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Amendments 
By Quinn Tyler Jackson 

First, the murder. How he’d ended up witnessing the murder wasn’t 
important. All that mattered was that he’d seen through the walls as the box-
headed man strangled his wife. 

Panic and instinct brought him into the past. Only thirty minutes, but 
enough. His purpose was clear, and he hated that he knew he would have to 
avoid his coffee at the corner place and run to the house where the deed was 
going to occur. Fifteen minutes. Like a swimmer, he paddled through the air 
— maybe eight feet up — but this would get him through yards, over the 
fences, and give him time to intervene and save her life. It didn’t matter that 
he didn’t know her; he could save her. 

He arrived at the house with minutes before it would happen. He swam 
to the bay window, looked in, and saw the man. There was still time, but he 
needed to go to an automated banking machine. It didn’t matter why. 
Without twenty dollars, he wouldn’t be able to save this maniac’s wife from 
her fate. So he swam through a few more yards and across the endless miles 
to the city center, where he found a bank machine. The line was long, but he 
waited patiently. He had to get twenty dollars. One at a time those before 
him got their money and left. He was almost next. His turn eventually came, 
and he was up. 

But he had no wallet, no bank card, and her fate was sealed. 
He hated amendments. Those amendments self-introduced in 

midstream. Those little alterations to the clarity of purpose. What use were 
all those freakishly impossible powers of time and space if it all got amended 
in the end to be a matter of twenty bucks? 



Broken Hours 
By Peter Baltensperger 

Night of the new moon; the stars at their brightest in the dark sky; the 
constellations fixed in their rotations. There were no clouds, and no rain, the 
night soft, revolving. A man was composing a dirge in the darkness of his 
mind, phrase by careful phrase, trying to get through this fractured night. 
Notes were tumbling through his tortured mind, spilling out onto the keys of 
his piano, piling up on the paper under his frantic hand, bouncing off the 
cracked mirror on the wall. He couldn’t see himself in the glass, only in the 
notes, couldn’t hear himself in the silence. 

A woman was lying on her bed, the dirge in her own mind keeping her 
awake, phallic representations her only companions: icicles, popsicles, 
melting in her heat — hard plastic comforting her body. If she could have 
looked for herself in notes, phrases, compositions, the night would have been 
enough. There was no mirror for her to see herself, only the impermanence 
of melting ice, a fleeting satisfaction, a reflection of futility in the disturbing 
rotation of the universe. 

On a deserted street, a man ambling along the sidewalk lost himself in 
the shreds of a dirge floating briefly through the cool night air, and then 
found himself in the moans of a woman, dissipating in the dark. He looked 
into a fragmented mirror and saw the night for what it was. He piled thick 
paint on a canvas with a knife, a study in black, a small white circle in the 
upper right corner. Later in the night, he etched a zigzag of a lightning flash 
into the black paint in a gesture of resignation. 

A woman was dangling upside down from a tree in a thick forest, 
surrounded by broken mirrors, trying to recognize herself, although there 
were too many shards of glass. The dirge could have been written for her, a 
suitable accompaniment to her reflection; the black paint exclusively for her; 
the forest deathly quiet underneath the constellations. When the stars were 
in their proper positions, she pulled herself up and tumbled into the thick 
moss, completing her cycle, her journey. If only it could have rained, a 
suffering of a different kind. 

In the morning, the sharp sliver of the new moon. 



Evening Prayer 
By Abigail Wyatt 

Judith screws her eyes tight shut and tries to empty her mind. Hers was 
not a religious home, so she never really learned how to pray. Even if she’d 
had, it wouldn’t be easy with so many distractions: hushed whispers, moans 
and sighs, all that restless fidgeting. Too many people crowded in too close. 

Two seats away to Judith’s right, a flame-haired infant is grizzling. He 
isn’t crying properly yet, but he will be soon. The child’s mother, awkward 
and flustered, shushes and tries to soothe him but his monkey face grows red 
and crumples as his whimpering rises to a squall. 

To her right hand side, an ashen-faced man coughs and splutters and 
wheezes. The phlegm rattles in his chest, and he seems to gulp at the air. He 
smells of tobacco, aftershave, ancient sweat, and peppermint. The stink of 
him invades Judith’s nostrils, but Judith is aware that Father Andrew is 
seated just three rows in front of her. She tries to breathe deeply, allowing 
herself to drift on the current of his voice. For a time, his words are smooth 
and comforting, but then something snags on her consciousness. It gnaws 
away at her peace of mind till she is forced to open her eyes. 

As though in slow motion, she sees the face of Father Andrew: the old 
priest’s lips are mouthing words, but his eyes are stark and wide. His hollow 
cheeks are deathly pale as he stares past the whole congregation. Judith feels 
her heart lurch up into her mouth as she follows the line of his gaze. Fixed on 
a point fifty feet away, there is no mistaking it: two dark fins are bearing 
down towards their starboard side. 

Judith turns in silent appeal to the frozen figure of the cleric — a gust of 
wind whipping at his skirts and tugging at the roots of her hair as the swell 
of a wave picks up the orange inflatable. 

Judith swallows hard and closes her eyes. 



A Recycled Body 
By Patricia Crandall 

The Tamany Art Show was in progress. The lighting was dim except for 
the spotlights over each painting. Various people milled about the gallery, 
sporting programs in their hands, studying the work of the new artists. 

Estelle Lohnes gripped her program tightly as she admired the surreal 
mask of a man’s face visible beneath the glass of a chrome structure situated 
in the middle of the high-ceilinged room. 

The man’s pale eyes peered out at her. His wavy, golden hair feathered 
around his features. His thin lips curved upwards in a frozen smile, so unlike 
the patronizing, apologetic man she had been with two weeks earlier. One 
evening after dinner and the theater, he had revealed to her he was in love 
with her best friend, Viola. 

It had been easy to murder Michael: a knife in his back, near the heart; a 
blow torch; some recycled scrap metal … and a little hate and preservative. 



Outside Thunder Pallets 
By Michael Seidel  

The toilet paper roll has fallen out of the truck and stopped moving 
under the axle. Carl, in his blue satin Thunder Pallets jacket, looks like he’ll 
burst as he bends down on the blacktop to retrieve it. He needs that toilet 
paper roll. Whenever his boss comes over to him and asks him to take the 
forklift to some unexpected corner of the warehouse, Carl presses the roll to 
his mouth like a trumpet and says the same thing each time: “Yes, yes, ok.” 

He looks at it like this: Work is for working. Talk is for talking. Toilet 
paper rolls are for talking at work. 

His boss never looks up from his clipboard when he speaks to Carl, but 
Carl is always worried that one day, his boss’s concentration will snap apart 
in a fury, and he’ll pull the job rug right out from under Carl on the spot, 
then roll him up in it, and drag him to the curb where eventually he’ll get 
compacted in the back of some city truck. Carl’s dependence on toilet paper 
rolls is not covered under the Americans with Disabilities Act — he’s looked 
it up. 

But now, prostrate on the blacktop under the truck, Carl hears a jovial, 
“Carl! My man!” and sees soft brown boots. Carl doesn’t understand what’s 
being said or who’s saying it, the boss’s salutation being so devoid of its 
usual order-ushering directness. 

The toilet paper roll is just out of reach, and Carl hits his head on the 
exhaust as he snugs his round frame out to meet his boss’s gaze. He feels the 
hand of fear go through his back and rattle his spine, and as his lips begin to 
move in reply, he realizes that no one, not even the finest among us, is 
anything more than a simple ventriloquist dummy. 

What if I’ve been given the voice of a girl? is the nervous thought that comes 
to mind. 

His beard goes to ice. He moves his knuckles to his teeth. 



Hunting for Lizards 
By James Claffey 

Spin your wheels; the sky turns downside up; the redtail hawk whistles 
derisively; and nothing moves forward. Scaled carapace. Snap-off tail. A 
yellow-green frog, leaping into infinity along the fence line. This is our daily 
bread, the crushed leaves in the night, the scarred flesh of olive 
green avocados, a dream of excoriated shame. Ele-men-tal. A tribe of grass 
circles, miniature depressions in the ground, some measure of comfort given, 
the crepe billowing in the trees. Whose are those scrawled notes on the paper 
in your office? 

“Certainly not mine.” 
Said like a true renegade. 
Integration of tooth and tongue, reiteration of blasphemy carried out on 

the front lawn of a church. Count the hairs on the back of your hand, the 
waving in the wind darker ones, the ones soon to turn to an autumnal 
cadence. If a corner is split by a jagged line does that mean the obtuse 
becomes the averse? When she said you could run, far as possible—into 
corners and caulked lay-bys where thin-blooded spiders spun webs of 
dismay—you took no note of her words, instead collating seventeen varieties 
of silken web into a wrist adornment. 

In the night, your dreams came apart, an unraveled collection of twisted 
groans, the pillow soaked with your sweat, and the dog’s ears pricked up at 
your discomfort. There, in the province of regrets you made a flailing 
attempt to staunch the flow of should-have-dones and if-wishes-were-horses. 



Glass  
By Fred Skolnik 

After I removed the glass from the window, I had to figure out how to 
get it onto the roof down below. It was nearly a 10-foot drop, and there was a 
gap of about 5 feet between the two buildings. Ordinarily I would have 
jumped, but I couldn’t do that holding on to a big pane of glass, which was 
itself 10 feet in length and maybe 4 feet wide. I pushed the glass out of the 
window until it was balanced on the sill and hanging above the edge of the 
roof. Then I jumped from the second window in the room. Once across, I 
stood on the parapet and slowly pulled the glass in. The critical moment was 
when I reached the midpoint and the glass was about to slip off the sill. At 
that point, I gave it a tug, and the momentum carried it over so that I was 
now balancing it above my head safe and sound on the other side. I stepped 
off the parapet and laid the glass down, wondering now how I was going to 
get it off the roof. There was a steel ladder on the side of the building, but I 
didn’t think I could negotiate it with the glass in hand. I walked to the 
opposite side of the roof and noticed that it sloped down, and in fact, came 
pretty close to the level of the street so that, at a certain point, I was able to 
step over the parapet and found myself on the sidewalk. I remember 
thinking that it would be a little awkward to carry the glass through the 
crowded streets. I left the glass on the roof and began walking without really 
knowing where I was going. I also couldn’t remember why I had removed 
the glass from the window. As I moved into the crowd, I could feel the gap 
in my memory growing wider and wider. I just kept walking, knowing now 
that I would never find the answer. 



A Joyous Color 
By Melinda Giordano 

I found her in a darkened hallway of a museum that was new to me. Yet 
she glowed with a mirth and color that mocked like the sun frolicking across 
the ocean’s surface, picking out the jeweled lights on Neptune’s brow. 

There was no marquee of adoring lights to surround her. There were no 
benches placed before her. Those who came to visit, to proclaim their ardor 
and admiration, would have to stand as they would before a princess. Her 
glance, full of shallow youth and pride, insisted:  You will stay, and you will 
wait. Her coral smile, a faint dimpling on soft, dangerous country, added:  
And you will enjoy it. 

There was nothing coy about the mischievous creature I found in the 
shadows. She was lush and bold. Pearls, translucent marbles that rolled from 
the mouths of oysters, wrapped around her neck and cascaded down her 
breast. The thick, nacreous ropes were arranged with careful abandon over 
skin that was white and suffocated with arsenic. Her hair melted into auburn 
coils, its henna exuberance held back by a pink ribbon, which happily 
admitted its silken defeat. 

Liquid colors flowed about her, swift-moving pastel rivers of blue, white 
and pink. The currents of a spring sky — delicate, willful prisms — rushed 
through the fabric of her gown and gave it stormy life. Her sapphire 
plumage matched in intensity only by the parrot balanced on her lithe 
fingers, cautiously pulling open her gown. 

Who was she?  ’Young Lady With A Parrot’. Frustrating! No name, and so 
she would forever remain a mystery — her dainty secrets locked away. She 
might have been a lady-in-waiting, a royal daughter, or a courtier’s sin, 
but all I had was her beguiling light and joyous color. 



Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, 
Violent 
By Ken Elkes 

“Let’s make a rainbow. Which color do you want?” 
“I don’t want to.” 
“Come on now. It’s a simple thing just pick a color.” 
“I want white.” 
“White’s not a color, is it?” 
White is a color to me. Mommy wore a white dress when she went away that 

first time. Kiss her, they said. She tasted salty. Grandpappy took me on his lap when 
I cried and gave me a sip of his drink. It made my mouth hurt.  

“Black, then.” 
“Come on now, black isn’t in a rainbow either, you should know this.” 
Black was the color of the van the men came in to take mummy away. She left a 

bad smell when they carried her down the stairs. 
“Are you going to choose?” 
“Okay, red, then.” 
The taste of red is like a metal spoon pushed in my mouth. 
“What are you thinking about?” 
“Spoons.” 
“Red spoons? That’s a funny thing to think about.” 
“Is it?” 
“Okay, that’s one color of the rainbow, now what’s the next?” 
I know it’s orange. Orange is like the color of grandpappy’s belt. It makes a 

snake hiss when he pulls it from round his pants. 
“I’m not saying.” 
“Why not?” 
I don’t want to think of orange. I know yellow is next.  
“Yellow.” 
“Yellow, now? Okay, well, we’ll come back to orange then. Do you like 

yellow?” 
“Yes.” 
Yellow was the color of the blanket in the secret place in the basement. It was 

warm and smelled good.  
“Good, we’re making a great rainbow here. What color is going to come 

next then?” 
“Green. That’s a color, made up from blue and yellow.” 



“Yes, well done.” 
Green is the color of the car grandpappy drives when we go on trips out. It 

smells like old food. When he goes to do some work in the tavern, I climb over the 
seats and make like I can drive away. 

“Are you thinking of green now?” 
“No. The next one is blue, and the other one ... I can’t remember the 

word.” 
“Indigo, it’s a little bit like purple isn’t it? What’s special about indigo?” 
“Does it matter?” 
“It might.” 
I’m not telling them about colors any more. Indigo is how the little rain clouds 

start. That’s what grandpappy calls them. Five each on both legs, and then they go 
purple. 

“I don’t want to think about colors. Or rainbows. Can we do something 
else?” 

“But rainbows are beautiful aren’t they? Everybody likes them.” 
I don’t. Rainbows are stupid. They have too many colors. It would be better if 

everything was just black and white. 



Rubber Chains 
By Shawn Misener 

They told him he was a monster and he believed it. They brought 
cigarettes to his house and he smoked them. 

He turned metal chains to rubber with the force of his mind. He 
prepared tacos for the paperboy.  

The sun spun in the sky like a glowing basketball on God’s finger. He 
smiled because he knew 

When the moon inched its way over the trees he set up dynamite around 
his bed. He called his mother and asked for his smile back. When she refused 
he lit the fuse and blasted through the roof. 

In the sky, in the bed, in the throes of nicotine addiction. In the eyes of 
his friends. In the end the brilliance of his spirit.  

They told him he was God and he believed it. 

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut. 



A Blowhard Drops By 
By John Olson 

The wind is blowing. It makes a kind of music in the trees. It is like 
something living. It has a being. It knocks on the door. It tries to sell me a 
vacation in Rio. It wants me to sign a petition for the dissolution of Arizona. 
It wants me to contribute money to the fund for aimless existences. I invite it 
inside. It sits at the table. Everything blows off the table, including the cat. I 
pour the wind some coffee. The coffee shivers in the mug, then disappears. 

So, I say, what is the answer? 
The answer to what? 
You know. The song by Bob Dylan. The answer is blowing in the wind. 

You’re the wind. So what’s the answer? 
Who’s Bob Dylan? 
A singer. He plays the guitar. 
You should ask Bob Dylan. 
I don’t know Bob Dylan. I don’t have his cell number, or email address. 
Well what is the question? 
Dylan had quite a number of them. How many roads must a man walk 

down before you can call him a man? 
Thirty-two. 
Are you sure? 
Yes. Thirty-two. Twenty-three for women. They catch on to things faster. 
Here is another: how many seas must a white dove fly, before she sleeps 

in the sand. 
Doves don’t sleep in the sand. Mourning doves prefer nesting in trees 

near human habitation. The laughing doves of sub-Saharan Africa like 
nesting in fruit trees, pomegranate and olive in particular. At least that’s 
what my sister Simoom tells me. Don’t you have any questions of your own? 

Yes. A few. Which makes a better use of language: poetry or prose? 
Prose. Anything else? 
Really? Prose? 
I don’t know. I guess it would depend on the poem. Have you heard the 

sound I make in the trees? What would you  call that? 
A sound. A soughing. Or a susurrus. 
Susurrus. Sounds like poetry to me. Anything else? 
What is next week’s winning lottery number? 
I haven’t the faintest. I can’t tell the future. I live in the present. 
What is the mind? 



The mind of what? A zebra? An oyster? A cow? 
A human being. 
How would I know that? 
You’re the wind. 
Wind, yes. Ok. The human mind is a form of energy, like 

bioluminescence. It is similar to the sweet dumpling squash, with a yearning 
for light and glory. Some say it is a great soup for making negotiations. I saw 
one once, rolling down the hill like a wheel on fire. It had jarred loose during 
a birthday celebration. Too much tequila. This is good coffee, by the way. 

Thank you. 
Sure thing. Anything else? 
Not now. Maybe later. I’ve got to clean up this mess before my wife 

comes home. 
Sorry about that. 
No problem.  

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut. 



The Walled City 
By Peter McMillan  

What I did on my summer vacation. 

It was just a weekend trip—just the four of us, my parents, my brother, 
and me. We almost missed our flight. My stupid brother set off the security 
alarms—he didn’t empty his pockets—and was taken aside, patted down, 
and questioned. Mom cried. Dad stood out of the way with his hands in his 
pockets. Turns out they were just training a new guy. 

When we dropped below the clouds, there it was, built on a cliff, 
overlooking a river. Mom read about it in the airline magazine they keep 
next to the barf bags. She described a lower and upper town, watched over 
by a towering fort. The skyline of the city was dominated by spires and 
steeples and bell towers—no glass, steel or anything modern. This place was 
centuries old. 

She also told us—she alone loved history—that after the wars, the 
inhabitants came to feel the upper town had become like a prison, so they 
lowered the walls—from 10 feet to two feet. Behind the walls, the history, 
architecture, food, music, and crafts of 400 years had been preserved. 

The churches were mostly empty now, she had read. Even so, they 
dominated the city as we saw up close on our dizzying cab ride through the 
narrow cobblestone streets that rose and fell with my stomach. 

We’re not real adventurous, especially Dad, so when it came to hotels, 
we stayed with one of the big American chains. At the front desk, they spoke 
perfect English. Of course, the food was best when it looked and sounded 
like something we had eaten before. Pizza and steak were safe. No 
translation needed. Coke was universal, too. 

It rained Saturday and Sunday—that time of year, they said—so we all 
stayed indoors. We girls went shopping. We stayed in the upper town using 
the church towers to navigate. The boys watched college football in the 
room. 

We got back late Sunday night, but because Dad forgot the passkey, we 
had to wait past midnight for the security guard to let us in the gate. 

Finally home, my brother lugged his stuff into his room and slammed 
the door underscoring the “KEEP OUT” warning on his door. 

I rolled my suitcase into my room, locked the door—CARBON LIFE 
EXPERIMENT to the outside world—and pulled out my i-Phone. That’s 
when I stopped taking notes. 



“So, Ellen, what did you say was the name of the city? Maybe others 
would like to visit.” 

“Uh, it’s not really real. I sort of made it up.” 
“Ellen, you know you were supposed to speak, not read, about a REAL 

vacation in a REAL place. I’ll excuse it this once, because I did say this is not 
a graded assignment. Class, did you notice how Ellen’s story personalized 
the ‘walled city’ theme? That was clever, Ellen, and I’m sure you came up 
with it on your own. Who’s next? Kevin, I think you are.” 



Maybe Not Exactly Like This 
By Lucile Barker 

Mrs. Winterton was on the witness stand, and the defence attorney for 
Simon Ashton was grilling her. 

“And how was Mr. Ashton holding the knife when he was in the 
kitchen?” he asked. 

“In his left hand,” she said. “There was a smear of blood on his yellow 
shirt. I thought he had cut himself. He tended to be clumsy in the kitchen, 
being left-handed.” 

Simon winced. He was sick of being characterized as clumsy. And he 
hadn’t cut himself. Maria Leary had managed to slash his arm, his left arm, 
only a few seconds earlier. Not that he could prove it. She had disappeared. 
He didn’t even know what she had cut him with. No body, only his blood, 
but most of the little English town seemed to think he was guilty. 

“And the defendant was holding the knife this way?” 
“Maybe not exactly like that,” she admitted, “more like he was shielding 

himself with it. Like someone was going to come at him. He seemed relieved 
it was me who had just come in.” 

Simon sighed. This was more like it. Where was Maria now? Hopped a 
plane for North America? The Chunnel train? 

The preliminary inquiry found no reason to hold him, to charge him. No 
one spoke to him much, not even Mrs. Winterton, who he felt had saved him. 
He tried to sell the house, but there were few prospective buyers. No one 
wanted a place where a murder might or might not have occurred. He 
thought of arson and changed his mind. One brush with the law had been 
enough. 

In Seoul, an English teacher was reading assignments, grading them. A 
student came to her and asked, “Is this the right day to do this?” 

“Maybe not exactly like that,” Maria Leary said, wondering if she had 
killed Simon on Guy Fawkes night. 



Printer  
By Curtis Silver 

Gary walked out of the office onto the curb. It was a clear day, not a 
cloud in the sky. He wondered how cliché that thought was as he dug in his 
left trouser pocket for a lighter. He found the lighter and brought it up to the 
cigarette dangling out of his mouth. He lit it and dropped the lighter back 
into his pocket. The cool taste of menthol filled his lungs, burning him from 
the inside. He didn’t mind. He knew that lung cancer wouldn’t be the thing 
that killed him. He had a strong feeling it would be something else. He 
looked up again at the sky as he walked towards the smoking area. It had 
been dry lately, which explained why the bushes near the smoking area 
flamed up too quick for Gary to do anything about it. Suddenly the grass 
around the building was on fire; suddenly the building was on fire. Gary 
stepped back from the building onto the street. A cinder of ash must have 
ignited some underbrush while he was staring at the lack of clouds in the 
sky. The front of the building and all its decorative plants were on fire. He 
saw people through the smoke, trying to get out. He reached in his pocket 
for his cell phone, but it wasn’t there. It was back at his desk. Gary didn’t 
know what to do, until the second floor windows shattered as his co-workers 
threw their monitors out of the windows. A monitor crashed near Gary’s 
feet. He jumped back and looked up just in time to see a printer — in fact, the 
large color printer from Marketing — coming down at him. He didn’t see it 
land on him, or crush his skull into the pavement. He did however see his 
mother appear in the light. She had meatloaf. Gary loved meatloaf. 

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut. 



Oteu  
By Michael Dickes 

What do you give a man who can spare no room for wanting? A small 
gift, a token gem to cause a smile? How we all would like to see the man 
smile. To remove the pain in his hip that holds its grip even in bed when his 
eyes are just closed. The sleeping at night became something he pretended to 
do and was bothered by. This man, I feared his flairings up. This man, who 
rarely spoke and seldom said things that served no purpose; whose own 
father left him to live or die by the abusive hand of his affected mother, but 
live he did, only to marry poorly and provide for my sisters and brothers. Fig 
Newtons were his favorite, with a slow can of beer in his quiet garage. In a 
strange box for his birthday, I will bury my father while my mother cooks 
funeral potatoes somewhere in Utah. 

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut. 



Das ist Berlin 
By Joseph Morgado 

In the morning, I left the hotel and went to the park, the one close to the 
Reichstag. I sat alone on a bench to watch the squirrels and wait for the café 
to open. I’d been sitting there for only a little while when I saw a glint of 
silver in the shrub next to the bench. I reached in, ruffled around, and pulled 
it out. It had been burned, and the metal body twisted out of shape. There 
were teeth marks, some very deep. The engraving was worn but still 
readable: 

To my darling. Happy Birthday. All my love, Eva. 

I imagined him sitting on this bench of mine, just relaxing on a spring 
morning like this. Maybe he’d begin with his scales first, then move on to 
some simple songs. He might improvise and make up some melodies. He’d 
play what he heard the old man whistle when he walked by with a loaf of 
bread under his arm. 

He would not have tried Wagner. Too demanding, too sacred. It 
wouldn’t have been right. But some simple blues? Sure. It was what the 
instrument was made for. Then a shuffle, a steam-train whistle, a bird. 
Maybe even a klezmer—a guilty indulgence—when no one was within 
earshot. 

He’d read the engraving, stare at it, run a fingertip over the freshly 
carved grooves, and think about how it took him two tries to blow out all the 
candles on the cake. He’d smile as he remembered the look on Eva’s face 
when he’d opened the package and played that first note. 

I don’t know what he would have called it, the word for it in German. 
What’s the equivalent—is there one? Maybe it’s just harmonica. 

When I stood up to go to the café, I decided not to keep it. I threw its 
charred shell back into the shrub, just like the Russian soldier had done 
before me so long ago. 



Requiem for a Dead World 
By Brenda Anderson 

High above the frozen landscape, Bjorn steered the huge mechanical bird 
forward. Welded from the remains of a thousand mechanical automata, it 
lurched on its water-web feet. At its controls, Bjorn looked out on the dead 
world. 

A small display on his keyboard signaled Life ahead. 
Bjorn snatched up binoculars and scanned the landscape. Not twenty 

feet ahead, a small bird clung to a sheet of ice. He zoomed in. Yes, it was 
alive! With infinite care, Bjorn extended a robotic arm, netted the shivering 
bird, brought it inside, and sealed the exit. 

Awestruck, he studied the bird for several minutes. Unblinking, it 
returned his stare. 

“Incredible,” murmured Bjorn. “I haven’t seen a living thing in years.” 
“Makes two of us,” replied the bird. 
Bjorn’s heart skipped a beat. “You … can talk?” He’d almost forgotten 

the sound of another voice. 
“D-uh,” said the bird. “I was part of a magician’s act. He was the only 

one who could get me back to my human body, but then he up and 
vanished. You know, when the water hit. Now I’m stuck in this body.” 

Stuck? Bjorn knew the feeling. He’d been experimenting with life 
support systems deep underground, and months later, had emerged to find a 
dead world. “Still, you’re alive.” 

“Call being trapped in this body, alive?” said the bird, with indignation. 
“Now look, I’ve got plans. I can fly. I like to get around, and this cabin 
doesn’t cut it. I was scared, see? Can I go now?” 

“No,” said Bjorn. “I like company. Let’s celebrate, together.” 
The bird clucked. “In your dreams, buster. Look, I’m trouble, see? I have 

to warn you, my late Maestro gave me a backup for life’s little emergencies, 
as he called them. Only one, mind. I’m activating it now. Watch.” 

The bird vanished. 
“How did you do that?” cried Bjorn. 
“Magic,” said the bird. “D’uh, he was a magician. Now let me go.” 
“No,” said Bjorn. “I don’t mind if you’re a bird. How about a song? It’s 

been so long since I heard music. Even an invisible bird can sing, right?” 
“Yes,” said the bird, “but there’s something you need to know.” 
“Forget it,” said Bjorn. “I don’t care if you’re trouble:  you’re a bird, you 

can sing. Go on: sing for me.” 



“Well.” The bird paused. “Il Maestro taught me a song about unrequited 
love …” 

“I like that kind,” said Bjorn, remembering. 
“… with about five hundred verses…” 
“I won’t get bored,” said Bjorn. 
“But I hate it, and here’s the thing, you will too,” pleaded the bird. 

“Please don’t ask me to sing.” 
“Why not? I command you! Sing!” said Bjorn. 
“All right, but I did warn you,” said the bird, and it started to sing. Bjorn 

shivered. Its voice was worse than metal fingernails on glass. 
With a sigh Bjorn opened the exit, let the invisible bird go, and waited 

for silence to return. It seemed to take forever. 



Post-Teen After-thoughts 
By Jack Caseros  

Who are you now? With your blog, and eyebrow ring, like you tried to 
seal your eye shut. All in retaliation? Make me furious enough to poke holes 
in my skin, then go vegan, and take self-portraits at three in the morning. I 
wish you could’ve done that to me. Instead 

You have all your vanities on display for strangers. Poor Catholic girl 
with no panties. Water in your wine glass but you’re still the first to fall. A 
tidy manger in the suburbs but the straw’s all gone. Scarecrows 

Line up along the curb for rush hour. No one has slept in years but 
they’ve never felt better. There is a smell of ethylene and eucalyptus 
shampoo in the air. When the bus turned the corner you took photo after 
photo, framing the bus as it grew too big for either of us to ride on it. 
Consequently 

There was no other way home. So 
Let’s take each others hand because there is nothing familiar. Now I get 

lost so often I never get that anxiety. Sometimes I take the bus blindfolded so 
I get that emptiness, stoked by looking around and seeing nothing I know. 
You must know what I mean. I’ve seen the photos. They’re beautiful, but 
that’s just because they’re you. Pixelated 

And your avatar always looks like a mugshot. Can never be happy on 
film, like any given moment isn’t worth pasting a default smile on your face 
for. That’s okay, you were always funnier when you weren’t expecting joy. 
You always said forget everything else. Touch 

Everything. Touch it twice. Until it feels rough on your hands, like it’s 
rubbed off on you. Someday all those cut-out photos you made will fall 
together and we’ll both laugh suddenly, but nothing will change. Because 

You are someone beyond me, some new person I never realized was in 
you. Must’ve been picked up, or hatched, after my weight was gone. Now 
you are free to flutter, butterfly, just like the tattoo on your shoulder blade. 
Dance naked for sudden friends and never sweat. Too sweet for insincerity. 
Too old to be genuine. Someday 

We will find another way home. 



Vengeance  
By Richard Hartwell 

Her mother had everything well in hand. She knew just how to get 
payback. The house was prepared, set up for vengeance. 

Sheila, her father’s secretary, had been invited to hold her fete in her 
superior’s home. It had been good enough for Eisenhower last year on his 
campaign swing through California; it was good enough for her. She was in 
the guest bedroom, knowledgeable of what Penny’s mother had planned, as 
she had played and was to play an integral part. She was quite a bit older 
than Penny, a little bit prettier, and considerably more worldly-wise. Sheila 
was preparing for the inevitable end to her day. 

Penny, meanwhile, was trying to track down her father. She had tried 
the pool house, the mother-in-law house, the tool shed, the woodshop, the 
gardens at the bottom of the property, but all to no avail. The cook, Tee — 
old school as it sounds — had everything well in hand in the kitchen. She 
had not seen the head-of-house either. No one had seen him, although Sheila 
knew exactly where he was. 

The midnight screaming had been like two gulls contesting a seal corpse 
and Antarctica had nothing over the cold breakfast silences during the past 
month. She had asked both parents, together and separately, what was the 
matter. “Nothing, dear.”  “Everything’s fine sweetie.”  “Don’t trouble you 
little head.”  These responses continued from both, individually and 
communally. 

Her father seemed to be the quieter of the two, but Penny couldn’t get 
any feeling from him as to the nature of the ongoing conflict. It was basically 
the same with her mother as well, but occasionally Penny would catch her 
mother humming to herself, almost pleasantly, and this morning Penny saw 
her mother smiling, actually smiling!  She wanted to ask her father about 
this, but so far she had been unable to locate him. 

Her mother continued to fuss around the house: straightening this, 
stacking that, removing thus and so. Penny tracked her diligently but could 
learn nothing by her mother’s movements. 

Still fatherless, Penny grappled with the task of finding him before the 
culmination of whatever plan her mother envisioned. Penny made the loop 
of the pool and house and yard again. Nothing. She checked the tool shed 
and woodshop. Nothing. She checked the garage. Her father’s car was still 
there. It was fast getting on to four. 

She heard her mother yelling for her from the kitchen telling her to get 



ready. She heard her yell twice and knew there wouldn’t be a third time 
without consequence. Penny scrambled back to the house to ready herself. 

Five o’clock arrived and all was ready. The wedding march started. 
Penny made a glum, sullen flower girl, dashing petals left and right. Two 
bridesmaids followed Penny, also employees of her father’s firm. Sheila, 
escorted by Penny’s father from the guest room, slowly stepped down the 
hall and into the living room. Cheeks were flushed. Hers as well as his. A 
bride was given away that day — to Nathan, an up-and-coming junior 
executive her mother had introduced Sheila to at the country club. Penny 
found her father; her father lost his secretary, and Sheila gained a husband. 

The plan had worked to perfection, and Penny’s mother was radiant 
through it all, slowly twisting her wedding ring back and forth on her finger. 



A Road Sign 
By Mark Rosenblum 

Errant Styrofoam escapes an open top rubbish truck on a humid, June 
afternoon. Jagged chunks of buoyant packing material float above the 
traffic, journeying along a bouncy, warm current of  air. They dance above 
the vehicles until touching down on black pavement. Their respite does not 
last long. They explode under oncoming tires, white shards engulfing the 
highway. 

Returning from her aunt’s funeral, Tina brushes a tear from her cheek 
just as she drives into the eye of the Styrofoam tempest. She travels a car 
length behind an Empire State Moving truck. Barely visible is the truck’s 
deco-style, black and white painted logo. When Tina glimpses the insignia — 
a New York City skyline amid a whiteout — she recalls the snow globe her 
Aunt gifted her as a child, and, like a frozen memory melting into the 
present, Tina is with her aunt again, smiling, as she gazes through the 
windshield at the summer snow. 



Rebirth  
By E. A. Ryles  

A woman carried her baby inside a red sling. Gabrielle tried not to stare 
at the mother, whose hair, sling, and dress hung long and at ease against her 
body. The baby’s eyes were blue. Pausing in front of a mountain of oranges, 
the mother picked one up, weighed it in her hand, and held it to the baby’s 
nose for inspection. The baby raised her head and pursed her lips, deliberate 
as a robin scrutinizing mud. 

Gabrielle abandoned her basket in the aisle and left the store. 
*** 

Gabrielle always thought she was fat. Other than the first and last time, 
whenever Richard tried to lift up her shirt, she’d yank the hem down out of 
embarrassment and refusal while Richard told her, again, that if she’d just 
have sex with him he wouldn’t need other women. 

Before a name, after the gender, and before she told Richard, Gabrielle 
ate to gain weight. Enough for her belly to swell. If she ate enough, maybe 
the baby would come back to life. Her disordered eating became as natural 
as the dent in her front door, obvious and overlooked. She flattened her 
hands around the all-wrong roundness and cried. 
*** 

A family moved in above her, and Gabrielle dreamed. She lifted her 
baby, whole, to her chest. Some nights the blanket is a sweet pink, others a 
deep blue, the color of a scarf Richard’s mostly-ex knit for him one winter. 

They float in a prismatic space, the very air shifting and bending. She 
was here the whole time, Gabrielle thinks. She’s been waiting for me. 

Gabrielle bathes her in tear-free soap, humming. As the bubbles rise and 
slide against the tub, the baby marvels at the strength in her own limbs. 

Gabrielle can’t stop kissing her. She smells of goodnight soap and mint. 
Dim the light, turn in the doorway, see her through the bars of the crib. 
Whisper to God, the universe, anyone who will listen: may the world love 
her as I do. 

When Gabrielle wakes, she still hears crying overhead, at once nowhere 
and everywhere, a ghost. When she touches her face, it’s wet. 
*** 

Gabrielle always hurried to escape her own nakedness. But today, she 
filled the bathtub with hot water. Richard had sent a bath basket bargain-
apology. Gabrielle pierced the plastic wrap and stuffed it, oil and all, into the 
trash. 



Gabrielle lowered herself into the tub, feeling the filmy water swallow 
her. When she was a child, she loved baths because she could be a fish, a 
whale, a mermaid. Now she understood the real magic of water. As soon as 
Gabrielle’s limbs slipped beneath the surface, she became a flickering mass. 
She tentatively slid her hands from her upper belly to her lower one, and 
breathed. 

Soon the water would chill, and she’d have to climb out, but not yet. 
Under the shifting water, she could almost … almost believe. 



Good  
By B.R. Hostetter 

Guts shot, the man lay at the 7/11’s front door. I pulled my baby aside. 
She tugged back and went to the man. Got to her knees. “Quit it,” I told her. 
She had her finger in the man’s belly. She brought her finger to her mouth 
and sucked it. “Quit it,” I said again, and took her hand in mine. My baby 
fought back. “I thought it was jam,” she told me, whimpering. I shook my 
head. “It is,” I said, “If jam’s what pumps from your fingers down to your 
toes.” My baby turned red. I apologized. Bent and held her in my bosom. 
“Look,” she said, and pointed. “The man’s foot. It’s moving.” She waved her 
finger at the body, then crammed it – again, without thinking – in her mouth. 
“Ouch,” she said. My baby had bit her finger. “Get that out your mouth,” I 
said, and pulled on her collar, shoving her under my arm. 

The man sat up. Worked his jaw. Cracked his neck. He stood and dusted 
himself off. 

“Your guts,” my baby said, and hid her finger behind her. 
“Hell,” the man said, and took his guts in his hand. He stuffed them back 

into his belly then wiped his bloodstained palms on his dirtied jeans. “What 
does a guy have to do to pass in this damn place.” 

My baby cowered behind me. She stuck her head out and asked who had 
shot him. 

“Like it matters,” he said. “Whoever, they’ll get theirs. Stuck like the rest 
of us in this hell-hole.” 

The man got up and shambled off without saying another word. His 
guts had toppled out. They trailed behind as he turned the corner. 

“I’m starving,” my baby said, forgetting the man whose guts had been shot. 
“I know, baby.” 
The cashier eyeballed us. Eye in the back of his head; rather his good eye 

had been thrown over his shoulder so to dangle and peep at whoever went 
down the aisle. 

“I’m starving,” my baby said again. 
“I know. I know, sweetie.” 
I shoved a loaf of bread under my arm, grabbed my baby, turned tail and 

booked it – knowing if my guts got shot, if my head got lopped off I’d be stuck 
here like the rest. What’s good anyway? Feeding a baby if she’s starving? 

“We’ll inherit the earth,” I tell my baby, and rush around the corner, sure 
not to slip on the trail of red mess the man left behind, mudding up the place. 



You Won’t Be There When It Ends 
By Nate Tower 

They say that no one really knows when the world will end. Many have 
their theories, but none are based on anything more than scattered logic and 
archaic science. They don’t even know how it will happen. Some say it will 
end with this, and others say with that. Even the poets and philosophers 
don’t know. 

But know this: you won’t be there when it does. 
It will be the most spectacular thing the world has ever known. It will 

happen at some point when everything worth thinking will have been 
thought and everything worth doing will have been done. It will be the last 
big hurrah, the party of the century, and everyone will want to be invited. 

But you won’t be there. 
It will be a most magnificent thing to behold, but you won’t behold it. 
I wish you could, but you won’t. 



Below  
By Johanna Miklos  

Online. Thumbnail size pictures titled “Below & Beyond” fill my screen. 
Below is thick, sticky as molasses even in this tiny rendering. Beyond floats 
in glorious brightness. 

I want to go to the gallery where the originals are on display for friends 
and those who drop in on second Friday nights, but I’m too far away. He 
instant messaged: I play disco music at showings. I imagine a pulse in these 
tiny objects. Unpaid extras will shed heavy coats in a pile — it’s cold in 
Chicago — to cheerfully dig for them later. Lip gloss and flipped hair; they 
will bear wine and gyrate in clusters through art and conversation. Being 
there as meaning. 

He observes. He thirsts for a character in the crowd to express something 
– anything – besides polite interest. Just one to ask, ‘Why is Below dark?’
would be a gift for him who emailed: Save me from the zombies. 

I wish him a visitor who sees light in what is past. There is légèreté in 
what cannot be changed. I hold mine dear, in warm pastels so I can pretend 
to live. Perhaps a student in the crowd will admit the burden of a future. 
Though young, he knows imagination is a deceptive friend. 

As reckless now as then, I agree to a private showing. It’s an hour before 
the doors will open. I click and rotate while he installs a video cam on his 
computer. Below is now a light sliver, and his Beyond heavy and 
unknowable. 

“What the fuck?” I haven’t heard his voice in decades. 
“It’s another way of seeing it.” 
“There’s no other way. It’s my art.” A black square pops-up and conceals 

the paintings. 
“Your unknown future is brighter than your past?” I travel at net speed 

to Chicago. Pixels of his flesh and eyes form and dissolve again. 
“Bullshit!” he insists. “You missed the point.” 
“Hardly, or you wouldn’t get so cross.” 
“That’s not you.” The gaping holes of his appall rip through the chaos on 

my screen. “You’re young. You’re beautiful.” The video feed breaks off. 
“Thirty years ago . . .” 
Offline. 



The Alligator  
By Michael Harris Cohen 

The fight did not begin with the alligator. 
Nor was it a real alligator, of course, but from this distance — if Michael 

squinted his eyes and shielded them from the sun with his hand — he could 
sort of see how Rosie might think so, because her eyes, her beautiful brown 
eyes, lacked the strength for distances. The world must come to her like a 
series of Rorschach blots, Michael thought. His eyesight was perfect. 

It was really a log: the fat branch of a deadfall tree lying mostly 
submerged in the frigid water of the lake. This lone limb pitched above the 
water like, well, one could say like an alligator — the bark worn off, the oily 
wood mottled with algae and, finally, the lapping of the water lending it the 
appearance of movement. 

It might have been an alligator or a crocodile, except they were not in 
Africa or even Florida, but moving at an easy pace through the lake country 
of Northern Minnesota, a dozen or so miles from the border to Canada in the 
Boundary Waters. There were no alligators here. 

“There are bears and moose and loons — plenty of loons,” he said. “But 
no alligators here, love.” 

His laughter carried over the still water — a little like the loon’s call, 
Rosie thought, as she’d come to know the water birds’ incessant peals of 
despair. Rosie faced forward in the canoe so Michael could not see her 
expression as she tried to focus on the tiny portage — a ribbon of dirt from 
this distance — at the end of the lake. 

Even then, her dark penny eyes turned on edge, and her forehead 
rippled beneath the yellow straw hat Michael had bought her, to protect her 
from a sun that refused to appear. He would have found her beautiful. 

Rosie knew at the end of this lake, even if she could not see it, a narrow 
path ran through the woods, and at the end of that portage, there would be 
another lake and another portage and so on. Eventually they would camp. 
He would build a fire. In the morning, they would begin again. 

Michael could not see her face, could not read her thoughts, or feel the 
tightness in her shoulders or her hands where they clutched the wooden 
paddle. He felt only the surge in his plastic seat as Rosie plunged her oar into 
the water — like digging a trench— and pulled them on toward the end of 
the lake. 

Rosie watched the tiny whirlpools invented by each draw of her paddle, 
spinning water sucking downward toward an invisible bottom. She thought: 



To the nervous fish, the whirlpools must look like tornadoes. What a 
wonderful thing, a tornado. She was a fan of natural disasters. She made a 
silent prayer for thunderstorms. 

Then … 
There was only the sound of their paddles through the water. 
Their paddles dipped and pulled, dipped and pulled. 



TV Hell  
By Candy Caradoc 

I’ve been thinking lately about television. Not the television that helps 
me to unwind after a hard day at work. Not the television my girlfriend and 
I laugh at together. Not the television that I remember from my youngest 
years: cartoons for my brother and me on the weekend, news after dinner for 
my parents, movies for the family every other Friday night when my brother 
and I were allowed to stay up late. 

I think about the televisions in waiting rooms and prison cells. In 
asylums and above hospital beds. In the rooms of hostages and kidnapped 
sex slaves. 

I think about how they put me out in the garage, after Mum left and they 
had to take me in. I think about the bed in the little partition in the corner 
behind the bike rack. I think about my brother and my step-siblings coming 
out to see me, curious about my new possessions, playing with the novelty of 
my presence. I think about how they stopped coming out to see me all of a 
sudden. I think about how my dinner was brought out to me. I think about 
the dust and the cobwebs and the thoughts of spiders in the dark at night. 
But mostly, I think about the television. 

I think about how television can be used on someone. Someone shut 
away. Someone you don’t want to hear from, but their thoughts … their 
thoughts still radiate outward like malevolent spirits. So you distract them, 
dull them, sedate them. 

I think it was Dante who imagined Hell as fire and brimstone. I’ve been 
thinking about a Hell with televisions. Where the dead forget their lives and 
loves and lose their minds to a lethargic limbo. 

I think about my little place in the corner of the garage, and I think about 
the television. I think that it bothers me most of all. 



Slanted Ceiling 
By Meagan Hamilton  

The cold tile floor gleams from the lights. The walls seem to tell of things 
long past. The woodwork is detached in places, the crevices filled with dust. 
Pipes make noise, and the sounds of the street can be heard nearby. 

What hands, handrail, have you had molesting you up and down the 
black stairs? What shoes, rug, have you endured as they drag across your 
bristly, brown fur? What collisions, doorstop, have you absorbed as the door 
with the low knob knocks you in the face? Weathered and stained you are 
with age, doorstop. I see your lime green slime. 

Lonely power socket on the wall, what electrical devices have you given 
life? Pale exit sign, hanging from the cream-colored ceiling, how many eyes 
regard your solemn promise of escape? Do the all-telling stairs to your right 
steal from your glory? Behind you, pale exit sign, the door leads our eyes to a 
fire alarm. It copies your red splendor, and steals your well-known 
trademark. Do human eyes notice this before you? 

Slanted ceiling, parallel to the stairs, I see how you accommodate that 
circular metal object in your middle. Do you, slanted ceiling, have any idea 
why such a seemingly useless device would have been implanted into your 
being? What purpose does it serve? I see the reddish-brown rust that has 
accumulated around the metal’s perimeter. Stunning really, in its own 
melancholy way. 

I’ve walked your floor, yellow caution sign. I’ve tread on its tile and 
didn’t find it to be moist in the least. What lies have they forced you to tell as 
you face the floor plan of this building, a testament of truth and honesty. 
That floor plan will forever make a dirty liar out of you as long as you stand 
there, yellow caution sign. Lost and curious people stop to gawk at the floor 
plan, seeking its wisdom, and you, pitiful, lying, yellow caution sign, you are 
regarded first with fear and then with disdain. 

Large silver handicapped button, how many souls who punch you, 
demanding your service, truly need your loyal assistance? What solace do 
you gain from your noble purpose? Or do the few occasions that you are 
truly useful make up for it? Not that I can see these occasions happening 
frequently, as the doors you guard lead straight to the stairs. 



Jade  
By Mike DiChristina 

George was the dessert man at the prepared food counter. He was short 
and round, and sported a black caterpillar mustache. His buddy the butcher 
called him ‘Vanilla Pudding.’ 

At the end of his Saturday shift, George picked out a German chocolate 
cake from the expired desserts. He placed the cake in a fold-up cardboard 
box and tied it with string. Ming loved German chocolate cake. George 
figured just seeing it might get her to remember the good times. 

The butcher gave him a pound of deli ham wrapped up in white paper. 
“Take it,” said the butcher, “You don’t eat it tonight, it’ll be prosciutto by 

Monday morning.” 
Carrying his packages, George walked home to his apartment. He 

shaved and showered and trimmed his moustache. He put on the Hawaiian 
shirt Ming loved. After eating a thick ham and mustard sandwich and 
washing it down with a beer, George left for Ming’s. 

On the way, he stopped by an ATM to extract five crisp twenty-dollar 
bills. 

George had continued to visit Ming even after there was no chance of 
any carnal pleasure. Ming’s daughter Helen — a thirty-something-year-old 
waitress — opened the apartment door, her lank black hair falling over her 
eyes. George handed her the cake box. Helen bowed and wordlessly 
returned to the kitchen to read books filled with columns of chicken 
scratches. George removed his coat and shoes and left them in the front hall. 

George and Ming watched America’s Funniest Home Videos on the TV 
in the bedroom. He sat in a chair next to the bed, while Ming lay with her 
eyes closed, fingering the synthetic jade necklace George had given her years 
before. The room smelled of unwashed Ming, so George opened the window 
a crack, allowing the wet black night air to slip into the room. When the 
show ended, Ming was asleep. George left his twenties on Ming’s night table 
before kissing her hot white forehead. 

In Ming’s final weeks, George came every evening, though he only 
brought the twenties once per week. He and Helen gave Ming sponge baths, 
laving Ming with warm soapy water. The jade necklace lay glistening on her 
scarred chest. Ming’s body had become that of a child: goose-pimpled white 
skin, hollow stomach, and her toes little rows of pearl onions. George held 
his breath to avoid breathing in Ming’s stench. After drying Ming off, they 
changed her sheets and pulled a nightdress over her body. 



Ming died in March. For several weeks, George stayed home on 
Saturday nights, until one Saturday night in April. George walked over to 
Ming’s, stopping at the ATM along the way. 

He knocked on Ming’s door, and Helen opened it. She wore a blue dress 
the color of a robin’s egg. Her glossy hair was swept up, revealing her long 
white neck, upon which, hung Ming’s jade necklace. 



Dunes  
By Stephen Hastings-King 

I went out through another cold still morning, erasing my steps behind 
me not because I did not want to be followed but because I did not want to 
find my way back again.  By degrees the erasures became systematic and the 
space I occupied smaller and smaller until I reached an area I had only heard 
about where the present slips beneath the past like geological plates and 
dunes made of forgotten things run along the fault lines. 

They say that the present is a threshold and that we are figures made 
from memory performed over what falls away.  They say that what falls 
away has a shape so consistent that even collected in dunes there are no 
objects, only irregular grounds against which other figures are said to 
emerge. But no-one ever comes here. 

When I look at the dunes I do not know what I am seeing. 



Banana Creme Pies for Sixty Percents 
By Shawn Misener 

She’s talking to me about solar flares. There are so many words that I 
can’t make out, even though she is standing right in front of me. I think that 
on some meta-level we have bad transmission. 

It’s bone quiet in the desert yet her words come at me through an 
invisible storm. She doesn’t seem to notice that I can’t understand her. I hear 
THE SUN and ELECTRICITY and MOTHER and GHOSTS. I hear SOLAR 
FLARES a few times. She is smiling. I know somehow that her name is 
Bobbi. 

Suddenly the auditory havoc dies down and she falls into a loop, saying 
BANANA CREME PIES FOR SIXTY PERCENTS over and over. 

I find my drums half-buried in the next dune over and play a funky beat 
over her ongoing vocal sample. There is a juice welling up inside of my gut. 

My cell phone rings and it’s James Brown looking for Kenny G. I peer 
around the horizon but I can’t find the curly-maned soprano saxophonist. 
Bobbi continues looping on about the pies. 

For a terrible second I realize that the desert is infinite, and that means 
death. 

The aroma of coffee seeps through the cracks, followed in by the crying 
of an infant. 

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut 
.



Metamorphoses  
By Clark Theriot 

Her plan envelops me, as she tangles and intricately knits her web. 
I am lost and was content on staying that way.  My life is only a moment, 

I know it is absurd. I like to eat, drink, and move in a small radius near me. I 
have brown, grey and blue stipples on my back that continue down my six 
legs. I can hardly see, but I can feel and smell — like the web maker I am so 
inclined to be near. 

Yes, I once made webs, but I have changed. I cautiously receive my food 
by accident it seems, but I eat, even if far and between. I do eat. 

But today, I have stopped eating. I only want food from her web. She fed 
me once, and now I only want her food. She will feed me again, one day, 
when she is ready to take pause from her weaving. I will wait. I have waited 
before. I may starve waiting; it seems likely this time. I am growing too 
weak. 

All six of my legs are weak. I can barely move, but I wait. I wait for her 
to return to the side of her web in which I am tangled. 

Sometimes I wish I had the wide, orange and black wings of a butterfly. 
But I don’t. I am turning one color, and it is light grey. I am only alive for 

a moment. But I love the beauty I am trapped near, and she loves me, too. I 
only hope for a few more moments, if not to eat, at least to have our 
combined fourteen legs entwined. 



Torn  
By Marc Lowe 

Every time I look at the torn upholstery in the living room, I feel like 
vomiting. It reminds me of an open wound, makes me sick to my stomach. I 
have to walk around the apartment blindfolded, lest my eyes fall upon it and 
I become ill again. I realize how irrational this must sound, but I cannot help 
it. The torn upholstery is really revolting to me: this is the truth. 

When I was 16, my father hurt me. He did it on that very sofa. Why 
doesn’t anyone patch up the sofa? Why doesn’t anyone fix the holes? They 
are disgusting, so like open wounds, festering wounds. Why doesn’t anyone 
else in my household see this? Am I the only one who feels this way?! 

To tell the truth, I’m the one who ripped it. Yes, I did it with a kitchen 
knife. I was feeling … I don’t know: down. And I needed to take my anger 
out on something, so I stabbed the sofa. Does that sound so crazy? I stabbed 
the sofa. But now it makes me sick. It reminds me of everything that is bad in 
the world. I tried taping it up, but my father tore the tape off. He won’t let 
me repair the wound. Neither will my mother, who obeys Dad’s every word. 

So now, I have to walk around blindfolded. This can be dangerous 
business, though I’ve gotten used to navigating the apartment in the dark. 
No one dares mess with me, as I constantly keep the kitchen knife in hand. 
When it comes down to it, my father is a coward. He never once tried to 
wrestle the knife from me, even while I had the blindfold on. They’re scared 
of me, and I’m scared of the torn upholstery. I guess we’re a strange family. 
Then again, I guess most families are strange. 

I am seeing a psychotherapist. She is trying to get me to open up about 
the things that are “holding me back,” but I simply can’t. She thinks I’m 
afraid of the hole in the sofa because it represents a vagina, my vagina. What 
a ridiculous idea. Freudian mumbo-jumbo. Mom is paying her good money 
to tell me that the tear in the upholstery is really a vagina, and that this is the 
root of my “problems.” Please. 

I hate you. I hate you both, Mom and Dad. I wish you would let me 
repair the tear in the upholstery. I wish you would, for once, confront me, tell 
me that walking around blindfolded with knife in hand concerns you. You 
disgust me. One of these days, I might just bump into you by mistake and 
accidentally stab you. Then what will you do? Huh? Will you repair the 
upholstery then, after it’s too late? 



Preacher Victoria 
By Samuel Cole  

As a small girl, she practically lived in a tree house even higher than the 
top of her real house, playing church service with her six favorite dolls. She 
healed the sick; fed the hungry; clothed the naked; forgave sins; served 
communion; taught the choir how to sing. Everything she did was a great 
big success. Whatever she touched turned out better than alright, but glory 
to God on high. 

“You shall call me Preacher Victoria.” She sounded prophetic, pointing 
to each doll as if to say, don’t ever call me anything else for I am this and 
nothing else. 

But sometimes, stupid weekends, she had to climb down the ladder and 
eat turkey and green peas with her turkey-and-green-peas-obsessed parents, 
leaving the spiritually nurtured dolls in the ever-watchful eye of the Lord. 

“Someone is always watching,” she told the dolls. “Don’t ever try 
something.” 

“Have you practiced your ballet?” her mother asked, removing some of 
the green peas from her plate. “You’ll never be any good at it if you don’t 
try.” 

So the girl tried, but she wasn’t any good at ballet, or soccer, hula 
dancing, chess, synchronized swimming, horseback riding, knitting, or even 
reading books about wild horses knitting at the ballet. 

“You must never give up,” she told the dolls during a lengthy afternoon 
sermon, titled, Let’s Keep It Going. “You must stay the course. You must 
fight the good fight.” But the dolls seemed unimpressed with her homily, 
each one falling over in laughter, and then, as if turning rebellious and 
wanting to do things their own way, they became sick, hungry, bare, and 
unforgiving. They refused to take communion. They wouldn’t move their 
lips one ounce during choir rehearsal. 

But sometimes the girl snuck in food at night, not turkey or green peas, 
but stolen milk duds, whoppers, and dill pickle potato chips by Frito-lay. 
“Eat up, ladies. You mustn’t lose your strength.” 

But the dolls were losing strength. Little by little, things like eyesight, 
hairlines, and cheekbones were growing so thin, so fast, none of them had 
enough strength for an appetite at all, not even to eat milk duds, their once 
favorite snack of all. 

“These dolls look disgusting,” her mother said, scooping them up and 
stuffing them into a trash bag. Her mother walked around the tree house, 



and the girl, pointing out everything that must go. “Honestly, this is no place 
for a lady.” 

The next day, watching her father from the bedroom window removing 
the tree house piece by piece, she decided to stop talking altogether, figuring 
she had nothing important left to say to anyone. 

Years later, out for a quiet jog, she heard a little girl’s voice preaching 
salvation high up in a tree house. Running in place, she smiled whenever the 
girl yelled Amen and wept when the girl climbed down the ladder and ran 
toward her mother who was waiting with open arms, as if welcoming her 
back home from a long, perilous journey. 



The Snow Tree 
By Brian Michael Barbeito 

In the day, the crows stood around. Inside the large dwelling, a blackbird 
had been staying, and for some reason was no longer right — and stopped 
while being chased, in order to eat things, denying itself the available freedom 
of vast skies. Eventually the bird died and floated in nearby waters. It looked 
like a thing that had been dead forever. A pop went in the distance — and the 
old widow inquired about it in an accusatory voice: ‘Who lit a firecracker?’ 
When she was told that it could have been anything— gave a look— mostly 
stoic— that said she was not buying that, was pledging faith to her own 
interpretation. In the night, it was colder.  The tree with groupings of flowers 
like large white snowballs had shed itself. The moon made the ground look 
like a winter ground in summer. Winds seemed to go ‘bang’ but never actually 
went ‘bang.’ A lady stretched out her arms. Her finger touched a cord that had 
been compromised. A bolt of electricity shot out, and there was a large flash of 
light that could be seen out of the corners of eyes from all sides of the room. 
She sat there in physical and emotional shock. Her jaw structure was pretty, 
and she had eyes that were light brown but appeared more often than not as 
dark brown. The next night, the storms raged so fiercely that the grand roof of 
the auditorium made a rumbling sound. There was lightning here and then 
there — and hail falling straight as if each piece had been aligned with a 
cosmic level — and then brought down with a large force towards the earth. 
Watchers of the shows sat cautiously and made regular conversation to mask 
their fear. In the distance— when the sun came up again— people battled in 
life by and in the district where it was dangerous. The police pulled over a car 
that had odd looking plates — and after a long time — a tow truck showed up 
also. The sun was fierce. There was a lady that was pale. Two ladies drinking 
milkshakes. There were a couple of men at a gas station — one had a good and 
pleasant disposition — the other a blackened heart that was fastened with 
contempt and ridicule. Days. No dusk bats. Time kept receding. The sun 
staying in the sky like a neon beet. So many crows again. Then more rain made 
the frogs come out, and an old turtle stood to the side of the road. Waiting. 
There was a woman with eyes that were home to the divine goddess, but the 
woman did not know this. The woman had no hint of this. But the divine 
goddess stayed there nevertheless. Forever. A man died in a library, and a man 
died in a bed. Every night around then, and for many nights to come — that 
tree and its snowy ways stood alone — and glistened with a purposeful 
indifference. 



Thai Surprise 
By Taylor Dibbert 

Colombo to Bangkok to Koh Samet: the beach. A vacation. Poorly 
planned in about forty minutes.Sometimes I wonder if I’m getting too old for 
this. The hangovers are bad enough, and the guilt is even worse. 

The island I’m on is full of Thai families, although I still see plenty of 
young people. There’s no arrack available, so I’m drinking vodka. I guess 
that pineapple juice is the best option for a mixer, but it doesn’t matter. 

I see so many older men with younger girls, but that’s not what I came 
here to do. I am no longer in Sri Lanka; that’s for sure. 

I’ve been at the bar for a while. By the time I get back from the bathroom, 
someone is sitting on the stool next to mine. Based on the tattoo, the makeup, 
and her ability to start flirting with me so effortlessly, I make a few basic 
assumptions, one of which is that this is going nowhere. 

She’s attractive, but I’m having a hard time with her particular line of 
work. 

She’s read Tolstoy and Yeats, prefers Barcelona over Madrid, and has 
some good arguments to support her opinions. She considers Van Gogh 
overrated, Picasso a genius, and she believes that art museums have gotten 
far too expensive, except for the ones that are free. 

The bars along the beach will stay open for a bit longer. Instead of 
sticking around, we decide to wander along the main drag, away from the 
action. The street is poorly lit; I hope I can find my way back home later. 

She says she’s a writer herself, and that she has even published a book of 
poetry. She reveals this with such nonchalance, as if she were an English lit 
professor. 

Perhaps I have been unfair. Everyone’s got to make a living. Maybe I am 
being too judgmental. 

*** 
I wake up with a splitting headache. I need to catch a boat back to the 

capital before I make any more mistakes. I am starting to think that, at least 
for me, inhibitions and alcohol are mutually exclusive. 

“Time to say goodbye,” she tells me. 
“I know.”  I need to end this. 
I walk her down to the hotel lobby. 
“I am not who you think I am,” she says with a grin. 
“Okay,” is the only reply I can think of. 

*** 



I am now at 30,000 feet, wondering where might be the nearest clinic I 
can go to right after I deplane. Reading will take my mind off it. The more I 
read of Lessing, the more I like her. As I find where I left off reading, I notice 
that my bookmark has been replaced. Someone has put their business card in 
there. 

This can’t be possible. Maybe they just have the same last name. 
But this card looks so official… 



No Umbrella 
By Stephen V. Ramey  

A moment of sunshine erupts on a rainy day, leaving no time to 
defragment my drive, my life, my frantic impulse. I dash for the cafe, laptop 
clutched beneath one arm. I have no umbrella. 

The café features pastries made up from scratch and a counter clerk I 
fancy. My philanthropist father would say to stand firm against temptation. 
The world is rife with cataclysms more pressing than my cock. I think of him 
booking a flight to The Congo, Ethiopia, Darfur. I think of his direct stride 
and gaze; the immaculate slacks, shirt ... no tie. He enters turmoil like the 
calm at the center of a storm. Oh, to walk in his shoes, to experience his 
wealth of ambition. 

Enough! What matters now is that this mad dash culminates in reward: 
Amy the counter clerk and a Napoleon, dripping crème. Twin hungers on 
the cusp of explosion. 

The curb trips me. The laptop skitters, collides with brick façade. Crack! 
comes the shame, dark like a womb, a cloud begging release. I glimpse 
flashes of Father, mending the fencepost I had crashed the dirt bike into, and 
flashes of him gripping the U-Haul steering wheel as we drove back from the 
college I’d flunked out of. What’s behind that placid face? those industrious 
hands? and why must his life so often be postponed to repair what I have 
broken? 



Corpse Light 
By Chris Deal  

Lawrence followed the water; down valleys and through brush for three 
days. He went deeper into the wood than he had ever gone before, sleeping 
under trees that had never known the presence of man. Animals eyed him as 
a curiosity, owls called to him, wolves sniffed at his prone form, at the pack 
he carried. His feet bled and his stomach ached, but he kept on, going further 
still. The old timers told him what he needed to do, and their words ran 
through his head all the while. This was his burden, and he carried it with 
him. 

Under the Hunter’s moon of the third night, he arrived at his 
destination. The forest had thinned, and the beasts were silent. The clearing 
looked to be the same as any other, but buried under the leaves he found 
stones. Lawrence fell, clawing at the dirt until he hit root. He hacked and 
cleared the hole, making it deep enough. When he was pleased with his 
work, he removed the child from his pack. He held the boy’s small head to 
his lips and wept before placing the tiny frame into the ground. His name 
was Saul. Lawrence prayed, just as the old-timers told him to, that the child 
would find a place on the other side, that he and the boy’s mother would be 
happy and warm. He marked the grave with a river stone and left with the 
moon in hiding. 

As the sun was born, the landscape was foreign, but he continued to the 
west. Nothing was as it should be. The creek was lost to him, the deer’s path. 
The fourth day came, and he was no closer to home. Lawrence sat below a 
tree from dawn until the world disappeared under the night’s blanket. He 
had lost his wife and his boy and now, himself. 

The wolves had a growing hunger, and their calls came closer 
throughout the night. Lawrence blinked, and through the trees, there came a 
glow. A man stepped between the trees, his skin aflame. The two men 
watched each other, and without a word, the engulfed soul turned and 
Lawrence followed his light, over hill and through brush, until he came to 
the creek. The night collapsed back in on itself, and the man was gone. 
Lawrence swore that the man bore his own face, the one his boy, buried 
beneath root and stone, would have grown into. 



Leaving  
By Caitlin Barnhart 

My fingerprints are almost gone. I am going too. Cooling soot covers the 
last of me, warming back up to my body heat. Small boys run ahead to clear 
the way, I think they get paid well. I hope so. I wish the boys hope for me 
too, but that would just be asking too much. 

Dust is home. Home is here, under the people. We are not them, it is not 
my home with them. When I am covered with their fuel they do not see, I am 
too far away. When I am covered with debris they do not hear, I am too 
deep. 

My fingerprints are fully gone now. I am no longer me. They are them, I 
am dust. 



Five A.M. Still 
By Bobbi Lurie  

5 a.m. Still 

Don’t forget this, this shit, all this shit. And the shoes you do without, 
while stepping in it, creeping around, trying not to wake your caretaker, 
someone you know to be insane, someone with the power to lock you back 
up in the looney bin. 

You might climb over the gate, careful not to fall. 
He might be there, waiting, anticipating your escape, your run into the 

wet grass, next to the roadrunners’ mouths, filled with prey: mice, lizards, 
whatever the forest offers that day. 

Animals stand next to you most days while you’re  standing over the 
river, thinking of drowning, your hand over your mouth, wondering what it 
is like not to breathe. 

11:30 p.m. 

Finally in bed, he’s sleeping. The house feels softer in the dark. You 
listen to his jagged breath, pushing and pulling; you think of extinguishing 
it, with your bare hands, your voice crying out, for joy and release, 
involuntarily. 

You met him in a gap in your life. You were spreading your wings. 
There was silver lining in every cloud. 

Ugly word: “cunt.” But he used it. He used it on you. Lewd, ugly, old 
man: bow-legged, hairy legs like a roach, or a rodent. Something scampering 
for cheese; the smell of rot; wanting all the things that you are not. 

Yes. At first, it was nice. 
Later 
Everyone said “always” about your behavior. Their cruelty lilted at the 

end of each sentence. 
Tender moments followed, sometimes looking at the sky; short 

moments, forgetting your life, yourself. Trees making sounds, so much like 
his breathing; trees, heavy with fruit, and you fearing another pregnancy, 
another child of his. 

Your anger is everywhere. It spills into all your distinctions; the trinkets 
you wear cannot hide the noose around your neck. 

Nice the way the world turns. 



Apartment C 
By Joshua Moses   

I wrote Dr. Karovich a lengthy letter, asking whether it might be 
possible to arrange a private meeting with him. His publisher apparently 
forwarded it to his niece, Julia. She was kind enough to send the letter back 
to me with a note appended, indicating that her uncle had been deceased 
for a great many years. This should have been my first clue that Julia was 
not, as they say, “right in the head.” Dr. Karovich was, of course, alive and 
well. I had purchased a signed copy of his survey of Jewish erotic art at a 
used bookstore only the previous year. I considered whether it made sense 
to argue by letter with a lunatic. Concluding that it did not, I put on my 
best suit and a tie and went to call at the return address on the manila 
envelope. 

The building was a four-story walkup constructed of red brick. 
Apartment C was labeled “J Karov,” and I pressed the buzzer beside it. A 
woman’s voice responded. I indicated that I was a fan of Dr. Karovich and 
would very much appreciate the opportunity to speak with him regarding 
my own contribution to Jewish erotica. I also mentioned the letter I had 
written so that Julia would understand that her uncle had not suddenly 
become a worldwide sensation. She apologized over the intercom, said that 
I apparently had not received her note — which, of course, I had — but that 
her uncle had been dead for the better part of two decades, and it would 
therefore be very difficult to arrange a meeting. 

This seemed a very strange thing to lie about, and so I asked her 
whether she had considered the possibility that she ought to seek a mental 
health evaluation. She had no reaction to this, and so I took the opportunity 
to suggest a number of doctors with whom I was familiar. Eventually 
someone came out the front, and so I slipped into the building as Julia was 
unresponsive and apparently unwilling to continue the discussion. 

Apartment C was on the second floor. I knocked and stated firmly that 
I wanted to speak with Dr. Karovich, adding that Julia needed to see a 
psychiatrist. Julia did not answer, and it eventually occurred to me that she 
had perhaps slipped out some back exit. I scurried back down the stairs in 
time to see a woman, in shorts and a t-shirt, dashing down the block in 
bright green sneakers. I am not a runner, and so I took out a cigarette and 
proceeded to smoke it in the vestibule while considering my options. 
Eventually, I selected a few of my favorite erotic self-portraits and slipped 
them under Julia’s door, along with a note pleading that she show them to 



her Uncle and share my telephone number with him as well. I also 
reiterated my offer to provide a personal referral to a mental health 
professional. 

If I still get no response, I will return. 



Soap, Booze, and Life on an Island Nation 
By Gibson Bateman 

Here, like everywhere else I have lived, I try to “spread it around” and 
buy liquor at various places. I do this mostly so people don’t think I have a 
drinking problem, but also because I like to frequent an array of locations, 
talk to different people, and feel like a more sophisticated, cosmopolitan 
consumer than I actually am. I also don’t want to seem too conspicuous. 

I’m a white guy in Asia. And I’m supposed to be on vacation. Or at least 
that’s what my visa says. 

When I go to buy liquor at the grocery store near my house, I always buy 
some bars of soap. I can’t remember exactly when I started doing this, but 
it’s been going on for at least several months now, probably longer than that. 
I think I might have a soap problem since I buy soap every time I visit the 
grocery store, irrespective of whether or not I buy any booze. To be clear, the 
soap purchases were a deliberate, yet very superficial, attempt to show the 
grocery store employees that I was not just coming for the booze but that I 
also needed some soap, which I thought was a brilliant ruse. I’ve been under 
a lot of pressure recently, and I’ve been thirsty, but no one needs to know 
that. 

I noticed my serial soap purchasing tonight when I went there to get 
some plastic spoons. I usually eat with my hands, but I like seeing plastic 
spoons in my kitchen because that makes me feel like I’m normal. I needed 
the spoons. After I got them, I picked up a bag of chips. Then I went and 
bought a three-pack of bar soap. That’s when it hit me. 

When I got back home, I found myself staring at no less than 15 bars of 
soap — sensitive, fresh, cool, original — they’re all there, lying all over my 
kitchen counter. I have several extra bars in the bathroom, and, five minutes 
ago, I came across a few additional bars in my fridge. 

The idea of “Fridge soap” may have found its way into my subconscious 
since someone at our office always puts the bar soap in the fridge before 
everybody goes home for the night; otherwise, the rats eat it during the 
evening, so the next day,  washing your hands doesn’t feel quite as 
refreshing as it should. 

I need to get to the beach. I need a real vacation, but I can’t help 
wondering if I’m crazy or not. No, surely not. I’m just another white guy 
with an unoriginal cover story, a visit visa, and a pair of very clean hands. 



Sassy Wench 
By Gessy Alvarez  

Father said that if there was a fire and he had to choose between the poet 
and me, he’d save the poet. I take a good look at the poet as he accepts a cup 
of tea from me. The cup shakes against his saucer. I smile at him. Free love is 
our natural inclination, I say. He calls me his sassy wench. 

I believe the poet’s in love with my father and obsessed over my dead 
mother. He tries to see my parents in me. I tell him to stop. I am not my 
mother. She died after I was born. All I know is what my father wrote about 
her, and from that desperate perspective, I learned my mother led a 
scandalous life. Somehow, in between love affairs, Mother found her way 
into Father’s arms, and, although both abhorred the institution of marriage, 
they did in fact form a lawful union while I grew inside her belly. 

The poet takes my hand and begins to recite a poem he wrote about the 
spirit of beauty. He no longer brings his wife to the bookstore. She’s 
pregnant with their first-born. He says she’s homebound, can’t move around 
much. I asked him once why he married the poor girl. He said he did it to 
spite his parents. 

Italy is on his mind now. He wants to settle there with his wife and child. 
His unsteady hand sits on my knee. I propose he take me to Italy instead. He 
grabs my hand and places a languorous kiss on my palm. 

For entertainment, I ask that my sister join us. At this, the crooked vein 
above his brow pulsates. We should leave now and take off like thieves, I 
say. He stands up ready to pull me with him but stops short. I can feel his 
reticence. 

Father can’t save the poet. I kiss Percy’s lips. Father can’t save me. I 
press my body against his. Father can’t save himself. I let Percy lead me by 
the hand. 

Father will thank me later. 



Circus Acts 
By Dan Allawat 

The circus was coming to town. Wesley learned this from his sister’s 
friend, Kylie, who, assuming he couldn’t go, had decided to taunt him with 
the news. The truth was, Wesley didn’t have enough money to go to the 
circus, or to do much of anything else. He really wanted to go but knew his 
dad wouldn’t have the money to take him, much less the desire. Determined 
to find a way, Wesley went door to door in his neighborhood asking his 
neighbors if they had any chores he could do in the next day or so. 

Jim Benson told him that he had just paid a boy to cut his grass two days 
earlier, but to check back next week because, “That boy didn’t do a very 
good job nohow.” Doris Daugherty, the 80 year-old widow that lived two 
doors down, said her great grandson, Willie, “Already comes over once a 
week to help her out,” but she thanked Wesley anyway. Wesley didn’t tell 
her that Willie smokes cigarettes in her backyard sometimes, or that he 
throws rocks at her cat. 

At the Livingston’s house, he found Mr. Livingston sitting in a lawn 
chair in his front yard with a shotgun resting across his lap; a running 
sprinkler intermittently cast water down on him in a graceful arc, leaving 
tiny clear rivulets running down his forehead. Wesley noticed Mrs. 
Livingston, peeking out through the thick curtains of their living room 
window as he continued walking down the street in the early evening 
gloom, abandoning any thoughts of going to the circus. 

At home, Wesley found Kylie still there, hanging out with his sister. 
They were giggling and carrying on about boys, as they normally do, in a 
manner that Wesley didn’t understand. 

From her vantage point, sitting on the front steps that led into the house, 
Kylie spotted Wesley walking across the front yard and yelled, “Hey Wesley, 
you going to that circus? I heard they are going to have lions and elephants 
and clowns and even them trapeze people.” 

Wesley looked up at Kylie and thought for a minute before replying, 
“Sure I’m going. Mr. Livingston is sitting down there in his front yard giving 
away tickets. You should go ask him for a couple.” 



November  
By Mike DiChristina 

Joe called his son, Tom, on All Souls Day to confirm Thanksgiving. 
“Sure you and Ma are up for it?” said Tom. 
“No problem,” said Joe. 
“We’ll just come for dinner.” 
“That’s a long drive. Stay overnight,” said Joe, “Angela loves it, and the 

kids love sleeping in your old room. I’ll make French toast Friday morning. 
Maybe we’ll go shopping downtown.” 

“We’ll bring the turkey.” 
“We got the turkey,” said Joe. 
“Okay, Pops,” said Tom. 
Joe hung up. Upstairs, he lay next to Angela. “They’re coming,” he 

whispered. 
That night, Joe sat at the kitchen table with his calendar opened to 

November, a sheet of notepaper, and a pencil stub. Licking his pencil as he 
wrote, Joe made two columns on the notepaper: one for food, the other for 
chores. Then, he transferred each item to his calendar, making an entry on 
the day he would perform the given task. 

The next day, Joe started upstairs with the unused bedrooms, washing 
the linens and cleaning the windows and floors. In Tom’s old room, Joe 
opened the closet door and pulled the desk chair over. The chair creaked as 
he stood on it, just tall enough to reach the stuffed monkey on the top shelf. 
He removed the monkey from the plastic bag and smelled it before placing it 
on the bed. 

When each room was in order, Joe closed the door and checked it off on 
his planner. 

Early in the month, Joe acquired the non-perishable items: canned 
squash, frozen corn, Stovetop Stuffing. He also bought corn muffin mix and 
cranberry sauce. 

Later, he focused on downstairs. He placed a pillow on the kitchen floor 
to protect his knees and waxed the linoleum. Outside, he raked the barren 
backyard, scratching the shiny brown earth, stuffing leaves, dried dog shit, 
and windblown garbage into a plastic bag. 

One evening, the front doorbell rang. 
The priest stood in the front foyer, wrinkling his nose. “How’s Angela?” 

he said. 
“Visiting Tom,” said Joe, “New baby.” 



“Tell her I miss her.” 
“Me, too,” said Joe. 
On Tuesday of Thanksgiving week, Joe walked to the A&P to buy fresh 

things for a salad. He bought crackers, cheddar cheese, and a six-pack to 
watch the football games with Tom. For Friday breakfast, he got eggs, milk, 
and white bread. He had cinnamon leftover from last year. The prices had 
gone up, so he didn’t have enough cash, but the lady let him go. 

“You pay me next week,” she said. 
That night he woke up remembering he had forgotten the butter. 
“I forgot the butter,” he said to Angela, “and the syrup.” 
Joe set the table on Wednesday morning. He put chocolate turkeys at the 

kids’ seats for after dinner, and he laid Saran wrap over the table to keep the 
dust off. 

That afternoon, the delivery boy came over with the turkey, which Joe 
left on the counter to defrost. 

Joe was ready. He sat in the dusk and practiced talking. 



Roncali  
By Brian Duke 

After the show, I approached the fallen acrobat, and, like the coward I 
am, shook his unbroken hand. I wanted to tell the sophist everything. I 
wanted to tell him about my wishing of his injury and thank him for the 
fulfilling of my wish. I wanted to tell him that my guilt over my wish was 
triumphed by my correctness. I wanted to thank him for being the 
pornographer of movement he was, one willing to risk his personal safety 
out of performance and confirm my expectations of human error in perfect 
execution. I wanted to say thank you for your human error, thank you for 
providing all the sustenance I need to get through the next show and the 
shows beyond that, always with the pinnacle of human error that this show 
was, not far from my mind. 

“Would you like an autograph?” the fallen acrobat asked. 
And as soon as the question came, I couldn’t help myself anymore. Out 

of nervousness or pure hilarity, I started laughing. A deep, stomach-centered 
laugh that began in my stomach and extended out until my entire body was 
gyrating in paralysis with laughter. My chest was in pain, and I could hardly 
breathe, but I kept on laughing, pushing my laugh as hard as I could into the 
face of the acrobat. I laughed harder than I have ever laughed before. He 
stood and looked at me in silence, in horror. But I couldn’t help myself. 

I laughed and laughed and laughed. 



Kingdom  
By Rory Fleming 

Your kingdom is shaped like a diamond. The four halls I walk are 
different because I know I turn left every time I get to a dead-end, and I 
never turn around. Everything looks plain though. The candles flicker dimly. 
The walls are unadorned plaster. I am grateful that I have shoes, because the 
floor is simple slate. I marked the spot I started walking from by getting on 
my hands and knees and coughing up enough spit and mucus to make a 
puddle: my version of “You are here.” 

A bell rings five times a day. I can either tell it I want to eat or that I do 
not want to eat. I don’t actually know how much time exists between rings; I 
only know it is accurately attuned to my stomach. With my footsteps, I can 
count the amount and the time it takes to get from one end of the hall to the 
next. However, I forgot my watch, and there are too many seconds that pass 
for me to dwell on the external. 

I can’t imagine what it would be like to be outside the kingdom. If I were 
outside the kingdom, my spit wouldn’t matter to anyone. I would be too 
busy for my own footsteps. This kind of ponderous pattern would be 
discouraged. Besides, I like existing in you. It gives me something to pay 
allegiance to. 

From the last time I decided to count — starting at one left turn 
arbitrarily picked — I’ve walked twenty-eight lengths. This was before 
stopping in the middle to kneel. I ask, without belligerence, “Who are you to 
stuff me in your kingdom? Why have I not seen you, and why do I not 
remember anything from before I came?” 

The bell rings. I get up, turn my head from side to side, but I do not turn 
around. Then it rings again and again. It keeps ringing. I ask it politely for it 
to stop, do stop, and I run down the hall, cut a quick turn. It follows me. I 
feel it behind me. I have forgotten how to turn around. 

Covered in your vomit, I wake up in the rain. 



Alewives 
By Guy Yasko 

There wasn’t anything on TV, at least nothing we wanted to see. The big 
people told us not to go past the park. But we did. It was too cool not to. 
Bricks, burnt up cars, burnt up buildings ... 

We threw bricks. Like the big people did. At Joey. He ran past the park. 
But so what? No one was watching. He hid in a building. We went in, too. 
Pretty soon, we forgot about Joey. In one building, out another. The 
buildings smelled like alewives and ashes. 

We went around a corner where the dead fish smell was stronger. There 
were dead people hanging from streetlights. Birds sat on their shoulders. 
Their clothes were all white. Bird shit. The birds flew away when they saw 
us. The dead people jiggled on their ropes. 

More dead people were on the ground. Alex poked one with a stick. The 
stick went right through. There was nothing inside. Skin over bone. Alex 
started running. We ran, too. 

I never told anyone. 



Mask  
By Kenneth Pobo 

James learned to breathe with his mouth rather than his nose because his 
hometown smelled bad. He spent much of his time in his mom’s curio shop. 
He felt more at ease there than most anywhere else—except the attic of his 
family’s home. His mom sold many odd items, but his favorites were the 
masks. Some made him laugh, and some resembled famous people. Many 
were hideous, death masks or faces contorted by anger, and he liked those 
best. He didn’t find them scary, and didn’t find it strange when one of them 
would talk to him. 

“Are you paying attention in school, James?” a skeletal mask wanted to 
know. 

“I daydream,” James replied. “I doodle all over my papers and get in 
trouble.” 

“I’d do badly in school, too,” said the mask. “They want obedience, and I 
eat obedience.” 

All James wanted to do was paint. 
He told his parents that the masks talked to him, but they knew James 

had a strong imagination and humored him. James hated that, but he 
respected his parents and usually escaped to the street. Most of the people he 
saw in town looked like buffoons or sillies, driven mad by a desire to 
impress. He hated that too. 

Tommy was the only boy James knew who believed that the masks 
actually spoke. He wouldn’t go in the curio shop, and the others laughed at 
him. James wished that he could make Tommy see that the masks didn’t 
hate kids, but he didn’t want to upset Tommy because he’d cry or run off. 

Eventually James became a famous painter. He often painted masks or 
people with mask-like faces. 

“Why not paint happy faces?” a lady in an ostrich-feathered hat asked him. 
“They scare me,” James said. 
While he was painting, he often dreamed of the curio shop. Some artists 

search for a muse if one doesn’t come to them. Not James. He didn’t have to. 
The masks had become his muse, talking to him in memory, guiding him, 
sliding letters written by Death under his door, letters that would terrify 
most of us. James found them humorous, even a comfort, full of eager advice 
and encouragement. He’d read the letters, set up his easel, and paint as if his 
life depended on it. 

It did. 



Isaiah 57:15 
By Jon Beight 

I was billed as “The Geek,” but I knew better. I was a murderer. I 
murdered for money. I murdered to put food on my table, shoes on my feet, 
and a roof over my head. Nothing more. Nothing less. Never was I proud of 
this, but never did I suspect I would wind up in this wretched place in 
atonement for what I had done. 

Ten times a day. Every day. My performances slaked a curious and 
exuberant crowd’s thirst for unnatural and horrific death. 

My victims share a common experience: frightened anticipation boiling 
over into the mad rustle of wings as they struggle to escape, talons flailing in 
reflex to my tightening grip. Through feathers and skin, I split their bones, 
spray their blood, and inevitably they surrender. How I got here is not 
important. I was alive. I died. I am here. All that matters is I am here, amid 
the heads and bodies of my victims. Their blood has stained my skin. A stain 
that carries with it the unholy stench of violent death. It’s etched so deep that 
no amount of washing, of scouring, of praying, can remove it. 

But I am not condemned to dwell here for eternity. Instead, I must 
preside over endless marriages that will make two parts as one. I must 
oversee the reunion of bodies, to make whole their spirits. I have but one 
sewing needle. I guard it with care, for if the needle is lost, then I am lost. 

When the work is done, when the haunting echoes of anguish can no 
longer be heard, this stain will be gone, and I will be free. 



Through Disarticulations 
By Peter Baltensperger  

Worlds explode. Mountains crash into valleys. Oceans seethe. A high-
speed cross-country train rushes across a broken viaduct into nothingness. 
Lakes and rivers churn with imploding stars, primordial storms. Damian 
walks into a river of blood, looking for direction in a world without 
signposts, answers in a questionless panorama. He reaches into the thick 
darkness, groping for solutions to equations he has yet to encounter without 
recognizing the implications, the inherent significance of the landscape 
speeding by. 

A solitary tree grows out of the river, its massive crown silhouetted 
against the black sky, long branches dangling into the blood. He grabs hold 
of a limb, pulls himself into the thicket of branches, grasps at stability in the 
insecurities of the night. A woman sits in the crook of a branch at the top of 
the tree, her hands balanced against the thick wood, staring up into sky. She 
knows about the importance of balance, the maintenance of a calculated 
equilibrium. Above her, constellations are shifting, crackling into 
unrecognizable fragments, eliminating further probabilities. She watches in 
silence, unperturbed. 

Damian climbs up to the top of the tree, sits on the branch next to her, 
immerses himself in her security. She wraps him into her balance, points to 
the confusion in the sky until he begins to recognize the connotations, even 
though his eyes are blurred from the river and he can only comprehend 
fragments of her interpretation. She takes his mind into hers and rocks him 
through the equilibrium to show him the meaning of rivers, the 
consequences of mountains. The tree sways dangerously in a sudden blast of 
wind, a reminder of who they are. 

The woman takes hold of his hand and they jump back into the rushing 
blood, fight their way across the current, climb out of the river into a field of 
flaming grass. She doesn’t have an answer, only cryptic messages she 
gathered from the top of the tree. They skirt the inferno in silence, find their 
way into a town without eyes. The world begins to make some sense again, 
even though he still can’t decipher the ultimate implication of darkness, 
can’t understand the impact of her balance. The woman refuses to reveal any 
information. She has already achieved her completion with her waiting, her 
attention to the voices in the wind. 

A concerto for violin and flute echoes faintly through the town, bounces 
off the black sky. Damian reaches into the trembling air to gather insecurities 



for his collection, touch the equilibrium he knows exists somewhere in the 
void, but he can only do so much with his hands. The woman has fulfilled 
her purpose and dissolves into the tremolo of the first violin. Only the 
conductor knows of the crescendo, the final resolutions of the eddying notes. 



Trick or Treat 
By Simon Kewin 

He hated Hallowe’en. 
Any other time of the year he was safe. People hurried past his decaying 

clapperboard house, his graveyard jungle of weeds, and pulled their children 
along with them. Not stopping. 

Everyone knew the stories. The mad old recluse in his crumbling house. 
Noises at night. Chewed up bodies buried in the basement. Let them talk. He 
saw no one, spoke to no one, and that suited him fine. That was best for 
everyone. Everything under control. 

Until Hallowe’en. 
On Hallowe’en, they lost all fear of him; thought their ridiculous 

costumes protected them. Up they came in giggling, laughing flocks to rap 
on his door. Most of them just children. Why did it have to be children? He 
would ignore them, of course, dowse the candles and cower in an upstairs 
corner where they couldn’t see him. Still, he’d hear them. They’d shout at 
him through his door, hurl stones against his windows. They knew he was in 
there. They’d vie with each other to terrify him the most, promising to set 
fire to his house to flush him out. The monsters. He’d crouch in the darkness, 
arms wrapped around his knees, shaking from fear and self-loathing. 

They’d come in groups but sometimes alone. Like now. A solitary knock 
on his door. Perhaps their friends hadn’t turned up. Perhaps they had no 
friends. 

He’d made a vow many years ago, swore it by his own long life. But this 
was too much. They were to blame. They wandered up to his house and 
ruined everything. 

Why couldn’t they leave him alone? Every other night of the year he 
could control it, but not at Hallowe’en. 

He threw open the door and hauled the child inside. 



Blowing Stuff Up 
By Kenneth Pobo 

In the Micah library, Spacker looked at the Missouri map, two pages of 
despair, in an atlas. The library rules were typical and clear: no smoking, no 
loud talking. Mrs. Cripshaw watched the patrons closely. A book thief could 
be in the three-room library. Or a teenager sneaking a smoke in the 
bathroom. 

Spacker believed in hell, not heaven. Mrs. Cripshaw would be damned 
to hell forever, mourning a world of card catalogues replaced by computers. 
He was sure she assumed she was going to heaven, but here was Satan, 
checking out books that he had no intention of reading or returning. In fact, 
he was the best book burner the world had ever known—impotent Mrs. 
Cripshaw could do nothing to stop him. 

Micah was an hour south of Jeff City. He had a used truck, but rarely 
drove more than twenty miles from town. St. Louis may as well have been 
on Mars, Kansas  City too. He thought of it as his own little hell, one that 
Satan never bothered to visit. 

“When I blow this town, I’m leaving no survivors. They’ll thank me,” he 
said to no one, uneasy that he’d probably never leave. You don’t leave hell. 

Most residents thought that Spacker was peculiar. He’d wave when he 
saw neighbors in the town square, but his ways and habits were pretty well 
known: He liked blowing stuff up. One time he gathered twenty-six buckets, 
turned them upside down, peed on each one, then took out his gun and shot 
them—all while laughing like a hyena. 

It didn’t matter what it was, big or small, if Spacker could blow it up he 
would. For now, he left houses and stores alone, saving them for the Big 
Explosion on the day when he left town for good. In the meantime, he blew 
holes in electric fences, shot the heads off of daffodils, and everyone believed 
that Spacker was responsible for blowing up Mayor Adelle Turner’s shed. 

Risking Mrs. Cripshaw’s nose and wrath, he lit a Marlboro in the back of 
the library and burned a hole in the atlas, burned Micah off the page, taking 
the county with it. Mrs. Cripshaw dashed over and tossed him out. He 
laughed, loudly, and she forbade him to ever return. 

No problem. He didn’t like reading anyway. Maybe it wouldn’t be more 
than six months or so before he’d have enough explosives to ka-boom the 
library, Mrs. Cripshaw in it, red bricks tumbling from the sky like meteors 
falling all over town. 



These Woods 
By Nathaniel K. Miller 

The last time I came to these woods, we came to these woods. 
It’s a shallow entrance to a deep green cove, a slipping footpath through 

grey fields. Down inside the belly, there’s moss and the remains of rain and a 
gulch, which I assume must have been part of the lakebed once. Bright green 
algae blooms punctuate the silt, and if you couldn’t find your way by those 
alone, petrified stumps imply vertices by which one could navigate toward 
or away from actual water. 

Last time, we had an escort of sorts, a bee which hovered three feet over 
our heads, staying with us through the low swamp patch you didn’t want to 
take (full of mosquitoes; you were right), leaving us just as the snake hissed. 
She never showed her face, but who does? I stumbled through a web and 
you kicked a fat red spider off of my chest, a high kick that left me scraped 
and winded. 

If I said this to you now, you’d say, “These things all happened at 
different times.” They happened in different woods, too, in different states. 
Harper’s Ferry, where the bridge beckoned and backward-looking butterflies 
laughed against the stench of summer and the lack of upkeep on the trail. 
“So it goes,” they whispered into plastic bags left by trail-markers. Blue 
Marsh, Nolde Forest, merging maps of dream-woods and real woods and the 
spirits they share or do not yet share. They will simply have to get along 
now. The Shinto spirits, proud as they were, suffered their recasting as 
Buddhist ghosts. I think our local watershed will fare just fine. 

As we walked back to that cave-head path, where the green gives itself 
back again to yellow dirt, a hawk cast her shadow and then her voice. She 
said “Reconsider.” 

I said, “I’m in the woods again, aren’t I?” 
*** 

“What does it mean if a hawk screams at you?” Later, when we look it 
up, there are two general opinions. One holds that someone verbally 
assaulted by a hawk is close to his true purpose, that he is connected to the 
land. 

The other opinion is that we were too close to the nest. 



A Cold Collation 
By Abigail Wyatt 

‘It is no more than our duty,’ one of them said and my heart froze inside 
me.  They approached me deliberately: a steady gaze, a series of slow, 
measured steps. In their leader’s face I saw no trace of menace but something 
that was almost affection.  He gave the impression that, at any moment, he 
might offer me avuncular advice. 

He was slightly built, of medium height, and the very picture of 
elegance.  He wore a dove-grey suit and a lavender shirt, pale and 
impeccably crisp.  Although his hair was grey and thinning, he had the look 
of a man who knows he is a force to be reckoned with.  He had a trim 
waistline, an intelligent expression, and an air of authority, as if he knew 
what he wanted to achieve and also how best to get his way. 

‘I am afraid there is nothing else for it,’ he said.  ‘In this there can be no 
exceptions,’ and he made the very briefest of smiles and the most 
perfunctory of nods. 

Then, as they held me at the point of a knife, a fourth man stepped 
purposefully forward and drew from his pocket a small, flat, black 
leatherette case.  He lifted the lid with exaggerated care, and I saw his 
features soften.  Then something flashed sharp as silver in the chilly morning 
light. 

Before I could either speak or cry out, he was suddenly upon me.  He 
worked in silence with a child’s concentration, his pink tongue at the corner 
of his mouth. At first there was no pain, only biting cold and a curious 
crawling sensation.  I had no idea of the scale of his work until I saw the 
rushing of my blood. 

I came spinning back to earth to find myself lying in something like a 
metal container.  On all sides, its walls rose up, smooth and shiny and grey.  I 
was now quite alone and, though the pain was fierce, I felt a thrill of perverse 
satisfaction.  They had had to cut it from out of my mouth before I would 
give up my truth. 



I Am An Open Grave 
By Emily Smith-Miller 

If I wasn’t already losing everything, I’d say take me as I am, but with so 
little sense of self left at hand, I understand your reticence, I understand the 
organ music, the black lace curtains, and a final resting space of cold, 
disturbed earth. I feel the grass for the last time, I smell the leaves in your 
hair, my eyes are going blind, but the images are retina burned and will 
shine while I lie in the dark. You never knew I had a heart light like the one 
that sings now, a beacon for the missing and misanthropic, the longing 
lonely lovers whispering those names over split bleeding tongues. You know 
you can only say a name so many times before it starts to cut your mouth 
muscles, it causes pustulating sores, they burst and drip vile poison down 
your throat. Don’t say my name too often, I like your lips. You always 
brought her lilies, I think she  knew, because those lilies grew, and they gave 
the graveyard that special smell of afterlife. What will you bring me, when 
the box is lowered? Will you put the thistles and nettles in my plot? The 
place where wild-eyed youthful love goes to choke out its death rattle. I wish 
I could tell you the ground will be kinder to me than the world, but I’m 
assured no mercy and they’re calling to me, singing out my name, church 
choir, scalding undead fame. Hold me, I’m decaying, no I’m shedding this 
mortal coil, this skin, these bones, that hair, these eyes, these gray-green 
headstone eyes. I’m aging in accelerated freeze frames, one nail-biting 
second at a time. And they are here to bury my final sentence alive, watch 
me go, watch me fade. Cobalt was her gaze and she was delicious, I’d never 
take it back, not one life altering minute of it. 



Overheard  
By Townsend Walker 

—Probably wasn’t anything could be done about it. 

—You did everything you could. 

—When was it? A month ago we talked to him. 

—Given the circumstances, inevitable. 

—With what he was mixed up in. 

—Bound to happen, sooner or later. 

—Che sera, sera. 

—But to end up there. 

—I don’t know what else I could have done. 

—Did you hear about that thing a couple days earlier? 

—Why on earth would anyone . . .? 

—You know, it’s really been hard on Sally. 

—But she’s been a trooper though it all. 

—Did the police have to give out so much detail? 

—Hey, over by the pillar, is that her? Black hat. 

—These days . . . . 

—What do you think happens next? 

—There’ll be questions. 



—They talked to you yet? 

—Blonde in the blue dress by the window? 

—Another one? 

—By the way, who found him? 

—They’re not saying. 

—Think this will change anything? 

—Nah. 

—You see anything to drink around here? 



Leap of Faith 
By Michelle Ann King 

They say Icarus’s sin was hubris: that he was punished for daring to 
aspire to the powers of the gods. But the fault lay not with ambition but 
merely lack of preparation. Daedalus ill-prepared his son — what craftsman, 
what engineer, does not build redundancy into his systems? One pair of 
wings would never be adequate. 

I know better, and my boy will not suffer the same fate. His wings are 
beautiful, skin and bone and feather grafted with perfect precision. Some are 
diaphanous and delicate, some robust and sturdy. Every inch of his flesh has 
been transfigured into alate glory. 

I forgive him his fear. Who would not quail at the moment of 
apotheosis? 

I help him to overcome this final hurdle and step off the edge. My hands 
against his shoulders, pushing him towards his destiny. 

I watch him soar, crying out our triumph to the heavens. 



Another Brawl Between Van Gogh and 
Gauguin  
By Mark Zelenka 

While painting, we had begun to wear deeply on each other’s nerves, 
so I was not surprised when I found myself saying, “Your work makes 
excruciatingly painful attempts to be hip.” 

I continued, trying to verbalize how I saw him. I said, you’re like a 
very drunk, very unhip man trying to blend in at one of those bars we used 
to go to. You know, those bohemian places in the Heights (not quite dives) 
where people dance nude without having been hired to do so, and you’re 
thrilled to be there, but at the same time, you feel punished at observing 
the scene as the invisible prison guard of the Panopticon lashes you from 
his high tower with a mile-long whip, because your inner Puritan has an 
obvious problem with sexual freedom and creativity, even as it pursues 
these values liberally and with a blind eye to its own actions. And of course 
you feel secretly pleased (and not punished) to be whipped because you’re 
looking in on a scene you want to be a part of — the gorgeous nude bodies 
of strangers draped across your consciousness like curtains — and by 
watching, you believe you’re also participating in the creative deviations of 
your time. Or maybe you’re a nonparticipant at one of those orgies you 
and I separately went to in West Vineland. 

He didn’t like the criticism and told me so. He said that we were both 
doing similar work in a highly competitive art market and that my 
criticism of his work represented a jockeying for power, a symbolic way of 
trying to castrate him, ruin his confidence, and advance my aesthetic over 
his. In retaliation, he showed me a portrait that he’d recently painted 
without my knowledge: it depicted me as a corpulent, mad, slavering 
jockey on a white horse, which was frothing at the mouth. 

Then he said, “You’re really a jealous crank, because you haven’t yet 
sold a canvas and you never will, and you believe that your tortured 
crankiness will eventually trump any honest aesthetic that attempts to 
harmonize with the new material of our day in consciousness.” 

I laughed as I looked at the picture of myself on that ferocious white 
horse, and then I laughed harder, because I knew he was right. A hundred 
years later I laughed harder still while looking at a painting of the jockey 
on the white horse, which according to the placard in the Museo del Barrio 
belonged to an unknown artist. 



The museum guards were staring at me. 
Despite our bickering, I kind of missed Gauguin, and that was the 

biggest surprise. 



Falling Backwards 
By Anna Baptiste 

A small group of people had congregated around the pit, craning their 
necks trying to get a peek down inside. They stood a safe ten feet away from 
it, all but one of them, who stood with his toes curled over the edge. The 
others whispered in the background, but all he could hear was the soft 
whooshing of the abyss. 

He knew only one thing of the pit: those who entered never returned. 
This should have been enough to keep him away. But it wasn’t. 

At first, he’d been like the others — curious, cautious. But something 
about it called out to him, and so he’d inched closer. He wanted to see the 
bottom; that was all. If he could see the bottom, then he would be satisfied. 
He could go home, tell the tale of his great adventure, and never return. 

But he couldn’t see the bottom. It was too dark, or too deep, or perhaps it 
had no bottom at all, but instead lasted forever. He should have turned 
around then, but the whooshing had only grown louder. He no longer 
wanted to know what waited for him there, but he needed to, more than he 
needed to breathe. 

Sweat dripped down his forehead, falling from his nose into the 
darkness. He watched it go with growing anxiety. Then a call rang out 
behind him. Friend or stranger, he knew not which. It might not have been 
intended for him at all, but it was the excuse he needed to turn away. 

As he turned around, his pupils constricting in the suddenly bright light, 
he saw a blurry figure waving to him in the distance. He waved back but 
didn’t move, instead, looking to the sun glimmering just over the horizon. 
He felt his heartbeat slow, his muscles relax, and so he exhaled, falling 
backwards into nothingness. 



Hungry for the Truth 
By David Parlato 

The tall man with his cane, white, red at the tip, sweeps, taps his way 
into the room. Black hat with a flat top, brim all around. Black trench coat, 
open in front, flows like dark wings in the wind. He brings the storm in with 
him. Rivulets of rainwater run down his black clothes, gleaming in the bright 
lights of the interrogation room. 

Two guards, also dressed in black, stand at opposite ends of the table. 
One holds a four-foot length of rubber hose in his misshapen hands, a large 
bucket of water at his feet. The other holds a coil of barbed wire in gloved 
hands, a haphazard array of dirty dental tools splayed out on his end of the 
table. 

“Tell me what I want to know,” asks the tall man as lightning, followed 
by rumbling thunder, makes the room even brighter. 

“Fuck you,” the prisoner replies, spit droplets flying, but the tall man just 
throws his head back, laughs and laughs, shaking rainwater off his wings. 
Eventually he stops laughing, leans his hook nose, his beak mouth into the 
face of the prisoner. “Keep it up,” he whispers, “I do prefer dining on live 
food.” 



From a Psychiatrist’s Notebook: 
An Unfinished Story 
By Bruce Costello 

The day before her twenty-ninth birthday, Sister Maria arrived in 
Sumatra aboard the barque Matilda Briggs. This was almost two years after 
the strange disappearance of her predecessor, Sister Helga of Heidelberg. 
The Holy Fathers had been reluctant to send a replacement at all, given the 
circumstances, but prayer and faith resolved their doubt. The call went out 
and Sister Maria answered.  

Stepping ashore, she wished she hadn’t. The heat was awful. Her head 
ached, and she felt sick at soul, her old problem of the flesh having troubled 
her during the voyage.  

Nothing had actually happened between Sister Maria and Brother 
Marcus, a fellow passenger. The problem had been in the way her body had 
reacted to the fantasy of him, in how she had physically relieved her 
frustration  ...  and in her guilt.  

After a two-day jungle walk with guides, she arrived at the Mission 
Station to a ceremonious welcome from staff and local natives, who were, 
they said, very relieved at her safe arrival.  

Life for Sister Maria at the Mission Station settled into a routine of 
prayer, teaching, preaching, healing, and meditation.  

Brother Marcus had stayed aboard the Matilda Briggs, his final 
destination unknown, but Sister Maria could not forget him. Her fantasies 
continued, and the torment intensified. One night – whether driven by 
desperation, misery, or yearning - she left her bed and began to walk.  

The night was black, the jungle thick, the heat and humidity horrible. 
She was found the next day, dead.   

*** 
An English detective, on holiday in Sumatra, was asked to investigate, 

along with his companion, a doctor. Examination of the body revealed signs 
of unexpected activity, the nature of which is confidential. There was no 
indication, however, that a struggle had taken place. Unusual bites and 
scratches were found on the woman’s body. Cause of death was given 
officially as misadventure.  

The detective returned to England hurriedly soon afterwards. His 
findings and the medical details were not made public.  

The requirements of confidentiality in my profession do not end with the 



death of the patient, in this case, the unfortunate detective whom I treated for 
years thereafter at my London clinic. Ethically, I can reveal no more of his 
story, as the detective, himself, had stressed to me on several occasions: it is a 
story for which the world is not yet prepared. For now, it must remain 
unfinished. 



A Garden of Roses 
By John Dougherty 

When Charlie Moore buried his wife Agnes for the second time, he 
covered the hole in the back of her head with her favorite gardening hat and 
rolled her body into the shallow grave. She looked different from how he 
remembered. Formaldehyde had firmed the slack muscles. Her complexion 
had turned pallid. Hair fell from under her hat in thin copper strands, the 
expression on her face that of a peaceful mask.  

As the first shovelful of earth fell across Agnes’ face, he knew he could 
no longer bear to look upon it. Subsequent piles slowly covered her body 
until all that remained were the tips of her toes. He raked the remaining soil 
into the grave and smoothed it over with the back of his shovel.   

Charlie had buried his wife once before, under the oak where they had 
put their newborn in the ground. Four generations of his family had been 
interred there. He imagined they would all rest together some day, but his 
wife hated that place. She told him the best part of her was already buried 
there. Agnes never came to the cemetery until the day of her own funeral.  

Agnes deserved a better life than the one she was given. She was a good 
woman, burdened with a husband who never loved her. Charlie had 
watched her ardor turn to ashes. The glue that had bound them turned to 
acid when their child passed away.  

A rose garden grew from their misery, nourished by Agnes’ blood and 
tears. It became her refuge. Charlie would sit in his chair drinking bourbon, 
watching his wife from an ever-growing distance. “If only I believed in 
something,” her note had read. “It might have made a difference. I simply 
want to disappear.” He had to bring her to the garden. He owed it to her. She 
would never be happy beneath the shade of that giant oak.  

Charlie wiped the sweat from his brow and let the shovel fall to his side. 
Then he walked to the back porch and sank into an Adirondack. He lit a 
cigarette and stared at the burial mound. He knew, one day, the dirt would 
settle. Soon it would be flat and covered with a blanket of grass and weeds. 
Every trace of her would be gone. Maybe then, the roses would return.  



The Performer 
By Miko Penn 

A thick black line obstructed my view of her. The headband wasn’t 
doing its job. As I watched her face, severed into two unequal parts, the 
words never touch your face replayed in my mind. 

Don’t touch your face. She was the one responsible for that mantra, and I 
was braced to hear it. This happened every night. I was only nine years old, 
and she knew I would never sit for long. Touching your face meant at least 
another hour of reapplication. 

With my distress palpable, she reached out her porcelain hand and 
swept the rogue hairs from my face. I was relieved she was in one piece 
again. 

“Koko ni saute,” she said and motioned to the cushion. I went to sit on it. 
Then, no time was wasted. Frenzy ensued. A sweep of foundation, faux 
lashes, and deep crimson lipstick. She finished herself before starting me. I 
watched in horror as she disappeared from sight. Replaced by a ghost of 
what she once was, yet somehow new and beautiful. As she turned to me, I 
struggled to keep still. Fine powder assaulted my nose. I fought off the urge 
to sneeze. I thought of a corpse and a mortician. It worked. My innocence 
was covered, each feature, one by one. I now looked like her, but the worst 
part was coming: the binding. I stood up and the regimen began.  

“Ichi, ni, san,” she counted. 
I sucked in deeply. This always frightened me. I never knew when I 

would be able to breathe again. The layers wrapped around me. They 
squeezed the air from my lungs, and I was handicapped. No longer was 
moving the goal. Objective achieved. I was a doll. 

The transformation continued as she placed delicate silk over my body. 
Swans interwoven with cherry blossoms accessorized with an ornate fan of a 
similar pattern. She chose a masculine cobalt blue robe and donned a sword. 
On stage, she’d be my knight in shining armor, and I her princess. 

Unlike hers, my movements were jilted and obviously rehearsed. It 
didn’t really matter. I was tiny and American, every businessman’s fantasy. 
Just being present would suffice. Yet, I felt insecure about being flaunted, 
comforted only by the makeup, which distorted my features to make them 
unequivocally beautiful. I hid in plain view. 

Later, men would hoot and holler, throw bags of money on stage. 
Bouquets of flowers would hit our feet. I would be embarrassed and 
objectified. Would feel like an instrument of submission. So I would dance as 



someone else. Tonight, maybe Madame Butterfly, rebelling against 
oppression. Tomorrow night ... so many possibilities. 

But for my Oba-chan, this wasn’t true. Under the white-painted mask, 
she was more herself and stronger than ever before. With each wielding of 
the sword, she reclaimed power as a woman. She became the inanimate 
incarnate. She turned to face me straight on, then she winked at me, and 
suddenly, I was excited to do it all over again tomorrow. 



Star Dance  
By Sally A. Stephenson 

It comes to him in the night. When he’s lying there, staring at the 
ceiling. The shadows dance on the white paint, forming into the monsters 
that come when you sleep. The moon hangs low in the sky, dances with the 
stars in a ballet that lost all movement when age and time became 
suspended. 

They used to dance. The moon and the stars. She always made them 
dance for him just before bedtime. They’d look out the window, and he’d 
watch as words from age-old literature floated around the room and into 
his subconscious before he fell asleep. 

When the ballet came to a sudden end, it was replaced by the shadows, 
and the shadows turned into monsters. 

“There’s nothing to be scared of,” Gran would tell him. He couldn’t 
believe her. He made her check the cupboard and under the bed. In the 
end, she refused to, and he had to do it himself. Armed with a sneaker, he 
would journey into the depths of his wardrobe, looking for anything that 
may be lurking inside. 

In the cold light of the new dawn, the shadows become less; the 
monsters defeated for another night. The sun beams and shines a light on 
all that is lost, but it is not enough to guide the way. 

The school bus arrives. Yellow and black. Students chatter loudly, 
music pumping from iPods and paper being thrown around. The paper 
balls hit him in the back of the head but create no feeling. The jeers are 
unheard, the commotion a blur. 

At school, it all becomes a blur of repetitive continuum. Go to class. Sit 
for an hour. Go to the next class. Sit for an hour. Lunch. Cold macaroni. 
Morning repeated. Home. 

The long driveway sprawled on for miles. A lonely walk filled with 
uncertainty. Each step closer to the house until something is spotted. A 
glint of silver amid the deep brown of a tree trunk. On further inspection, it 
appears to be a shard of glass. Probably a broken beer bottle. But the beer 
bottles at the house were brown, not silver. Picking it up, the edge delves 
into skin and draws blood. 

Red drops trickle to the ground. They cover the shard of class. The tree 
begins to move as if rousing from a deep sleep. It stands up tall, and a 
keyhole appears just the same shape as the shard of glass. 



The key has been found. The world can be entered. Access to the place 
where the moon will once again dance with the stars. 

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut. 



20 Years 
By Jeff Hill 

2,420 arrests. 2,314 times I pulled my gun. 19 times I shot at someone. 14 
people I killed. 13 who deserved it. 1 who didn’t. 7,300 nights of drinking to 
excess. 3,650 days of wishing for something else. 7,000 days of service. 300 
nights of purposelessness. 32,915 lives saved. 13 lives snuffed out. 1 without 
reason. 

1 day until retirement. 25 years of service. 39 lifelong friends. 436 
respected men and women dressed in blue. 17 watching from above. 1 
watching from below. 26 surrogate kids. 93 reformed junkies. 2 family 
members who refuse to give up hope. 93,941 standing city folk. 1 man. 1 
speech. 1 regret. 

20 years, and all I care about is the 1 that got away. 20 years, and all I 
care about is you. 



The March  
By Christina Murphy 

You march in the coldest of winters, your toes split open, spilling blood 
into the snow. Birds with large silver wings eat the snowy blood and fly by 
you into an arc of moonlight. 

The moonlight is a temptress, leading you on, making you believe there 
was a way out, before vanishing into the pale snow. 

Once, in a small café, you drank espresso, bitter and sweet, and dreamed 
of days ahead, so majestic, so magisterial, so unbounded by horizons or 
limits. You had those dreams once, those days. And you were never alone. 
Always your thoughts were of Maria — her soft lips, and the geraniums she 
grew in clay pots by her door. Why did she never invite you in? It was a 
mystery, because your eyes met and there was a connection. 

If you call her name now, would she come to you? Would she find you 
in this dark, cold, blur of an existence? 

It is possible that you are marching in a circle, returning to the start over 
and over again. There is no way to know, nothing to break the sense that the 
dark cold will never lift. At one point, you feel as if you are treading water in 
a deep sea and soon will drown, then, as if you are marching in the air and 
the moon is upside down. 

Did Maria even exist, or was she part of a dream? Maria existed. Yes, she 
existed. She was more real than all the whiteness of the snow and the miles 
beyond what can be counted by a single lonely and terrified heart. The 
march is pointless. 

You think of words to keep your mind from the pain. You hear voices 
now. Who is speaking? Is it you? It must be God. No, God would not care if 
you gave up. You are alone now in a way you never imagined. Could it 
really be this dark, this cold? Could the snow keep falling from infinity until 
you are buried so deep within it that you become only the snow and nothing 
more? Once, you loved music and danced. Could such silence ever be real? Is 
there nothing to hear? Nothing? 

You are marching, you are falling, the ice under the soft snow is hard 
and piercing. If you had a soul, it would be ripped in half. If you believed in 
anything, you would cry out. You are numb, you are lost; you leave no trail, 
and you will never be found. The whiteness of death is blinding, and the 
endless cold fills your body with bitterness and defeat. 



Castles  
By Tom Mahony 

Water, clean from the mountains, drains into the Pacific. The father 
watches the boy build a castle in the river-mouth sand. The boy is focused on 
his creation. The father offers stern guidance on structural integrity. 

“It’s listing to the side,” he warns. 
The boy says he doesn’t care if it’s “lisping.” It’s his castle and he’ll build 

it his way. 
When he tips the next bucket of sand, the castle collapses. The boy 

glances up, wide-eyed, crushed. The father considers soothing or scolding or 
reiterating the engineering properties of sand. But he just studies the boy in 
silence. 

Waves pound against the rocks. The river meanders into the sea, 
September low. 

The boy frowns, grabs the bucket, and starts building again with the 
same stubborn technique, ignoring all previous advice. 

The father nods and smiles. Excellent, he thinks. 

Reprinted with permission. Originally Published at Bartleby-Snopes, 2009 



Time and Distance 
By Lee Wright 

The storm started when she was halfway through her first glass of 
Chardonnay. Now, rain pelts the apartment windows and lightning fills the 
small room, overpowering the meek flame in the gas fireplace. Molly closes 
her eyes and counts—one one-thousand, two one-thousand — just the way 
her father taught her when she was eight. The thunder rolls around the room 
at the count of fifteen, drowning out the Stravinski — or is it Tchaikovsky? — 
on the stereo. Molly can’t remember who composed this particular piece, but 
she knows that the lightning is about three miles away.  

“Do you like the wine?” Richard asks.  
She opens her eyes and smiles. “Yes. It’s good.”  
“Louis Jadot, ‘94,” he says. “Forty-five dollars a bottle.”  
Molly holds the smile and takes another sip although she prefers 

Chianti. 
Richard notices that her glass is nearly empty. He picks up the bottle. 

“Would you like some more?”  
She shakes her head. “I’d better not. It’s raining and I have to drive 

home.”  
Richard looks into his wineglass and says, “You don’t have to go home, 

you know.”  
So this is it, she thinks. But she doesn’t want to decide, not now. 
She sets her drink on the coffee table and says, “So, do you want to 

watch that movie now?”  
Richard hesitates. “Yeah, sure.”  
He gets up, goes to the entertainment center. He’s rented a foreign film 

about an AWOL soldier and a nurse who find love amid world war. She’s 
seen it and hated it, even though it won a ton of awards. Richard, of course, 
probably assumes she’s never seen it because it’s foreign and won a ton of 
awards.  

He puts the disc in the machine and, while he’s navigating the menus, 
Molly folds her hands in her lap. Out of habit, the fingers of her right hand 
try to twist the wedding band on the left but it’s not there. It hasn’t been 
there for nearly two years now.  

Holding his wineglass in his left hand, Richard sits next to Molly on the 
sofa, closer than he was before. He drapes his right arm across the back of 
the couch, behind her neck. Lightning fills the room again.  

The movie runs more than three hours. By the time the credits roll, the 



storm is right on top of them, and the forty-five dollar bottle of wine is 
empty. So she stays, lying under him, feeling small as the lightning flash and 
thunder crash merge into one terrifying entity.  



Evenly, Gently  
By Jonathan Edward Doyle 

That summer I learnt what alone meant. I learnt what pain meant. We 
moved into the new house that fall. We packed everything into cardboard 
boxes. He didn’t even help. I started sorting the loft on a Monday, and we 
were sleeping in alien rooms by Thursday – our life, a hideous exhibition of 
the grotesquely old and terrifyingly new. If you put a frog into water and 
gently apply heat, the creature never realises. It won’t move. Right up until it 
boils to death, it sits there, all happy and content. I didn’t used to believe 
this. 



Silenced by a Widow Maker 
By James Claffey 

It’s a pretty way to die, crushed by the falling limb of a giant eucalyptus 
tree. The morning started out okay — a hot shower, the gardenia-scented 
body wash, soaping between her legs, the tickle of flowing water, a popcorn 
kernel trapped between the front teeth. From the upstairs window, she could 
see the trees by the path running to the cliffs. Fog misted the window and 
she drew a happy face, the same way she’d done in her parents’ car when 
she was a little girl; her hot breath on cold glass. She ran her fingers through 
her silky hair, still slick with conditioner, and thought how she was still 
pretty, in an unconventional way. 

The buzzer of his flat door didn’t sound right the previous night when 
she’d pressed the button and held it down. It sizzled, she thought, like there 
was a loose wire, or something. A lifeguard, he drove a 50s Chevrolet truck 
with whitewall tires. Fate, he had called it the night they met. Dirty martinis 
and stuffed olives, an art fundraiser for the local high school. His son would 
have been a senior had he lived. A flutter rippled through her when he 
leaned over and asked her what she thought of a small still life of a rum 
bottle and bag of onions. She was able to read the 120% proof label on the 
bottle. At least it was “authentic” she told him. They’d sat at the back of the 
truck that night, their feet dangling, passing a bottle of red wine back and 
forth. When he kissed her, it was with a feverish intensity. He said he was 
nervous, years since he’d done this with anyone. His wife left after the 
accident. Moved to Memphis to be close to her mother. She took the cat, too. 
That hurt, he said. His son had named it — Mr. Bones. Because it was all 
“skin and bones,” he added. 

The argument had been a bitter one. His drinking, her insistence on 
condoms, their shared tragedies not allowing them to forgive. She wouldn’t 
beg him to stay, not ever. “No one’s putting a gun to your head,” she told 
him. In the shower, her salty tears mixed with hot water, and far in the 
distance, she could see his son struck by the falling tree-limb, over and over, 
until there was nothing there but the pale bark of the eucalyptus and the 
dark feathers of the turkey vultures littering the ground. 



Estate  
By Eric Hawthorn 

He kept a Viking battle-axe on hooks above the sofa. He kept a swarm of 
throwing knives above the fireplace and a Roman javelin by the door. He 
kept well-polished hunting knives, katanas, broadswords, cutlasses. In a 
kitchen drawer, he kept a Glock 9. On top of the fridge, a box of Corn Flakes. 

He kept glinting rows of switchblades, Bowie knives, daggers. On the 
inside of his bedroom door, throwing stars clinked on little pegs. 

He kept a gun rack in the closet for his Winchesters and Remingtons, 
rifles and shotguns. He kept an M16, an AK47, an Uzi. He kept his handguns 
on foam-padded shelves: Colt revolvers, Smith and Wessons, a Desert Eagle, 
four different Magnums. Every clip full, every handle to the right. 

In his nightstand, he kept a pack of smokes and some magazines to 
remind him of women. 

He kept his clothes in a hamper and his ammo in the dresser. Boxes and 
bags of 9mm, 10mm, .38s, .44s, .357s, hollow points, shotgun shells. In the 
bottom drawer, he kept a folded belt of .50 caliber rounds for the Browning 
on its tripod in the corner. He kept watch by the window, the curtain pulled 
back only enough for a narrow slot of glass. 

He kept a single potted plant on the windowsill. The plant remains, 
creeping up the curtain in dark, leafy spirals, winding past the fabric. It 
presses its leaves to the glass, gasping for light. 



My Carrot Golem 
By Andrew Zigler 

Seven weeks had passed since I planted my dead brother’s unfinished 
carrot in the fen outside our home, and I had all but forgotten about it by the 
time it came to my door. It was a hulking, orange thing that was too bulky 
with starch to cross the threshold of my meager mountain home. I knew it 
was my golem because it was missing part of its flesh near the back, where 
my brother took a bite of the old vegetable I planted. It shook its narrow 
head, unable to comprehend my words, and it replied to my quiet mumbles 
with what sounded like Hebrew, its words like scripture, flowing through 
the stark air. Since it was too big to live in my house, we went together down 
the trail to the market, hoping to find house building supplies. I put a thin 
piece of rope around its flowering stem like a leash, and its split taproots 
waddled with toddler-like tenacity as together we approached my distant 
kin. 

Of all the golems in town, mine was the most impressive and virile, 
grown from a hearty carrot in the grungy marsh of the high hills. It carried 
back all of the lumber I bought, and I spent my leftover pence on a bronze 
calligraphy pen that teased my eyes. During the ascent to my property, it 
tried to speak to me again. Guttural with its tone but practiced with its 
verbosity. 

“Does it hurt, to be a carrot?” I asked innocently. We walked through 
some thickets as it pondered its response, and after what felt like an eternity, 
it responded. 

“No. Does it hurt to be a human?” 
I fought the tears until they blurred by vision, running down my dirty 

cheeks and blessing the dead mountainside with the only vitality I had to 
offer. “Yes. It does.” 

“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t apologize for something that’s not your fault.” I pawed at my wet 

cheeks as we finally reached the leveled mountainside that housed my 
wooden cabin. My carrot golem started building its house, freeing me to 
retreat indoors and clean my face. As I looked through the side window to 
where it was erecting its hovel, I noticed the notches on the window frame 
from where my brother and I had marked our height. For that moment in 
time and space, with the carrot hunched over a sawhorse, its verdant sprouts 
perfectly lined up with my brother’s final mark. 



Suicide of a Psychiatrist 
By Alicia Zuberbier 

What the hell? I’m here, one o’clock on Thursday. All set for group 
session. Your office is vacant, and Rita— with her bug-eye glasses— says 
you won’t be in for a long, long time. An out to lunch sign is hanging from 
the doorknob. Everyone knows you’re dangling from a ceiling fan, 
twisting around the room like a ballerina. 

Jenny is here, along with the tick, tick, ticking of her heels against the 
floor. She’s always early, and I always talk to her. What about her? You 
are the incarnation of the frightened bats that fly from the cave of her 
mouth. You watched as the stars grew out of her gums, as her lips peeled 
back, revealing the rind of a smile. She’s not smiling now. 

Poor John, poor Johnnydear, with his shaking and sobbing. He sees 
cats crawling around in his head, clawing up his cortex, shredding sanity. 
But he knew you were real. Where’s your scribbling pen? Mightier than 
the sword that cuts like the blade slit across your wrist as you fell asleep 
in a bathtub. Your organs squeezed all the oil from your veins. 

The office is damp. Rita says the cleaning ladies were just in here, 
fixing the mess you left before you locked up for the night then headed to 
your car while the holes in the sky sucked up on you. Keys in the 
ignition. Tires off a cliff. Rita — such a nice woman at the front desk — 
with her sagging jowls dragging across the carpet — who will let her in? 

I haven’t had a cigarette in three days, haven’t had a drink in four, 
but god damn it, the syrup from it still will sit in the sanctuary of my 
stomach if that sign keeps hanging from the door. I’ve been taking 
Paroxetine, Xanax, and the little yellow drops of formed powder. One 
tiny jewel a day like you said, but you swigged the whole bottle, letting 
the pebbles sink into your gut, followed by a chaser of vodka and guilt 
with your wife crying in the bedroom because you couldn’t get it up and 
you haven’t been able to in six months. She said she still loved you. 

The door squeaks. Little pairs of jumping-bean eyes hop and see a 
ghost enter the room. Left to haunt the office until you finish unsolved 
business. I know you’re dead as you sit there, making apologies and 
excuses. I know a pathologist is slitting into your ribcage, poking at your 
exploded heart valves. You wanna know how the day is going. I wanna 
know why there’s no hole in your forehead from the bullet wound. 
You’re munching on a sandwich, so I keep waiting for the bites to fall on 
the carpet or the chair as they pass through gelatinous soul fluid. Jenny 



and Johnnydear may tell you how their weekend went, but I’m on to you. 
I’ll see you at your funeral. 



Howard Meets a Border Collie 
By Joseph Plasan 

One soap tick mark, 
One more soap tick mark, 
Another soap tick mark... 

A soggy brown popcorn bag, shoved in through the metal slot, marked 
Christmas for Howard and fell atop his head in the midst of making his first 
prayer in fifteen years. The slot closed with a loud clang, but after all that 
time, Howard had learned to hold his ears shut. 

One soap tick mark, 
One more soap tick mark, 
Another soap tick mark... 

Howard’s mirror was filled with the tallies of days past. Soon he would 
no longer be able to see himself and would give up completely. Everyone in 
the other broom closets seemed to speak their own different languages, 
mostly muffled low-pitched tones. You could hear the echoes down the 
hallway, young men and old men posing as young men, screaming and 
taunting one another. 

After three more days in unit #2, he would finally take the offer to be 
transported to the parking lot, and it was in this concrete cubicle that 
Howard made the acquaintance of a border collie named Lee. The two of 
them would share a brick wall for quite some time. They had heard each 
other’s moans in solitary for weeks without knowing it. Howard wiped off 
his mirror and began again, trying to remember the number ‘32’ in his head. 

One soap tick mark, 
One more soap tick mark, 
Another soap tick mark... 

The Border collie informed Howard that he had signed a similar contract, 
then a bunch of ghosts armed with Berettas dressed him in funny hats and 
ornaments and made him dance. The dog spontaneously combusted on his 
47th day in the closet, a series of violent yelps and a boom were overheard by 
Howard on that day. The ghosts passed by Howard’s cell door as usual, their 
pistols and boots had seemed a little shinier than the day before. 



One soap tick mark, 
One more soap tick mark, 
Another soap tick mark… 

Howard sat holding a bowl of pork bits in watery grits. He stared 
blankly at the wall. His uniform had turned yellow. The smell was 
despicable. Many men had been in Howard’s situation before, and there 
where sure to be many more to come. 

One soap tick mark, 
One more soap tick mark, 
Another soap tick mark... 

“Two years down and only two to go!” Howard thought. “At least I have 
this funny hat.” 



Her Feels  
By Matthew Robinson 

She holds it up. She brings it down. It’s so goddamn shiny.           
I’m just trying to eat my breakfast.           
It isn’t sharp though; sharpness implies an intended result. My sister? 

She lacks intent. She’s all action. Well, action and feeling. When she was 
small, she used to call her feelings her feels. People would ask how she was, 
and she’d say, “My feels are good, thank you,” or, “My feels are sad.”          

So she’s holding a butter knife, and she brings it down. Skin gives but 
doesn’t break. It’s dull and shiny, the knife, and her feels are sad. The knife 
has those shitty teeth like it might belong to the serrated-knife family, but 
really it just gnaws impotently at crusts of bread, pads of butter, and my 
baby sister’s too-tight skin.          

I’m buttering my fucking toast.           
Earlier, years before, we shared a room. Just kids lying in our bunk beds. 

‘I hate my body,’ she’d say, ‘it doesn’t fit.’  
‘That’s stupid,’ I’d say, and she’d tell me I was stupid. Then later she’d 

say, ‘Maybe it’s me that doesn’t fit.’ 
The knife in my hand is greasy. I bite bread, and it crunches, dull with 

fat. 
When Dad sees the bruises left by her hard work, he holds her hands 

and kisses the insides of her arms. They’re wet when he lifts his face. 
Somebody asks, ‘Why?’ but I don’t know who.  

Mom’s arms are folded akimbo, and her face is gray stone. She doesn’t 
kiss my sister. She stands miles away. Watching. Shaking a little. Dad looks 
to her. My sister looks to the floor. ‘Go to your room,’ Mom says.  

I drag my greasy knife across more toast, spreading jam, dragging red. 
Some falls to the table. I leave it. My stomach aches.  

Later, I’ll ask my sister, ‘Why?’  
‘Why what?’ she’ll say. 
‘The thing with the butter knife,’ I’ll say.  
My sister, she’s peach-colored with brown hair and eyes. Her smile is 

soft, except she doesn’t smile anymore. ‘Just testing,’ she’ll say. 
I think she means our parents — that she’s testing our parents. 
My bread is mangled; my hand is red and sticky. I put down the knife, 

and it rattles in my shaky hand against the plate — quiet, like a family 
secret.  

She holds it up. She brings it down. It’s so goddamn shiny… 



And it’s sharp now. She’s cutting lengthwise. Something is still wrong. 
Her everyday still hurts. Dad is still crying, Mom is still miles away. My 
baby sister’s found intention, and it’s spilling out now, all over the goddamn 
the floor.  

I’m just trying to eat my breakfast. 



‘Risotto  
By Peter McMillan 

I dreamt us again last night ... Otto and me. It didn’t seem out of the 
ordinary that we were sitting at the back of a crowded airplane. The pilot 
had just announced that we would be landing in a few minutes. I heard 
myself calling, Where’s Otto? ‘RisOtto, here boy, to get him to come and lie 
down. Otto was enjoying the attentions of a chubby young boy and his 
anemic older sister a couple of rows in front. He never passed up a chance to 
be noticed and appreciated, and that’s why he wasn’t listening to me. 

As I reached out to grab him by the collar in order to pull him over to 
me, the collar slipped over his head, and he was sucked out the door at the 
back of the plane. Strange. It didn’t even occur to me at the time to wonder 
why the door was wide open. I watched myself hesitate, then jump out the 
door, and then improbably land right beside him.          

Gathered up in my arms, he didn’t feel so heavy anymore. He lay 
motionless, until he began gurgling and coughing ― not blood but water. In 
no time, I saw us limping across the runway past the cargo handlers and 
maintenance workers who mostly cheered; though some wagged their 
fingers or shouted mean things. Inside the terminal, we quickly became 
invisible in the waves of arrivals and departures.           

Long, diagonal corridors, bounded on both sides by small, colourful 
shops selling newspapers and magazines, laptops and plasma TVs, souvenir 
shirts, fashion gowns, books, and sofas connected the terminal’s 
multilayered sections. None of this appeared odd ― just incidental. As I 
watched us moving through the busyness, it seemed that everything around 
us had been staged.           

Once outside in a nearby wooded park, a dozen or more happy, playful 
dogs greeted Otto and me. He was back in his world ― back where he was 
meant to be ― and I looked so very happy that he was happy, again. He ran 
fast and hard, wearing his big, goofy dog smile as he led the pack round and 
round the park. He ran so fast, I couldn’t even tell that he was running on 
only three legs.           

Then, darkness came quickly and caught me by surprise. Otto had 
disappeared down a square spiral of concrete steps, which led to a deep 
tunnel under the freeway. I heard ‘Risotto! being called down into the tunnel. 
I heard ‘Risotto! ‘Risotto! echoing back from the emptiness below, and again, 
I would relive not finding Otto.  



Parabola in the Rain 
By Peter Baltensperger 

Harrison never carried a gun. He had many reasons, not the least of 
which being his deep-seated fear of gravity. He could have tripped and 
fallen at any time, perhaps even hurt himself, especially his pride, but he 
always made sure he walked along straight lines and avoided uneven 
surfaces. He never had any problems with that, his earth being flat and his 
landscape tailored to his needs. It was, as he always pointed out, merely a 
matter of choosing the right life at the right time.  

It was for that reason that he always wore a watch, to keep himself from 
falling victim to gravity. He firmly believed that a wrong step in the wrong 
direction would upset the cosmic balance between solidity and fluidity, 
between what was and what had to be, even between himself. It was a 
complicated life, but he felt it was well worth the time and effort, since time 
was an artificiality and effort a necessity, both integral aspects of complex 
curves.  

A man with a gun walked out into the pouring rain that pelted down on 
a smooth flat countryside without any houses or trees anywhere in sight. He 
didn’t mind, having made the choice for good reasons. He held his gun 
straight in front of him with both hands and fired a bullet into the rain. The 
bullet travelled in a perfectly straight line for the longest time, then started to 
curve towards the ground as it began to lose speed, finally falling into the 
grass.  

Harrison picked up the bullet and put it in his pocket, as a reminder. The 
man with the gun fired a second bullet, this one straight up into the rain-
soaked air. He didn’t wait for it to come back down. He already knew. 
Harrison picked up the second bullet and put it in his other pocket, for 
balance, since the first was already a reminder. He felt it was an excellent 
day.  

With a bullet in each pocket, he found the courage to circumscribe a 
small stand of old evergreen trees, a leftover from a once majestic forest 
surrounded by grassland, cows grazing all around him even though cows 
rarely grazed in the rain. When he completed his circle around the island of 
trees, he resumed his straight-line progression through the landscape of his 
life, carefully avoiding any bumps and grooves in his path.  

His watch pulled him persistently along, time travelling in a straight line 
as it did, just as it pulled the man with the gun until he was back in his 
house. Harrison never saw the man, then or again, although he knew then, 



too. Somewhere at the edge of his consciousness, church bells were chiming 
the hour, their tintinnabulations echoing through the relentlessly falling rain. 
Their sounds travelled in perfectly straight lines until they, too, started to 
curve towards the ground, falling to the wet grass, victims themselves of the 
gravity Harrison so carefully tried to avoid.  



Mountain Lake 
By Jake Rawdin 

At the base of the mountain, they told him about a lake. They told him it 
was beautiful. They told him that if he didn’t find something there he wasn’t 
looking.     

So he drove the mountain road. They didn’t tell him it was closed. He 
saw it winding up the side, switchbacking into clouds. He saw a gate that 
said Road Closed for Winter. But the road itself was clear. There was snow, but 
it hadn’t stuck to the pavement. He parked the car in front of the gate. He 
put on his boots. He filled a pack with a flashlight, lighter, extra socks. He 
took a knife.     

The snow crunched as he stepped off the road, and he looked back. The 
car would be all right. No one was coming. No one could come. That was 
good.     

He followed the road up, and the clouds followed it down. Where they 
met, it was fog. It was thick, so he went on the road. The pavement had less 
give than the ground, and in the cold, the steps shook his knees. But that was 
all right. He came down into the valley, and the fog became cloud. A 
ceiling.     

The lake was cold and still and green. The mountains rose and 
disappeared, and he was alone. There was nothing. He crushed a pebble 
underfoot, and the crack echoed. It went around the valley and up into the 
clouds. He wanted to shout, but instead, he hummed. It was a low note. It 
carried up. He sat and hummed again. He sat until it began to get dark. Then 
it was dark. 



Worlds We Wanted This World to Be 
By Jesse Eagle  

My sister and I would go under the sheets together and imagine worlds 
we wanted this world to be. In my sister’s worlds, all the buildings came 
down. There were shards of broken glass from blown out windows all over 
the street and small splinters of twisted metal spinning in the wind. She 
imagined the metal got stuck in the corners of businessmen’s eyes, slicing 
them open, that inside, black stuff dripped down their cheeks. In her worlds, 
the oceans were always red. There were whales with vulture heads, 
whales with long black bodies and plastic tails. There were guns with 
infrared scopes pointed at the heads of people while they watched TV in 
their apartments. Under the sheets, my sister took my hand and slid it under 
her shirt while whispering, her bare foot moving up my leg. She turned to 
her side and told me to put my arm around her, and I did, and then she 
arched her back and dipped her body into the curve of mine and together we 
fell asleep, our foster mother up late vacuuming again, the sound of sucked 
up dirt coming through our locked bedroom door.  



Breaking Dawn 
By Meghan Barnes  

This is where he died, she says to me and points to the damp pavement. 
Her hair is wet, and slicked against her neck. The humidity is making 
everything engulf her. The sleep shorts I bought her last July are loose on her 
now, but between the rain and her own nervous perspiring they stick in the 
crevice just below her hip bone. I wonder if she knows I think she’s beautiful 
when she’s sad. If she knows, I sometimes miss that look more than her 
smile. 

Tommy was thrown over there. She points to the place where a large Oak 
used to stand. I nod. I do not know these people, but I listen to the story she 
has told me many times. I listen hoping this will be the last. 

She’s crouching now. Tracing invisible lines over the pavement. Her legs 
are wobbly, and I wonder how much longer she will be able to hold herself 
like that. I walk over and stand beside her. I know I should tell her that it will 
be all right, that she will accept it one day. But she has visited this spot every 
year for too long now, and I don’t know that I can tell her something that I 
don’t think is true. 

Do you believe in heaven? she asks. I want to tell her that I believe in her. 
In the art she is able to create out of her sadness. In the strength it must have 
taken for her to step back into everyday life after losing the person she called 
her soul-one. That I don’t believe she will ever love anyone like she loved 
him. But I don’t. I simply mutter, No. 

I feel my body brace itself as she pushes me. I don’t lose my balance, but 
come close and rock back onto the balls of my feet. She comes towards me 
again. This time aiming at my face. Dragging her nails across it. I can feel the 
cold sweat of her hands stinging the scratches as she reaches for me again. 
What are you doing, I yell. Have you gone mad? She looks as if she’s come back 
to consciousness after a long night of drinking, not quite sure of where she is, 
or what she’s doing. 

Her eyes sparkle with the sweat dripping off her brow. I want to tell her 
that she’s beautiful, and that I don’t blame her. That I’d want something to 
believe in too. But I watch as she walks back to the spot, and begins tracing 
invisible lines on the concrete, occasionally looking towards the place where 
the Oak tree used to stand. I watch as she falls back into that trance of who 
she was supposed to be. And without questioning why, I sit and watch her 
until the dawn fades away the lines of another year. 



Road Hazard 
By Justin Langford 

As this rinky-dinkcar stopped and started through the bustling streets of 
various townships on the way to downtown Chicago, I could taste the chalky 
residue of enamel flaking loose from my back molars, crunching like ice 
cubes in a blender, syncopating with the squeaky brakes of the asshole in 
front of us (yes, US, the girlfriend and I, pushing the daylight between the 
treetops behind us). The rattling of the control arm in our car’s front axle was 
bleating out Morse code to the unobservant travelers beside us: “Watch out, 
asshole!” “Geh outta here wid dat!” “Hey y-y-y-you nitwit!” I screamed; my 
wet tongue slashed at aspirations and beheaded every driver as our hot rod 
cut through the streets like a plastic knife through a brick. 

Suddenly, I noticed a fancy upsurge of dandelion dust in the distance. 
As cars passed by it, little tufts of fluff twirled and danced like 
dreamtimecotton caught in a wild whirlwind. As I approached, I saw a 
misplaced bump in the road. It blended in with the asphalt: that dank tar 
color we paint our commute with. Fresh blood was weeping from this hump 
and hot chunks of simmering meat glistened in the sun. From the lump, a 
wing flopped carelessly at the passing cars: their undersides getting a 
feather-dusting for not running it over. As both driver-side wheels thumped 
over the road’s contusion, I wondered if its beak was wedged between the 
tread. “Ew,” my girlfriend moaned, detached from the clump’s fate. Then the 
back windshield erupted with an explosion of bright confetti, pirouetting 
around the slinking sunset. 



The Wired Wilderness 
By Tim Sullivan 

Out in the woods, something is hiding behind every tree and in every 
shady hollow. I don’t know what it is, but it’s there. I feel it each time I step 
into the woods. It’s the same in any forest of sufficient size and wildness; just 
hidden from my eyes is something wonderful and strange, something 
indescribable and sublime that we know of only through old stories and 
whispers.  

Today, I can sense it right away, as always. After following a trail cut 
through an unfamiliar expanse of forest, I veer from the path and enter the 
true woods. The mystical and sublime seldom loiter near established trails. 
Soon, I am deep in cosmopolitan forest. A street market of birds and playful 
squirrels shout and scream and sing to each other all around me.  

Slowly, I become aware that below the chaotic refrain is another song, 
more ordered than the first. Pausing, I listen intently. It’s music . . . actual 
music! I can discern a violin gently sawing off to my left, a flute before me, 
and a clarinet behind my right shoulder. The instruments seem to flow 
together in an arrangement I’ve never heard before. I cannot see the players; 
they seem just out of sight.  

Voices, beautiful and high, begin to sing out all around me. Whether 
belonging to women or children I cannot tell. They pronounce no words, but 
rather natural sound spills from them. I am mesmerized, rooted to the 
ground by this smooth and enthralling melody. It’s like nothing I’ve heard 
before, more an expression of the forest than music. I feel as though I’m in a 
movie and can hear the backing score. The animals, however, have taken 
little notice and continue their own raucous verse.   

I want to find and thank the musicians for these few moments of 
wonder. I start towards some of the voices and after several hundred feet see 
no one, the music continues but the instruments and singers have moved, 
swirled around me. Running now, I attempt to find the hidden fiddler. No 
one. A full sprint and the music sounds at the same distance as before. Are 
they are moving and playing at once? I dart around in a mad attempt to 
catch sight of one of them, any of them. I fail to find them or to notice the up-
turned root, which catches my foot, though I briefly see the tree trunk as my 
head flies towards it.  

When next I awake, the sun is setting. The animal song continues: a 
different tune but still the same song. My forehead throbs horribly. In the 
distance, I hear that mystical song. It is fading away; the unknown nymphs 



or satyrs or indie performance artists have wandered off and left me. But, as I 
stare at the tree trunk, I notice a small hole indented by my head. Inside, 
adeptly hidden and adroitly camouflaged, hides a tiny, now broken, 
loudspeaker.  



Fortress of Solitude 
By Christopher DeWan 

It was another routine day in Metropolis for Superman, the day he saved 
the single-engine jet from crashing into the city. The plane had lost power to 
its stabilizer and gone into a flat spin from which it surely never would have 
recovered, had Superman not flown in to save the day. The Man of Steel 
managed to grab the plane by its engine, arrest its spinning, and guide it to a 
safe landing in a nearby baseball field. The four passengers of the plane were 
grateful and in tears, while the Little Leaguers stopped their game to cheer. 

Unfortunately, the force required to catch the plane in mid-air was also 
enough to dislodge the jet turbine, which broke loose from the body of the 
plane, and plummeted out of the sky into an apartment building below. It 
tore through the building and killed two dozen people. 

Superman, exceptional in so many ways, had never been the most 
thoughtful of Heros: decision-making while flying faster than a speeding 
bullet does not lend itself to introspection. Good and evil had always been 
for him, if simplistic, at least clear. When he received the news of the two 
dozen deaths — deaths which had been directly caused by his own well-
intended efforts — he was devastated, and confused like he had never been 
before. 

For the first time in his life, Superman questioned his own ability to 
discern right from wrong, so he did what any reasonable thinking person 
would do in such a situation: he stopped rescuing people, and retreated to 
his Fortress of Solitude, there to wait and contemplate, until which time, his 
path of action would become infallibly clear, which is to say — never. 



Isn’t It, Jim? 
By Bobbi Lurie 

I gotta tell you, Jim, I’m so used to people leaving: I’m prepared for you 
to leave. I don’t care, Jim. Not in a personal sense. I’ve lost my sense of the 
personal. It’s the pain, Jim, and, in the end, after Jesus made sure someone 
would help his mother . . . well, he didn’t speak to people anymore. And 
neither will I, Jim. I’m speaking to God now, just like Jesus did. And when I 
ask, “Lord, do they know?” He tells me “yes,” and I feel it in my heart that I 
am dying, and they’re not helping me, and they want to be forgiven, but 
they’ll only say it after I’m dead because if it’s when I’m still alive, they may 
have to inconvenience themselves, face an emotion or a fear, Jim. 

Isn’t it clear, Jim? 



The Extra Room 
By E. A. Fow 

There were two doors on the left side of the hallway: the front door to 
the apartment and the coat closet. On Thursday, however, there were three. 
After Daniella arrived home from another job interview, she closed the front 
door and put her coat away. As she walked down the hall to the kitchen to 
start dinner, she walked past the third door. It was plain and white, just like 
the others. She closed and reopened her eyes. 

Her initial urge was to continue on to the kitchen to put the chicken on. 
She looked towards the kitchen, hesitating, but finally went back to the new 
door and opened it. 

 On the other side was a fully furnished sitting room, the light already 
on, and a book left open on the table. She looked around, but there was no 
sign of who had just been there, and disturbingly the only door out was the 
one through which she had entered. She wanted to retreat but made herself 
look around first. She noted the table was antique, the kind she had wanted 
for a long time, with wooden legs and a curved tin top. She ran her hand 
over the cold metal as she looked at the rest of the space. There was a lumpy 
couch, a wicker basket full of magazines, and a coffee table with water rings 
marring the wooden surface. On the wall was a framed print. She knew it 
was a deKooning, but she didn’t recognize the image. 

 On the far wall was a window looking out, which seemed highly 
improbable, as it should have been the kitchen in the Camilleri’s apartment 
across the way. Out the window, she could see down Classon Avenue 
through the naked, winter branches of the chestnut tree. The tree was huge, 
magnificent, and the entire street would be invisible during the summer. The 
sun would have to push through the voluptuous green, making the room 
glow, as if living inside a leaf itself. 

Daniella wondered how she had never seen the room before, but it 
didn’t matter; she knew about it now and felt covetous. She wondered how 
she could hide it from her roommate, and if she couldn’t, how she could 
commandeer it somehow. It was then she felt her excitement drain away. She 
knew she would have to pay extra rent if she had an extra room, but there 
was no way she could afford to pay more. Liz would get the room, or insist 
they get another roommate, so she walked out of the room, pulling the door 
behind her, hoping that, somehow, it would just go away. 



It Was Never Just About The Blue ... 
Or The Crappy Fondue 
By N. C. Taylor 

For some, it’s marijuana, heroin, or cocaine.  For me it’s a very mature 
Gouda, or a strong Parmesan. A Roquefort or Asiago will get my head 
buzzing, but something more blue-veined like a Gorgonzola or a Stilton will 
bring on the burning: enough of it will have my head light and my dreams 
vivid. 

If it’s not the Lactose intolerance, then it’s the allergy to Penicillin. If I 
mix my drug of choice the right way, I can experience different effects 
simultaneously. The hues of purple and orange, the sensitivity to light, the 
haze around the edges, and the thumping at the front of my skull all remind 
me of the power cheese has over my mind. 

Up to now, my body has suffered only minor indigestion and a little 
nausea, but I’ve found with enough consumption, I can induce heartburn 
and cramping. With the right combination, I can cause rashes and 
inflammation of the lungs. In one adventurous session with a particularly 
old, moldy Romano, I managed chest pains, followed by vomiting. 

Everything is bland to my palate without cheese to accompany it. Other 
foods are merely additives to add a little variation, but the cheese is always 
the predominant ingredient, in the starters, the main courses, and the 
desserts. 

I like the smell on my fingers. If it came as cologne, I’d buy it. If it came 
as a perfume, I’d be tempted by it. I don’t know why they make bacon 
smelling candles and soap when there is the far preferable aroma of a good 
Limburger. Others with less developed olfactory nerves may complain, but 
it’s their loss. 

Some say cheese came about by accident. Whatever the process, I can’t 
imagine its origins as anything but divine. Heaven handed down cheese in 
the form of manna to the wandering Israelites, and they survived forty years 
on it. It is the complete meal. 

I am almost to my ultimate goal. I’ve been saving and planning, trying to 
find some way to bring about my greatest cheese-filled fantasy, and it won’t 
be long now before it will be fulfilled. Soon my special delivery will arrive. 

In Italy, they make a cheese that’s illegal to sell or consume there. It’s 
called Casu Marzu, and is the envy of us mold lovers worldwide. It is made 
by drilling holes into lamb’s milk cheese and filling those holes with a special 



kind of maggot. When the thousands of eggs hatch, an enzyme is produced 
that creates a dance upon the taste buds beyond compare. It might kill me to 
eat it, but what other pleasure in life worth indulging could be better than 
that? 



Virgin Christmas 
By Stephen V. Ramey 

Harold’s hand on my thigh, cold and hard and insistent. I think of the 
Virgin Mary, who gave birth without the necessity of carnal relations, who 
so deftly avoided unwrapping her soul upon the altar of mortal love. 

“The tree is beautiful,” Harold says. “You’ve done a wonderful job.” 
My eyes lock onto the Nativity, the goat kneeling in prayer, baby Jesus, 

Mother Mary. I pray for her to save me. Show me your secret, I beg in my 
head. Show me the way to Christ without Harold . . . well not without Harold, 
whom I love so dearly, but without Harold’s hand creeping up my thigh. 

A flash of light. The blinker strand activates. A capacitor reached its 
threshold of resistance and has discharged. I recall the unwavering glow of 
Mary’s head in the stained glass window at church. Was she once dark? Did 
God’s touch light her up? 

Harold squeezing beneath my skirt. His hand is hot, not cold. His hand 
is hot. 



Shadows  
By Richard Hartwell 

Shadows are sneaky.  They don’t always let you in on their secrets, and 
they don’t always cooperate.  I know all of this because I have been teaching 
my grandson the Robert Louis Stevenson nursery rhyme I have a little shadow 
that goes in and out with me. 

Te’Juan, the grandson, has caught on pretty well.  He loves to walk with 
his, our, shadow in front of us in the late afternoon.  It is so big then.  He 
jumps and then comes down hard, much as to say, “Gotcha!”  When we turn 
around to walk back to the house, he constantly checks behind himself to 
make certain his shadow is still there and has not wandered off and left him.  
So far, he hasn’t been disappointed, at least about shadows. 

There is a downside to all this though.  The other night, with no moon 
out and only a few stars visible, Te’Juan had no shadow.  This was not of 
tremendous concern, but I did watch him spin around in a couple of circles 
looking at the ground.  There was no companion there, but since grandpa 
was still nearby, he guessed things were all right still.  It’s nice to be 
appreciated, even subtly.  Perhaps Te’Juan was on to something when he 
turned around to find his shadow gone.  He’s not too young to realize that 
we spend half our lives alone, without a shadow, without a connection to the 
reality that is us, alone. 



Words Get Mixed Up 
By Timothy Tarkelly 

“Never start a story with dialogue,” the critic said as he swallowed his 
own tongue and all of the lines it had drawn amongst his friends, his 
enemies, and along the backs of others. 

The lines turned into seams and then ripped open, each one giving 
passage to an idea that had been said or heard before. They splashed at the 
bottom of his throat, begging to be said aloud. 

“Never start a story with dialogue,” said the critic. “Never start a story at 
all.” 



Escape  
By Warren Smith 

Cells of memory and corridors of guards . . . I turned over on the cot 
worrying about my escape. Snores and mumbled dreams, boots on overhead 
grates . . . I went over the plan again, each step, fixing every tangible detail in 
mind. I began to sweat when, at last, a warm breath of summer night 
brushed over my chin and chest . . . and I lay exhausted under Caitlin’s gaze. 

She spoke to me, yes, but if I gave reply, it had to be of the most 
perfunctory, heavily laden with the drift of sleep. Vibrating against my 
breast, she was telling me something — the sense of her words — but even 
now I have no true sense of them, the actual words she used. They all elude 
me, but I have to try. Words, her sounds . . . holding me in sway between 
two worlds, feeling my heart under her palm, refusing to let me go until 
she’s satisfied and done. Is it ten years? No, almost twelve. How memories 
awake! 

She was young, a little girl, she told me, sometimes walking alone along 
the old railroad tracks, where one day between the rails and cross-ties, she 
found a monkey. It was a baby monkey but flat and dried up like a mummy. 
Most of the fur was still on it — a row of white teeth sticking up along its 
jaw. 

I bent low to have a closer look. Its skin was dark brown, stretched, and a 
few tiny ants crawled here and there. He must have fallen off the train I 
thought. A circus train, passed through in the night when all the town was 
asleep. The tail seemed to be missing, but, in lifting up the stiff body, I saw 
the tail was only tucked underneath. I looked more at the tiny, white, sharp 
teeth and the curled up fingers on the one hand it held flatly forward as if to 
show it was holding something. A secret . . . yes . . . the secret: Escape. 

Reprinted with Permission. Originally Published at Fictionaut. 



Ceali  
By John Riley 

Ceali picks up things and says, “This is an orange.” 
“This is a pear.” 
“This is the basket that holds them.” 
Objects become little girl things in her hand. 
When she sits on the wife’s lap, Ceali wiggles too much, and the wife 

swallows a grimace. 
Ceali’s mother works part-time in a building that lets the heat out 

through a smokestack. The wrinkles on her knuckles become deep creases 
when they reach her palm. Her fingernails are the color of corn meal. 

While her mother cleans our house, Ceali plays with our dog, Fritz, and 
his brother Ted, who lives with us, too. The dogs share a privacy pen built by 
the man who lived here before. It’s made of dark-stained boards and has a 
door that locks. 

The man’s dog slipped away one night. He left soon after. 
Our dogs bark and jump and snarl when a stranger approaches. They go 

quiet when Ceali whispers their names. 
Only one of my children has a room now, and the wife uses the free one 

to start projects. She thinks and plans and worries, lies on the bed, stares at 
the ceiling, tries to remember what the room looked like before it became the 
room. 

When she leaves, Ceali gives the wife one kiss. She says the rest are for 
her mother. 

Tonight, after Ceali left, the wife went into the room, climbed into the 
bed, and covered her head with the sheets. 



Creation  
By Faness Haygood 

I made you, just as God made the sun and the moon. 
Beautiful masterpiece, in your eyes the world will find joy. They will 

treasure your limbs, for as you embrace them, they will see reality and 
paradise. They will smile at your existence. Their hearts will stem from yours 
and blossom, forever nourished by metaphysical sunlight and water. And as 
you feed them, they will fill you — force you to breathe compassion, feel 
what love presses on your being — and the excess will fall on me. 

How proud I am of you. 
For I crafted you with my own hands, felt your heart beat between my 

nimble fingertips. Though you won’t speak, I was the first to hear your vocal 
chords resound without noise. Each part and appendage, every detail and 
limb, I watched betwixt the heart of my eye, damning nary a flaw or mistake. 

You are wondrous. 
Though your bones will never form, and you are plagued by 

malnutrition, just eat one thing, will you? You are happy. Forever smiling. 
And when I am weak — for even your creator falls beneath you — you who 
never cries and keeps me standing – my tears catch on the skin of your 
treasured limbs. You will not lick at them like some lowly animal, nor wipe 
them away like a coddling mother; your silence encourages me. 

You are not immortal. 
This is not a flaw. Excellence still reigns through you, but I needed you 

to relate to me. Though the world is to adore you, I made you for me. So as 
the years pass, I shall see our conquests written on your face. From the first 
day of school ‘til the last — we made it. 

Even without your bones, we still played — or rather, I played and you 
watched. I would sing and you would listen. You always listened. But only 
to me. The harsh words of others fell on your deaf ears. Since you did not 
hear them, I was able to ignore them. 

You were envied. 
For some, cherishing you and not having you was too great a burden to 

bear. They coveted you, they threatened me, and for all your greatness, this 
you could not save me from. They pulled at your tethers. If they could not 
have you, they would destroy you. 

Each crocheted stitch came unstiched; every thread snapped. 
Your seams split, and they laughed. 
I held the remnants of you between the same fingers that had felt your 



heart beat for the first time. No matter how many tears I coated you in, I 
couldn’t bring you back to me. 

So here I lay, as crumpled as your remains. Too hurt to craft another, too 
lonely to manage without. 

There will never be another like you. 



There Wouldn’t Be A Third 
By Nicole Rivas 

Heath Lipscomb was splattered with the vomit of someone we couldn’t 
see. We had only been on the Ferris wheel for eleven seconds. Underneath 
the ride was a rickety pier, and underneath the pier were the cool, brown 
waters of the Pacific Ocean. 

“Oh, Heath,” I said, scooting into the opposite corner of our 
compartment. “Don’t open your mouth.” 

Heath closed his eyes tightly as the puke dripped down his forehead. 
There were pieces of kettle corn in it. He groaned from behind pursed lips, 
which were blue from raspberry licorice and from holding his breath. 

“Can’t we turn this around?” I yelled down to the carnie. “He’s 
covered in puke.” 

As our cage continued its ascent into the thin, salty sky, I looked down 
and saw the carnie opening the gate and tearing tickets for new passengers. 

“I’m so sorry, Heath,” I said. “We should be back down in a minute. 
Here, let’s use this bandana.” 

I untied the handkerchief wrapped around Heath’s backpack strap and 
used it to wipe off his face. He tried to open his eyes but the lashes were 
stuck together. He groaned again. 

At the top of the Ferris wheel, the horizon was visible and the color of a 
melting Big Stick. Truth be told, it looked like it always had — lots of 
pretty oranges, and a warm bleariness that was both breathtaking and 
depressing. 

Heath Lipscomb didn’t experience any of this. I looked over at him, 
and remembered the bland hotdogs he had treated me to for lunch. He 
didn’t look much different than processed meat — pink and smooth. It had 
been an okay second date. But there wouldn’t be a third. 

After we got off the Ferris wheel, Heath ran into the ocean to wash 
himself off. While he was in the water, I wrote a thank-you note in the sand 
to the person who had puked on him. When I was done, I took a big scoop 
of wet sand in my palm and sifted it through my fingers. There was a small 
sand crab in there, which I placed on my knee to feel it wriggle off in 
annoyance. I erased the note with my foot and watched Heath shivering as 
he walked back onto the beach. I scooped up some more sand and another 
crab. 

“What’s that?” Heath asked. 
“A sand crab,” I said, putting my palm out. 



“Disgusting,” Heath said, and then he smacked my wrist. The sand 
crab flew into the surf, disappearing forever. The Ferris wheel groaned as 
the carnie hosed it off. One way or another, we had all suffered. 



Crimson and Clover 
By Carly Berg 

Baby hair stuck up through the mulch, feathery blond tufts. Dammit, 
Millie thought as she tossed her rose clippers down and then yanked it out of 
the ground like a turnip. It remained still and gray even after the mud was 
scooped from its mouth. But when she snipped the roots, freeing the carcass 
for the trash can, it howled like a storm. 

In the kitchen, the greedy thing drank half a bottle of liquid houseplant 
food from a dropper. 

She laid him in an inch of water in the sink to keep him moist. He kicked 
his twiggy legs. 

“Bring me a big flowerpot, would you?” she called to Jack, since by then 
she was thawing ground beef in a pan on the stove. 

“Christ on a cracker, Millie. Not another one.” 
“What do you want me to do about it?” she said. She’d told him that the 

house was built on the old Woodstock field, but he just had to have it 
anyway. 

“Dirty hippies,” he replied as if he had read her mind. 
“You got that right. See if there’s any more potting soil out there too, 

would ya?” 
Jack potted up the new dirt baby while Millie fixed Hamburger Helper. 
Late at night sometimes, they’d sneak a few babies onto the neighbors’ 

porches, and some mornings, they’d awake to find a few of the neighbors’ 
babies on theirs. 

The little ones need their soil changed often and need to be fed by hand. 
The older ones hop around the garden, nibbling the plants down to nubs. 
They howl when they’re hungry, and they’re always hungry. They give no 
love. It’s all me, me, me. 



Little Wing 
By Miriam Sagan 

He turns her corpse over, as always. In the dream, he thinks the small 
figure in the black pajamas is a man or a boy, but it is not. It is a sweet-faced 
Vietnamese girl of sixteen, and he has killed her. 

It isn’t possible to be a saint without having been a sinner, or even to 
become a carver of saints. He serves, comes back to Las Tampas, shoots 
heroin. He cracks up cars, deals, has three children with two women he 
never marries, pulls knives in bars. Everyone prays for him — mother, 
grandmother, aunts, and sisters. He had been a sweet kid, a good guy. They 
pray — candles, rosaries, the whole works. 

He goes into rehab. 
He shoots heroin. 
A friend dies of an overdose, and he shoots pure smack into the 

disturbed earth of the grave, then goes back into rehab. He is thirty when the 
old man finds him, out shooting cans in the national forest. 

“Hey, you,” the old man yells. “Help me with this branch. In the truck. 
And that stump.” They wrestle it together. 

“Not firewood? What do you want this for?” he asks the old man, who 
doesn’t answer, just gestures to him to come along. 

The studio is small, uninsulated, with a wood stove and a long view of 
blue hills and the Sangres. 10,000 feet. The old man gives him a chisel. He 
starts to carve. The old man is relentless — slower, faster, under, over, more 
rosettes, more leaves. The face of the saint. It is already in the wood. He 
drives over every day. Brings the old man tamales. On the truck radio, Jimi is 
singing “Little Wing.” He realizes it is the most beautiful song he has ever 
heard. She comes to me with a thousand smiles. 

He carves. 
Spanish Market. 
He sells. 
His saints curve out, unadorned, from the dead wood. He learns to paint. 

Carmine red. Madonna blue. He carves Our Lady on a crescent moon. Her 
face is Vietnamese. She wears a conical hat woven of straw. He wins best of 
show. 

He carves, he sells, he marries his baby sister’s best friend Carmela and 
has three more kids. He wishes the girl in the song had a name he could use 
for a daughter. 

The old man dies. 



The studio is his. 
He is clean and sober, a mentor in the schools, his work is in churches 

and museums. He turns her corpse over, as always. In the dream, as always, 
he thinks the small figure in the black pajamas is a man or a boy, but it is not. 
It is a sweet-faced Vietnamese girl of sixteen, and he has killed her. He tells 
her, take anything you want from me. But she does nothing, no more than 
she already has. 



Ponderance and Activation 
By Tamara Wiens 

I stood, at 2:00 in the afternoon, ardently poised over a heavy, portable, 
but rather unwieldy manual typewriter balanced on the side of a pedestrian 
bridge overlooking the light rail station. The gray, cloudy sky sighed, 
piercing gold beams of sunlight through blurred holes in the vacillating, 
indecisive weatherscape. I glanced briefly down at the train waiting in the 
wings at tracks’ end. Not mine. Half an hour. But why should I — hair 
strands streaking forward, an electric grin on my face — be standing here, 
high off the ground with this indisputably anachronistic piece of technology 
from the day before the day before yesterday? The whole scenario winked an 
air of surreal comicality. Oddly, the bridge’s side rail was just wide enough 
to safely support the typewriter’s considerable weight, allowing me access to 
the keys without tipping catastrophically in either direction. I had acquired 
the thing from a friend-of-a-friend, and recently, it had been a curious 
companion, announcing conscious eccentricity and writer-hood more 
immediately than any current wonder of technology. Taking note of and 
fingering lightly the scratches where someone had long ago etched their 
initials, I pursed my lips and tapped out a testing rat-a-tat-tat stream of 
characters in a cacophonous burst. Reaching the end of the page, I carelessly 
turned the wheel, and the wind carried it away, depositing my keyed 
thoughts languidly on the concrete below. The audible kisses and sunny 
staccato exclamations in Spanish uttered by a jubilant couple passing by 
drifted up to linger on reddened earlobes. Leaning over the edge, I self-
consciously applied flavorless lip balm to my cracked membranes as the 
conductor hopped in, and the train underneath came alive . . . or maybe the 
wind had just carried it away, and as the paper canvas of splashed thoughts 
reached the ground, a crack in the pavement widened hugely. It engulfed, 
and I imagined the momentary impressions pounded into that thin page 
drifting further and further down, into the chasm well beyond where I could 
see them. All I could see was the stenciled, generic form of a pedestrian 
painted on the cement platform, underneath the word DOOR, indicating 
where the exit doors would be. At the end of the car, there was a similar 
iconic image of the same faceless pedestrian, riding a bike. White light 
became gold then bronze then rust. The sun set on that one. 



Melancholia 
By Casey L. Scott 

When Susan was a child, her mother took her to a beautiful little bakery 
down by the river. Her mother’s favourite treat was strawberry cake, and 
she often exclaimed — with a mouthful of cake and icing — that nowhere on 
Earth existed a strawberry cake as delicious as the one they made at that little 
bakery. 

Susan, however, preferred chocolate like most children. When she asked 
her mother if she could have a slice of chocolate cake instead of strawberry, 
she noticed her mother’s eyebrows furrow, and so Susan learned to enjoy 
strawberry cake because her mother enjoyed seeing her eat it. If anyone were 
to ask her now why she liked strawberry cake, she would simply say that she 
had always liked it, even if there was something lacking in every strawberry 
cake she tasted. She could never seem to put her finger on the reason why, 
only that they were never just right. 

She often thought back to that little bakery, back to the mouthfuls of 
strawberry cake and how peaceful she felt when she chewed, her shoulders 
relaxed, her mother seated across from her, smiling. She had always liked 
strawberry cake, right? 

Then, the inevitable happened: her mother died. 
After her mother’s funeral, she sat down to enjoy the one thing that she 

knew would lift her spirits, but this time the cake tasted bland and 
thoroughly unappealing. She sat and stared blankly at the half-eaten cake. Of 
course, it looked the same, smelled sweet just the same, but something was 
missing? Or maybe that something had always been missing, she thought . . . 
maybe . . . desire left on its own isn’t true desire at all. 



Fourteen  
By Nathan Good 

Susanne did not look at the stairs anymore. She lived exclusively 
downstairs, and she wore the same clothes every day, sitting naked whilst 
they took a spin in the washing machine each morning. 

Nobody noticed. Nobody really looked at Susanne any more. 
“Oh darling,” they’d say. “Oh sweetheart . . . If there is anything at all I 

can do.” 
They’d say those things, but they certainly didn’t feel the terror that she 

felt. The way that those fourteen little steps made her feel was unfathomable. 
Susanne slept on the sofa, but she didn’t really sleep. She’d lie awake 

and shiver in the dark. The house had always exhaled deeply at night, and 
she was familiar with its creaks and rattles, the timbre of each and every step 
on the staircase. Now Susanne heard nothing. The stairs, previously so vocal, 
were as silent and empty as the rest of the house. She pulled herself deeper 
into the folds of her husband’s favourite jumper and screwed her eyes into 
puckered slits. 

She found the jumper soon after she had returned from the hospital. It 
was draped over the banister at the bottom of the staircase. Her husband had 
hung it there when he had come in earlier that night. It was blue, woven 
loosely from thick strands of lamb’s wool. It had been a birthday present the 
year earlier. 

He’d been whistling. He never whistled unless. . . 
She’d heard him come in, pulled back his side of the duvet, and waited 

for the creaks of the staircase: one, ten, twelve. . . 
Twelve, not fourteen. Twelve and then an orchestral cacophony of 

crumbling and snapping. 
Susanne stood suddenly, left her clothes to finish their daily washing 

cycle, and made her way to the hallway. She placed a hand on the banister. It 
felt strong and thick. It was not the rotten, woodworm-riddled skeleton she 
had come to think of it as. Up on the landing, the sun was shining through a 
window. It cast a dancing pool of light on one wall. She set that as her focal 
point. There were fourteen steps ahead of her, and with trepidation, she 
stepped forward onto the first of them. 



Patterns  
By Richard Hartwell 

I sit here, staring at the stains on the carpet, waiting for pictures to 
appear in their patterns. I know they will. Not when I squint my eyes or fog 
my vision, but when, with the intense focus of concentration, I will them to. I 
wonder what will come out tonight, hyenas again, or the lions of last week? 
Perhaps those bats with the heads of famous writers and artists that came to 
me for the first time last month. 

When they come, they don’t seem to adhere to any schedule or routine. 
They don’t seem to be prompted by anything specific or, necessarily, 
repeatable. I wonder what the smell of bananas will recall? 

Now they are back, crawling forth from the carpet, filling the living 
room, crowding the evening like so many cocktail-party goers. 

From this, I segue to a recollection of Tina, Lee, and the visiting DeRosas, 
all attired in Mafioso black, complete with dark glasses, and all boarding the 
northbound passenger train in Gilroy, headed for a weekend in San 
Francisco, as if it was some upscale stylish in-thing. If it was, it was lost on 
the denizens of the Mexican bars and brothels at the south end of town. It 
was probably too early and/or too blurry, judging by the shadows, for any of 
them to notice how not fabulous it was anyway, the Mexicans as well as 
Tina, Lee, and the DeRosas: one drunken group on hand to wish bon voyage 
to another. 

And where was I while all of this was happening? You see, I only have 
this single photograph, capturing with delight this convivial party of 
travelers. I was not present, probably never invited, not that I would have 
condescended to attend anyway, but where was I while this perfect outing 
was being captured on film? I was home, probably, planning what would be 
a night of drunken, boisterous carousing in delight of spring or summer or 
something and in spite of moral or familial conventions. We were all nothing 
if not predictable. And to think, I was not even related to Lee or the DeRosas 
and only connected to Tina by the thinnest stream of blood. . . 



Sunday Morning, Two Weeks Later 
By Cory Cone 

Momma looked younger. She wore girl clothes, not woman clothes: tight 
blue jeans, tight top. Her hair was cut short. I recognized her silver crucifix. 
She was drinking coffee from Dad’s mug. Her favorite one, with the picture 
of all of us at Disney, lay in pieces on the floor near the sink. I don’t know if 
she had dropped it, or smashed it, but that was the sound that woke me. 

Bacon sputtered on the stove. 
The room was heavy, clouded with her presence. She avoided my eyes 

except for half a second every time she sipped from the cup. Her fingers 
quaked and her long black nails clicked against the porcelain. Her foot 
tapped the tiles. 

The bacon was burning, so I switched off the stove top, then took our 
broom and dustpan from beside the fridge and swept up the remnants of the 
broken mug while tears slipped past my lips. 

She sniffled, the sound razor sharp, and pressed the flat of her palm to 
her left eye, smearing away wetness and mascara. “Who are you?” she asked. 

I longed to throw the broom aside and embrace her with all of my might 
and anguish. I wanted to kiss her face and feel the warmth of her hands on 
my skin, but she shouldn’t have been there, in the kitchen, drinking coffee 
and waiting on the bacon that Poppa left burning. She shouldn’t have been. 

“Thomas,” I finally said. 
She set her mug on the table and moved a hand to her mouth. Her 

cheeks shone in the light of the kitchen. 
Poppa came in as I was emptying the dustpan into the trash. He put his 

hands on Momma’s shoulders. His fingers dripped down her like vines. 
“Momma’s home,” he said. 

Momma’s crucifix caught a ray of dawning light from the window and 
flashed in my eye. I left the room, turning my back on Poppa and that 
shadow of my Momma. I managed at the last moment to lift the lid of the 
toilet before the vomit rushed out in torrents. 



Intent  
By Siddhartha Choudhury 

Pages fly from his hand in a burst of wind soon to scatter into the sea. 
Slowly they sink, and swallow in their movement, all his hope and heart. 
With the short record of his poetic life now ruined by the whims of nature, 
the poet wonders how he should court her. She’s by herself, her chequered 
skirt flying high over her knees in the breeze while she looks at the debris 
and wreckage from his heart float, one by one, to the port of her feet. 
Through the blotted ink, she can make out it was poetry. Even as they lay 
anchor all about her, surrendered and defeated in their purpose, she 
wonders if the beauty of a poet’s intent is greater than his finished work, and 
she marvels at the subject that must have inspired such intent. In the 
meantime, the unlucky author of the disaster finally resorts to speech to 
make up for the drowned words. 



Business per usual at the Devil’s Den Bar 
By Sandy Olson-Hill 

Around the stage, clients sit in deuces, plying the air above them with 
rustling bills, while over the stage, strobe lights flicker on peeling paint and 
cheap aesthetics, reflecting flesh and lethargy and currency off the mirrored 
walls. 

From behind the bar, Darnette watches while Erin mince-steps to 
meaningless on the scuffed enamel stage. Next to her, the manager pats the 
stool beside him, chipping crime scene over the bar room floor. “First time?” 
he asks, but Darnette is beyond him by the time he turns around. 

“I’m just not ready to do this,” Darnette says to Erin as she adjusts her 
cleavage over the sweaty lacquered plastic of the bar. Between the women — 
between the music, winging laggard sensual prayer — there is dust … and 
there is the droning of the Budweiser Clock, until loud and disorderly 
interrupts, wearing shabby intoxication. 

“That bitch took my money,” he says, one fat trigger finger pointing at 
the polished dancer, ignoring him from across the room. Erin steps away, 
wringing her tips into flaccid licorice while thinking, what does he want? as 
the empty jar that reads Tipping is not a Sea in China topples off the bar. 

Women gather. 
And dancers circle when hard money talks in blank cool collectives. 
“What does he want?” 
Darnette steps on stage as bouncers shove the man between the push 

and the pull. Then into the exit crowd the dancers, flock the social vultures 
circling the sun. 

Wings beat between fevers, and business per usual lingers. 
Through the door, around the stage, and into the dance, clients wave 

their monies under the strobe lights. Where there’s smoke there’s fire … and 
the apathy of angels, reaching for gold between the sky. 



About Apocrypha and Abstractions 
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Ken Elkes lives and works in Bristol, UK. He is a prize-winning author of 
short fiction, a journalist and a travel writer. His work has appeared online 
(including East of the Web, Twisted Tongue, Orange Labyrinth, Words Literary 
Journal) and in several anthologies (including Your Messages - Blue Chrome 
Press; Image Coal - Leaf Books). He recently finished his first novel. 

Shawn Misener is a full-time writer from Michigan.  He is the author of the 
chapbook Dry Humping a Fire Hydrant and the upcoming full-length poetry 
text God Sheds His Gravy On Thee.  His work has appeared at over fifty print 
and online venues.  He also edits the absurdist poetry blogazine Clutching at 
Straws. http://www.wordpress.misener.com   

John Olson is the author nine collections of poetry, including Larynx Galaxy, 
from Black Widow Press in 2012, and Backscatter: New And Selected Poems, 
from Black Widow Press in 2008. He is the recipient of a Stranger genius 
award for literature and is a three-time recipient of a Fund For Poetry 
Award. He recently finished a novel about French painter Georges Braque, to 

http://www.jamesclaffey.com/
http://www.wordpress.misener.com/


be published by Quale Press in 2012, titled The Seeing Machine. 
http://www.tillalala.blogspot.com  

Peter McMillan is a freelance writer and ESL instructor who lives with his 
wife and two flat-coated retrievers on the northwest shore of Lake Ontario. 

Lucile Barker is a Toronto poet, writer, and activist. Since 1994, she has been 
the coordinator of the Joy of Writing, a weekly workshop at the Ralph 
Thornton Centre. Her recent publications include Memewar, Room, 
Antigonish Review, Rougarou, Litterbox, Flashlight Memories, Bat Shat, 
Snakeskin Review, Hinchas de Poesia, Jet Fuel Review, U.M.ph.!, Menacing Hedge, 
Nashwaak Review and the Danforth Review. The Golden Age was the first place 
short story winner in the Creative Keyboards contest, a project of the 
Hamilton Arts Council. Poetry and short stories are also forthcoming in 
H.O.D., U.M.ph!, Vox Poetica and Whistling Fire. 

Curtis Silver writes stuff. He makes jokes. About stuff. On the internet. Also, 
he can’t swim. Ok, he can swim but he just doesn’t. The ocean is full of trash. 
http://www.wired.com/geekdad/author/cebsilver  

Michael Dickes is a writer living in New York City. Michael’s literary fiction 
has been or is scheduled to be featured in Kerouac’s Dog Magazine, Southpaw 
Literary Journal, Tree Killer Ink, Thunderclap! Press, Duality, Do Hookers Kiss?, 
Metazen, THIS Literary Magazine, The Istanbul Literary Review, and others. 
Michael has also been a performing songwriter for over 20 years, selling 
nearly 30,000 CDs primarily right off of the stage. He has sung his songs 
from the stages of small town saloons, West Coast coffee houses, and 
festivals to the theatres and clubs of Europe. 
www.michaeldickes.weebly.com 

Joseph Morgado lives in rural Cornwall in the United Kingdom. His work 
has appeared in various places, including the KGB Bar Literary Magazine, 
Shock Totem, and Space Squid. 

Brenda Anderson lives in Adelaide, South Australia with her husband and 
two children. Her fiction has appeared in 10Flash Quarterly and Andromeda 
Spaceways Inflight Magazine. She loves the offbeat, Woody Allen movies, 
fantasy, Wagner’s ‘Valkyrie’ and the paintings of Hieronymous Bosch. 

Jack Caseros is a Canadian writer and ecologist. His work has recently 
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appeared in steelbananas, Eschatology Journal, and the Eunoia Review. His first 
novel, Onwards & Outwards, was self-published in February 2012, under his 
independent publishing organization: Kaleidoscope Reality. 
http://www.jackcaseros.webs.com  

Rick Hartwell is a retired middle school (remember, the hormonally-
challenged?) English teacher living in Moreno Valley, California, with his 
wife of thirty-six years (poor soul, her, not him), their disabled daughter, one 
of their sons and his ex-wife and their two children, and twelve cats. Yes, 
twelve! He believes in the succinct, that the small becomes large; and, like 
the Transcendentalists and William Blake, that the instant contains eternity. 
Given his “druthers,” if he’s not writing poetry, Rick would rather still be 
tailing plywood in a mill in Oregon. 

Mark Rosenblum—a New York native who now lives in Southern 
California—misses the taste of real pizza and good deli food. His work has 
been featured in Boston Literary Magazine, Everyday Fiction, Flashes in the Dark, 
Pure Slush, Six Sentences, Nailpolish Stories, Yellow Mama and Six Minute 
Magazine. He has work upcoming in Sleet Magazine and Short, Fast and Deadly. 
He has also appeared in several anthologies. 

E. A. Ryles is a publishing assistant by day and a graduate student by night 
(and by day too). She lives in Massachusetts with her cat, Nike. 
http://www.earyles.com/blog   

Ben Hostetter received his Ba in English from Virginia Commonwealth 
University. He lives in Charlottesville, VA, where he writes everyday with 
his cat, Copernicus. 

Nathaniel Tower writes fiction, teaches English, and manages the online lit 
magazine Bartleby Snopes. His short fiction has appeared in over 100 online 
and print magazines and has been nominated for the Pushcart Prize. His 
story “The Oaten Hands” was named one of 190 notable stories by 
storySouth’s Million Writers Award in 2009. His first novel, A Reason To 
Kill, was released in July 2011 through MuseItUp Publishing. 
http://www.bartlebysnopes.com/ntower.htm  

Johanna Miklos is from Munich, Germany. She has an MFA from CUA and 
a rescue dog from Mississippi. 
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Michael Harris Cohen is a graduate of the MFA in Creative Writing 
program at Brown University. His writing has appeared in The Virgin Fiction 
anthology, The online-Conjunctions, The Land Grant College Review, The Brooklyn 
Rail, Lurch, The Sofia Echo, Mixer, and a number of other fine journals, in 
addition to several times having his words performed on the stage and the 
screen. He is the recipient of a Fulbright research grant to translate Bulgarian 
folk and fairytales as well as residencies at the Djerassi Foundation, 
Jentel Artist Residency, and The Blue Mountain Center. He lives in Bulgaria 
with his wife and two daughters, Siana and Lila, and teaches creative writing 
and literature at the American University in Bulgaria. He also founded and 
oversees the University’s literary journal, Flyinthehead. 

Candy Caradoc lives in Melbourne, Australia. She is interested in hidden 
meaning, independent thought and personal epiphanies. She is not 
interested in polite chit chat, the common opinion or “personal 
achievements”. She completed a thesis at Monash University about uncanny 
representations of the effects of narcissistic parenting in Hoffmann’s The 
Sandman and Aronofsky’s film Black Swan. One of her stories, about a 
woman in love with a straw man, appears in Dog Horn Publishing’s Women 
Writing the Weird. 

Meagan Hamilton is a young adult who loves her dog very much. She grew 
up in various states, but will always claim Ohio as her own. Being sickly 
with Multiple Sclerosis and mentally ill from Bipolar, she rarely leaves the 
sanctuary of her bedroom. Meagan sits alone and types, inspired by the 
sound of the winds whispering in the trees. 

Mike DiChristina’s stories have recently been published in Concisely and 
Gone Lawn. Mike currently lives in Connecticut with his wife and 
three teenaged daughters. 

Stephen Hastings-King lives by a salt marsh in Essex, Massachusetts where 
he makes constraints, works with prepared piano and writes entertainments 
of various kinds. Some of his sound work is available here.  His short fictions 
have appeared in Sleepingfish, Black Warrior Review, elimae, Ramshackle Review, 
Metazen and elsewhere.  http://100edgeeffects.tumblr.com  

Clark Theriot lives and writes in New Orleans. His work can be found in 3: 
AM Magazine and purchased in Monolith Magazine’s BORDERS Issue. He 
may soon move to a place he can pause and reflect and write, more. 

http://100edgeeffects.tumblr.com/


Marc Lowe is a writer living in Southern Japan.  His work has been 
published in various places.  He recently guest-edited an issue of the print 
‘zine Sein und Werden. 

Samuel Cole loves to run, photograph old lanterns, play piano, hang with 
friends, and of course, write. Often, his eardrums pop from so much creative 
thinking. http://www.maneuverableword.com  

Brian Michael Barbeito is a resident of Ontario, Canada. The author of the 
prose poem novel Postprandial, a compilation of short writings entitled 
Vignettes, and a collection of flash fiction called Windows without Glass. A 
Pushcart Prize nominee, he is a writer of fiction, non-fiction, book and film 
reviews. He has writing in or forthcoming at various venues such as 
Glossolalia, Synchronized Chaos, Otis Nebula, Kurungabaa, and NFTU (Notes 
from the Underground) magazines. 

Taylor Dibbert earned a BA in political science from the University of 
Georgia and a Master of International Affairs degree from Columbia 
University’s School of International and Public Affairs (SIPA). He has 
worked in Latin America, Europe, Africa and South Asia. His writing has 
appeared in Slow Trains Literary Journal, Foreign Policy Journal, Global Politician 
and elsewhere. Dibbert is the author of the book Fiesta of Sunset: The Peace 
Corps, Guatemala and a Search for Truth. He is a columnist for International 
Policy Digest. 

Stephen V. Ramey lives in beautiful New Castle, Pennsylvania, home to not 
one, but two pyrotechnics manufacturers. His work has appeared in various 
places, including The Journal of Compressed Creative Arts, Bartleby Snopes, and 
Caper Literary Journal. http://www.stephenvramey.wordpress.com  

Chris Deal writes from North Carolina. His debut collection, Cienfuegos, 
was published by Brown Paper Publishing in early 2010.  
www.Chris-Deal.com 

Caitlin Barnhart has lived in Maine for most of her life, and has been writing 
for about as long. Despite having a few passionate interests, her likes and 
dislikes are always in flux. 

Bobbi Lurie is the author of three poetry collections: Grief Suite, The Book I 
Never Read, and Letter from the Lawn. Her work has appeared in numerous 

http://www.maneuverableword.com/
http://www.stephenvramey.wordpress.com/
http://www.chris-deal.com/


print and on-line journals, including New American Writing, E-Ratio, 
Counterexample, Otoliths, The American Poetry Review and Big Bridge. Dancing 
Girl Press will be publishing her chapbook, “to be let in the back porch,” in 
2012. Her fiction can be found, or is forthcoming, in Noir, Dogzplot, Pure 
Slush, Wilderness House Literary Review, Marco Polo, Melusine, Camroc Press 
Review and others.  

Josh Moses is a devastating advantage. He is feared and available for rent. 
http://thehappykilljoy.tumblr.com  

Gibson Bateman is an international consultant based in New York City. His 
writing has appeared in CounterPunch, Foreign Policy Journal, East Asia Forum, 
Groundviews and elsewhere. 

Gessy Alvarez grew up in New York and New Jersey. She received her MFA 
from Columbia University in 2010. Her past life included employment stints 
in fashion, finance, entertainment, and technology. She’s taught fiction in the 
New York City public school system and at Columbia University Medical 
Center. She currently holds a job in academia while she finishes work on her 
first novel. Her fiction and poetry have appeared in Letras Caseras, Pank, 
Spectrum, and The Rose and the Thorn. 

Dan Allawat has had short stories published in Dead Mule, Skyline Literary 
Magazine, and The November 3rd Club. He also has had poetry published in 
Camroc Press Review, Calliope Nerve, FlashQuake, Skyline, Haibun Today, Word 
Riot, Leaf Garden Press, Heavy Hands Ink, and The Yale Journal for Humanities in 
Medicine. He holds an MFA in Creative Writing from National University. He 
lives and works in South Florida. 

Mike DiChristina’s stories have recently been published at Literary Juice and 
Postcard Shorts. He lives in Connecticut with his wife and three daughters. 

Brian Duke is an educator living with his wife and dog in Berlin, Germany. 
He has published fiction in Pathos Literary Journal and Monkeybicycle. 

Rory Fleming is a recent graduate of the University of South Carolina who 
lives in abstraction. While he may be going to law school to feel secure, the 
maw of eternity is still waiting to gobble him up. He loves little more than 
having his thoughts read by others. 

http://thehappykilljoy.tumblr.com/


Guy Yasko was born in Chicago and has arrived in Milwaukee via 
academia, Japan and Montreal. He makes a living at the intersection of Japan 
and the anglophone world, often as a translator. 

Kenneth Pobo has a new chapbook of micro-fiction out from Deadly Chaps 
called Tiny Torn Maps. His chapbook of poetry, Ice And Gaywings, won 
Qarrtsiluni’s 2011 chapbook contest and came out in November 2011. 

Jon Beight lives and works in Western New York. He is doing his best to 
figure out this writing thing. 

Simon Kewin writes fiction and poetry. Some is fantasy, some SF and some 
can’t make its mind up. His work has appeared in many magazines and 
anthologies. He lives in the UK with Alison and their two daughters Eleanor 
and Rose. He is currently learning to play the electric guitar. 

Nathaniel K. Miller is just one voice in the Choir of Doubt. Perhaps you 
have heard their song? He blogs about speculative fiction and esoteric 
cosmology. http://theclockworm.wordpress.com  

Abigail Wyatt lives near Redruth in Cornwall where she writes poetry and 
short fiction. She is a founder member of the Red River Poets and performs 
her work locally, appearing this year at the Heartlands Project and The 
Penzance Literary Festival. Over the past five years, she has been fortunate 
enough to have been published in more than sixty outlets. She is a regular 
contributor to Poetry 24 and the winner of the 2012 Lisa Thomas Poetry 
Prize. In terms of short fiction, her most recent work is ‘Old Soldiers, Old 
Bones and Other Stories’ (£4.99) which became available through One 
Million Stories in June, 2012. www.facebook.com/abigailelizabethwyatt     

Emily Smith-Miller is a writer from Austin, TX. She is the editor and 
founder of the horror website The Carnage Conservatory. She has two 
hellion pets, a cat named Sadie and a puppy named Finnegan Ulysses 
Jameson. She attended NYU for English and journalism and can be found at 
random corners of the internet.  She loves werewolves, Vincent Price, and 
ABBA. She is ready for the zombie apocalypse. 
http://www.emilysm737.wordpress.com   

Townsend Walker is a writer living in San Francisco. During a career in 
finance he published three books: foreign exchange, derivatives, and 
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portfolio management. His stories have been published in over fifty literary 
journals and included in five anthologies. Two were nominated for the 
PEN/O.Henry Award. Four stories were performed at the New Short Fiction 
Series in Hollywood. His story collection “A Little Love, A Little Shove” is 
forthcoming from Shelfstealers Press in 2013. 
http://www.townsendwalker.com  

Michelle Ann King lives with her husband and stuffed penguin in Essex, 
England. Her work has appeared at Daily Science Fiction, Untied Shoelaces of 
the Mind, The Molotov Cocktail and others.  
http://michelle-ann-king.blogspot.co.uk/p/stories.html 

Mark Zelenka teaches high school students for a living. In his spare time, He 
enjoys yoga and translating poetry from the Italian. 

Anna Baptiste lives in a small town in Pennsylvania, where she writes as 
often as possible. This is her publishing debut. 

David Parlato, born in Los Angeles, California, now lives in Santa Fe, New 
Mexico. He has a BA Degree in English from California State University at 
Northridge. He is an educator, a composer, a jazz musician, a visual artist 
and a writer of poetry and short fiction. 

Bruce Costello recently retired from twenty-two years as a counsellor in 
private practice. He has taken up writing as a pastime. 

John Dougherty works odd jobs to support his writing habit. His fiction has 
appeared in various ezines from Aphelion to The Zodiac Review. He 
dedicates his free time to pursuing his passion: writing short stories from his 
home in Santa Barbara, California. 

Miko Penn divides her time between working as a law clerk composing 
legal writings and as a fiction writer. When she is not writing, she spends 
time in her San Diego home with her partner, newborn daughter and three 
dogs. 

Sally Stephenson hails from the county of West Yorkshire, not too far from 
Bronte County. She has been published by Des Moines University, Fight 
Apathy or Don’t, International Student Exchange Program, and her debut 
novel ‘Wildflowers’ is released August 25th. www.sallystephenson.com 
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Jeff Hill is a molder and corrupter of minds by day and a short story writer, 
pop culture blogger, and aspiring novelist by night. His fiction has appeared 
in Weirdyear, Cuento Magazine, Weekly Artist, Writing Raw, Microhorror, and 
Fiction 365 among others. http://www.squidoo.com/lensmasters/jhill20 

Christina Murphy lives and writes in a 100 year-old Arts and Crafts style 
house along the Ohio River. Her work has appeared or is forthcoming in a 
number of journals and anthologies, including Word Riot, PANK, and the 
Marco Polo Arts Magazine: 100 x 100 Anthology. 

Tom Mahony is a biological consultant in California with an MS from 
Humboldt State University. He is the author of the novels Imperfect Solitude 
and Flooding Granite. His third novel, Pacific Offering, is forthcoming on 
November 1, 2012. http://tommahony.net  

Lee Wright is a fat, surly, bald man who lives near Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
with his beautiful wife (who is only a little surly) and son (who is not at all 
surly and has made his parents considerably less surly). He is the author of 
several short stories and a couple of plays. His short stories have appeared 
in, or are forthcoming in, Absent Willow Review, Metal Scratches, Micro Horror, 
All Genres Magazine, Black Fox Literary Magazine, and others. 

Jonathan Edward Doyle is a Zoology graduate currently studying towards a 
master’s degree while also pursuing a creative side. He lives in the UK. 

James Claffey hails from County Westmeath, Ireland, and lives on an 
avocado ranch in Carpinteria, CA, with his wife, the writer and artist, 
Maureen Foley, their daughter, Maisie, and Australian cattle-dog, Rua. His 
work appears in many places, including The New Orleans Review, NAP, 
Scissor & Spackle, Connotation Press, Gone Lawn, and Press1. 
 http://www.jamesclaffey.com 

Eric Hawthorn is a native of Philadelphia, where he teaches poetry to kids 
and works as a writer and researcher for a real estate firm. Recently, his work 
has been published in Monkeybicycle, The Big Jewel, and Gloom Cupboard. 

Andrew Zigler is a fierce academic who loves reading in low-light 
conditions. He studies Latin and Ancient Greek rigorously as part of his 
Classics degree plan at the University of Texas at Austin, and is always 
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looking over his shoulder for the day they come back to life as undead 
languages. http://zigtalk.wordpress.com  

Alicia Zuberbier has been published in Century Magazine and The Fox Cry 
Review, as well as being chosen as one of Milwaukee’s Best Creative Writing 
Undergrads. She likes writing and painting. She dances. She laughs. She 
rambles, and she spends too much time on Facebook. 

Joseph Plasan is younger than most writers. He is currently in the process of 
editing his first full length novel while he and his best friend eagerly await a 
long Pennsylvania winter and a spanking-new baby boy. 

Matthew Robinson lives and writes in Portland, OR. Sometimes he studies 
at Oregon State University, so someday his list can read: lives, writes, and 
works. 

Peter McMillan is a freelance writer and ESL instructor who lives on the 
northwest shore of Lake Ontario with his wife and two flat-coated retrievers. 
In 2012, he published his first book: Flash! Fiction. 

Jake Rawdin is 23 years old, born in Philadelphia. 
http://www.flashfictionmosaic.wordpress.com  

Jesse Eagle is the Editor-In-Chief at DOGZPLOT  Flash Fiction. His work has 
appeared in SmokeLong Quarterly, Hobart, and Midwestern Gothic. He lives in 
Chicago and attends Northwestern University. 

Justin Langford is an English tutor at a community college and resides in 
Elgin, Illinois. 

Tim Sullivan recently graduated college with a fancy degree in business 
administration and has spent most of his time since desperately attempting 
to find employment in that vein. A dearth of success has led him to start 
writing flash fiction in between sending out resumes. He also has a cat. 

Christopher DeWan is a writer and teacher living in Los Angeles. 

Bobbi Lurie’s fourth poetry collection, “the morphine poems,” is 
forthcoming from Otoliths. She is the author of three other poetry collections: 
Grief Suite, The Book I Never Read, and Letter from the Lawn. 

http://zigtalk.wordpress.com/
http://www.flashfictionmosaic.wordpress.com/


E.A. Fow writes and paints in Brooklyn, NY. 

N. C. Taylor, when not busy saving computer servers from malevolent 
programmers hell bent on their destruction, likes to imagine even still 
weirder worlds, and tries to put them into words to share with others. 
Although a native of the British Isles, he now spends most of his time in the 
American desert, pining for the green rolling hills of home, but not often 
missing the rain.  

Stephen V. Ramey lives in beautiful New Castle, Pennsylvania. His work 
has appeared in Microliterature, Literary Orphans, Pure Slush, and Connotation 
Press, among others. He edits the annual Triangulation anthology from 
Parsec Ink, and the twitterzine, trapeze. 
http://www.stephenvramey.com  

Rick Hartwell is a retired middle school English teacher living in Moreno 
Valley, California, with his wife of thirty-six years (poor soul, her, not him), 
their disabled daughter, one of their sons and his ex-wife along with their 
two children, and eleven cats. Yes, eleven! He believes in the succinct, that 
the small becomes large, and, like the Transcendentalists and William Blake, 
that the instant contains eternity. Given his “druthers,” if he’s not writing 
poetry, Rick would rather still be tailing plywood in a mill in Oregon. 

Timothy Tarkelly’s short story entitled, “Daughter of The Dead” was 
recently published in an anthology from Undead Press. He also has fiction 
featured at Microhorror.com and Dailylove.net. 

Warren Smith writes because he needs to, and he is glad for the opportunity 
to complete a thought now and then. 

John Riley fitfully manages a small educational publishing company and 
tries to write when he gets time. He’s married with two children, and has 
two Jack Russell terriers named Ted and Fritz. He’s published some fiction 
and poetry at various venues and hopes to publish more. 
 http://temptedtostay.blogspot.com 

Faness Haygood is an undergraduate English: Creative Writing and 
Classical Humanities double major currently attending Miami University in 
Oxford, Ohio. Though born in Columbus, Ohio she spent the majority of her 
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childhood traveling across the country and claims Cathedral City, California 
as her second home. She draws inspiration from her travels and her family, 
and is grateful for her worldly experiences. 

Nicole Rivas received her BA in English from California State University, 
San Bernardino. Her fiction has appeared in The Pacific Review and 
Thickjam. 

Carly Berg’s stories appear in PANK, Word Riot, Bartleby Snopes and 
elsewhere. She was playing the song “Crimson and Clover” and wondering 
what the heck it meant and this is what she came up with. 

Miriam Sagan is the author of twenty-five books, including the poetry 
collection MAP OF THE POST (University of New Mexico Press.) She 
founded and directs the creative writing program at Santa Fe Community 
College. In 2010, she won the Santa Fe Mayor’s award for Excellence in the 
Arts. http://miriamswell.wordpress.com  

Tamara Wiens is an undergraduate at the University of Colorado who 
continually seeks to make the leap from dilettante to polymath.  She is 
fascinated by many things, including semiotics and metaphor, and enjoys 
using word processing software as her canvas over copious amounts of tea.  
The world intrigues her, especially at night. 

Casey L. Scott is a 22 year old procrastinator who has been published in the 
Imagine Journal and the Geelong Writers 2008 anthology. He writes 
speculative fiction which explores philosophical ideas. He currently has a 
degree in professional and creative writing with honours in philosophy and 
plans on pursuing postgraduate study. He has other writing and musical 
projects under the name ‘Malekei Leigh.’ 

Nathan Good is a writer from London and Essex. He writes flash fiction 
whilst not working, living or watching a seemingly endless stream of 
television boxsets. He has been published in numerous print and digital 
publications including an upcoming story in the anthology Lover’s Lies 
published by Arachne press. http://nathan-good.blogspot.com  

Cory Cone lives in Baltimore, MD with his wife and two cats. He’s a 
Financial Aid guru at the Maryland Institute College of Art as well as a 2007 
graduate. www.corycone.com   
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Siddhartha Choudhury is the author of numerous stories and abstract 
ruminations that lie placid in his hard drive. He lives and writes from 
Mumbai. 

Sandy Olson-Hill’s poetry and flash prose has appeared in Mindprints, Our 
Stories, Best of Our Stories, WordGathering and Apropos. Awards include Edith 
Goettling’s Academy of American Poetry prize, SCC Open Doors Short Story 
Contest, and an Editor’s nomination for The Million Writer’s Award. 
Formerly a Journalist for the Heritage Florida Jewish Newspaper, VSA’s 
Artist in residence, Olson-Hill is involved with the Southern Indiana’s Art 
Council and hosts a writers group at The New Albany Library in Indiana. 



Head Fiction Editor 

Cheryl Anne Gardner prefers writing stories to writing bios because she 
always seems to forget what point of view she is in. When she isn’t writing, 
she likes to chase marbles on a glass floor, eat lint, play with sharp objects, 
and make taxidermy dioramas with dead flies. She has five novellas and a 
short story collection in print, and her flash fiction has been published at 
Dustbin, Yellow Mama, Carnage Conservatory, Pure Slush, Negative Suck, Danse 
Macabre, and at The Molotov Cocktail among many others. 

http://twistedknickerspublications.wordpress.com 

She is also the administrative muscle behind this site. If you want to leave 
her a message, you will have to leave it with the nurse at the front desk. 
Visiting hours are over. Apocrypha.Abstractions (at) gmail.com 
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