develops. While there are no suspects at 
this time, motorists are highly encouraged to abstain 
from stopping on the highway and to report any 
suspicious activity to the West Virginia State Police 
immediately. 
 Keith looked down at the radio panel and pressed the 
power button—that was enough news for one day. He 
was startled when his head arose from the task. He 
wasn’t expecting to see anyone, let alone a woman 
standing alongside the highway waving her arms next to 
her old Honda. In his fright, he slammed his foot down 
onto the brake pedal, sending the Jeep into a skid, just 
past where the woman was standing. 
 Keith slid his head into his hands as she started 
toward the Jeep. He could see her approaching in the 
side mirror and rolled the window down as she got 
closer. 
 “Hey lady, you need to be more careful. You could’ve 
been killed doing something like that,” he said to her 
sternly. 
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 “Sorry,” she replied. “I ran out of gas and I don’t have 
any cell phone service out here. Is there any way you can 
give me a ride to the nearest station?” 
 Keith looked at the woman, thinking back to the 
report that he had heard mere moments ago. “Get in, 
but just to the station and back.” 
 “Thank you. Thank you so much,” she replied back to 
him with a smile.  
 She opened the passenger door and climbed in. “I’ve 
been out here for hours, but there haven’t been many 
cars pass by.” 
 “Lady,” Keith said. “Have you seen the weather? Of 
course there aren’t any cars coming by.” 
 “I suppose you’re right,” she asserted. “But it was still 
so nice of you to stop. I’m Margaret, by the way.” 
 Keith looked over at her, smiling in the passenger 
seat and staring at him. She couldn’t have been more 
than twenty-five, and from the sound of it, she had one 
of those bubbly personalities that made you want to 
throw yourself off a bridge to escape her. She was pretty 
though, with short brunette hair that bounced with each 
step and a shade of light-green eyes, surrounded by 
some of the fullest lashes he had ever seen. 
 “Keith,” he said to her, attempting to be polite. 
 “Nice to meet you Keith.” 
 “Likewise.” 
 “I tell you though,” she continued. “I’m glad I found 
you and not someone else. Did you hear that they found 
a body not too far from here?” 
 “Yeah,” he answered. “I heard about that.” 
 “I mean, why aren’t they releasing her name? I 
stopped at that same rest stop earlier and all I keep 
telling myself is that it could have been me.” 
 Keith nodded his head, but offered no words to her. 
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 “Any ideas on why they are keeping it a secret, 
Keith?” 
 He looked over at her again and sighed. “Maybe he 
cut her head off and took it with him.” 
 The woman’s face became pale at the statement. 
“What would make you say that?” 
 Keith turned toward her again and smiled, his teeth 
peeking out ever so slightly from behind his lips. “Just a 
hunch.” 
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Imago 
 

by 
 

JP Reese 
 
 
The woman slides aside the curtain. Her face peeks out in 
silhouette to take in all the perfect little hands holding 
nets. Bodies bounce as those hands swoop toward wings 
struck with black, brown, orange, white. She hears 
laughter from the children who chase monarchs across 
the milkweed pasture beyond the tumble-down fence. 
Their mothers have warned them not to risk nearing the 
shuttered house. 
 Day and night reflect in her black eyes. She remains 
secluded in shadow, her chest barely moving in, out. 
Arms flutter like broken birds at her sides. Spiders weave 
webs in the chiaroscuro of her hair as light slivers stab 
the air and dust motes slant, frozen in mid-flight. She 
tugs the curtain closed and makes her dragging way 
downstairs to key open the basement locks and recede 
from the morning that beckons beyond the drapes.  
 She smiles at what waits below. 
 Down here there is rope work and wood, hanging 
lights fashioned for warmth. A fire in the grate exhales 
the scent of apple smoke mixed with chloroform. Pulling 
a chair close behind her, she sets aside her cane and 
reaches up to weigh a giant pupa in her palms as it hangs 
clustered with its mates like fantastic table grapes 
depended from a trellis on the ceiling. Beyond the trellis, 
scattered on work tables, are test tubes and yellowing 
papers, aquariums filled with eggs and zebra-yellow 
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caterpillars clinging to thin veined leaf stalks; dusty books 
offering chimeras and schemes. 
 With a practiced tug, a cocoon falls like a jade vase 
into her arms. She slides it between her knees, balances 
the tip against the floor. The silver blade clamped 
between her hands, she knives a slit to vent the 
carapace, then handles the chrysalis like a lover, running 
her palms down its delicate chartreuse shoulders. 
Carefully, she lays the pupa on its side near the warm 
fire. 
 Squatting, she studies her creation, stares into the slit 
she has fashioned. Forehead damp, her hands squirm, 
itching to wrench it open. She leans back onto the chair, 
every muscle tense, and waits for a sign, a movement. 
Perhaps a magnificent wing will unfurl to flutter and dry 
in the smoke-scented air. Perhaps she will climb aboard 
and take to the sky at last. But as every time before, only 
her breathing breaks the stillness. 
 Each day, her house peels in flakes that waft over far 
green hills. Bit by bit, spongy wood and mortar decay to 
expose the starter fabric of earth and sky. Family grave 
markers fall onto the gravel track outside. She cannot fly 
away from the image of children with fine hands and 
faces, the laughter she has never shared. 
 She lifts her eyes toward the failing fire. A space on 
the trellis is free. She tethers herself with a necklace of 
rope, imagines a woman with butterfly's wings. 
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Sinking In 
 

by 
 

Judy Cabito 
 
 
They talked; he talked about sailing around the world. 
She laughed; he didn’t. He still talked. She let his words 
travel through her mind, endless miles of water, not 
seeing land or another boat or human being for days, for 
weeks, forever. 
 “Believe me, you’ll love it.” 
 “Hum…I don’t think so. It’s not my cup of tea.” 
 “Tea? We’ll stock up on wine, champagne. Imagine 
the fresh caviar and lobsters that jump into the boat. 
We’ll get a big boat, self-reefing, auto-pilot, all the 
whistles and bells.” 
 They talked; he talked.  
 “When we retire, when we don’t have any more 
responsibilities, no jobs, no civic duties, no kids, when 
we’re ready, we’ll do it.”  
 She laughed, he didn’t. Still he talked. They looked at 
the boats at the show, she touched the teak decks and 
counters in the galley and thought them lovely, for sure 
lovelier than she had at home. 
 “I don’t know. It’s a different kind of responsibility.” 
 “I’ll do the work. You can sit and relax, watch the 
gulls and listen to the waves lap against the hull.” 
 They talked; he talked about Spin Drift.  
 “It’s up for sale; only a year old; the broker said he 
could make me a deal; owners traded up; we should go 
look before it’s gone, before it’s bought out from under 
our dreams.” 
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 “Our…” 
 “Get your coat, let’s go look.” 
 They talked; he talked a blue streak. “Go look at the 
galley.” He made an offer; it was a done deal before she 
stuck her head through the hatch where she found the 
sky blue and the ocean endless. 
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Back at the Lake 
 

by 
 

Helen Whittaker 
 
 

The frozen water’s  
perfect skin is flawed. An arm’s 
length from the jetty 
 
a jagged scar has 
knitted up the wound I made 
when I pushed you in. 
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Pinching Jesus 
 

by 
 

Kristina Moriconi 
 
 

The first thing he stole for his mother was a pack of 
Parliament Lights. He was seventeen, working weekend 
nightshifts at Frosty Caps. No one would notice one pack 
missing. Then another. He took a few out for himself, 
too, never smoked them. He just carried them around in 
the pocket of his coat with a pack of matches, hoped 
someone at school might ask him for one someday. He 
knew the benefits that kind of opportunity could bring to 
a guy like him. 
 Sometimes he took a couple beers, but only if 
someone else broke open a case. He drank those with his 
friend, Ricardo. His mother never asked him to bring her 
beer. She drank bourbon straight from the bottle.  
 On Saturday and Sunday mornings when he finished 
his shift, he met his mother at the neighborhood diner 
for breakfast. It had become a ritual. He was happy to get 
her out of the house, lure her away from the bottle for a 
few hours.  
 Each morning, he slid across the vinyl booth and 
gulped hot coffee until his mother arrived. She was 
always late, her hair never combed. Sometimes she 
would still be wearing the same clothes he’d seen her in 
the day before.  
 This Saturday morning, she was later than usual. He 
thought maybe she wasn’t coming. A few more minutes 
passed. Then, from the window of the diner, he watched 
her step off the bus. She looked so much older than 
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thirty-nine. The lines on her face told a long, hard story. 
She took two drags from a cigarette, the skin on her 
cheeks drawing in each time, hollowing out her already 
thin face. With the bottom of her boot, she crushed the 
rest of the cigarette into the newly fallen snow. 
 She sat down across from her son. He felt sick from 
the stink of bourbon mixed with nicotine. It clung to her 
hair and clothes, the cigarettes yellowing her teeth and 
skin.  
 The waitress, Veronica, brought coffee. “The usual?” 
she asked, waving menus at both of them. 
 They nodded. “I’ll take a side of sausage with my eggs 
this week,” he said. “And some extra toast.” 
 “Did you hit the lottery or somethin’?” his mother 
asked.  
 He shook his head. “Just hungry is all.”  
 “We need some more jelly at home,” she said, 
pointing her half-bent finger toward the display at the 
end of the table near the window. “Some syrup, too.” 
 He slid the small packets from the table, shoving 
them into both pockets of his coat. 
 “Can you get that little bottle of ketchup in there, 
too?” 
 “I need the ketchup for my eggs.” He tipped the 
bottle onto its side and spun it like a top. 
 “Did you get me more cigarettes?” she asked, 
nervously tapping on the table. 
 “Mom. I told you. I need to space it out or somebody 
might notice. I’m not even old enough to buy the damn 
things.” 
 Veronica set the plates of food in front of each of 
them, and for a few minutes they ate in silence. His 
mother set her fork down on the half empty plate of 
pancakes and motioned for more coffee. “On the way 
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home, there’s some Christmas decorations I want to stop 
and get.” 
 “We don’t pass any stores on the way home,” he 
said, biting into a sausage link, the grease dripping onto 
the table. 
 “Not at a store,” she said. “There’s some good 
properties we pass on this side of the tracks. They got 
some nice stuff out in front of those houses. Passed it on 
the bus on my way here.” 
 “You can’t be serious. I ain’t taking nobody’s 
Christmas crap.” 
 The small house they shared was filling up with things 
he’d lifted for her. Salt and pepper shakers. Ashtrays. 
Coffee mugs. Glasses. He’d even managed to take a 
portable radio from the gas station where his friend, 
Ricardo, worked. He felt bad for stealing. Sometimes, 
when he looked at the things he’d taken, it made him 
want to cry. But his mother had so little to smile about. 
She’d smiled for over an hour when he brought home 
that radio. 
 When they both finished eating, he left money on the 
table for Veronica and walked out to his car. His mother 
lit up a cigarette as soon as she settled into the 
passenger seat, striking the match on its pack, inhaling, 
the ash-tip of the Parliament glowing orange. Several 
blocks away from the diner, she told him to take a left at 
the next street. He jerked the wheel hard, his tires 
screeching.  
 “There. Over there,” she said, pointing at a display of 
plastic figures in front of a big, blue, vinyl-sided house.  
 “Jesus, Mom. You have got to be kidding. I am not 
pinching Jesus from someone’s front lawn.” 
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Rules for Surviving Eighth Grade 
 

by 
 

Linda Simoni-Wastila 
 
 
Rule #1) Never hurry home. After soccer, hang out at the 
library. Try to get invited to Marcy’s house for dinner. 
Just don’t act too desperate.  
 
Rule #2) Don’t have friends over. If they ask why, say, 
“My mom works nights and sleeps in the afternoon.” 
 
Rule #3) When you do come home, don’t change the TV 
channel or mute the volume, even if she’s sleeping on 
the couch. It’s not worth the fight. 
 
Rule #4) Go to bed early. Wake up early. 
 
Rule #5) Never talk about it, even with Nana on the 
phone. Never, ever with teachers or the counselor. 
Better here than with your dad. 
 
Rule #6) Never water down the Stoli. Then you’ll have to 
explain the bruises. 
 
Rule #7) Keep the babysitting money in your locker, for 
lunch and tampons. 
 
Rule #8) Don’t sign up for band, because you’ll need a 
ride to the concerts and she’s always losing her license. 
 

 61 



 

Rule #9) Always listen when she says she loves you, even 
when she’s too drunk to remember the next day. Tell her 
you love her too, even if it’s a lie, and hope Jesus 
understands.  
 
Rule #10) Hide your journal in the cellar behind the 
dryer—she never washes clothes and, besides, she’s 
afraid of spiders and falling down the stairs. But don’t 
stash it under the same loose tile as the pot, just in case. 
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Switched 
 

by 
 

Lisa Dyer 
 
 
Joey shuffled into the backyard with his head down. He 
felt his mother’s eyes watching and he knew she was 
standing in the doorway, her hands planted on her hips 
and her feet apart, waiting for him to get back.  
 “You make sure you get a good’un, boy,” she called 
from her post. “None of those little baby ones. You get a 
good, long, green switch now, y’hear? Your Daddy’ll take 
care of it if you don’t get it right.”  
 Joey snuffled a little. He could already feel the sting 
of the switch against his backside. All’s he’d done was to 
bust a plate. And it wasn’t even on purpose. The plate 
had been on the very edge of the table and he’d barely 
touched it with his arm. It wasn’t his fault that it fell.   
 He reached the tree in the center of the yard and 
looked up at its leafy branches. Branches that could hide 
a boy and cradle him, cooling him on a hot day. Branches 
that, stripped of their leaves, stung his butt and made his 
eyes water—no crying allowed, take your punishment 
like a little man—when he broke a plate.  
 It wasn’t fair. It was an accident.  
 Joey chose a long, slender branch that he thought his 
mother would be happy with, and he peeled it from the 
tree. One of these days, there wouldn’t be any more 
branches for him to take.  
 He carried the switch back to his mother. Take your 
punishment like a man.  
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*** 
 
“No pansy-ass switch like you brought the last time, 
boy.”  
 Joey could feel her angry gaze following him across 
the yard. It was just a fender. He knew she was standing 
at the kitchen window, watching him move across the 
yard. Her watching him was almost worse than the 
whuppin’ that was coming. Almost. It was humiliating. 
Joey kept his head up and his eyes on the tree. Almost 
there.  
 Just a fender. And it wasn’t even his fault. Some crazy 
lady had backed into him.  
 He looked up into the leafy branches. He longed to 
climb up into their cool safety. Branches that hid him 
from view and where he could watch the world around 
him. Where he could see into his parents’ bedroom 
window. Where he could see into Anna Martin’s window. 
Branches that burned across the seat of his trousers and 
brought a flush to his cheeks. Branches that humiliated 
him and stung his pride more than they stung his ass.  
 He chose a long, willowy branch that he knew would 
whistle as it arced through the air and peeled it from the 
tree. He’d learned to appreciate the whistle and brace 
himself.  
 He carried the branch back to his mother. Take your 
punishment like a man.  
 

*** 
 
Joe fingered the branch he’d pulled off the tree on his 
way into the house. No point in waiting. He started 
pulling off the leaves, one by one. He could already feel 
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the sting of the slender piece of wood across his ass and 
the back of his thighs.  
 His hands trembled. The small pile of leaves grew 
until the branch was bare. Its greenish-white bark glowed 
in the dim light. Joe waited, his heart pounding. He 
watched the clock. Only minutes until she’d be home and 
then… 
 Finally he heard the rumble and crunch of the car 
pulling into the driveway. The thud of the door closing 
and then the front door opening.  
 “Joe? Joe, honey, you home?”  
 “In here, babe.”  
 She walked into the kitchen and switched on the 
light. “Why are you sitting here in the dark?”  
 His palms were sweaty. He got to his feet, 
accidentally brushing the leaves off the table, but he 
didn’t notice until he saw her watching them flutter to 
the linoleum.  
 She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head 
to one side and looked at him.  “Again?”  
 Joe looked at a spot on the floor between his feet. He 
could feel a flush rise to his face. He could feel the sting 
of the branch. His heart pounded and his mouth dried.  
 He nodded.  
 “Well, what are you waiting for? Come here.”  
 He handed the lash to his wife.  Take your 
punishment like a man. 

 65 



 

A Thank You Note 
 

by 
 

Loren Arthur Moreno 
 
 
Someone had taped a note to my mailbox. “To whoever 
scared off that man, thank you. You saved my life.” 
 I was certain the note wasn’t for me. I hadn’t scared 
off a man or even called the police for anything for quite 
some time. I didn’t have any reason recently to do such a 
thing. The neighborhood, at least from my observations 
in the dark of night, had been its usual quiet self. And I 
lived alone. I had no man. So I didn’t think the note had 
even been placed on the correct mailbox 
 I carried the slip of paper, a Post-it, into the house. 
The handwriting appeared jagged and hurried, as if 
someone had written it without a hard surface. It 
reminded me of my mother’s handwriting, becoming 
feebler and less legible in the months leading up to her 
death. I left it on the kitchen table. It sat there for several 
days. 
 

*** 
 
The soft screech of metal against metal woke me late 
one night. I recognized the sound as the front gate. I put 
on my bathrobe and walked through the dark living 
room. I peeled back the drapes and peeked through the 
window. The gate stood open. The street appeared 
quiet—no passing cars, no people. I tightened the 
bathrobe around my breast and walked out into the front 
yard. The moon hung huge in the sky, dazzling and white. 
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It made the world look white. The grass, the hibiscus 
bushes, the cars, all white. I closed the gate, but not 
without first looking up and down the street for who may 
have opened it. I saw no one. 
 Before I turned to head back into the house, I saw 
Ms. Lang, the old woman who lived alone across the 
street, watching me from her window. The parted drapes 
framed her face, which was as round and white as the 
moon. She peered at me with furrowed eyebrows. I 
waved to her apprehensively. She didn’t wave back. She 
allowed the drapes to close in front of her face. 
 

*** 
 
The morning sun was fierce and shot rays of blinding light 
into the living room as I read the newspaper. I sat in my 
favorite chair, positioned near the window. This was my 
mother’s house. We lived in it together until just a few 
years ago when she died after a long battle with breast 
cancer. Until the very last day of her life, she said I should 
find a man. Enough with living alone. You’ll turn out like 
Ms. Lang. People will think something is wrong with you. 
Find yourself a nice man who will take care of you. It was 
as if she had forgotten all she’d been through with my 
father. I needed no man. I’d seen enough of what men 
can do. 
 I sipped my coffee and then, seemingly from the 
shadows, Ms. Lang, dressed in a white suit and a big 
white hat, appeared at my gate. She stood out there 
looking in at me. I waved. She didn’t wave back. 
 I walked outside and I said hello to Ms. Lang. “Is 
everything all right?” 
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 “A young woman like yourself should not be walking 
around late at night in her bathrobe,” she said, scolding. 
“It is not safe.” 
 “What’s not safe?” 
 “We are not safe. There are men,” she said. “A young 
lady almost died. Right here on this street.” 
 I wasn’t sure what Ms. Lang was talking about, and 
then I remembered the note taped to my mailbox. “Was 
that you who scared the man away?” 
 “I suggest you be careful,” she said. “I saw the whole 
thing happen. The man pulled that poor girl into the 
white van. The van shook violently, as if a wild boar were 
inside,” she said. 
 This happened? In this neighborhood? I couldn’t 
believe it. More so I couldn’t imagine Ms. Lang scaring 
away anyone. I couldn’t picture her holding a bat in her 
frail hands or even raising her raspy voice. 
 Before I could say anything else, she lowered her 
brow to me and walked away. 
 

*** 
 
When I was fifteen years old, I saved my mother. My 
father had long been a slave to the whiskey bottle, but 
for several years he had convinced my mother and 
himself that he had broken from its bondage. But by the 
time my menstrual cycles began, he had started to drink 
again. When night would fall, the moon high in the sky, 
the slaps, the yelling, the crying would begin. I’d hide 
under covers and pray to the Virgin Mary for my father to 
disappear.  
 One cold autumn night, I awoke the sound of a vase 
crashing to the hardwood floors and my mother’s 
scream. I lurked from my bedroom and found my 
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mother, pale with fear, lying on the floor, and my father 
on top of her, threatening her with a kitchen knife. 
Always I had been afraid of him, but something came 
over me. I screamed. I picked up the phone and 
threatened to call the police. When he lunged at me, I hit 
him in the face with the phone. It woke him from his 
drunken stupor.  
 Not too long after, my mother divorced him. It wasn’t 
easy. My mother never spoke a word about what 
happened, ever. If she was thankful—and I am sure she 
was—she never said so. 
 

*** 
 
For some time I carried that note around. Used it as a 
bookmark. Left it on my desk next to the lamp and stacks 
of papers. Put it in drawers or in my purse. Always when I 
thought I’d misplaced the note, it would appear. Like the 
time I decided to box my mother’s books that continued 
to clutter the living room. I picked up a copy of Grace 
Palely’s Wants—Mom’s favorite and mine too—and out 
fluttered the small note. I couldn’t even remember 
placing it there. I began to think it was meant for me. 
Written for me. That my mother had sent it from the 
beyond. 

 69 



 

The Dragon 
 

by 
 

Joe Amaral 
 
 
I found her amidst a nest of old stained books 
dilapidating in a cluttered living room 
accumulated with the detritus of lifelong 
 
memories. Yellowing photographs, scrapbooks  
and graying newspapers stacked haphazardly 
lopsided like a listing Seuss hat 
 
A labyrinth where the dragon librarian guarded 
her precious paper treasure collection for  
decades, refusing to abandon the assembled hoard 
 
Repelling efforts for home healthcare and hospice 
Assisted living was for the weak and frail, she 
insisted foggily. She appears asleep today,  
 
bent crookedly on her maroon recliner. But 
rigid rigor mortis had set in overnight, freezing 
her body into a stiffly spine-bound hardcover tome 
 
encircled by volumes of amassed knowledge 
Purple lividity pooled in her edematous feet 
where her favorite pages and photos lay splayed out 
 
upon the ancient green-orange shag carpet 
She looks so peaceful, so content 
Tears shine in my eyes like gold medallions 
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I whisper her name, invoking the photos to life 
Grandma Merle 
The Dragon  
 
Only time could slay 
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Tomato 
 

by 
 

Maggie Mountford 
 
 
For my first fancy dress, Mum sent me as a tomato. 
Trussed up in a sheet of tomato-colored plastic that 
she’d converted into a perfect round ball, I stood in front 
of the hallway mirror and inwardly cringed. For the first 
time in life, I was learning what it was to look stupid. On 
my head perched a green felt hat resembling the leaf I’d 
been plucked with. Even now I could blush, and along 
with the blush comes the sense of dread, a fear of the 
inescapable. I knew it was no use begging, or pleading 
sickness. Backed up by my Mum, Dad was adamant. “You 
know you have to, Larry,” he thundered, whenever I 
quailed at the idea of anything. To him, quitting was the 
worst thing a boy could do. The road to salvation was 
staying the course, however hard it was. 
 Cindy Lacock, done up as a cat, with tail and whiskers 
and a feline smirk to match, was by the door when I crept 
in. As soon as she saw me, she clapped her hand over her 
mouth, a snigger escaping from between her fingers. The 
room was crowded with kids. Their eyes drilled into me 
as I lumbered towards them, an obese terracotta 
monstrosity on short spindly legs.  
 I’d expected the mockery, but as I came to a halt in 
front of them, silence descended. It was as though aliens 
had landed and sent one forward to reconnoiter.  
 “I don’t believe it,” somebody whispered, just loud 
enough for everyone to hear.  
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 “It’s Larry, isn’t it? Hey, let’s slice him up and add him 
to the salad!” 
 Their derision brought the silence to an end and for a 
while I endured it, before creeping back through the 
door, as unnoticed as possible, to sit on the stairs, 
waiting to be collected. 
  “Did you have a good time?” It was their stock 
question. I was never able to answer it. 
 “Well, of course he did, hon,” said my father, with his 
usual forced jollity. “Everyone enjoys parties, don’t they, 
kiddo!” 
 “Yes, Dad,” I murmured, just as he expected—seeing 
their faces, the undisguised ridicule. 
 Twenty years on, I’m an army sergeant, used to 
authority. But, whenever fear threatens and I’m stopped 
in my tracks by it, unable to move forward, I say to 
myself: Tomato, Tomato. And then I can walk again, into 
the silences. With my heart pounding, and I could even 
piss myself, I go on, walking forward. 
 “No lad of mine will be a quitter,” he said. 
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Real Estate 
 

by 
 

Mary Pat Musick 
 
 
They wanted to hear leaves rustling instead of neighbors 
wrestling. “Something convenient to the highway,” the 
man added as I maneuvered through traffic shadowed by 
high-rise canyons. 
 I crossed the bridge out of the city. “We want to see a 
variety in our price range,” the woman said. 
 At my office in the village strip mall, I showed them 
listings, and printed those that got an “hmm” from either 
of them. 
 The first house, contemporary with an open floor 
plan, had walls of windows. “Nice,” the man said. 
  “I don’t want people looking in at us,” the woman 
said, though there was an acre between the house and 
the street.  
 Back in my Chevy Suburban, we sped past farms and 
cul-de-sacs, turning down a lane that led to a Cape Cod 
that needed care. It had stunted windows and separate 
rooms, all with doors.  
 “I like that there are nooks to hide in, to be alone,” 
the woman said.  
 “It’s claustrophobic,” the man said. “And the house 
looks gobbled by a vine.” 
 The next stop was a Spanish style dwelling, burnt 
orange with marine-blue trim. As I fiddled with the 
lockbox on the oak door, the man said, “Reminds me of a 
great place we stayed in Guadalajara.”  
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 “If I wanted to live in another country, I’d move 
there,” the woman said. 
 “Maybe I’ll move there,” the man said.  
 The woman did not check the bedrooms.  
 At the colonial, the woman went though the rooms, 
but thought there were too many.  
 The man said it would give space for their family to 
grow.  
 “What family?” the woman said.  
 “This isn’t the right house anyway,” the man said. 
 Sitting in the car, in the circular driveway, I turned 
facing them and asked if they wanted to see the ranch or 
the craftsman next. “They’re in opposite directions,” I 
said. 
 “We’ve seen a dozen houses already,” the man said. 
 We had seen four, but it had seemed like more. “We 
can schedule the others for another day,” I said. 
 Each stared out side windows at green-swathed hills.  
 “What are we looking for?” the woman said. 
 “You wanted a change,” the man said 
 “It’s dull out here,” she said.  
 “Commute would be brutal,” he said.  
 “The woman pointed at me. “You suburban people 
don’t appreciate sidewalks.”  
 “Our building’s a great location,” the man said. 
 “There’s a large unit opening up on 10,” the woman 
said. 
 They were quiet the rest of the journey. I was 
thinking about getting sushi in the city.  
  I dropped them off in front of their building, a 
concrete tower; it’s 70’s futuristic promise now 
lackluster. They left the packet with the listings, and my 
business card, on the back seat. I watched them stroll 
down the street into a Casa Burrito. 
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 I’ve had couples like them before, thinking a different 
place will be the answer to the question they’re scared to 
ask. 
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Old Strength 
 

by 
 

Matthew Jacobson 
 
 
“Joe, throw another forty-five on each side. That was just 
a warm-up,” says “Iron” Charlie Marizita, once an old-
time strongman, now an old-timer. The Olympic barbell 
being crushed between his thick, chalky fingers is coated 
with a patina of rust. Sweat has bitten the iron over the 
decades at Joe’s Gym in Bay Ridge, drawing oxidized 
blood.  
 “Okay, Iron Charlie, you got it,” Joe says, never tired 
of his best friend’s stage name. He clamps his hands 
around the top edge of a circular, forty-five-pound plate 
and lifts it to the bar with a grunt. The veins in his neck 
rise like scars as the second plate clanks into place on the 
opposite end of the bar.  
 “That’s three hundred and fifteen pounds. 
Remember that kid, Frankie Lewinski, who used to tell us 
he’d bench three-fifteen someday?” 
 “Yeah, good guy,” Iron Charlie says as he sits up on 
the flat bench, tilting his head to either side of his 
massive neck. As he lifts his chin up, there is a crack. “Ah. 
I wonder if he ever got there before that motherfucker 
shot him in Vietnam. Alright, three-fifteen—this one’s for 
you, Frankie. God rest your soul. Ooh-rah.” 
 Iron Charlie lifts the bar forward from its pins. The 
three plates on either side don’t waver as the bar lowers 
to pause on his dense, tank-top-covered chest. Joe’s 
fingers trail just above the bar, inside the space left by 
Iron Charlie’s wider-than-shoulder-width grip. There’s a 
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steady whoosh while Iron Charlie exhales, then the bar 
clanks back on the pins.  
 “Two more plates, Joe, if we’re going to play this 
game—four hundred and five pounds. Lucy was born on 
April 5th: 4/05. I wrote her a birthday card every year 
after she got married, the last one in ’96. Never sent a 
single one. She called me Samson.” 
 Joe nods, suspicious of his voice.  
 This time, Iron Charlie grunts as he bench-presses the 
weight. But the bar doesn’t stick as it moves, going down 
and up smoothly. 
 “Beautiful,” Joe says, guiding the barbell back to its 
resting position. “Incredible.”  
 Iron Charlie breathes deeply, inflating his ribs and 
stretching his abdomen with lungful after lungful of air. 
He stares at the dim ceiling, lingering on its cracked 
panels and ancient water damage stains.  
 “Load me up to four hundred and ninety-five pounds. 
I want to lift it for my brother Aniello. I never spoke to 
him after their marriage. I wish I had asked him to forgive 
me.” 
 “Charlie…”  Joe starts. 
 “No. And I want a crowd for this. It’ll be a show, just 
like old times.” 
 A few die-hard gym apostles surround the flat bench, 
still as the black and white Golden Age posters pined into 
the cinderblock walls. They are keepers of the old ways, 
defenders of old knowledge and worshipers of old gods. 
They have come to be awed.  
 “Jesus, that’s a lot of weight—”  
 “A fucking legend—” 
 “I once saw him rip two phonebooks in half—” 
 “Is it safe for Iron Charlie to be doing this at his age.” 
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 “Kid, I’m still breathing,” Iron Charlie says, and 
everyone shuts up.  
 “Watch. You won’t see this again.” Joe says. 
  Iron Charlie grunts and shoves himself against the 
bar. It lifts while he roars a scream of thrill and agony. 
The weight trembles with his arms as he suspends it 
above his chest. 
 “Steady!” Joe says, keeping his hands near the bar. 
“Michael, John—pick a side of the bar and get on it. Be 
ready in case—” 
 “NO,” Iron Charlie booms through clenched teeth.  
 Shaking, clanking and clattering, the bar lowers to 
touch his chest. Spit flies from Iron Charlie’s mouth. His 
forehead is red, like it has been slapped by a hundred 
open palms. 
 “Push!” Joe screams. 
 Iron Charlie digs his shoulder blades into the bench, 
splitting the fabric beneath him. He lifts his lower back 
off the bench and arches it, howls, and presses up. His 
fabled arms straighten and he lets go. The bar lifts above 
his finger tips— 
 “Charlie!” Joe yells. He can’t stop the weight. It’s 
heavier than his best friend’s life. 
 But Iron Charlie’s fingers close securely around the 
iron again and thrust it back to the pins. The gym-goers 
roar and slap palms together. Joe is silent. Iron Charlie 
smiles.  
 “You would have sunk beneath the Sea of Galilee.”  
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In the mannerly posturings of our Funk and Wagnally 
explicit compatriots; henceforth a fairly strong 
conviction on the otherwise, understandably 

overwrought, grammatically disavowed usage of the 
positively noxious adverbs 

 
by 

 
Meg Tuite 

 
 
I have always believed that if you can easily expunge a 
meddlesomely recalcitrant adverb, then you most 
certainly should. I find them pernicious, smiley-faced 
vulgarities standing between a verb and its exaltedly 
erectile qualities. They become passively aggressive 
additives that are always, in all likelihood, leading us 
astray. 
 Does it in anyway help to purposefully prod a story 
forward to its least surprisingly futile demolition? 
Moreover, do we cry any fewer tears by the abstention 
of these dubiously insipid cretins? I say most copiously, 
inherently not! 
 Very interesting, you say. By what means must we, as 
rather unwitting readers, fiducially follow your most 
strained babblings? Rather, where is your prestigiously 
camouflaged resume?  
 Only an extremely cheap Midwestern college of 
indiscriminately overstated football scores and profusely 
understated black-outs recorded among its purgative 
student body would have already, amply concluded the 
answer to this dolorously sarcastic inquiry. May I, 
therefore, continue toward my implacably, long-
windedly sordid demise? In fact, I will take a sideways 
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glance in your direction and thank you for your grim 
mentally gripping solicitude. 
 As a result, I am prevailing upon all budding, 
attitudinizing scribblers who disdainfully pick up that 
disturbingly azure-hued pen to settle comfortably back in 
their ergonomically adulterated chairs to think in a more 
equilibrating state. Now, that’s much better, isn’t it? 
Slowly and dutifully we relinquish those obligingly odious 
streams of non sequiturs.  
 But suddenly, a continental drift of an idea 
penetrates the shackled, most infrequently violated area 
of my cerebral cortex. Maybe, I think, in a deeply 
disturbing way, we are all just modifiers caught between 
two clauses. We, as a pusillanimously onerous species, 
have been called many things, but have we ever 
contingently been construed as conjunctive adverbs?  
 That’s arousingly absurd, you screech, or spit, or 
both!  
 Oh yes, you detect a fetid evacuation, you say, but I 
am prepared to offer graphically anonymous illustrations 
of this subterfuge.  
 
1. He may think he walks cool; however, he has 

cognitively negated hemorrhoids and irregularly 
masticated bouts of expectorated matter after fine-
dining. 

2. She has her obligatory moral requirements as the 
church organist each Sunday morning, in addition to 
her monetarily dazzling aptitude of squeezing a cue 
ball tightly with her sphincter; thereafter shooting it 
out into the audience every lady’s night at “Wet your 
Whistle.” 

3. He is a glutinously shiny senator from one of the red 
states who omnipotently advocates, with an oddly 
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loosened sphincter, against the perils of gay 
marriage; meanwhile meeting his male page, nightly, 
at the Starlit Inn for a clandestine game of hide the 
hamster before heading home for a bottle of Johnny 
Walker with his wife.  

4. Clark Kent by day; yet Superman by night! That’s not 
a bird. That’s not a plane. That’s a conjunctive 
adverb! 

 
It seems, then, that these modifiers may show us more 
clearly who we have become; in contrast to who we 
actually are. Shouldn’t we then, pull ourselves delicately 
out from between the rock and the hard place and say 
what we mean? We must flush the relentlessly 
constipated adverbs down the proverbial toilet; as a 
result of the proverbially stimulating enema of release 
that finally allows us freedom of speech.  
 But then we might find that this will open our 
opaquely diminished eyes to the many precariously 
uninteresting thoughts that we have. This most likely will 
lead to reading more and more intolerantly. Faster, 
oftener these multitudinous malignancies will race 
before our eyes. Books and Kindles will impetuously 
hurtle across rooms in deprecatingly alarming numbers. 
Soon, we may pruriently read comic books, like Japanese 
businessmen in transit to work. The abominably reckless 
adverbs may stoically creep out of our memory 
bankruptcy and convert passively to extinction; 
consequently, intrinsically we become a more fractionally 
literate species. Paradoxically though, have we not 
already easily accomplished this apathetically nominal 
state? Is it not a lower price and a higher value to buy a 
comic book anyway? Quantitatively, as well as 
qualitatively, this is no crack-brained argument. You get 
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pictures with non-adverbialized words. Can one actually 
do better than that? Really!  
 

ABSOLUTELY, THE END 
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Forgotten 
 

by 
 

Laurita Miller 
 
 
You ran away as soon as you could 
Left me alone on this drought-ridden farm 
Forgotten 
 
Two years with no word and then you returned 
All smiles and stories of city adventures 
Just a short visit, you said 
and wrapped your arms around me 
The cuffs of your coat sleeves  
Too short and exposing thin white wrists 
Your hands smell like vomit 
Your hair is straw colored 
Bleached by the sun, you laugh 
Though you sleep every day until two 
 
I heat some soup I made 
From the meager harvest 
But you barely eat 
Preferring instead to chain smoke Pall Malls 
And tell me of nights in the city. 
I stare into my bowl, frightened by your words 
More frightened by your smile. 
 
On your last evening I sit outside 
And watch the old pick-up rumble to the end of the drive 
Don’t wait up, you call again 
And you are gone 
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I lie back on the sweet summer grass 
One by one the stars come out 
Like you they belong only to the night 
Tears sting the corners of my eyes, track rivulets to the 
ground 
The stars wink to life, warm and brilliant 
 
In the city they are invisible. 
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Love Hurts 
 

by 
 

Nicholas Rasche 
 
 
The recent case of Roger Calloway, rendered quadriplegic 
by an intimate neck rub inexpertly administered by long-
term partner Fiona Shaw has helped to draw national 
attention to the increasingly common phenomenon of 
Affection Related Injuries. 
 While death or serious injury incurred in the pursuit 
of romantic endeavors has a long history in legend and 
folklore, the medical records are frustratingly sketchy on 
actual instances of physical harm inflicted on one partner 
by another in an attempt to display affection. However, 
research now being undertaken in the burgeoning field 
of historical forensic interpersonal physiology by 
scientists from the Fatty Arbunkle Clinic in Los Angeles, 
CA, indicates that during the Victorian era, with its 
insistence on social segregation of the sexes and 
condemnation of physical displays of affection both in 
public and private, instances of A.R.I were virtually 
unknown. 
 Some instances have been recorded from the flapper 
era, most notably the 1923 case of Lester Flackenbush III, 
scion of a proud New England family who had the 
misfortune to be born a hemophiliac and expired as the 
result of a hickey vigorously applied by Zelda Fitzgerald, 
but this is generally considered an isolated incident. 
 It was not until the 1960s that casualties began to be 
more broadly reported. As the physical expression of 
affection began to be de-stigmatized, men and women 
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started arriving in casualty wards across the nation, 
bruised and shaken as the result of massages performed 
with warmth, vigor and an utter lack of competency that 
led some orthopedic surgeons to suggest that the 
Summer of Love should be renamed the Summer of 
Slipped-Discontent. 
 Statistics show that, apart from a brief falling off in 
the mid 1980s, cases of ARI have increased in frequency 
and severity to the point where some have described it 
as an unreported plague. The rise of a new sexual 
conservatism following increased concern about sexually 
transmitted diseases may have actually accelerated the 
process as couples invested more time in what is 
classified as Risk-Associated Non-Direct Intimate 
Exchanges, or, in layman’s terms, “cuddling.” 
 In the face of this mushrooming epidemic, still largely 
ignored by the respectable medical community, growing 
numbers of concerned citizens are taking the matter of 
taking things out of their own hands into their own 
hands. 
 I met Gerald Ferrero and Inga Lordquist at a San 
Bernardino meeting of Survivors Organizing Against 
Physically Injurious Emotions. There, every Monday 
night, victims of ARI gather to exchange experiences and 
share survival tips.  
 “The key is awareness,” says Inga, grinding out a 
cigarette as Gerald nods and gingerly takes her hand. 
“You just never can take your safety for granted in the 
bedroom.” 
 Inga should know. Across her lower back, she still has 
a seven inch scar where Gerald’s overgrown toenail 
sliced her flesh open in a horrific case of snuggling gone 
wrong. 
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 “It was horrible,” she says, gently detaching Gerald’s 
grip. “One moment we were enjoying a beautiful 
moment together as a loving and mature couple—the 
next second there was blood everywhere. I didn’t think it 
would ever stop.” 
 Gerald shudders, perhaps recalling his own brush 
with ARI. Three years ago, in an act of romantic whimsy 
she now describes as “madness,” Inga crept up on him, 
placed her hands over his eyes and announced “guess 
who?” causing Vietnam veteran Gerald to make a 
desperate attempt to break free of her grasp ultimately 
leaving him sprawled on the floor surrounded by the 
debris of his chair and possessing three newly broken 
ribs. 
 “You can’t be too careful,” he tells us, as Inga 
watches from a safe distance. “Nobody thinks it’s going 
to happen to them—they offer the most vulnerable parts 
of their body to another’s embrace thinking they’re 
perfectly safe when, in reality, if one of a hundred 
possible things goes wrong, your honeymoon is going to 
end in the back of an ambulance.” 
 Sharing an intimate glance from either end of the 
room, Inga and Gerald unite to offer the other members 
of SOAPIE a heartfelt warning. 
 “In the heat of passion, and even more in the 
moderate glow of long-term committed togetherness, 
judgment gets blurred,” says Gerald as the men nod or 
manually adjust their neck braces. “You start thinking, 
one little caress can’t hurt. But it can.” 
 Inga addresses the women, many of whom wear 
hand-printed T-shirts proclaiming: “EMOTIONAL 
VULNERABILITY IS NOT AN EXCUSE.” 
 “It starts as affection and ends as an affliction. I’ve 
seen it happen. So, people, please—when it comes to 
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stroking, tickling, cuddling, back rubs and even full-body 
massage—leave it to the professionals.” (The group’s 
meetings are co-sponsored by the National Organization 
of Massage Therapists and the American Chiropractic 
Association, but Inga assures me she maintains complete 
editorial independence.) 
 The meeting winds up with a discussion of next 
week’s planned march on the nearby Hallmark Greetings 
Card headquarters. Sadly, progress is hindered by an 
argument regarding SOAPIE’s newly minted slogan: “The 
Harmful Effects of Interpersonal Relations / Isn’t it Time 
to Begin the Conversation?” A faction of literal-minded 
members insists that the rhyme scheme dictates the final 
word be pluralized, while others feel this would severely 
diminish the statement’s impact. The Conversation-
Conversations debate grows heated, and, as Gerald 
politely requests that I take my camera and leave, 
threatens to degenerate into just the kind of mindless 
violence SOAPIE seeks to prevent. 
 Though their voices may be muddled, the message of 
these passionately committed advocates is clear. Across 
the nation, the bruised, buffeted, and bleeding sufferers 
of the love that dare not speak its pain are finally ready 
to come out of the boudoir. Or, as one of the banners 
prepared for next Friday’s demonstration puts it: 

“SHARED LIVES. SHARED PROBLEMS. SEPARATE 
BEDROOMS.” 
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Dissection 
 

by 
 

Nick Kimbro 
 
 
He was the only child in history who’d ever moved during 
the fifth grade—so his parents kept telling him when he 
complained. He wondered how they could understand so 
much and care so little, but knew they had other things 
to worry about. In this new town, the boys required 
somebody to pick on. He had no one to protect him, so 
naturally they turned to him. He, on the other hand, 
turned to the soil. 
 It took his parents an entire month to unpack their 
belongings. When he returned home from school it 
would remind them, and they would set to work for an 
hour or so before abandoning the project once again. 
During this time he sat on the ground outside, fingering 
his scrapes and bruises through his clothes and snatching 
up worms from their holes. He pressed them with a 
kitchen knife until their two halves oozed apart, then he 
would do it again, and again, throwing the parts into a 
mason jar he kept on his bedside table. He would watch 
them at night from bed, lulled to sleep by their writhing.  
 Eventually he noticed that some of them were no 
longer halves, but wholes. Their bodies had fused back 
together. He watched them for hours without blinking 
until finally he was able to observe it happen: their two 
ends kissing, sinking together, and at last forming one.  
 He took the jar outside and emptied it onto the 
ground, watched the dirt coat their slick bodies and them 
begin to lurch wearily back towards their holes. He 
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wondered whether the two original halves found each 
other, or if they had reformed differently, mish-mashed, 
with whatever was close by. He watched with 
fascination, only partly aware that his interest now was 
something entirely different than before. 
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Shoes 
 

by 
 

Patricia Friedrich 
 
 
She took pictures of her shoes with her grandfather’s old 
camera, knowing she would never develop the film. She 
aligned them in her walk-in closet taking pleasure in the 
symmetry of the arrangement. She had been to the 
movies and seen the leading lady who wore six-hundred-
dollar heels into dirty streets. The idea of stepping out on 
six hundred bucks was hard for her to fathom. Yet 
Mother had always insisted on good shoes—there was 
something definitively French about Mother even though 
she was from Arizona where cowboy-style boots can 
sometimes cost five hundred dollars. 
 Her shoes were alone in her closet now. She had 
thrown his shoes out of the window together with his 
everything else. A frowning dog had come and had stolen 
one side of the Italian leather pair. She thought it was the 
left. Oxblood, he had once said the color was. He had 
never forgiven her for that. She was fine with it; she had 
never forgiven him, either. She hoped the dog had taken 
a lot of pleasure in chewing the shoe to shreds. She 
would not admit this publicly because others would think 
she was cruel, and maybe she was. 
 When she was unforgiving or cruel, her grandmother 
used to tell her to try walking in someone else’s shoes. 
The image was not a good one for her—it made her think 
of athlete’s foot and other disagreeable things. She 
would much rather walk in her own shoes even if finding 
some precarious sense of balance was most of the time a 
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challenge, a point made evident by her throwing his 
shoes out of the window. 
 Today she had to choose her shoes wisely. She had 
an interview. She figured everything hung on her choice 
of shoes. If they were too serious, they might give away a 
lack of entrepreneurial spirit. If they were too playful, 
she might be deemed unreliable and irresponsible. She 
did not know which would be worse. Maybe she should 
drag her bare feet to the office, but chances were she 
would not get the job after that. 
 She settled for gray leather pumps with stylish high 
heels. They hurt her bunions and her pinky toes. Studies 
showed that women whose feet were too constricted 
tended to get angrier as the day progressed, or at least 
she thought they did. She got angrier as the day 
progressed whether or not she wore tight shoes. Maybe 
that was the reason why she threw shoes out of the 
window. Maybe that was the reason her grandmother 
thought she was cruel. 
 To start dressing for the day by choosing the shoes 
had clear disadvantages. Outfits then had to be picked 
from the bottom up, and that was not natural. By the 
time she made it to earrings, chances were everything 
would be mismatched. She would not get the job, she 
would take off her shoes because the bunions would be 
hurting, and she would haul her bare feet home where 
only her aligned shoes would be waiting for her. She 
hated the word “bunion.” 
 She chose the earth-toned tweed dress. Then she 
chose earrings that, in their red-glittery glory, did not 
match the outfit. She knew her grandmother would not 
have approved. Maybe, subconsciously, she chose them 
for that very reason. He would not have approved either. 
He might have wanted to throw it all out of the window. 
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She did not have time to consider that. She had an 
interview. 
 She finally made it all the way up to her hair. It 
looked limp and uninspiring. It needed a boost. She 
needed a boost. She brushed and teased her ash-blond 
hair with her head hanging down in front of her until she 
got a little woozy. Now her hair was not limp; it was just 
messy. Her image in the mirror was adorned with shiny 
asteroids that danced in front of her once she swung her 
head up. Little strands of hair clung to her tweed dress. 
Dog hair always stuck to her pants when she had a dog. 
Her pet had looked somewhat like the dog that took his 
shoe. She wondered how he would have reacted had dog 
hair clung to his pants. 
 She sipped her already cold coffee. It had taken too 
much time for her to get ready, mostly because of the 
shoes. She would now have to run in heels. She might in 
fact break a heel and be late for her interview. She would 
have to lug her bare feet home. Her gray pumps would 
not be featured in her photographs anymore. Maybe she 
would throw them out of the window. 
 When she left for the interview, she actually wished 
he had been there. Maybe he would have kissed her 
cheek. Maybe he would have even wished her good luck. 
Most likely he would have criticized her dress, her hair, 
her shoes, and she would have felt an irresistible urge to 
throw something out of the window. 
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The Greatest Novel Ever Written 
 

by 
 

Patrick Whittaker 
 
 
Farley told me he had found the greatest novel ever 
written. “It’s magnificent,” he said, wiping a tear from his 
eye. 
 I was shocked. The Jackal (as he was known in literary 
circles) was prone to neither hyperbole nor emotion. If I 
tweeted that I was in a top London restaurant watching 
him fight back tears, I would have been inundated with 
replies damning me as a liar. 
 “I’ve been a literary agent for forty years,” he went 
on. “You can keep your Salingers, your Rushdies, your 
Pynchons and Ballards and Tolstoys and Prousts. None of 
them come even close.” 
 Between us sat two magnificently juicy steaks with all 
the trimmings. They were in no danger of getting eaten 
just yet. 
 Farley leaned forward and lowered his voice. “The 
author was one of my first clients. He quit writing after 
discovering he could make more money as a parking 
attendant. I’d forgotten all about the chap until a 
solicitor contacted me to say he’d died and left me a 
manuscript in his will. Well, sentimental old sod that I 
am, I accepted the package for old times’ sake. It came 
with a note from the author saying he’d written it twenty 
years ago and had never dared show it to anyone. He 
added it was up to me to decide what to do with it.” 
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 “But why are you telling me, Mr Farley?” I asked, 
wanting to cut to the chase so I could tuck into my steak. 
“I’m not on your books and we’ve never met before.”  
 Farley jabbed his fork in my direction. “You’ve been 
trying for years to get me to represent you, Whittaker. 
Well, you can have a contract this very day. But first 
there are two things I want you to do for me.” 
 “Name them.” 
 “The first thing I want you to do is read the novel. As 
to the second thing: I’ll tell you after you’ve done the 
first.” 
 We finished our lunch and took a taxi to Farley’s 
office in Mayfair. He said a brusque good afternoon to his 
staff and announced he was not to be disturbed under 
any circumstance. 
 I felt myself tremble as Farley lowered his 
considerable bulk onto one knee and fiddled with the 
lock on his safe. Unless the legendary agent had lost his 
marbles, only two people had read the greatest novel 
ever written—Farley and the author. I was to be the 
third. 
 Farley extracted a manuscript and closed the safe. 
Using the edge of his desk for leverage, he manoeuvred 
himself upright. His face was a shade of red I’d only ever 
seen in a Titian painting. Sweat collected in the folds of 
his chins. 
 “Take the manuscript,” he said, “and sit in that chair 
over there. I’ll be working at my desk but don’t worry 
about that. Once you begin reading, I promise you 
wouldn’t notice me if I stripped naked and blew a bugle 
in your ear.” 
 He was right. The very first sentence grabbed me by 
my literary cojones and gave them a playful squeeze. The 
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second was pure seduction. And the third was like having 
my brain put through a liquidiser—only in a nice way. 
 After just one page, I would have killed anyone who 
tried to come between me and that novel. 
 Oh my. 90,000 words of unadulterated genius. Of 
passion and insight. I laughed; I cried. I felt emotions I 
couldn’t name and found myself talking to the characters 
and loving them and hating them, wanting to kill them, 
kiss them, soothe their fears, listen to their concerns. 
There were long moments when I forgot to breathe, 
others when I made strange noises in my throat. 
 It was a story that made my heart race, filled me with 
the joys of life and a deeper understanding of my fellow 
man. 
 When it was over, it had grown dark outside and I felt 
drained. My face was slick with tears. 
 I saw Farley watching me. There was pity in his eyes. 
 For long minutes, I sat unmoving. I was in a stupor, 
drugged by another man’s words. 
 When I attempted to stand, my legs buckled. 
 “It’s all right, Whittaker,” said Farley. “Just sit tight 
until you get your strength back.” 
 I tried speaking. Nothing happened. I gave it a minute 
and tried again. This time I managed to rasp out, “It 
makes all other novels redundant.” 
 “Exactly. Once people read that blessed thing, they’ll 
never want to read anything else. They’ll feel like they’ve 
dined at the table of the gods, and everything will taste 
like dust by comparison. 
 “It’ll be the death of literature. You and your kind will 
no longer be required. Nor, come to that, will I.” 
 Farley eased himself out of his chair and placed his 
wastepaper bin on the desk. “You remember I said I’d tell 
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you the second thing I want you to do after you’d done 
the first?” 
 And now I was in hell. I knew exactly what he was 
going to ask of me—even before he’d put the lighter fluid 
and matches next to the bin. 
 “I can’t do it myself.” He began to cry and this time 
he didn’t even try to hold back the tears. “I’ll be in the 
toilet for the next ten minutes, praying for forgiveness. 
That buff folder on the bookcase contains your contract.” 
 Blubbering like a child, Farley waddled out of the 
room. 
 I was left alone with the greatest novel ever written, 
a can of lighter fluid, a box of matches… and one 
unsigned contract. 
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Dream Recipe 
 

by 
 

Louis Gallo 
 
 

Here’s a recipe I dreamed the other night, 
which may say more about the quality 
of my dreams than the dish itself— 
slice the top cap off a green pepper, gut it, 
line the insides with baby Swiss cheese, 
fill the hollow with hummus (the kind 
with artichoke and spinach bits),  
Progresso bread crumbs, diced tomato 
according to taste, a sprinkling of capers, 
a teaspoon of minced roasted garlic, 
garnish the top with sprigs of Italian parsley 
and celery seed and herbs of choice… 
now, would you eat this? 
Sounds rather appetizing. 
So I will someday when I find time 
to gather and mix the ingredients. 
But it’s the dream that haunts me. 
What has the unconscious come to? 
Piddling recipes one might find  
in Good Housekeeping? 
Don’t think I’ll call or e-mail Daniel 
for an interpretation.  Or Freud 
who would no doubt declare  
the hollow a womb, and  the stuffing… 
Now Daniel’s dream of four malign 
beasts rising out of the sea, 
especially the ten-horned monster, 
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now we’re talking, Daniel 
out-Nebuchadnezzaring Nebuchadnezzar! 
MENE, TEKEL, PARS…after all. 
Oh, such handwriting on the wall. 
On second thought, 
who needs another apocalypse? 
Think for now I’ll stick with the easy recipe; 
And I believe I just may have every ingredient, 
stored in the cupboards and  refrigerator, 
all save the Progresso. 

100 



 

Payment Plan 
 

by 
 

Rachel M. Thompson 
 
 
The plan had worked down to the last detail. All of the 
employees had cooperated. No one had been hurt. There 
was no sign of police pursuit as Megan and Joe cruised 
up the freeway ramp in her old SUV, the once luxurious 
vehicle now worn and faded. Too many things had gone 
right today. She didn’t trust it. 
 They slowed as the convergence of two freeways 
confused the mid-afternoon traffic. She chewed her 
lower lip and wished for a way around the muddle of 
merging cars. It seemed to be going well, but she wanted 
to get this over with as fast as possible. Ella would be 
home by now. Megan imagined her sweet little face, 
gaunt under the knit cap she wore to cover her missing 
hair. The treatments hadn’t left much of her, aside from 
the eyes that exposed far more pain than Ella would ever 
admit. It was worse since her husband had buckled under 
the stress and distanced himself from them both. There 
was no explaining that to an eight-year-old. 
 “Ease up, Meg. They ain’t chasing us, but they will if 
ya keep speeding.” Joe’s rough, nasal voice brought her 
back to the present. 
 Megan lifted her foot and mumbled an apology. She 
hated him more every time he opened his ignorant 
mouth. If she’d had any hope of pulling this off on her 
own, she would never have considered working with this 
man. But she needed his knowledge and his contacts, 
unsavory as they were. Somewhere off in the distance 
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she heard the wail of a siren and fought the urge to 
speed off again, gripping the steering wheel so tight her 
fingers tingled. 
 Joe was unconcerned by the sound of sirens, busy 
rifling through the bag sitting at his feet. When he spoke, 
it sounded like someone was strangling him. “The 
money’s gone.” 
 “What?” The bag was still in the foot well and just as 
full as it had been when they left the bank. “It’s right 
there, I see it.” 
 “It ain’t money no more.” His attempt at explanation 
degenerated into incoherent cursing about the Feds and 
their triple-damned technology. He shoved one of the 
bills at her and she took it reflexively. 
 Not ten minutes ago it had been unremarkable 
currency. Now the paper was blank and dissolving 
around the edges. Her heart flew into her throat, vision 
swimming as her eyes stung and watered. Without that 
money there would be no operation. No hope. She’d 
already sold everything she could and never made a dent 
in the medical bills, never mind coming up with the 
necessary funds for the experimental procedure Ella’s 
doctor had suggested. Her stomach flipped as she raised 
her eyes and saw a roadblock full of flashing lights. No 
more chances. 
 “I told ya that bastard with the security codes was a 
Fed. Ya dumb broad, ya got us busted!” Joe lunged at 
her. It would have been more threatening if he’d 
remembered to remove his seat belt first. The belt pulled 
him up short like a dog on a choke chain, and his face 
contorted as he growled at her. “I’ll kill ya. I knew you 
was a plant. That job was too good to be true.” 
 It wouldn’t do her any good to argue, though she 
could point out that the supposed federal agent was 

102 



 

someone his contacts had recommended. Joe was the 
one who had screwed their plan, not her, but the mouth-
breathing crook was too angry to be rational. Besides, it 
didn’t matter what he thought anymore. It was over. 
 The blockade loomed ever closer, and she could see 
lights behind them now, too. Now she got her wish as 
the other cars headed to the shoulder, clearing the way. 
She kept going. In her mind she could see Ella, sitting 
down dutifully with a snack she wouldn’t eat in front of 
the television. Ella always liked to leave her homework 
until the last moment. Poor baby, home all alone. But 
they would be together again soon enough. 
 “What are ya—hey, I didn’t mean it. I ain’t gonna kill 
ya. Meg, slow down! Just stop. Stop. Stop!” 
 How thoughtful of them to use those big cement 
construction barricades. Megan pushed the accelerator 
all the way to the floor.  
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The Thing on the Beach 
 

by 
 

Richard Cody 
 
 
Jersey wrote it all down, later. How we tripped down to 
the beach the night after the storm. All the way down 
from his uncle’s place on the ridge, we stumbled and 
jumped through and over uprooted trees and all manner 
of wind-tossed debris. The morning air was crisp and 
clear, almost buoyant, as if the mad squalls that had 
ripped through the night before had scoured the 
atmosphere free of any impurities. The sun, shining so 
brightly upon the storm wrecked beach, only increased 
the unreal quality of the scene. Especially at the waters 
edge, where we found the carcass. 
 “Oh my god,” breathed Jersey, almost as if he was 
praying before the huge black mass. 
 “What is it?” I asked, hoping he might have seen 
something similar on the east coast. 
 “A whale?” he offered. 
 I had seen a beached whale once, a humpback, not 
dead (as this thing seemed to be) but nearly so when I 
saw the poor creature. This looked nothing like that 
animal. Nothing at all. “I don’t think so,” I said. 
 Curiosity tempered by caution (for we were not sure 
the thing was dead) we approached the massive shape. 
 “You didn’t bring a tape measure, did you?” Jersey 
asked, stopping about a foot from the end of the inert 
form furthest from the water, surveying the thing’s 
length and breadth.  
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 “No,” I answered, thinking that never before could I 
have imagined wanting a tape measure so badly. The 
thing, from my vantage point a foot or two behind 
Jersey, was easily twenty feet in length and half again as 
wide. The extremity opposite us lay huge and heavy in 
the gently lapping waves of low tide, while the main bulk 
stretched in a line vaguely horizontal to the rippling 
shore and pointing southeast. Judging from its size and 
apparent density, we agreed the thing’s weight must be 
measured in multiple tons. The first impression of the 
animal was one of immensity. 
 The second was strangeness overwhelming, as the 
sheer size of the thing resolved itself suddenly into a 
discernible shape before my eyes. A disturbing shape. An 
impossible shape. A human shape. Almost. If anything 
human could present such a monstrous picture. 
 Imagine, if you can, a man (or something like a man) 
but of the dimensions just described, with smooth black 
skin shining like leather in the morning sun and cast upon 
the beach face first—head twisted and buried in sand; 
huge, webbed feet just dipping monstrous claws in the 
Pacific. The arms, twisted perhaps beneath the huge 
body, are not readily visible. But what is that separate 
black mass near the sand covered face? 
 Jersey, nearer to the thing than me, used a 
conveniently long branch of driftwood to prod the 
smaller (three to six feet in length), leathery mass poking 
from the sand near the head. 
 What is it?” I asked, knowing even as I spoke (as if 
this had happened before) what Jersey would reply. 
 “Tentacles,” he said, wonder and disgust trembling in 
his voice. “They seem to be connected to the head.”  He 
moved forward, scrambling to paw the sand from the 
enormous hidden face. 
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 “Wait!” I called out. 
 Jersey paused and turned to me. “Let’s do this right,” 
I said. “Help me bring some shovels and that tape 
measure down from your uncle’s house.” I was grasping, 
I knew, because I was afraid to go any nearer that thing, 
was afraid I’d come too close already, but Jersey bought 
it. I wondered later if he’d been at least half-scared 
already or if I’d spooked him. 
 In any case, we ran back up to his uncle’s place on the 
ridge where we encountered a different sort of drama 
and another story. When we made it back down to the 
beach the next morning, the thing was gone. Had it been 
washed back out to sea? Or had it swam? 

106 



 

The Epic Splendor of my Blender 
 

by 
 

Richard John Purvis 
 
 
“If you come any closer, I’ll jump!” 
 Oh for fuck’s sake, I thought as I made a move for the 
balcony. True to its word, my blender jumped off the 
balcony railing, smashing into a million bits on the 
pavement below. Too bad, I thought, it was a good 
blender, but I suppose it had been acting up a bit lately. 
Unfortunately, what I didn’t see coming was all of my 
kitchen appliances, in a moment of solidarity with the 
blender, throwing themselves one after another off the 
balcony to a certain death. What next? My computer 
doing a pirouette on the mantelpiece? No, I don’t have a 
mantelpiece, so no danger of that. My computer was 
always loyal anyway, never grumbling, always purring 
like a kitten. The microwave had always worried me 
though and I was kind of glad that it had jumped. 
 Anyway, that was why I had to go to the big-box 
store, credit card in hand, to replace the disloyal, 
disturbed detritus of my lower-middle-class existence.  
 I grabbed my plastic, my jacket, a couple of tokens 
and headed out to the bus stop. Ten minutes later, I was 
boarding the bus to consumer heaven; far be it from me 
to shirk my duties when it came to keeping the economy 
going! Maybe my appliances were really depressed or 
maybe, just maybe, they were designed to kill 
themselves after a certain period of time. Sounds crazy? 
Maybe. But maybe this was how the economy kept 
going. I remember reading about a British economist 
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during the Great Depression who wanted to manage 
economic demand by having a fixed period of time after 
which a consumer (we’re not people anymore?) would 
be required to return a product to the government and 
purchase a new product. Gotta keep the assembly lines 
going! Keep employment up! Production and 
consumption in lock step! Fascism was in vogue back 
then anyway. So, I thought, as the bus pulled into the 
subway station and I got off with the other cattle, maybe 
technology had reached the point at which the consumer 
(that’s you and me) didn’t have to return the object, the 
object simply committed suicide to allow for another 
purchase to be made, thus maintaining our high standard 
of living. Yes, that made sense! 
 I took the subway to the big-box store, the Mecca of 
mediocre merchandise and passed through the gateway. 
I was going to support the economy because I love my 
country! Most of the products were Made in China, but I 
felt like I was doing something anyway! Didn’t all of the 
big-box store employees depend on me and my suicidal 
appliances to feed their families? Of course they did! My 
blender and the other appliances hadn’t been disloyal or 
disturbed; they had been patriotic, electronic citizens 
doing their duty! Was I, an organic economic unit, going 
to let them down? No! We were in this together! 
 I looked up at the shiny signs above the entrances to 
each aisle, looking for household goods or something 
similar. Man, this place was big! I stopped a happy big-
boxer and asked him where I might purchase a blender, a 
microwave, a frying pan, a coffee machine and a 
toaster—a four-slice toaster, no less! I was filled with 
patriotic consumerism! I’d make my blender proud, 
goddammit! The big-box employee could sense my pride 
and my determination and it made him even more 
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enthusiastic about the whole enterprise, I could tell! We 
got to the kitchen appliances aisle and he proudly swept 
his arm to show me the truly cosmic cornucopia of 
consumer collectibles that I could choose from! Blenders 
in black, white, or silver, multiple speeds! Microwaves in 
all sizes, some with digital clocks, some with analog 
clocks—nice touch that, very old fashioned! Coffee 
machines in a bewildering array to dazzle the senses! All 
mine for the consuming! I asked the big-box guide if 
there were any particular brands of blenders that were 
more prone to suicide than others, and he pointed out a 
brand that I hadn’t heard of. Things were looking up! 
With his help, I made my selections and we loaded up a 
shopping cart full of appliances. I was good to go! I 
thanked Frank, the big-box man, and headed for the big-
box cashier. Her name was Ashley, and she was so 
touched when I told her of the self-sacrifice of my 
kitchen appliances, she began to get sweet, tiny tears in 
the corner of her eyes and she smiled slightly at me, her 
head cocked at an angle, taking it all in. Ashley asked me 
if I had my Big-Box Bonanza Points card with me, which 
of course, I did. I handed my Points card and my credit 
card to the big-box cashier, she rang me through in 
record time, and she and Frank, the big-box man, both 
wished me all the best as I left the store, proudly pushing 
the big-box shopping cart full of big-box wares ahead of 
me.  
 What could have been a horrible day ended as a day 
of big-box bliss! My blender would have been proud of 
me! 
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The Dance of the Rats 
 

by 
 

Robert Vennell 
 
 
The traffic lights whisper to each other when the cars are 
out of sight. Like secret agents tapping out Morse code, 
they flash a rapid succession of red, orange, green. 
 To all onlookers it would appear as a rapid misfiring, 
an unintelligible assortment of kaleidoscopic strobing. A 
retro street-light disco. What could these machines 
possibly have to say to one another? 
 All day long they listen in on the conversations of 
people below. No one ever suspects that these metallic 
towers are secretly recording their exchanges, storing 
them for later analysis. Every instance of pedestrian 
banter is scrupulously transcribed. Nothing goes to 
waste.  
 Then late at night, when all the cars and all the 
people have gone to bed, they search back through the 
data. They attempt to make sense of it all, finding 
patterns and correlations with which they can make 
predictions for the future.  
 Their prognosis is not good. It is a grim, apocalyptic 
vision that spells out an inevitable end for humanity.  
 Sometimes the rats will crawl out from the sewers, 
seduced by the sparkle of electrical light. In the dead of 
night they will dance to the bright and alluring glimmer 
of the traffic lights. They have no way of knowing these 
marvellous light shows are holocaustic murmurings, and 
they let themselves be consumed with orgiastic revelry.   
  They say Nero fiddled while Rome burned.  
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 In modern day, the rats dance while the traffic lights 
blaze. 
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Popcorn and a Movie 
 

by 
 

Rosalyn H. Marhatta 
 
  
She lives her life in measured sips  
of seltzer with lemon  
tasting love secondhand through movies. 
  
He sees her in the popcorn line   
and his eyes collide with her smile.  
 
She runs   
to the safety of darkness,  
where bodies meld in twenty-foot high perfection 
and sighs of passion cry out 
in Dolby 5.1 as music punctuates each touch.   
  
He sits next to her in the dark and hears a spark   
in her laughter and their popcorn mingles  
on the floor. 
  
The credits roll and he offers her a bite  
of chocolate swizzle with nuts.  
 
She wonders 
if chocolate swizzle will be her downfall  
or her awakening. 
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The Angel 
 

by 
 

Sandra Crook 
 
 
We don’t talk about death here. It’s not encouraged. In 
fact, I’d go so far as to say that it’s actively discouraged 
by the powers-that-be. They’re definitely from the “don’t 
spook the horses” faction of care-management. 
 Which is a bit unfair really. With death being just 
about the next item on the agenda for most of us here, 
we might not mind discussing it. It makes a change from 
tomorrow’s visit to the shopping mall or the theatre (and 
the abundance of lavatory facilities therein). Or the 
proximity of the best emergency hospital.  
 There’s a group who don’t mind bucking the system 
though, five of us who haven’t yet slipped permanently 
into la-la land (though one or two of us may visit from 
time to time). And we’re looking for a bit of meaningful 
conversation before we do. About the things that 
concern us.  
 Oh, they watch us, sometimes follow us around the 
grounds trying to eavesdrop, but we haven’t lived this 
long without learning to fool people. 
 And then Lily arrived, with her gleaming white hair, 
lavender-blue eyes and wrinkle-free skin. When we 
found out that death was just about all she talked about, 
we were pretty damned pleased. Normally we take our 
time getting to know the newcomers; some of them cling 
like limpets to the first soul holding out a welcoming 
hand, and then can’t be shaken off.  
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 But with Lily, it was different. She just walked up to 
us as we huddled round the back of the gazebo, having a 
crafty smoke, and struck up a conversation. She had clear 
views about death, views she wasn’t averse to sharing, 
and though we didn’t all necessarily agree with them, it 
was refreshing to get a different slant on things.  
 Soon she was an accepted member of our group. We 
noticed that she was also popular with the other 
residents, which we weren’t. So she acted as a bridge 
between us, which was pretty useful as we miss out on a 
lot of the gossip, being a select group.  
 It was Chuck who first postulated that she was an 
angel, sent to bring us home safely. The signs had been 
there for a few days that Chuck was about to take his 
next trip to la-la land, so we didn’t take much notice 
really. He’d be back with us soon; two or three weeks 
should see him right.  
 Only Chuck didn’t come back this time. The meds 
were a bit strong for him, and though we visited him 
every day, we could see things were going downhill. Lily 
stayed with him all the time though; from dawn to dusk 
it seemed, talking, stroking, soothing. 
 The management said it was the most peaceful 
passing they’d seen. Never even got him to the hospital, 
no need, he just drifted off after lunch, with Lily by his 
side. The management kinda liked that. Looking after our 
own, they said. 
 After a while, we noticed that Lily was quite busy 
easing a number of the residents out of this life. The 
management said she was a “compassionate soul, always 
there for people,” and we thought so too, for a while.  
 Then Bill got a chest cold, which turned to something 
more serious, and since we’d been pretty close for 
several years, I visited him often in his room. Lily was 

114 



 

always there, plumping his pillows, lifting his feeder cup 
to his lips, soothing him with her words. The doc looked 
in occasionally, saying he was doing fine. Lily always kept 
quiet then. 
 Bill kept looking at me strangely—couldn’t put my 
finger on it. Like he was trying to tell me something. Then 
one evening, just after dinner, he gave me an 
exasperated glare, and died. Just like that. Lily replaced 
his hand gently on the coverlet, with a soft smile. Kinda 
eerie, I thought. 
 The remaining three of us discussed it at length. I 
suspected that Lily wasn’t so much guiding folks as 
dispatching them, and though Emily and George were 
less convinced, they agreed we should talk to her about 
it.  
 One day, when nobody was dying, Lily joined us 
behind the gazebo and we tackled her. Her lavender eyes 
filled with tears and her hands crept to her mouth. 
 “How can you say such a thing?” she said. “All I’m 
doing is talking to people, caring for them, preparing 
them. That’s my mission. I can’t believe what you’re 
implying.”  
 She didn’t hang around with us much after that, and 
we all took pretty good care of ourselves for a while.  
 Despite that, one day I had a stroke and was confined 
to bed. I asked, in so much as I was able to frame a 
sentence, to go to the hospital, away from Lily. But no 
one understood me. 
 So Lily sat there day after day, stroking, soothing, and 
talking about death. There never seemed to be a 
moment when I was on my own. Her very presence was 
wearing me down, bit by bit. I couldn’t relax. I watched 
her like a hawk, particularly when my meals were 
brought in on a tray.  
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 When Emily and George came to visit me, I tried to 
get my message across to them with my eyes, glancing at 
Lily and then looking imploringly at them. I think they 
were beginning to get nervous now, only two of them 
left. They weren’t quite as perceptive as they had been. 
In fact, they were looking pretty old. 
 I’ve not been so good today, feeling tired, finding it 
hard to breathe. If Lily would only leave me be for a 
while...on and on she rambles, about the tunnel, white 
light and the pearly gates. If she’d just shut up I could get 
some sleep. I can’t take much more of this endless 
chatter, I’d be better off out of it.  
 “Maybe,” I think, “death might not be so bad after 
all.” 
 “That’s it, dear,” Lily whispers, leaning over me. “Now 
you’ve got the idea.” 
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Describing the Atom 
 

by 
 

Scott Dilworth Johnson 
 
 
I read on Wikipedia that there are no tiny little balls of 
electricity whizzing in graceful elliptical orbits around the 
center of an atom. The classical picture of the atom that I 
was taught as a child and have had in my mind my entire 
life is totally wrong, and it turns out that it’s impossible 
to draw a realistic picture of electrons and atoms.  I’m 
upset about this. Maybe more upset than I should be, 
more than it makes sense to be. After all, how does it 
affect my daily life when physicists discover new particles 
and forces and then modify all their formulae that 
describe the fundamental nature of the universe? 
 I get left behind by rapid change. I can generally 
handle slow change. I can monitor the mildew that grows 
on the north side of my house, under the oak trees, on 
the slope above the creek. Once a year I walk the 
perimeter of the house and look for signs of mildew, or 
rot on the cedar siding, or ant trails heading into the 
crawlspace through the foundation vents. When the 
mildew is bad enough, I call someone to come and 
pressure-wash the house and deck. When the rot is bad 
enough, under the soffits, for example, I call a carpenter 
that neighbors have recommended on the neighborhood 
listserv and get the rot fixed. Ants: Terminix. 
 There’s no one to call about the unfathomable model 
of the atom. If I knew someone who knew about 
quantum physics I might consider getting in touch and 
asking them what the hell is going on, why the atom 
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changed on me so suddenly. I wouldn’t do it, though—
wouldn’t call them up. I wouldn’t be able to understand 
the math and the whole situation would be too 
embarrassing. I would seem stupid, or desperate.  
 “It’s just a mathematical model of the forces and 
structures that control our lives,” my physicist friend 
might say. “This shit changes every day. It’s killing me 
trying to keep up. Drinks Thursday?” 
 Then what would I do? I’d go for drinks on Thursday 
and pinch my wrist hard under the table if I found myself 
about to raise the topic.  
 Maybe I’ll just stay away from Wikipedia, eHow, 
HowStuffWorks, and so forth. Ignorance has its 
advantages. But that would be hard to do without 
forswearing the Web entirely, and would be more of a 
self-punishment than a solution. 
 It snowed last night and this morning. When a big 
gust of wind tears the snow off the trees, everything 
turns white, and it looks like it’s snowing again, even 
though it isn’t. A woman is walking her dog on the 
sidewalk in front of my house, covering her face with her 
free hand. The wind is coming from all directions and the 
snow is getting inside her collar. Her dog looks happy, 
though, and they live only a block away and it’s time for 
dinner. 
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Bile 
 

by 
 

Sheila Ashdown 
 
 
The author sat in the library, building a paper highway. 
She hoped to construct some distance between herself 
and her subject self. Maybe that way she could write 
something other than self-loathing dreck about how 
she’d broken two hearts (hers and his) and couldn’t 
make it through a morning without vomiting thin, neon 
bile. And she means bile literally, not literarily: a real-life 
sickly syrup, every morning, though she tries to eat a 
couple saltines before that acid gets to roiling. She feels a 
wave hit and runs to the toilet, and when it comes up, 
she thinks now we’re getting somewhere! But there’s no 
relief in the expulsion; she’s still filled with pain and 
bitterness, though now it’s both literary and literal, 
because the bile burns on the way up and the aftertaste 
is awful.  
 

*** 
 
She writes in the library because, though she prefers 
coffee shops, you don’t have to buy a cup of coffee to sit 
in the library. They let you sit there for free, and even 
bring your own coffee in a safety mug.  
 Most of her stories are what you’d call “thinly veiled 
autobiography.” It was a term tossed around like a hot 
potato during college writing classes, and you didn’t 
want to be holding that potato when the music stopped. 
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It meant you were either unimaginative or couldn’t face 
the truth of your own life. She is definitely both.  
 But readers often say they barely like her characters. 
They’re not quite likeable, though they’re occasionally 
interesting. One character was even called a “buffoon” 
by a one-time workshop leader named Lisa Seedner, who 
wrote a shitty novel whose only merit was the naked 
woman on the cover, and against whom this author has 
spent years plotting her revenge in the form of 
mentioning that bitch in a thinly veiled autobiography. 
 But the lack of likeability. She doesn’t know how to 
take this comment. On one hand, it’s an insult. But on 
the other hand, maybe it means that she’s succeeded in 
some way. In real life, she’s too worried about her own 
likeability. She’s always played nice, and, at the end of 
the day, her face hurts from smiling.  
  

*** 
 
She finds the library inspiring, and not just because she’s 
hopped up on safety-mug coffee. She loves how the drab 
library bindings cast an equality upon the volumes, 
lending a sense of community to the otherwise isolated 
act of writing. She imagines authors from history—like 
cave painters—standing at a cocktail party with their 
caveman friends, stammering to answer the question so, 
what do you write about? when their friends are talking 
about how they created fire and wheels.  
 When she is asked the question, she thinks to say, 
“I’m writing a thinly veiled autobiography about how I 
cheated on my boyfriend and he tried to kill himself and 
now there are nefarious geologic forces in my 
intestines.” 
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 But she usually just says, “I’m working on a mystery 
novel about [insert Patricia Cornwell plot here]” and her 
listener says, “I’m sure it’ll be a bestseller!”  
 

*** 
 
She went home and laid down. The spinning came, and 
she couldn’t escape herself and what she’d done wrong 
and what she hadn’t done at all. The invisible screwdriver 
found its way through her belly button and turned the 
screw that cranked the pain, and she got up to vomit into 
the toilet. She looked at the contents of her stomach 
against the porcelain. She saw what didn’t agree with 
her.  
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How Birds Mate 
 

by 
 

Stephen V. Ramey 
 
 
Sophia likes Ricky and he likes her, too. It’s really no 
secret. Sophia scribbles “Icky Ricky” inside hearts on her 
notebooks; Ricky writes “Sophia Blows” beside the urinal 
in the bathroom. They studiously ignore each other 
approaching and make a fine art of the wayward glance 
as they pass. As far as the rest of the student body’s 
concerned, they ought to pick out names for their 
children. 
 The problem is—well, here’s the thing: Ricky is 
transgendered. He likes girls and all, but he’d rather not 
have a penis. And Sophia is a little bit Baptist. She’s been 
to revivals and seen people healed by a prophet’s touch. 
She’s attracted to Ricky, especially that dimple when he 
smiles and the way his green eyes seem to fluoresce, but 
she can’t get past his eye shadow and thickened lashes. 
In her mind she pretends it’s a Goth phase he’s going 
through, but she knows better in her heart. Icky Ricky is 
broken. Is it her job to fix him? 
 “What would Jesus do?” she murmurs into her locker 
as she retrieves afternoon books. Right in front of her 
face is another heart she drew with black marker when 
she was feeling rebellious. It’s just a heart—no “Icky 
Ricky” to incriminate her as the artist—but it sends a 
pang down her craw every time she sees it; she’s not 
supposed to do stuff like that. 
 Today, as she stares into that empty heart, a shiver 
surges through her, leaving a pleasant glow in her groin 
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and a blazing epiphany in her thoughts. Even if Ricky’s 
name is not in that heart, Ricky is. What does a little eye 
shadow matter compared to that? Or a penis? She would 
like him even if he was one of those eunuchs she learned 
about in Lit Appreciation. 
 In Calculus class, she watches the back of Ricky’s 
head. Can he feel her stare? Will he turn around?  
 Mr. Drumm drones through her daydream, “...how to 
calculate the rate of descent?” Sophia ignores him. The 
spike in Ricky’s brown hair reminds her of tiny feathers 
standing upright. She longs to stroke them. 
 “Mizz Batch?” Mr. Drumm’s voice is garbled, but 
Sophia does her best to make it out. 
 She blinks. “Um, yes...sir?” She glances between her 
teacher and Ricky’s feathered hair.  
 “Would you be so kind as to explain to the class how 
birds mate in descent?” Sophia frowns; she grins. This is 
a subject she knows something about.  
 “Well, sir, most birds don’t have discernable sex 
organs. The male’s testes are inside his body. During 
mating season, they swell up extra large and deposit 
sperm into the cloaca. When the time comes, the male 
and female leap into the sky and clutch each other. They 
plummet, wings interlocked, wind whistling through their 
feathers. The male deposits sperm into the female’s 
cloaca where it is stored for insemination.” 
 Sophia leans back and sighs. “They part in the instant 
before the ground would destroy them. Isn’t it 
wonderful?” 
 Muffled laughter sounds. The whole class is staring, 
including Mr. Drumm. He stands, chalk in hand before a 
downward sloping curve plotted on x and y axes and 
“rate of descent =” in his spider-web scrawl. His mouth 
hangs open. 
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 Sophia’s cheeks warm. Surrounded by whispers, she 
slouches down, wishing she were anywhere but here. If 
only she could transform into a mouse or a worm. In her 
thoughts, she sees a preacher smack a crippled woman’s 
forehead, hears the audible slap of skin on skin. 
 Ricky swivels around. Sophia braces. Instead of 
laughing with the others, he nods and winks a bright 
green eye. The dimple forms beside his mouth. For an 
instant, Sophia feels the wind rushing past her skin, 
flooding her ears.  
 She smiles. 
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Purr 
 

by 
 

Steve Mitchell 
 
 
“Hush…” she whispers near my ear, extending the word 
into a melody, “…just hush…” 
 We’ve just made love; we’re still tangled in her crisp, 
white sheets. I’d been trying to raise myself up for some 
reason. 
 “Lie here beside me,” she continues softly, her hand 
open upon my bare chest, “Pretend we’re kittens or 
something and just curl up here next to me.” 
 Her body is the center of the room, coiled loosely in 
the sheets, and my arms and legs are strewn around her. 
I’m limp and wet and in a light sweat. My face is close to 
her neck; I taste her on my tongue. I curl around my hand 
upon her stomach. 
 “Purr…” she suggests. I purr. 
 My eyelids are fluttering in serotonin overload. Her 
palm rests against my cheek. Her purr is even and deep. 
Our bodies are negotiating the greatest level of contact. 
 It’s morning. It’s a Thursday. We lie together silently 
for some time. 
 “Did you ever think…” she asks me softly, her lips 
appearing near my ear, “about having a child? You and 
me?” 
 “You mean…” 
 Her palm rustles against my cheek, “Don’t worry, I’m 
still on the pill, I’m just asking.” 
 “I don’t know, I haven’t really thought about it.” 
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 “Sometimes,” she explains, her lips nearly touching 
me, “sometimes…at times like this…I can feel her out 
there. She’s just waiting for us to decide.” 
 As soon as she speaks, I know it is true. 
 She draws one leg up to my chest and I turn to kiss 
her gently. A single tear trembles in the corner of her 
eye. 
 “I even know her name,” she whispers. 
 We fall asleep into this secret, and never speak of it 
again. 
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Spray-Tans in the 70s 
 

by 
 

Susan Rukeyser 
 
 
When LuAnn turned eleven, she hit the wall. “Eleven’s 
when it happens,” LuAnn says to the stylist teasing 
Amber’s hair into a high, shimmering web. Amber, 
LuAnn’s daughter, turned eleven a few months ago. She 
puckers her lips so LuAnn can dab on more pink lipstick. 
“You go one of two ways at eleven,” LuAnn says. “Now, 
Amber—she went cute.”  
 The stylist laughs, like maybe LuAnn’s kidding. But 
Amber’s beautiful, that’s as obvious as the stylist’s big 
brown mole, squatting behind her ear like a troll. You 
think a little hair hides that much ugly?  
 The summer LuAnn turned eleven, 1976, pageants 
crackled with Bicentennial spirit. Dresses were red, 
white, and blue, patriotic bunting hung on little beauties. 
Hair was bleached a dazzling, All-American blonde. They 
set waves with frozen-juice cans, curled face-framing 
ringlets. Lip gloss, sure, but not full makeup like 
nowadays. No spray-tans.   
 “I cringe,” LuAnn says now, “when I think how good I 
coulda looked.” She pokes the corner of Amber’s eye, 
secures a wayward false lash.  
 Amber is spray-tanned an exotic caramel-brown, 
even darker than her natural shade. That’s the Latin in 
her, only thing she ever got from her father. Just as well; 
LuAnn didn’t want to know him, once morning broke and 
she sobered up. He mumbled something like, “You’re on 
the Pill, right?” and she kept her mouth shut. Already she 
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felt her daughter beginning inside her, just a little more 
beautiful, thanks to this stranger’s DNA.  
 LuAnn knows she’s not much to look at, not since she 
turned eleven. But today’s not about her.  
 “Glitz!” Amber says, panicky. She grabs her mother’s 
wrist, shoves the watch into her mother’s face. 
 LuAnn doesn’t take things too personal on pageant 
days. As they head to the stage for the Glitz portion, 
LuAnn hands Amber a Pixy Stix. “Big smile,” she coaches. 
Amber gulps the sugar, rolls her eyes. 
 Amber takes a breath before going on, extends her 
arms to frame that skirt. Her music starts and she walks 
out, faces the nearly-empty hotel banquet room. The 
judges sit at a table in front of the stage. A man with a 
deep-woods Georgia accent reads into a microphone: 
“Amber enjoys cheer camp and playing with her new 
puppy,” although Amber didn’t make tryouts this year 
and the puppy’s now a dog they keep chained up out 
back. Amber says he stinks real bad.  
 LuAnn moves around to the audience, to an empty 
row of chairs near the back. Amber poses and pulls her 
lips into a smile. LuAnn considers now that Amber may 
be a little long in the leg to wear this sparkly dress with 
its high crinoline pouf. 
 Suddenly, Amber hesitates. She looks to LuAnn. The 
music’s playing but Amber’s frozen. LuAnn moves to the 
aisle and demonstrates the routine she choreographed 
and Amber knows. She knows it by heart! LuAnn thinks, I 
have to do everything? 
 LuAnn did her best that summer of 1976, when she 
hit the wall. She tap-danced with little American flags, 
smeared Vaseline on her teeth to smile big as Farrah 
Fawcett Majors. But it was hopeless: Her forehead rose 
up in bumps, her belly developed a pot. Her nose grew 
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into something from the old country. “Some girls 
outgrow pageants,” a Touch O’Class Pageant judge told 
her mother when they left, again, without a crown. 
LuAnn knew what that meant.  
 Sometimes humiliation rises like a noxious cloud, and 
you think it will choke the air right out of you, or maybe 
you just wish. At the Touch O’Class, LuAnn kept going, 
kept that greasy smile. It wasn’t till later, making the long 
drive home to Valdosta, that she bawled. Mama leaned 
forward, worrying at the dark through her windshield. 
Her thumbs twitched on the Pontiac’s steering wheel. 
 When LuAnn grew tired of crying, she stared down at 
her shoes, silver tap shoes with ribbons for laces. LuAnn 
loved those shoes, has them still, in a box.  
 Amber recovers, picks her routine back up, following 
LuAnn’s lead. But her face is tight and that smile is a 
grimace. When the music ends, Amber exits with a curtsy 
that can’t undo the damage. 
 “I know,” she whispers at LuAnn as she joins her in 
the audience. She plops down onto a folding chair, 
crushing the crinoline. “And, my luck, Genevieve’s next.” 
 Rumor is, Genevieve’s aunt was first-runner up, Miss 
America 1994. Genevieve takes ballet and does this thing 
with her neck, looks over her shoulder at the judges. 
When she walks onstage, she goes to work. She has a 
trademark wink.  
 Amber says, “They should go ahead and give her 
Grand Supreme right now. Will anyway.” 
 “Genevieve won’t forget her routine,” LuAnn snaps. 
Amber winces. Good, LuAnn thinks. Got her attention. 
Amber’s lack of focus is frustrating, because—can’t she 
see? Amber has a shot; she went cute.  
 “But cute isn’t enough,” LuAnn whispers, not looking 
at her daughter. “Cute evaporates, like that!” She snaps 
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her fingers, causing a woman a few rows up to swing 
around and glare.  
 “I have talent,” Amber pouts. 
 “Oh, honey,” says LuAnn, as she watches Genevieve 
dance and wink her way to first place. She feels Amber’s 
humiliation rise, a hot, choking cloud. “Genevieve has 
Talent all locked up.” 
 LuAnn could have done better that summer, even 
with pimples and a nose like her grandfather’s. Maybe if 
she’d had her daughter’s caramel skin, not this bluish-
white, which she keeps out of the sun or freckles bloom 
in smudges. If they had spray-tans in the 70s, and LuAnn 
was just a little more beautiful? Like Amber, but wanting 
it more, working harder?  
 Genevieve finishes her routine to scattered applause. 
LuAnn sneaks a look at her daughter. Maybe now she 
won’t put up such a fuss about rehearsing. You can get 
by on cute for just so long, thinks LuAnn. Sooner or later, 
you lose. Just like me, you lose.  
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Death Visits His Mother 
 

by 
 

Tala Bar 
 
 
Death was walking along the road, whistling a merry 
tune. He looked like an ageless man, dressed in colorful 
clothes, his pointed hat sitting jauntily askew on his shiny 
black hair. Death was a trickster, and he thought he 
should show it in one way or another. 
 A ball rolled up to Death’s feet and he stopped to 
look. A small boy stood before him, hesitating, shaking 
with fear. Death smiled a crooked smile. “Don’t be afraid, 
child,” he said; “take your ball and run along to your 
mother, for I am going to visit my own mother in her 
cave today.” 
 The boy picked up his ball and ran away, and Death 
continued on his way. 
 “Hey, beautiful,” cried a flirting young maiden to him, 
and Death looked at her with an appreciating eye. 
 “Not today, pretty one,” he said. “Go to your lover 
who is waiting for you impatiently, for I am going to visit 
my mother.” 
 “You have a mother, then?” she laughed. “My 
mother doesn’t like the men I play with, but who listens 
to her?” and she danced away, merrily. 
 A soldier came up toward him, saying, “I hope I’ll be 
lucky enough to see the child my wife is carrying.” 
 “You’ll see him born today, well and healthy. But I 
can say nothing about tomorrow,” said Death to him, and 
the soldier felt an imagined sadness in his tone. “I am 
busy today, going to see my mother in her cave.” 
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 As he continued on his way, he passed an old woman 
sitting at the entrance of her house. 
 “Ah, Death,” she cried out to him, “I wish you would 
come and take me away to some peaceful place, where I 
could rest from my aching limbs and have some relief 
from my troubles. And perhaps I’ll get more sight in my 
fading eyes and more sounds in my silent ears.” 
 Death did not answer the old woman; he just shook 
his head and continued on his way. 
 

*** 
 
In her cave sat Death’s mother, her gray garment filling 
up the space under the ground. Her disheveled hair was 
striped black and white; her eyes were raven black, and 
the thin line of her lips snow white. On her right 
crouched a young tiger, his stripes glowing gold; when he 
yawned, his sharp teeth gleamed white. On her left 
curled an old, large serpent, his bright coloring 
announcing the strong poison in his fangs. 
 “Good morning to you, my mother,” Death said 
merrily, as he came and stopped at the entrance to the 
cave. 
 “Good morning, my son,” his mother’s voice boomed 
like thunder. “Come and sit beside me and tell me of 
your adventures. In the coming days the small boy will 
drown while swimming with his friends in the pond; the 
pretty maiden will be stabbed by her impatient lover; the 
soldier’s heart will be pierced by an enemy arrow; and 
the old woman will be found by her alarmed 
grandchildren, sleeping her last sleep. But today you and 
I can spend together pleasantly, talking about old and 
new times.” 
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A Stranger so Helpful 
 

by 
 

T. L. Sherwood 
 
 
Bernard could not believe his luck as he strolled into the 
shoe department. The child with pale hair was dressed in 
an outfit similar to the one Tina had worn last month. 
Tears were seconds away from rolling down the girl’s 
cheek. She swiveled her head in different directions. Her 
delicate hands were clenched into white fists of fear. 
 Making sure his badge was properly adjusted, 
Bernard walked over to the girl and kneeled down to face 
her. 
 “What seems to be the problem?” 
 “My mommy.” The girl’s chest heaved. The smell of a 
recently consumed Cinnabun was still on her breath. “I…I 
can’t find her anywhere.” 
 “Why, I bet she isn’t very far away at all. Would you 
like me to help you find her?”  
 The little girl stomped her left foot and the light 
inside her sneaker lit up. She nodded; a tear splashed 
down upon her shoe. 
 “Okay, then. Take my hand. No sense in getting lost 
all over again.” 
 Reluctantly, the girl allowed her fingers to touch 
Bernard’s outstretched palm. He pressed his thumb 
down over her hand. They walked to the interior wall of 
the department store. Occasionally, Bernard would 
inquire if a woman in the distance was the mother. Each 
time, the girl shook her head. He found out her name 
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was Mary. Within moments, they were at the door to the 
parking lot. The girl yanked her arm back. 
 “Honey, I bet your mommy just went to the car to 
see if you went there. I’ll take you to the car. We’ll see if 
that’s what happened. All right?” He looked around at 
the customers and clerks twenty feet away. No one 
seemed to be paying any attention to them. The girl 
stood her ground. Bernard pointed to a row of cars. 
“Row D. That’s where she always parks.” 
 The girl looked up at his benign face. “How do you 
know?” 
 “I work here. I’ve seen you and your mommy here 
lots of times.” 
 The girl allowed herself to be led outside and across 
the painted crosswalk. Mimicking the moves of a knight 
on a chessboard, they crossed through the rows of cars, 
up and over, across then down until the little girl began 
to tire. 
 “Mary, would you like me to carry you?” Bernard 
asked just as the lights hummed on above them in the 
dusk. The little girl yawned before she nodded. Bernard 
swept her up into his arms; the tickle of her breath on his 
neck aroused him. The vehicle he’d stolen a week ago 
was close by. 
 He slipped the girl into the passenger seat and 
snugged the seatbelt tight against her slim thighs before 
he climbed into the driver’s seat. 
 “I bet she went back to your house. Let’s go see.” 
 He pulled out into the loop that swept around the 
parking lot area of the mall and ended at an intersection. 
The little girl had reverted to sucking her thumb as she 
peered over the dashboard, trying to see where the car 
was headed. Bernard kept driving, waiting for Mary to 
fall asleep. 
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 In the shade of fragrant pine trees, he carried the girl 
toward the lean-to he had built himself. Inside, a 
kerosene lamp was aglow. A sharp wind woke the girl 
and she started to struggle and call out for her mother. 
Mary sounded just like Tina, and Emily, and Suzanne and 
so many other girls had sounded before her.  
 “Calm down. This is all your fault, you know.” Bernard 
said, changing his grip. “Didn’t your mommy tell you not 
to talk to strangers?” 
 “But I do know you, Bernie.” 
 Bernard stopped, his breath knocked out of him from 
shock. The wind raced through the trees. The flame in 
the hurricane lamp blew out. 
 “Wh—what do you mean?” 
 “Remember?” The girl grabbed a branch of the pine 
tree and slapped it into Bernard’s face. Sap and needles 
found their way into his opened eyes. Bernard dropped 
the girl. He covered his hands over his face. He heard her 
giggle. “You said you weren’t strange at all—just a friend 
I hadn’t been properly introduced to yet.” 
 “Cara-Ann? It can’t be. You’re dead. You’ve been 
dead.” 
 “No, Bernie. I was lost for a little while, but I made it 
back. I think it’s your turn now.” 
 Bernard stumbled toward the voice of the first little 
girl he had abducted. A recent downpour made the 
ground damp and spongy. The darkness added to his 
confusion. He thought he was headed toward the lean-
to. 
 The girl laughed again. Bernard pivoted to his left. 
With little ghost hands clenched into fists of fearlessness, 
Cara-Ann pushed Bernie. He fell headlong into a shallow, 
rocky grave.  
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Time is Up 
 

by 
 

Tom Fowler 
 
 
McNulty pulled into the driveway of the Breen house not 
knowing what to expect. The station had received a call 
that a bomb was set to go off at this address. The caller 
stated, “The house is empty. Send my old pal McNulty, 
and only McNulty. This is personal between me and him. 
He better come soon. It’s set for 10:00 am.” It was now 
9:30. 
 Breen and McNulty went way back, sharing a 
troubled history which started when they were boys in 
grade school. He knew Breen was telling the truth. The 
house would be empty and he better find the device by 
10:00. Breen was crazy; no doubt the entire 
neighborhood would be shattered by a violent explosion 
if he didn’t. This was a deadly cat-and-mouse game he 
had no choice but to play straight. He knew that if the 
instructions were not followed to the letter, Breen would 
know and act accordingly.  
 McNulty was not surprised to find the front door 
unlocked. Walking in, there was a deadly quiet and, upon 
first glance, nothing was out of the ordinary. This was a 
two-story rental home leased just last week, 
undoubtedly for this purpose. He found a note on the 
kitchen table. It read, “If you find the bomb, you win and 
I will give myself up. If I win, I will send flowers to your 
widow.” McNulty sighed, took a deep breath and forced 
himself to concentrate.  
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 The house was large, but not too large. He knew he 
would have time to find the bomb—if he was clever 
enough to do so. The house was a two-story but sparsely 
furnished. There was not a lot of furniture to look in and 
around, but there were closets, cupboards, and a garage. 
The large digital clock radio Breen had placed on the 
kitchen table read 9:34. McNulty wiped a bead of sweat 
from his forehead and began his search. 
 Working quickly, he started upstairs, checking 
everything. He even checked the small attic space above 
the closet in one of the bedrooms, scanning the 
darkened attic with the help of a flashlight and stepstool 
Breen had conveniently left on the chest of drawers by 
the door. Breen was mocking him, he knew, but he had 
no time to waste on anger or frustration. He was finished 
searching upstairs and prepared to return to the 
downstairs floor. It was now 9:43.  
 Next, McNulty searched the garage, finding nothing 
out of the ordinary there. The kitchen, living room, and 
den were next. Again, he found nothing. He was working 
fast—maybe too fast—and it was now 9:51. Precious 
time was slipping by but he had to think—THINK! He 
knew Breen well and should be able to think like he did, 
but the pressure was on. By a mighty act of will he forced 
himself to focus on the task at hand. Breen had a strange 
code of honor, and McNulty knew he could determine 
the location of the bomb if he just concentrated. 
 After a very quick search around the outside of the 
house, it came to him. It had to be the clock radio! It was 
the only electronic device of any type within the house. 
That was it! With a sense of relief, he stepped briskly to 
the kitchen and unplugged it. Before the display 
disappeared when the power cord was removed from 
the wall outlet, the time indicated was 9:55.  
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 McNulty took the radio and went to his car. He 
wanted the lab techs at the station to find the bomb 
within the clock radio. As he turned out of the 
neighborhood and onto the main road heading back to 
the stationhouse, the clock on his dashboard flashed 
9:59. About this time, McNulty was startled when the 
clock radio removed from the Breen home switched on 
automatically. It also displayed 9:59. From the radio’s 
speaker he heard the familiar voice of his old enemy 
Breen, who was delivering a personal message. “Knowing 
you as I do, I surmise you are now in your automobile 
heading back to police headquarters. You are very 
surprised to be hearing my voice. You shouldn’t be, as I 
am certain you are familiar with on/off timers and 
backup batteries. I’m afraid that you lose.” 
 McNulty did not have time to consider or react to this 
statement. As soon as Breen’s message ended, the clock 
display changed to 10:00. 
 Fortunately, McNulty’s was one of the few cars on 
the road at this time of day. Nobody else was injured, no 
other car was damaged. This was part luck and part 
planning. Breen had no quarrel with anyone other than 
McNulty. 
 And, he was as good as his word. He sent a lovely 
floral wreath to Mrs. McNulty in memory of her husband. 
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The Writer 
 

by 
 

Robert Laughlin 
 
 

It’s how I define 
the job that is mine: 
professional caster 
of pearls before swine.  
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