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SHE  
By Elizabeth Cook 
 
She wears shorts with fishnets and shirts with prints older than 

generations and leaves her hair the mess her nest created when the morning 
came to retrieve her. She inhales her pack out of long cigarette holders and 
clomps in her father’s old combat boots with a full metal jacket. She paints 
her masterpiece with shades of black eyes and blood lips against cellophane 
skin. Her eyes are a natural shade of envy with a careless manner.  

She ties a noose around her neck because it’s always cold in her world. I 
think it’s because she never wears underwear. A button up souvenir from 
the last guy she screwed loose around her frame. Halo covered by a black ski 
hat, she drinks her Caribbean OJ from jam jars in the mornings and wears 
heels when we visit the park to escape. She sucks on the gold cross necklace 
that hangs above her push-up and dances to Chapman.  

She writes on a wooden stage because she wants her thoughts to be the 
center of attention. She steals library books only to draw pictures on all of the 
pages and return them and paints Dickenson graffiti on the knowledge 
canvas. Sometimes she lets the geezer in the park hit on her because he was 
her lover in a past life and climbs trees to get a better view of her kingdom.  

Her best friend is a transvestite who drives a van with stuffed animals 
tied to it. He hosts shows every Tuesday where she wears no shirt. She 
brings books to our bonfires to burn them into her memory and keeps her 
Halloween decorations up all year because the world is always a scary place.  

She insists we sleep outside under a full moon and claims the moon is 
really God. She moves about in the reflections in a way that hurts to look at 
her. She moves so gently that the earth cannot feel her but just swift enough 
to avoid my net. Perhaps I am never meant to catch her; just to behold her, 
like the moon itself.  

 



Bacardi 151  
By David Hutt  
 
I was living in a room above a shop. There wasn’t much to it. A mattress 

on the floor; a table by the window; an armchair I found on the street. The 
wallpaper hung down like bandages. Nothing special, like I said. And eighty 
bottles of Bacardi 151. I counted them. Eighty. Exactly. A mate stole them 
from a bar that was closing. He gave them to me. We were living well 
together. I thought. At nights I’d open my mouth to a flame and lie in bed 
and read. I’d read long into the a.m. then close my mouth and sleep.  

Seventy-nine bottles, excuse me.  
That was what she pointed out.  
I met her in a bar. I knew it wasn’t going to last because she gave me an 

empty shot glass and told me to neck it back. It burnt going down. 
Then I took her back to my room. That was when she said seventy-nine. 

Then seventy-eight. We opened one. We led in bed and smoked rolled-up 
cigarettes and blew smoke out of the window.  

“How do you live your life?” she asked.  
“I’m still here,” I said.  
Then she said something that went: “Well, I always think of my 

deathbed and about the things I will regret and the things I won’t regret. I 
won’t regret not working more or not moaning more or not sleeping more. 
So I don’t do those things.” 

 I looked at the Bacardi 151 from the bed and felt like a parent of an 
adopted child, without love, just filled with responsibilities. 

Then she said: “And I think about the things I will regret, like not 
making love more or not smiling more or not lying naked under a highball 
sun more, so these are the things I do.” 

These were the kind of things she said. 
Each afternoon I came back from work and five or six bottles were 

missing, but she was sober and she gave me an empty shot glass. 
Then we would lie in bed and rush over each other like diseases.  
“Thirty-nine,” she said. 
“Yes, my sweet,” I said.  
Then another day, “Twelve.” 
“Yes, yes. Twelve, darling,” I said. 
One afternoon I came home from work and she was sat up in bed, 

dressed, with two shot glasses of Bacardi 151. It went down smoothly.  
“None,” she said.  



“Yes, none now,” I said.  
She told me she was leaving. It was July. She wanted to go and lie naked 

under the highball sun. The sun was out. I could see it from the window. 
People walked up and down streets, like ants when you run your finger 
along their path. When she left, she told me to remember deathbeds and 
regret, because to her, regret was stronger than love and hope and faith and 
Bacardi 151. As she shut the door she said, “No more.”  

“Yes. No more, my sweet,” I said. “No more.” 



Phobia 
By Elizabeth Brown 
 
The painted door had changed him. It was always green, for the three 

years we’d lived there, it was green. But then one day it was red. He couldn’t 
move beyond it. He’d struggled, even wanted to die. I never understood. 

Now, alone, weary, I imagine how colors might dig into the pocket of a 
fragile mind, find a space and gnaw. Sometimes, it’s white, sterility — the 
way it swallows me. 

It was after he moved overseas. He wanted to be far, I think from me, 
from the door, from any reminders. Even in a small one room flat, he found 
space. He found a roommate, Reggie, an artist like him. He found his 
rhythm, ways to function. 

I moved, too, rented a two-bedroom apartment, just in case he wanted to 
return. I hope you will visit me, Cyrus said. Of course, I assured him, 
wondering how I could ever manage a plane ticket to London on a part-time 
salary. 

The last time I heard his voice, he told me his cat, Delphi, had cholera. 
“Isn’t that eradicated?” I asked. He told me he liked the word, eradicated, 
that he might use it in his next poem, that he was writing poems, and that he 
had close to three-hundred, enough for his chapbook titled The Red Door. I 
laughed. He didn’t. 

It had been the landlord’s decision, not mine. We’d returned from the 
shore. Cyrus was ten-years old. The air at home was leaden. He’d cringed, 
writhed, stepped back and forth, clenching and unclenching his fists. “Why?” 
he’d questioned. “Why did they do that?” It took hours to get him inside. His 
eyes were wide, deep with dolor; the shift of the moment turned the ground 
beneath us fallow. 

 



The Beast They Do Not See  
By Stephen V. Ramey 
 
They run in circles, faster and faster, each chasing the other, chasing 

themselves. “Slow down!” the Centermaster screams. “You’re straining the 
rods, you’re twisting the chain.” They move too rapidly for warnings to 
catch them, too energetically for childish brains to understand. 

A crack, a snap, and the center post topples. Gone is the restraint that 
applies purpose to their power. The runners fly off at angles, pinballs 
unleashed upon the city of man. 

Splat! goes one, Splash! another, as flesh intersects brick as plate glass 
cuts them clean. Blood drenches desiccated gutters ill-designed to handle 
such sludge. Mounds of flesh and shattered bone. Children, they were 
children, are they children still? Is innocence forever? 

“We don’t understand,” the Inventors lament. “We designed it to harness 
entropic energy. This device should have saved us from the desert 
consequence of our prior inventions.” 

“You did this!” the Parents shout. “You sacrificed our progeny to fuel 
your evil intent. All we wanted was tomorrow today.” 

A thunderous thud, a skirling wind. There, on the horizon, the beast, the 
lion, the inevitable force. No compassion in that gaze, no sympathy in that 
soul. 

Concrete cracks. The broken center post spins around. 
“A sign!” the Centermaster screams. “We must strive to comprehend.” 
“No.” Inventors, on their knees, ears pressed to the ground: “The water is 

coming, if you will only hear.” 
“No.” Parents stand tall, eyes lifted to the haze: “Our children are there, 

if you will only look.” 
A piston step shakes bedrock. A swishing tail throws sandstorms. And, 

still, they do not see. 
 



Prodigal Son  
By Jeston Dulin 
 
She was drunk. I wasn’t. I wanted her. I knew what it meant when she 

said no, but I didn’t care. I forgot what she said when the tears poured out. I 
forgot what I did when I woke up. I lost her number when I erased it. 

I saw my eyes in another person, twenty years later. I didn’t recognize 
him, but he knew me. I said no. He knew what I meant, but he didn’t care. 

 



Telling Cleveland  
By William C. Blome 
 
Cleveland, if I can’t tell you, why, then, who the hell can I tell? And I 

think it’s something worth telling. I don’t for one minute picture myself 
binding shit like this to my innards. I don’t, in other words, see myself in 
some scramble to fit corks into all my bodily openings just to imprison the 
essence of a vacation tale. 

So Jasmine and I watched sharks in Freeport after dinner. We had 
foregone nice mints and flavored coffee to push out from our table. We had 
signaled to the waiter that we were going outside to span the balcony and 
watch hammerheads swallow pancakes and documents the maître d’ was 
going to toss out like flat bouquets into the churning water. I estimate, 
Cleveland, that this daily ritual lasted a little less than fifteen minutes the 
night we were there, and as it drew to a close (as the maître d’ gestured 
goodbye to the fish after flipping a final flapjack and a closing page), Jasmine 
suddenly yelled down to the sharks to stick around for a little while longer, 
and she told me she was going to run out to the parking lot for a license 
plate. She returned in a very short time, panting and out of breath, and with 
someone’s metal plate in her hands. She then frisbee-ed the plate out toward 
the sea below. It sank right away upon impact, of course, and that was that. 

But, now, beyond Jasmine and my days in the Bahamas — and what 
with all the stuff that happened there — why, Cleveland, do you still insist 
on wanting to go to clown school? How many times have I begged you to 
take a chance and see what you might do with slipping transmissions and 
busted shocks? I have to think auto mechanic training would be a far better 
bet for your ass than almost anything else you could touch. And it’s not as if 
you have to abandon forever plans for going to clown school: just put them 
on hold for a bit. 

Look, what say we try and be objective about this. What say we at least 
run things by Jasmine first thing when she comes home this evening? 

 



Anodyne  
By Darrel Petska 
 
Steth, the son of Dr. and Dr. Scope, popped from Mrs. Dr.’s womb with a 

fleshy stethoscopic appendage encircling his neck. Despite appearances, he 
did not carry on his parents’ profession. He became a bartender. 

Patrons loved him, telling their complicated life stories while his 
stethoscope detected every nuance of their situations. His advice became 
legendary. Public figures, celebrities, even prelates converged on his bar to 
obtain guidance. 

In time their confidences proved onerous. A marked man by virtue of his 
unusual feature, he retreated to a cabin in the woods. The forest animals 
ignored him, but so finely attuned to voices his stethoscope had become, he 
heard the communing of deer, rabbit and fox, and found their life stories to 
parallel so closely those of humans that he could not be at peace. 

He considered excision, the judicious snipping of tubes to release him of 
what had become more curse than blessing. Yet he could not, finding such an 
act tantamount to cutting off his ears. 

Thus he withdrew farther from the world of sound, inhabiting for a time 
an old shack above the tree line. Birds soaring by did not respect his need for 
privacy. They blatted out their cares to the wind, and he could not help but 
hear. And he found the wind itself, whistling and howling, had its own life, 
not an easy one at that. 

He tried a cave in Utah, a desert in Arizona. Then he met Thalma 
walking into the desert as he walked out. Born with an ophthalmoscopic eye, 
she too had fled civilization, having seen too deeply. Chemistry does not 
begin to describe the immediate attraction they experienced. Each knew at 
once the other’s pain. Each bore the other’s anodyne. They shared it, then 
and there, upon the desert floor. 

Steth could hear only their beating hearts, and Thalma could see nothing 
out of her ophthalmoscopic eye, for the fleshy diaphragm of his stethoscope 
blocked its view. They loved in this manner until the sun drew down. 

She did not see, nor he hear, the dune buggy exiting the desert way too 
fast. They lay in its path. It passed over them. They died instantly, happily, 
still embracing. The dune buggy driver continued on, believing he had 
struck a sandy hummock. 

 



Mary And Scrote  
By Dan Seiters 
 
It became clear, clear to me, at least, that you might as well put Pepto-

Bismol on a scar as give advice to Mary and Scrote. Theirs was a relationship 
of great strain. He asked only what he needed to know, but she failed to 
understand. She thought that he, like other men, asked everything. 
Therefore, she answered only every third question, gratified only every third 
whim. It was because of his terrible name — Scrote.  

He starved to death, mumbling that “Too many people are taking ego 
trips across my soul.”  

And she said, “No more will he sit around sucking on a mood.” 
 



Join The Club  
By Roy Dorman 

 
The light turned green, but the car in front of me didn’t move. Probably 

texting, I thought, so I waited a second before giving a short, polite “Let’s 
go” tap in the horn. When the car still didn’t move, the car behind me backed 
up a bit and pulled around me into the oncoming traffic lane, which had 
cleared by this time. Car trouble? With a sigh, I put on my emergency 
flashers and got out of my car. 

I was not prepared for what I saw when I got to the window of the 
misbehaving vehicle. A woman not much older than me had both hands on 
the wheel and was staring straight ahead. She didn’t turn to acknowledge 
me as I came up to her window.    

The window was down, and after doing that clearing of the throat thing 
people use to announce their presence, I said quietly, so as not to startle her, 
“Is there a problem? Something wrong with your car?” 

She continued to stare straight ahead as if she hadn’t heard me. 
“If it’s stalled, I might—” but before I could finish, she slowly turned her 

head and gave me a look that told me, yes, there was a problem. 
“I just saw my ex-husband,” she whispered as if she were afraid 

someone other than me might hear her; afraid he might hear her. 
“I’m divorced myself,” I said with a lightness I didn’t really feel. “It can 

be upsetting running into your ex unexpectedly. Creepy even.” 
At that, she allowed herself a little smile. 
“Thank you for that,” she said. “He was an awful man. But I think I’m 

ready to move on now. Thank you, again, for your understanding . . . and for 
inviting me into the group.”  

 



The Rock  
By Joshua Moses 
 
In the garage out back there’s a 1986 El Camino. In the back seat there’s a 

body, and in the body, incredibly, impossibly, there is a diamond the size of 
a walnut. Forget, for the moment, the who and the why. Let’s stick to the 
what:  

Diamond.  
Body.  
Car.  
I trust you understand our predicament. 
Let’s say we take your advice: we call the cops. Cops come, take the 

body, so long diamond. And then we have to explain the car and how it 
came to be in our possession. Or, alternatively, let’s say we listen to Rico: I 
don’t even own a tape measure, let alone a bandsaw. And let’s also just say 
I’m not inclined to go sawing into flesh. Call it a personal thing. Rivers I 
won’t cross and what not. 

Listen – I said no who, no why. What’s important here . . . well, shit. 
That’s the thing, right? Here we are, huddled in the basement of a house 
with no heat, the most valuable thing any of us have ever laid eyes on 
trapped somewhere in the nether regions of a decomposing corpse. And 
what are we going to do, exactly? Sell it? It’s a diamond the size of a fucking 
walnut. I’m pretty sure somebody is going to report it missing. 

I know I should have thought of this. Believe me: I know. It’s just, just, 
under the circumstances, what were we going to do? I mean, look, here we 
are, freezing, all but homeless, and there’s a rock out there that’s worth than 
all the manual labor we could do together in a lifetime. It’s like it just fell into 
our laps. I mean, it literally, literally fell into our laps.  

No, I don’t mean literally literally. 
Anyway, even if I wanted to apologize, and I don’t, it’s not like we can 

do anything to fix the situation. Right? I mean, so far as I can tell, we’re 
fucked no matter what. 

We. We. Yes, we. You’re as much a part of this as I am. Jesus. Yeah, and 
Rico too. I know it was my idea. It was my idea alone. Trust me, I did not 
intend for this to happen. None of it. Not the car and not the body and 
certainly not the diamond. 

OK, maybe the diamond.  
So Rico is going to be here in twenty minutes. We have twenty minutes 

to come up with a plan, something that will work, something that salvages 



whatever we can from the situation and that we can all live with afterwards. 
Something that doesn’t involve cops or bandsaws. 

I really wish we had some coffee. Or some whiskey. Or, really, anything. 
Yeah, anything except the body and car.  
Asshole. 
 



Letter  
By Justin Rose 
 
I hate you. And I love you. I long, at moments, to lavish upon you all the 

riches and pleasure that life can afford. I lust for wealth that I may waste it, 
striving to satisfy your unrelenting, endless desire. I long for fame to lift you 
up and earn you idolatrous worship.  

And then, as I watch you in your hedonist revelry, watch you snort and 
squirm in the filth of your pleasure, I long to extinguish you, to put you out 
of your stupor of self-induced misery. I long, out of mercy, to kill you. You 
disgust me. You evoke hatred and a scornful pity. I stare at the wreckage you 
leave behind, battered hearts and injured dignities. Emotional carnage and 
gore splash a crimson trail in your wake. And you walk on in your merry 
way, licking the filth of emotional bloodshed from stained hands. 

And then you smile, and you lift some broken creature from the ground 
and dry its tears. You lift a lowly worm and point it to the skies, teach it to 
grow wings. And I love you. I love your mercy, self-satisfying though it may 
be. I see tears of genuine love in your eyes as you watch a being once below 
you soar above your realm of existence and out of sight, buoyed by strength 
you imparted. 

Devil, saint, angel of death and demon of mercy, I know not whether to 
embrace you or to claw out your cold, dark eyes. I adore you. I loathe you. I 
worship and curse you. Narcissistic masochist, I call you. And, worst of all, I 
call you self! 

 



The Stranger and the Question  
By William Asrov 
 
He was standing stooped over groveling in the gutter beneath the 

streetlamp, lit, his eyes straining, searching. “Let me help you,” said the 
approaching Stranger. The man didn’t look up. “I’ve lost something,” he 
murmured as he motioned vaguely behind him. “Somewhere over there in 
the dark.”  

“Then why do you look over here and not over there in the dark where 
you say you’ve lost it?” said the Stranger, puzzled, but the groveling man 
shook his head.  

“The light over here is better,” he replied, and dropping to his hands and 
knees, he began crawling about the street on all fours, feeling for it with his 
hands, his lips wordlessly working, his eyes vainly seeking, his head pressed 
to the dirty pavement.  

Away down the deserted street, headlights were dimly visible in the 
distance.  

 



I Am Deer 
By Kelly Schrock 
 
It’s too foggy to ride this morning, but I look at my car and see oil 

terminals, broken land, Nigerians lamenting poisoned water tables, and so I 
get on my bike. People seem impressed by my fortitude, my commitment. 
Maybe they file me under crazy or at least pleasantly eccentric. They don’t 
understand the relief of fresh air, condensation under the nose, startled cry of 
killdeer in the untouched morning hours after so long spent stuffed in 
central heated windowless florescent nightmare.  

White light slices through foggy slumbering morning, too close. Deer 
hooves clip clop on asphalt. I feel her move across crystallized grass. Light 
rips apart fog; bike no longer beneath me. Breath draws sharp, metal 
screams, is that me is that me? The deer watches from trees, watches red light 
shrink and fade and wink out. Somewhere, moaning like a baby, building up 
to a good cry. Mother where are you? I can’t move. Deer watches as I 
becomes BODY through sublimation of blood on road bones twisted bike 
frame lungs and bowels empty. Cool wet nose presses pale flesh; pink 
tongue tastes salt. Where are you where are you? Light blooms. Rubber 
hisses on road, but no one stops. Why would anyone stop for crippled dying 
animal?   

Just pass it by honey; it’s going to die anyway.  
I am deer. 
I am deer  
I am 
 



Location, Location, Location 
By Roy Dorman 
 
When the sexual tension finally became just too much for him, Albert 

decided the only thing to do was to sell the house. He would rent a one-
bedroom apartment downtown while he decided what to do next. He placed 
an ad in the real estate section of the local newspaper’s want ads that read: 

 
For Sale By Owner:  Nice three-bedroom cape cod at 1130 Jackson Street. 
Has attached garage and large backyard. Neighbor lady most often does 

her Saturday gardening naked. Asking price is $175,000. 
Call 555-3750 for appointment. 

 
Saturday morning came and Albert was not at all surprised when he 

stepped out onto his back porch and saw ten or twelve men lined up along 
the fence that separated his lawn from his neighbor’s garden. There was 
quiet conversation going on and Albert supposed it was speculation as to 
whether they would or wouldn’t see his neighbor, Melissa Logan, naked. 
There was some shushing and then complete silence as Melissa stepped out 
of her back door carrying a hoe, dressed in a tight fitting lime green running 
suit with a matching lime green baseball cap. As she walked across her lawn 
to the garden, there was murmuring and muttering to be heard coming from 
those gathered along the fence. Melissa stopped as if noticing the group for 
the first time and looking over at Albert, gave him a theatrical shrug and an 
exaggerated look that said, “What’s this all about?” 

Albert sighed, shrugged, and walked to his front yard where the “For 
Sale By Owner” sign was planted. He pulled it out and deposited it into his 
trashcan. 

Later that afternoon, Albert was mowing the lawn in his backyard 
wearing only some grass stained sneakers. Two could play at this game. 
Mowing back toward the house from the far end of the yard, he saw Melissa 
come out her back door, naked, and start a series of cartwheels into the 
center of her yard. He left off mowing and applauded wildly, yelling 
encouragement to her. Melissa was distracted a bit by Albert’s applause and 
cartwheeled into a stump that was all that remained of an old elm that had 
been removed last year. Albert looked on in horror as he saw her slump to 
the ground with her neck at a very nasty looking angle. Running into the 
house, he called 911 and gave them a sparsely detailed version of what was 
going on and then quickly put on some clothes. He then retrieved the “For 



Sale By Owner” sign from his trash can. He replanted it where it had been 
and sat down on the curb to wait for the rescue squad. 

When the emergency vehicle pulled up, Albert was startled to see that 
one of the EMTs, a young woman, wasn’t wearing any clothes. A twitching 
started in his right eye as he watched the EMTs load the lime green running 
suit-clad Melissa onto the rolling stretcher they had wheeled through the 
back gate.          

 



Wall Label for an Imaginary Painting 
By Chris Bullard 
 
In a letter to a fellow artist, N wrote “The napkin is regret….” This 

explains, perhaps, the energy created by this one detail among the many 
items portrayed in this still-life of a mid-century dining table. Placed beside a 
blue porcelain soup tureen, the napkin, balled-up and abandoned, suggests a 
snow-white skull with a crease running through the fabric like the slit of a 
mouth. At the right center of the image an indentation in the cloth could be 
taken for a baleful, cataract-glazed eye. The scene seems to parallel the 
vanitas theme of the Dutch Golden Age. Certainly, the period during which 
this work was executed was one of intense introspection. At about the time 
the artist completed this painting, the artist’s wife confided to a friend that 
“N grows more morose with every day. The doctor despairs of doing 
anything for his mental state.”  

 



Intermezzo 
By Katherine Swett 
 
I. 
 
As she sits down to dinner, the girl with her blue ribbon knows there are 

spirits restless in the electric wires. Up next to the curled tree that rocks in 
the wind, they shake the light inside the house. The girl sees them through 
the window, and places her ribbon in her lap. Earlier, at 5 o’clock, she asked 
Maria Bonacella why the spirits quake, but Maria never speaks of her own. 

When Mother plates her rack of lamb, the girl asks Maria to tie her hair 
back for her, but Maria has disappeared again. The girl is disappointed. She 
only really wanted to tell her, Every night I dream that I’m at the church. It’s 
cold inside the sanctuary, and an old man is lying on the pew. I ask him who 
he is. Behemoth. I ignore him. He says his skin is too tight, and will I play for 
him. I first ask him if it is he who is always dancing on the wires, and could 
he please stay on the ground. He laughs. When I play Chopin, he falls asleep. 

 
II. 
 
She knows the spirits that fly in and out of the cupboards. She watches 

them as they find all the hollow spaces in the house and fill them. Sometimes 
the girl looks down and sees that a  

great blackness is swirling inside of her, too. Is this my stomach? she 
wonders, all these things flowing in and out of her like smoke through a 
screen door. She worries she is something in-between. That she is the many 
gray things passing through herself. Pace, bella, pace, Maria whispers. 

Father stretches the yellow tablecloth between his fingers. The girl wraps 
the ribbon around her pinkie finger, and watches as dark things flutter about 
his mouth. We will pray, Mother says to him, and they close their eyes. The 
girl carries her dishes to the sink, looking for Maria in the kitchen, but only 
finding herself as she wanders from room to room. 

 
III. 
 
After dinner, the family gathers around the television. The girl, having 

dropped the blue ribbon between dining room and living room, tucks her 
feet into her body, and wants to tell her parents that she met St. Andrew last 
week. He was fishing from the roof of the church, and told me to come up. 



When he handed me the pole, I could see that the line was caught. I tried to 
reel it in, but the whole church split open, and the dark ground beneath it 
too. The crack spread all the way down Main St., past the old Courthouse, 
and straight up to the mountains, light pouring out the whole way. In the 
end, the line snapped, and the ground closed up, and we were left with 
nothing.  

But the girl stays silent for the moment, listening to the television and to 
her mother, who is snoring gently on her shoulder.  

 



Why We Burned the Witches 
By Chris Bullard 
 
We did it to change our luck. Also, they were sort of creepy. So we 

burned about a hundred of them. Just tied them to some posts and piled the 
firewood around them. A little gasoline and a match and, voila, they went up 
like kindling. After the fire burned down, we all said that we felt a lot 
luckier. Sure enough, the day after the executions I found a new dime heads 
up on the sidewalk. The next day I won $5.00 on a scratch off lottery ticket. A 
week later, I found a felt tip marker I thought I’d lost. There’s been nothing 
to write home about since then, but I know I’m due for some really good 
luck soon. By the way, have you noticed how creepy my family is?  

 



Storyscape  
By Kurt Cline 
 
In a story by Saki, there’s an affable guy, fat and short. Sells shirts. 

There’s also a tempestuous redhead, who, though lacking a proper 
education, has a very high-class veneer. The two are mistakenly put together 
in the same pup tent by a guide on a camping trip. I implore Saki, “You can 
help me!—I know you can!—that redhead is just like my wife!” The author 
agrees to help, but only under certain conditions. “Yes, you can enter into the 
storyscape but please understand—you cannot take a life!” 

 



The Release  
By Soren James 
 
Start here, read these words, let them into your mind, allow them to 

accrue — gently building a picture there, forming thoughts that can only be 
yours; because these words are saying nothing, only you can bring life to 
them, it’s you saying all this, telling this to yourself, while consoling yourself 
that it’s not you saying it, assuring that self of yours that it is all delivered 
from some author somewhere, for you would not speak to yourself in such a 
manner, or at the very least, you would never say the things that are on their 
way in this text, things that are slowly approaching you from the bottom of 
this page; in this passage you are about to tell yourself things, and describe 
things, that you have never described before: these are exciting times, and 
you should experience them to the fullest, for such things pass all too 
quickly, so much of life passes without us being there with it, every interstice 
and lull in our lives should be filled with awareness, for to pass up being 
here in the now because of an adopted attitude of waiting, or wishing time 
away until an event comes, is time killed and we can’t, as humans, afford to 
kill time, for that is a form of self-slaughter more effective than the actual 
choice to end oneself; that said, it’s not long now until things start to happen 
here, before images are thrown into this mix, the unknown is just down 
there, down this page, scan down the text a bit and you might get a glimpse 
of words like “sodomy” or “miscalculation” though probably not, because 
those words do not appear here again, more likely you’ll see such words as 
“fly” and “escaped” as these are the two most notable words coming your 
way, they will be used extensively in the coming story, a story that you will 
question the very existence of because you can see that this text ends just a 
few lines down from here, so you’ll probably reason that there’s no space for 
a story, yet there is room here for a fable about a fly who escaped — the 
moral of the tale being to leave more windows and doors open in life; and 
you can tell yourself that from me. 

 



A Play By Mike Nichols  
By Kurt Cline 
 
There is no script. Nichols sits, back to the audience, as the actors 

improvise dialogue. 
 
–My daughter went to the movies last night in open-toed shoes. 
 
–Oh, that’s so déclassé! 
 
Nichols turns and speaks:  “The idea for the play is that no one knows 

what it’s about. Like the sound of traffic in the rain — after a while you don’t 
even hear it.  It’s the same with concepts.” 

 
–But clowns wear them, don’t they? 
 
–What? 
 
–Open-toed shoes. Great big – 
 
–Great big ones but not open-toed. 
 
–Well, yes, open-toed — they’ve got that flap at the end. 
 



Attack of the Killer Tomorrow  
By Tina Garvin 
 
Tomorrow hangs, like an irresistible piece of skin from the roof my 

mouth. 
I’ve shuffled all around it, flicking it with my tongue as I type, and yet it 

still it hangs there. 
 

It is midday in the plaza, where Monica — 
the flea market fortune-teller — said I 
should be, at this time, on this day, to 
discover my true life’s purpose. In the plaza, 
I wait. My eyes trace treetops bit eaten by an 
unseen plaque of feeders. A memory stares 
up at me from the bottom of a well. A clique 
of faces — coming from work, or school, or 
camp — toss pennies down my throat, 
pennies better spent in fountains. I watch 
my arm in the sun, a sleeve of connect the 
dots, then my cellphone rings: “Let me tell 
you how we can save you hundreds of 
dollars on your health insurance premium 
this year. . .” 

 
Blinking, I see the negative image of my arm’s particular patterning. My 

purpose a no-show, I begin smartphone web browsing my Rentflix movie list 
to decide whether I will watch a documentary on hot coffee or a cerebral 
dark comedy action thriller. Women pass me by, bodice rippers uploaded to 
e-readers and stowed in the handbags of middle-aged Haus Frauen do not a 
romance make. 

With every forgiven slight, we lose the bravery of our shape. My 
consciousness outwardly directed and ears pinned to the sides of my ghost 
head listening, I catch a blurb, a blog, a sneeze. 

At around midnight, I leave for home, armed with my trusty Taser gun 
and a full bladder. Ready. 

 



Arterial Ward  
By JD DeHart 
 
There is all manner of guesswork in our late-night activities. When they 

bring the bleeders in, we have to act fast, and sometimes send them on to the 
loony bin. 

I imagine it is not really a bin. More like a holding cell. 
We run into all sorts of madness here. A doctor orders ten cc’s of some 

chemical, and we find, days later, he was not a doctor. We look for the glove, 
but it has disappeared, and the patients are walking funny. 

Sometimes, when someone gets sick, their whole family shows up as if it 
is graduation day. We try to make them feel like they are getting well, but we 
really do not know. We order x-rays. Families like it when we order x-rays. 

One man, I think his name is Ricardo, splashes onto the wall. We clamp 
him and then knit him a vest to wear off his wounds. Someone brings in 
leeches, and we say no, that is outdated. We continue on this way until 
morning and then deny it all. 

 



Dear Petrov  
By Susan Tepper 
 
It is cold in these woods, I advise against it. You will be troubled by the 

braying noises of unseen animals that lurk in areas humans tend to vacate as 
the grey dusk settles. In a short while you will feel hungry, then thirsty. Your 
mind will travel to summers on your uncle’s estate while your back is 
pressed against the trunk of a cold tree. You will feel your future in the piles 
forming inside your rectum from the frozen ground; on which you wait, 
ponder. Oh dear Petrov, this would be quite unthinkable. Decrepit before 
your time. All because of a grand scheme over a woman twice, nearly twice 
your age. Much married. And two violent sons who’ve been trained for 
combat. Two who shall rip your fingers, Dear Petrov, from their sockets. As 
I’ve witnessed the plucking of stubborn fruit off trees not ready to release. 
Dear Petrov! Whatever could be moving across your mind? What oceans and 
stars, what guiding path? I fear you lost forever, once the reality absorbs. A 
matter of seasons! Winter shrinking your body and soul. Springtime, late to 
these parts, your teeth will be gone for the chewing of spring lamb. Dear 
Petrov. Can you not take in, just out of range, a lady of stature and yearning? 
Who, by her own admission, adores you out of reach. Can you not unlock 
the fever that thrusts a finger into your throat, choking out the breath of you: 
admission after admission. I will whisper a secret:  The stone wall that’s 
falling down. Behind, you will find a crocus, maybe two. Purple. Fresh. 
Confused over when to disappear. 

 



Four Strings  
By Zac Jones 
 
I have to find my boy now. He left without me. I have to find him. 
Outside the thunders shake the ground, and it scares me, but I have to go 

now, because my boy needs me. He will be scared too, and I should be there 
so he can play and be happy instead. 

I wrap my strings around myself so that my handle is on my back and 
not dragging. I want to be presentable when I find him. He dropped me in 
the street. The street is full of dust and pieces of buildings. That one there is 
missing many pieces, and I can see inside it. No one is home right now. 

I walk down the street, careful that no one should see me; that is against 
The Rules. A thunder comes close by and shakes me off my feet and I fall. 
Then the air is full of smoke. The world is gray. I stand up and walk again. I 
think the truck went this way; I can sense my boy. 

This street has people in it, but they are all sleeping. I tiptoe past them. 
There is the fountain we play in. Oh, happy times! I remember them. 

One time we chased the pigeons around the cobblestones. My boy laughed 
so hard I bobbed on my strings. Now the pigeons are gone, and the fountain 
pours into the square. 

Another thunder, farther away. 
Many streets later, so much thunder. One thunder rolls just in front of 

me and the street explodes, sending me flying so far back. I check myself. A 
bit of stone scratched my paint. I get back up and continue. 

I can sense my boy; he is closer now. 
Leaving the town, I start down a dirt road. I walk along the ditch so I 

cannot be seen. Every tiny step I take, the sense gets stronger. Soon I will find 
him, and we will play again. 

Out here, the air is quieter and less gray. The thunder is far away. It is 
calm. But the day is growing late, and the nights are scary. The sun has 
nearly set. 

There, I’ve found him! 
I see the truck in the ditch. Someone has parked it upside-down. I wait to 

see that no one is watching, then I go on. The air here smells like thunder. 
Poking under the side is my boy’s hand. Perhaps he is hiding from the 
thunder? He must be sleeping. I don’t want to wake him; we can play when 
he wakes up. I unwrap my strings, straighten them out, and then slide into 
his palm. I am home now. I am here in his hand, where I belong. 

 



An Arranged Marriage  
By Roy Dorman 
 
He had found her in an alley he often used as a shortcut on his way 

home from work. Partially clad and lifeless, she was lying next to an 
overflowing dumpster. He had brought her home with him, cleaned her up, 
and bought some new clothes for her. That was three days ago; now he was 
following through on a promise made to her on that first night. 

“It’s a symbol of my love for you; a symbol of our relationship. Now, it’s 
not a real diamond; we talked about that,” said Randy, slipping the ring onto 
her finger. “I really wanted to get you a real diamond,” he started to explain, 
lifting her and then positioning her to sit on a chair at the kitchen table. “But 
with just my income, we can’t afford a real diamond.” 

He then bent her head and arm so that she would appear to be admiring 
the ring. “I now pronounce us man and wife. This calls for a celebration!” 
Randy exclaimed while rushing to the refrigerator. There was only one beer 
left, but that would be enough for the both of them. He poured a little beer 
into a glass and placed it in front of her with the flourish of a waiter in a 
fancy French restaurant. 

The mannequin continued to admire her ring; a vacant little smile on her 
face. “If you don’t like it, just say so; I can always return it,” Randy said, 
laughing at his little joke. Randy finished his own beer, and hers, and then 
stood up to carry her into the bedroom. On just Randy’s income, they 
couldn’t afford a romantic trip to Niagara Falls. 

A week later, the strength of their new relationship would be tested for 
the first time. Randy would be taking that same shortcut home from work 
this afternoon, and Randy would be performing another ceremony that 
night. Randy didn’t think that there would be any problems though; the two 
would probably have a lot in common. And because they were the same size, 
they could even trade off and wear each other’s clothes.  

 



Paradigms Between Stepping Stones  
By Peter Baltensperger 
 
And then there was the river again, not the same yet still the same. It was 

more watery, less confined, perhaps a revelation. Argentina Delaney clapped 
her hands, braced herself against the night air, and jumped, surprising 
herself. There was a slight shift in the rotation of the universe and the river 
changed its course, the way things flow. She followed the river until she 
didn’t recognize the water anymore. It was enough to know. She had done 
what she could, and what she felt necessary, even though the night sky was 
black with clouds. She could have taken it for a significant omen, had her 
mind not been preoccupied with more important, more immediate 
considerations.  

On the night of the full moon, when the moon was at its highest and the 
sky at its brightest, she waded into the lake fed by the two rivers and let 
herself float among the golden reflections. It was best not to disturb the 
surface of the lake. She lived with enough broken mirrors and shattered 
glass. She was never able to see her whole face, or the complete panorama or 
the entire implication. The cracked fragments refused to make any sense, no 
matter how hard she tried. She stared into the fractured mirrors until her 
eyes watered and everything blurred, the way it always was, clarity a 
precious premium. 

Once she walked to the end of the world just to see if she could find an 
entire reflection. Yet all she could see was her shadow, for measuring time. It 
brought her some comfort, even though it kept changing all the time, as all 
things must, waning behind her in the morning, disappearing under her feet 
at noon, waxing before her in the afternoon. She never walked at night, when 
she could have seen so much more. It came as a surprise, even to her. She 
never resorted to clapping her hands. There was nothing to jump from or 
into on the flat road. 

For the night of the new moon, when the night was at its darkest and the 
stars at their sharpest, she commanded the oceans to lie still and went 
floating in her lake. It wouldn’t have mattered if she had cracked the 
reflectionless surface, but she didn’t want to upset her mirrors any more than 
they already were. Instead, she stared up into the sky until her eyes blurred 
and the stars blurred and nothing made any sense at all, not even the 
occasional meteorite slicing its affirmation into the sky. If only she could 
have listened to its voice. 



When she returned to the river, she could only find the water but not the 
bed or the bank. The water was flowing freely in all directions, as if it knew 
what it was doing. Argentina walked tentatively into the water, tested its 
significance, and let the current sweep her away into the vagueness of her 
night. 

 



Bargain Brain  
By Ian Sands 

 
We were at the body part market looking for a new big toe for Mom’s 

right foot. She was unhappy with the one she had already.   
While she took stock of everything they offered, I placed my skull inside 

the price estimator to determine how much my brain might be worth to 
someone. It popped up with a price of $10,000. I was disappointed — that 
was rather low as far as brains go. I pressed the chunky, white button with 
gray lettering that read “Explanation.” 

 The automated voice began: THIS JUVENILE BRAIN IS OF AVERAGE 
INTELLIGENCE AND COMMANDS A PRICE OF SLIGHTLY BELOW AVERAGE MARKET 

PRICE. UNFORESEEABLE FACTORS (BRAIN MARKET AVAILABILITY, ETC.) COULD HAVE 
AN EFFECT ON FUTURE PRICING. THIS IS ONLY AN ESTIMATION. 

 I next pressed the button that read “Even More Explanation.” 
 It asked: ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT MORE INFORMATION? 
 ”Yes.” 
 WE OFTEN FIND IT UNWISE TO EXPLORE THESE MATTERS. DO YOU WISH TO 

CONTINUE? 
 ”Yes.” 
 JUVENILE BRAINS SUCH AS THIS ONE RARELY ACHIEVE GREATNESS IN THEIR 

LIFETIME, AND IF THEY DO, IT IS PURELY BY CHANCE. THIS PARTICULAR BRAIN TESTED 
AT THE 43RD PERCENTILE IN MATHEMATICAL ABILITY (BELOW AVERAGE), BETWEEN 
THE 45TH AND 55TH PERCENTILES IN CRITICAL THINKING (AVERAGE), AND AT THE 

70TH PERCENTILE IN CREATIVITY (ABOVE AVERAGE). UNFORTUNATELY, THE LATTER 
SCORE IS WEIGHTED LOWEST WHEN MAKING OUR PRICING ASSESSMENT. 

 I told Mom what had happened while we waited for her big 
toe procedure in the market’s lab waiting area. She said she knew all of that 
already.  

 ”We love you anyway, son,” she told me, petting my head like a small dog. 
  
Later, over dinner, I turned to Dad for a better explanation. 
 ”We love you anyway, son,” he told me in a voice that sounded eerily 

similar to the voice Mom used earlier.  
 ”Mom and I fully expect you to live a productive and prosperous 

life, despite your shortcomings. Don’t ever use them as an excuse to feel 
sorry for yourself.” 

I nodded my head and my bargain brain vigorously. 
“Ah, son, if you’d lived 200 years ago, your creative aptitude would have 



been admired. But the world has no use for artists. It is a time to 
be practical.” 

I studied his facial imperfections — the largish mole right in between his 
eyebrows, the scar under his left eye that he’d developed after he fell out of 
bed while sound asleep — somewhat rare for a person to have these days. 

Mom — she of the flawless everything, right down to her brand new big 
toe — piped in, “Did you know that your dad writes the most interesting 
poetry? I bet not.”   

Dad wore a shameful expression, like someone had just pointed out he 
was wearing a toupee. 

“I’ll sometimes hack into his digital just before bedtime,” added Mom, a 
nearly invisible smile appearing on her face. “Years from now, 
someone lovely will take a chance on you, son. And they will be pleasantly 
surprised, you can be sure of that.” 

 



Ready or Not  
By Roy Dorman 
 
Stepping down from the footstool, Edward Warner walked over to his 

apartment door and undid the dead bolt and also the chain lock, leaving 
only the key lock still locked. The landlord had a master key for that one. 
Once he was missed, he didn’t want people to have to break in the door to 
get to him. Edward was a considerate kind of guy. As long as he was down 
from his perch, he also decided to move the note from the kitchen counter to 
the coffee table near the couch. They wouldn’t be able to miss that. He’d 
worked long and hard getting the note just right. He went into the bathroom 
to see if he could pee just one more time. He’d heard about bodily functions 
making things yucky and he didn’t want a mess. Very considerate. He’d 
actually thought about getting some of those adult diapers, but then thought 
wearing one of those might be construed as maybe being just a little too 
persnickety. He’d settled on an enema and hadn’t had anything to drink for 
the last couple of hours. He took one look around to see if there was 
anything else to be done to make this whole thing come off as smoothly as 
possible. He was back up on the footstool with the rope tight around his 
neck, ready to go, when his cat, Mister Jones, sauntered out of the bedroom. 
Damn! He’d forgotten to put food and water out for Mister Jones. While 
squatting down to spoon out the cat food into the bowl, Edward noticed a 
couple of dust bunnies near the refrigerator and some crumbs of some sort 
under the kitchen table that Mister Jones had missed. With a sigh, he decided 
the living room could probably use a quick vacuuming, too. 

  



A Brief History of Magic  
By Glen Armstrong 
 
As a boy, I read everything I could on magic, slight-of-hand, and any 

physical law that might temporarily play along with the whims of correctly 
positioned mirrors and a black velvet backdrop. I was a serious student of 
stage magic, but my hands betrayed my learning, so clumsy and thick that 
they rained buffalo nickels and consistently gave up the sedated rabbit’s 
position in the top hat’s fifth dimension. Denied the silk cape and the pretty 
assistant, I disappeared, barely enough dexterity to turn page into page. 

 



The History of All Things  
By D. A. Wright 
 
“We belong to the history of all things,” he said and then he put down 

the hammer, the grooves in the steel deep and narrow, a clockwork of 
concentric rings spiraling to the black tooth, how we marveled at the craft, 
the magic of it, so effortless with fire tongs and burning blade in such old 
wise hands, we the blood refugees of a forgotten time, we the slaves of the 
shadow glass, nameless orphans in the iron belly of the great machine. The 
old man’s stories were cold comfort in the infernal heat of the forge, how it 
came to be, how we’d given up the daylight, soft in its touch, brilliant in its 
textures, rain swept at dawn’s break under the pillars of scion, the crop 
circles of the city ruins, clear-cut by mighty scythe, by the giants of men, as if 
killing were the same as conquest. “Once the earth breathed,” the old man 
said, and all things breathed with it, sleeping, breathing, dreaming, 
breathing, waking, breathing, with an exalted sigh out to the heart-heavy 
world, the canopy of life, how deep in its roots, how deep the grooves in the 
worm-tilled soil, snaking its history, loves and losses, triumphs and 
tragedies, and all the quiet moments of stillness lost in the wonder, down 
digging for the center, for the origin of time and its meaning.  

“And who are we?” asked the wind from the bellow gills, asked the fire 
mouth of the pit, for we had no tongues to speak. “No one,” the old man 
replied, wrenching the crank. The builders of the titan breathers, releasing the 
pinchers, releasing the steam, someday perhaps. The real question is not who 
we are but what is this? He lifted a greasy gear from scrapheap pile, oil blood 
dripping, the earth mined, molten metal cooled and chiseled, part wheel, part 
thing, a reminder of where we’d come from, how far we’d come, a puzzle 
piece ready to be fitted. We watched in the soft dying light through the 
porthole windows, bolted and sealed to the scorched sky outside, the wrinkled 
hands slotting the gear on the iron spike in the forever firelight of the flames. 
He struck the hammer down on the tooth and the gears began to turn. 

 



Nothing Is Ever Replacing Nothing  
By Soren James 

 
One day I found myself suddenly doomed to a life of thorough idleness. 

An idleness so wholly encompassing that from within its grasp I couldn’t 
even choose to do nothing — I was forced to passively sit and have nothing 
happen to me. Sometimes even having to wait for that nothing to happen.  

That was the worst, the waiting for nothing. I had never waited so 
intensely in all my life. At such times it somehow seemed there was more 
sitting to be done — enveloped in a shroud of aching nothingness that 
seemed to increase my seatedness. On occasion I would feel somehow that I 
was sitting for two people, sometimes looking round me to check if, in fact, 
there were someone beside me, also waiting. Invariably there wasn’t. The 
suffering was all mine. The waiting all mine. 

Life continued this way interminably, unremitting in its vacant delivery 
of nothingness. So much so that I had, of late, begun to believe that I may 
never have anything to write about again — fearing that my prospective 
memoirs may prove to be of little account, and that my reflections on life 
would fail to reach beyond the mind that deliberated them.  

In due course, this proved to be the case. So I ceased writing, took to my 
favourite chair, and humbly continued my subjugation beneath the cloak of 
nothingness. 

Late evening of the following Thursday, as I routinely underwent the 
incessant, bored pressure of nothing, an incident occurred — the nothingness 
stopped. It had ceased and been replaced by something I was unable to 
identify. Having access only to my customary language of nothingness, I 
hadn’t the words at my disposal to classify it.  

So it was that I ignored this intruder in the hope it would go away. Three 
protracted and arduous hours later, it did, and left nothing and nothingness 
in its wake.  

Once again I hunkered down in my favourite chair for the expected 
onslaught of nothing. But on the following Sunday, while enthralled in my 
blessed nothingness, something occurred. Again, I couldn’t convey what it 
was; all I knew was that its arrival had chased the nothing away.  

Slowly, though, the nothing seemed to reassert itself over this something. 
Something was there, but so was the nothingness. It seemed that nothing had 
chased something away, and the something had become nothing.  

That is, until the police arrived and asked me why I was sitting in a room 
with a dead person. Suddenly my memoirs were looking up. 



The Taxi Man  
By Christine-Marie Dixon 
 
She’d been waiting all day for the Taxi Man to come. The Taxi Man 

drove around town and the local people knew better than to ask him for a 
ride. No one was entirely sure what the Taxi Man did. Some people said he 
was an undercover cop. Some people said he sold dreams. Children were 
frightened into eating their vegetables and going to bed on time because if 
they didn’t, the Taxi Man would get them (or so their mothers said). 

When the Taxi Man finally showed up down the street, she was nervous. 
What would she say? Should she go up to him and introduce herself? No. 
Better to keep it professional. 

“Good afternoon,” she said. 
The Taxi Man put down his window. “Aren’t you going to shake my 

hand?” he asked. 
 Her hands were full and she told him so. “Besides,” she said, “I’m in a 

hurry.” 
“Can I offer you a ride?” His smile seemed genuine, but she had been 

warned about his charm. 
“It’s kind of you to ask, but I think I’d rather walk.” 
The Taxi Man had run into this kind of hesitation before. 
“Look,” he said. “Just come in. We’ll talk. If you want to get out, you can 

get out.” 
Nervously, she got into the car. 
“You ever done anything like this before?” he asked. 
She shook her head. “Just keep driving.” 
After a while, they arrived at their destination. The Taxi Man looked at 

her boxes. “You think you’ve got enough stuff there?” he asked. 
She just got out of the car and walked into the shabby cabin. “I’ll be 

inside in five minutes,” he told her. 
She changed her clothes and lit a few candles. When the knock on the 

door came, her voice only shook a little as she said, “Come in.”  
The Taxi Man took off his shirt, quickly tossing into the corner then 

picking her up in the same motion. He carried her to the bed, and after forty-
five minutes of rickety rocking, he suddenly pulled away. She didn’t say 
anything, so he got out of bed and put on his discarded shirt. 

“Thank you,” she said. She pulled up her dress, shuffled through her 
purse, and handed him a check. 



“You need a ride back?” The Taxi Man was more than precise — he was 
also polite. 

“No, I’ll be fine.” 
The Taxi Man walked out, and she quickly gathered her things and left. 
 



Conch Shell Girl  
By Sara Tantlinger 
 
Marina said her name meant “from the sea,” and that’s why her blood 

sounded like the ocean. She told me she was a conch shell and pressed her 
mouth to my ear, asked me to listen to the whisper of waves that sloshed 
around inside of her, traveling from her tongue down into the deep 
blackness of her gut. The salty tang of her breath intrigued me, made my 
hands quiver in want to feel the sea spray. I had never been to the ocean 
before. When I tied her into a half-crescent shape, I used a net. She thrashed 
around like a caught fish, opened her mouth, and the sound of an angry 
ocean tried to free itself from the gurgling cave of her throat. It crashed into 
my heart like thunder and grew louder when my gut hook knife smoothly 
slid into her abdomen. I placed my ear to the gushing of her organs, felt the 
sea refresh my face, and tasted its coppery tang until the stormy noise of 
waves faded, leaving a calming silence in its place.  



Jerry’s Scurvy  
By Gerard Sarnat 
 
Chapter One — France 
 
Survivor-begotten, shuttled among camps, ladies in feather hats served us 

Duck a l’Orange. Gangs cursed my pidgin Yiddish behind doors where no one 
knew I’m a tangerine. 

 
Chapter Two — Chicago  
 
Gaelic nickname, gift for gab, auburn sidecurls; gangs kicked my 

grapefruits, called me Girlie, Kike. 
 
Chapter Three — Auschwitz.  
 
Solid red brick’s like grade-school was. It’s almost lovely. Birds sing. 

One grassy boxcar fades toward the lemon horizon.  
 



Old Habits  
By Ori Fienberg 
 
It’s a familiar story: a man pushes a boulder up a mountain, when it rolls 

back down, he grudgingly pushes it back up. It’s not exciting, but it’s steady 
work, and also the only work available. Eventually, the stone feels like less of 
a burden, the rough parts smoothed from aeon upon aeon of rolling.  

Something rattles from within. It sounds like furniture. It sounds like a 
chair, a desk, and a bed. Mostly he hears the thumps and rustles of books, 
and within the books he can make out the jingle of fine print, a few bright, 
sharp notes, like long, thin wind chimes. Something clinks that must be a 
magnifying glass. He has had plenty of time to be sure; hence, he pushes the 
boulder carefully, so as not to upset its contents. Eventually, he does the 
natural thing and burrows into the stone, making himself at home.  

Everything is in its place, just the way he heard it. The magnifying glass 
remains intact, the wood handle smooth, as if from heavy use. He begins 
reading each book, ready to decipher the fine print. The stone misses its old 
routine: it continues to roll up and down the mountain, with the man inside.  



Vagabond, I  
By Joe Nicholas 
 
I lie here, crucified by the earth in absolute silence, my head buzzing 

with cheap liquor, the webs of my love unfolding across these snowy plains. 
I hear cars in the distance, hundreds of people, lives, existences outside of 
my own, appearing as nothing but the sound of fading motors. I look at the 
empty spaces between the stars. They appear to be inches apart, yet those 
inches contain trillions of miles. There are trillions of lifetimes that I will 
never experience. I lay in this gray earth, the trees revealing all of the secrets 
that the grass already knew, yet I 

Did not. 
 



Dreams of You  
By Joe Nicholas 
 
Sometimes when I see you I see visions of Sylvia Plath and Virginia 

Woolf dancing through poppy fields. I had a dream once where I found you 
at the edge of the river Styx, your pockets filled with smooth stones. You 
stood against a backdrop of orange that fell somewhere between Love and 
Death. That very night I had another, where your fingers stretched into 
branches, and your feet sunk into the earth. Your flesh turned rough, and a 
raven settled upon you, or perhaps it was a crow. A dove circled your bow, 
trying to find shelter, but the dirty black bird always cried out in protest. I 
swear the dove hovered for what seemed like months, but never once did the 
black bird relent. I swear that upon waking I could still hear its cackle. Truth 
is, I still do. 

 



Red Paint Flaking  
By W.R. Smith 
 
In the old barn loft there is something almost remembered. In the faded 

corn powder and littered straw, the boards creaking underfoot, between the 
rafters and the soft dirt below – something. Only it has hidden itself in the 
very frame and shape of the building, red paint flaking outside, rotted tires 
within, and the mouse nests – lots of mouse nest in the air. On bundled 
lengths of bailing wire and home-fashioned tools on nails hung, rusted and 
staining my fingers for looking, I am turned like the light, dully deflected, for 
all the distance come, by the stubborn silver flaked and corrugated tin above. 

Yet, in the narrow pens and wooden ways, burnished smooth by 
generations of hide and hand, is stabled in silence something – something in 
that, with a lingering stroke over these coarse and dusty shelves, long 
untouched, I find myself searching. 

 



Contact  
By Alan Wor  
 
The boy expected something metallic sounding. Instead, the cars made a 

folding kind of sigh as they collided, the other car’s door collapsing inward 
as he rammed it. Maybe it had been muffled by the windows, or maybe it 
had been drowned out by the sound of his own blood pumping through his 
ears, like water through crumbling dams. Either way, he expected a screech, 
a grinding metal scream, and a hard tinkling of broken glass against asphalt. 
But none of this. It was more like the collapse of a noise, an explosion 
wrapped in foam. Through the windshield, he sees the woman who was 
driving the other car. She is as pale as star light and as still as a mannequin, 
clutching the wheel as if hanging by it. 

Then he hears the sirens again. 
 
“Why did you run?” the detective asks. 
The boy says nothing for a while, scratching softly at the metal table with 

his nail. The room is perfectly square, and he finds this disturbing. Two 
fluorescent strips hang from the ceiling over a square metal table and chairs 
with rounded edges. The one way mirror behind him and the very dull green 
walls give the place an almost comically intimidating air. Obvious. 

“Did these rooms really look like this before movies?” 
The detective sighs. “Kid, I’m trying to help you. Tell me it was an 

accident, and that you were frightened and you panicked.” 
To the boy, panic was not a reason for something. It was a natural state of 

being. He observed this in all people, not just in himself. 
“I did it on purpose. I wasn’t afraid, but afterwards I was.” 
The detective presses his hand to his face, and then pinches the bridge of 

his nose. “You hit that lady on purpose?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why?”  
Now it was the boy’s turn to sigh. “Maybe my dad liked to see how 

many ribs he could snap before I gave up on screaming. Maybe my mom put 
out cigarettes on the back of my neck. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe they were 
just into drugs, and I got into them too, to cope. Maybe not. Maybe I don’t 
have parents, the way some people don’t have wisdom teeth. Maybe I was 
bullied in school, because I was poor, and that seemed important to me. 
Maybe no one was there for me, and the world seemed hard, as hard as a fist, 
and as wide open and empty as the inside of my head. And maybe it just 



seemed like everyone was too far apart and that no one ever had to touch. Or 
when they did, it was in the wrong ways, and in dark rooms. Do you know 
what I mean?” 

“How much of that is true?” 
“Does it matter? When two people do touch, it makes a sound like 

something collapsing.” 
 



A Ceremony of Innocence  
By Stephen V. Ramey 

 
A yard covered in the purist white, a snowman of perfect proportion, a 

tree, a fence, the field beyond glazed with snow, and I breathe. The air is not 
cold in my lungs, but warm and moist. My gaze lifts to the sun, light too 
fluid for the tree’s arthritic fingers to hold. 

These farms are not like Nebraska. Borders bend with the landmarks; 
roads turn through one curve after another, a widening gyre. Nothing stays 
still; nothing makes sense. 

I gaze at Jenny. She likes pancakes with whipped butter and maple 
syrup. She likes to sleep in, tucked down into the blankets. I wait as long as I 
can, but there are cows to milk, hay to pitch, water troughs to fill. 

“Come on, lazy bones.” 
An eye peeks out. A toe emerges. I imagine it pressed to my lips; foot 

arched like a ballerina’s, the tension in her calf easing as I work my way up. 
“Come back to bed,” she says. The window brightens her foot and 

suddenly it’s Sarah, reclining on a spread of hay. The barn smells of the 
manure pile just outside. 

She raises her bare foot. All manner of filth clings to that sole. I think of 
the chickens in their coops, the cows in their stalls, the horse’s tail swatting. 
She watches expectantly as I touch her to my lips; take her onto my tongue. 
Her mocking laughter fills my head. 

This is where it comes apart. Jenny is not in bed, not in the house, the 
shed, or anywhere I will let myself see. I raise my hands, red against the sun. 

The snowman stares accusingly. 
“The world will melt you,” I yell. Ice hangs in the air. 



 

Old Wooden Bench  
By Jason E. Rolfe 
 
The curtain opens on an old wooden bench. Jason is sitting on the bench. 
 
Jason: I am sitting on this old wooden bench. I sat on this old wooden 

bench. I am sitting on this old wooden bench. I will sit on this old wooden 
bench. 

 
Nicole enters stage right. She is jogging, but stops when she sees Jason. 
 
Nicole: What are you doing? 
 
Jason: Traveling through time. 
 
Nicole: You can’t travel through time.  
 
Jason: I can, and I can prove it! 
 
Nicole (dubious): Sure, wait five minutes and voila! You’ve traveled five 

minutes into the future! 
 

Jason: Relatively speaking. But I can travel from the present to the future and 
from the present to the past, all while sitting on this old wooden bench. 

 
Nicole: I’m watching. 
 
Jason: Here I am, sitting on this old wooden bench in the present. I will 

sit on this old wooden bench tomorrow. I am sitting on this old wooden 
bench in the present again! 

 
Nicole: What? 
 
Jason: Time travel. Present to future and back again! 
 
Nicole (confused): You just changed from present to future tense. 
 



Jason: From present to future and back again! I am sitting on this old 
wooden bench. I sat down on this old wooden bench. I am sitting on this old 
wooden bench. (pause) Did you see that? I just went from the present to the 
past and back again, all in the blink of an eye! 

 
Nicole (annoyed): You switched from present to past tense. It’s 

grammar, not time travel. 
 
Jason: Grammar is relative to the person reading it. 
 
Nicole: No it isn’t. What does that even mean? You’re crazy. 
 
Jason: That’s what they said about Einstein. 
 
Nicole: Who said Einstein was crazy? 
 
Jason: I’m not really sure, but I can travel back in time and find out. Here 

I go. There I went. Here I am!  (brief pause) Arthur Patschke. 
 
Nicole (exasperated): Who? 
 
Jason: Arthur Patschke. He opposed General Relativity. He also 

designed steam engines. I met him while traveling through time just now.  
He believed that everything, from the movement of the stars to human 
thought, could be traced back to the collisions of tiny particles of ether. He 
eventually developed a ‘quasi-religious’ theory about ether being the key to 
pretty much everything. And he called Einstein crazy. 

 
Nicole: You met this guy. 
 
(Jason nods his head) 
 
Nicole: Just now, while traveling through time. 
 
(Jason continues nodding) 
 
Nicole: Where? 
 
Jason: On this old wooden bench. Time travel’s fascinating, Nic. You 

should try it! 



 
Nicole: Anything to prove you wrong. (She sits down beside Jason) I’m 

sitting on an old wooden bench with Jason. The old wooden bench was 
empty when I sat down. I am sitting by myself on an old wooden bench. 

 
Blackout 
 
As the lights come up, Nicole is alone on the old wooden bench. 
 
Curtain 
 



The Loose Diamond  
By Adam McAlpine Clark 
 
So he buys me a diamond, just the rock you know, and asks me, well, he 

doesn’t finish his thought, he’s got it pincer squeezed between his fingers, 
and I’m wondering now if he’s going to put the question to me but if and 
how much his fingers hurt, you know his knuckles are white, and he starts 
talking about supply chain transparency and how he got so frantic, ah the 
guilt swollen in my throat, he says, like he couldn’t turn the music up loud 
enough, on the drive back down the Pike from the City worrying about the 
footprint of the diamond, he sees me puzzled and he looks impatient and his 
whole arm is flexing as he squeezes the diamond between thumb and 
forefinger, the fucking footprint, don’t you see, what, like you a carbon 
footprint you mean, I ask him, God damnit, it’s made of carbon, no I’m 
talking about miners and blood and corporate fucking power and supply 
chains and how I ended up with it and doesn’t anyone care about the Congo 
anymore! and I can’t help but wonder if his fingers are gonna start bleeding 
and he’s off and away about some shit and I wonder, you know I’m almost 
smiling at this point, what am I supposed to do with a diamond, suppose he 
asks and I says yes, what I am I supposed to do with it, do you set it up 
somewhere that you can see it every day, do you hide it in pouch or bury it 
in the earth, and I like that, bury it deep within the earth, knowing it and if I 
say yes I’ll bury it down in the earth and nobody has to know. 

 



Overhaul  
By Russ Bickerstaff 
 
I was walking out of the office when an angry stranger approached me.  
“I’ve had it,” she said. “YOU work it out!” 
With that, she handed me a pile of papers. Old computer printouts. 

Napkins. Photographs. Official-looking documents on legal-size paper. 
Receipts. Hundreds of pages of stuff. I was running a little late so I stuffed it 
all into my car and drove off.  

Later I looked at the pile of papers. The photos were of me. I assumed 
that they had been drawn out of a surveillance camera, but it was difficult to 
tell. The documents quantified trivia from my life. There was one that went 
into detail on my use of a public restroom at a particular time on a particular 
day a few months ago. Somehow they got a reading on how much water I 
used when I washed my hands, how many paper towels I used after I 
washed my hands. Another detailed how much money I made on a given 
day half a decade ago, and how much I spent on groceries one week later. It 
wasn’t organized. It wasn’t collated in any fashion. There were whole 
documents that went into detail as to how much black I wore over the course 
of a given week a couple of years back.  

They went on like that. Transcripts of vague conversations with people I 
barely knew from work. Deep conversations I’ve had with my ex-girlfriend. 
EVERYTHING was transcribed from select phone calls from the past ten 
years. 

It had gotten to be midnight. I’d gone through all of it. I held on to the 
paperwork and put it in my safe. Somehow it ended up being kind of a 
comfort to me. I’m not sure why.  

A few months later I saw the woman who gave me all those papers at an 
intersection. She tried to deny that she had any idea what I was talking 
about.  

A couple of weeks after that, I received a bill in the mail for a “Reality 
Overhaul.” The itemizations on that bill corresponded directly with some of 
the events detailed in the paperwork the stranger had handed me. The office 
address was clearly stated on the bill. It was not far from my own. I decided 
to swing by and check it out the next day. 

I got there only to find that the office was closed for lunch. I tried 
returning to the office later, but the space had completely vanished. The 
building’s management now has no record of a business with that name ever 
having been there.  



I paid the bill. Even put a little “Thanks,” in the memo line at the bottom 
of the check I sent them. It never got sent back to me. The $53.96 that I’d been 
charged for the Reality Overhaul was deducted from my account as 
expected. I’ve never questioned it since. 

 



And Pork Pies Save the Day  
[An Act of Terrorism Thwarted]  
By Norman Conquest 

 
Morning-room in Half-Moon Street. The room is luxuriously and 

artistically furnished. The sound of a piano is heard in the adjoining room. 
Each expletive is accompanied by a piano flourish. 

 
[Alfred is arranging afternoon tea on the table, as Reggie enters.] 

 
ALFRED: (whispers) Merdre. 
 
Fistfights break out in the orchestra. 
 
REGGIE:  I daresay there’s some agro going on. 
 
ALFRED: Get away! The trouble-makers are all doing bird in Qwagsley. 
 
REGGIE:  Bloody bowlers! They didn’t nab ‘em all. And it only takes one 

duffer to plant explosives in a vase and Bob’s your uncle! 
 
ALFRED:  Then Robert’s your mother’s brother. 
 
REGGIE:  Bollocks! (sneering) I think you’ve gone quite doolally. 
 
There is loud explosion in the distance. 
 
REGGIE: Bugger that, I’m out of here! 
 
ALFRED.: Cheerio then. 
 
Reggie pauses at the door, tips his hat. 
 
REGGIE: Chocks away! 
 
ALFRED: Toodle-pip, old sport. (Goes to the window, looks out) Hello, 

what’s this?  
 



REGGIE:  (joining him at the window) The wankers have arrived in time 
to save us!! 

 
ALFRED:  Pork pies save the day — hooray! Curtain! Close the bloody 

curtain! 
 
CURTAIN 
 



Dawn Hug  
By Mark Furness 
 
You think you’re going to check a prototype. Just climb inside and have 

a look around, test the seats. I’m in there. You smile. So do I. The engine 
starts. We taxi to the runway. There are no seatbelts. We gain speed and ride 
into the clouds. Dawn. You notice I’ve lost one arm. You wonder where it 
went, how I feel. I move my stump in a circle. You smile. I don’t. I massage 
my stump. You realise I’m wearing a backpack, maybe a parachute. You’re 
just wearing a shirt and skin on your back. You’re dizzy. I walk to the 
opening. I throw open the door. I grab you and jump into space. What do 
you do now? 

 



Navel  
By Michael Crane 
 
To the young woman with the Mickey Mouse tattoo on her wrist. 
 
I have the same dream every night. I am walking through a desert. I 

have not eaten for many days, and I am very tired. Finally I come to a 
mountain and there is a cave and I enter. It is cool inside, and on the floor of 
the cave is a sack of berries. I eat a handful of the berries and then fall asleep. 
Every time I wake up from my dream I feel relaxed as though I need this 
dream to give me strength through each day. Last night I met an attractive 
girl with light brown hair and large hazel eyes. Her name was Katrina. She 
told me that no man has ever made love to her and that she always felt alone. 
I had never told anyone before about my recurring dream, but I told her. She 
reached out across the restaurant table for my left hand and touched me 
gently. Her hand was soft, and I felt an incredible longing. Later we walked 
to her house. I laid on the bed beside her and it was a hot summer’s night 
and so I perspired profusely.  I undressed her on the bed and removed her 
panties only to find that she had no vagina. I saw her looking at me with her 
sad hazel eyes. I kissed her and told her it was all right and lay down with 
her and held her close to me. She reached down to her navel and with both 
hands began to stretch it open. Within a minute there was an enormous 
opening and she told me to climb inside. I crept inside her navel and it was 
cool there. I was tired and fell asleep. In my dream I am walking through the 
desert and she is there with me holding my hand gently. We come to a lake 
and there is a small boat on the shore. We get inside and she begins to row to 
the other side, and when we get there, a cool breeze blows gently over us. 

 
From the stranger 

who is your 
closest friend. 

 
Originally appeared in Postcards from the End of the World 



Lost Treasures  
By Thomas Peter McCarthy 
 
At long last, Ray was alone to enjoy the spoils of a hard-fought war. At 

his feet sat four treasure chests, their contents unknown to him, forgotten by 
all the world, save the poor souls who had lost them to chance. 

Ray’s fingers trembled as he unzipped the first one. 
A floral Billabong backpack. Its contents were scattered and 

disorganized. Socks and panties. A tank top. A vial of pepper spray. A 
paperback copy of Fifty Shades of Grey. A personal diary filled with thirty 
pages of bad poetry and twelve more of Twilight fan fiction. A digital watch, 
cheap-looking. No real scratch there. A cell phone charger, but no cell phone. 
Sun tan lotion. Vibrator. Lipstick. Walmart jewelry. A seashell necklace with 
a red pendant of hardened amber that enveloped a mummified mosquito. 

Muttering sourly to himself, he scribbled loss in his notebook. 
And behind door number two... 
He unzipped the duffel bag. Black slacks and buttoned shirts. A black-

green Budweiser tie. A paperback copy of Stephen King’s Needful Things. A 
Samsung Galaxy. A rose-colored Chronograph Stainless Steel watch with 
leather straps. A TomTom GPS with a visual screen guider, probably for the 
rental car. Eyeglasses. A gold wedding band. A bag of condoms. 

A grin creased his face like two greedy little worms digging into an 
apple. Gain. 

The third treasure chest was a bright lipstick-red Samsonite carry-on. It 
was as hard and looked like a giant cell phone cover. A fistful of graphic 
novels were wedged inside. From Hell. Watchmen. The Walking Dead, Issues 1-
4. A Brooklyn Nets’ cap. A black fedora. Sandals. A hackie sack. A bag of 
weed that no longer smelled potent. An iMac Pro, working condition, no 
visible damage to the outside. Some DVD’s: The Prestige. Avatar. Contagion. 
American Gangster. Ninja Scroll. Dog Day Afternoon. Inside Man. He scoffed 
when he saw the last item. Some pretentious hipster had brought To Kill A 
Mockingbird on vacation with him. 

Gain. 
The final chest was boiled brown leather. The zipper was stubborn. A 

tackle box. Two black horseshoes. A pocket-sized copy of the US 
constitution. An hourglass. A half-filled diary. Leafing through it, the man’s 
irreverence and natural bravado reminded Ray of Hunter S. Thompson. 
There wasn’t much else. A small coin pouch was tucked beneath a Las Vegas 
tourist shirt. Holding it upside down, a handful of quarters tumbled out, 



along with a curious little medallion. Ray rubbed his thumb on it. A Silver 
Star for Valor. 

Frowning, he flicked it into the trash bag, its purple ribbon trailing out 
behind it like the cape of a vanquished hero.  

Loss. 
Everything else that he couldn’t salvage or resell he dumped into the 

trash. All of the Walmart jewelry and suntan lotion and tourist shirts, the 
condoms and socks and the odorless weed. 

Ray’s mustache twitched. Somewhere, another couple of suitcases had 
gone missing. 

Next week he’d return to the San Diego airport lost baggage center and 
bid on them. 

 



What the Eyes Can’t  
By Peter Baltensperger 
 
The darkness was everything, the dwelling place of glowing red eyes in the 

corners, phantoms winging their ways through the rooms. Damien Cross kept all 
his blinds shut, his heavy curtains drawn. It was the only way for him. He never 
went outside when the sun was shining. He looked after his necessities on the 
dullest, dreariest days, wore the darkest sunglasses he could find to keep the 
outside world at bay. 

He brought a woman into his darkness, to find out, a periodic foray into the 
unknown. She held herself stiff, apprehensive. He could smell her uncertainty, her 
fear. She began to relax when he ran his hands over her body, and the smell 
diminished. He took her by the hand and led her into his bedroom. He started to 
peel off her clothes, layer by layer, and she still shivered. He thought of onions, 
thought of laying bare the luscious insides and inhaling her aura. He could already 
smell her emanations and wondered if she could feel the phantoms, see the red 
eyes. 

After he finished the peeling, all his emotions concentrated in his hands, in his 
nose, on his tongue, in his mind, he put her on the bed and took her breasts into 
his hands. For the first time, he tasted her skin, saturated his tongue with her 
strong aromas, filled his nasal cavities with her scents of pure femininity; let his 
hands inhale the richness of her soft skin. He could feel the red eyes peering out of 
their corners, could sense the phantoms in the still air. The darkness was standing 
him in good stead, his safety in a confused world, the retreat for his mind. 

He followed the woman’s scents from her neck and her breasts all the way 
down along her body, delighting in his discoveries, moving from aroma to aroma 
over her trembling body, her trembling legs. She sighed with obvious pleasure as 
he started to lick her sumptuous secretions. She still quivered under his 
ministrations, but her body told him she was enjoying his exploratory caresses, 
perhaps not as much as he did, but at least more and more. He molded himself 
against her until her luxurious scents enveloped him in his darkness, filled him 
with their opulence. 

Afterwards, he folded her into his arms, for his warmth and for her protection, 
and helped her fall asleep, one hand on her breathing breast. He stayed awake to 
feel the phantoms gather on the bed, envelop her with their wings, wrapping her 
into a cocoon. She screamed in her sleep, flailed her arms and legs in fright, even 
though she didn’t see the glowing eyes come creeping out of their corners. He 
tightened his arms around her, closed his eyes, and listened to the darkness rotate 
through the night. 



In The Nacreous Mirrors of His Little 
Golden Ball  
By Hannah E. Phinney 

 
It was just sacrifice, you say. Just medicine. But we forewarned you. Your 

son, he has learned terror, and violence. He will adopt the latter to avoid the 
former. His thoughts writhe already through permutations of future 
brutality… 

WE FOREWARNED YOU. We said, Tend to your blue-haired, green-
feathered son. Tend closely —  for he sees more than is safe in the nacreous mirrors 
of his little golden ball. 

He sees the last three of the horned family riding through a black and 
smoky sky. A giant sea-wrenched teacup is their vessel. White banners 
flutter behind. She is goblet-bottom, cheek against cold porcelain, concealed 
under tattered webbing of pallid silk.  

He sees her hiding in drapes. Porters carrying the palanquin across a 
tawny landscape of slow-moving mists as she flees through camouflaged 
strategies of buff and ivory. Inside, her neck elongates, her jacket unravels. 
Her horns reflect an unknown light. She pierces the bodies of tiny crows with 
long hairpins and fixes them to her frothy orange hair, then crushes black 
butterflies between thumb and index, dusting her thighs with the pieces. 
Enchantments all to veil her existence, should she not reach protection in 
time… 

He sees the dragon, fangle-toothed and twisting with red disease. A 
mountain of meat and flesh and scales. He has sought out the close-coated 
men to reverse his dying. They shake their yellow faces and their black hair 
bulbs jiggle. They say, only innards from the horned lady will do… 

He sees her pupils overgrown with dark moonlit dread. They fill red; her 
skin glows; her pleated blue dress shifts purple. The dragon’s enormous 
body is before her. He brings her in his jaws to the temple of men. They 
prepare their thin sharp tools and begin. They take their time. Their precision 
is admirable. Her agony rises atmospherically, leaving far below the crows 
and the butterflies, the mothers and the fathers, the last of the horned 
familial lines, and the winged worm soars, tusks straight, sinews freshly 
vermillion while her body lies dead in a darkened yard near the sea. Her 
family, her story brittles to extinction. Her skin slipping away from bones 
white.  

 



Hogtown  
By Nate Depke 
 
We’d had huge floods across the state that year. I was fine. I had a boat. 

The pigs were the ones who lost out. They all drowned.  
It’s weird, after the rain quit, they’d float in, from factory farms, so 

listless and dreamy, as if pig carcass bobbing up and down Main Street was 
part of the picturesque landscape of a small town. Their infiltration was slow 
at first. You’d see one. Two. The next hour, a half dozen more. By 
midafternoon there’d be too many to count. They were big as cars too. 
Bloated and waterlogged.  

The real shit came after the water started to recede. That’s decomposition 
would set in. Sure enough, the rot proved to be a big problem. It polluted the 
well-water. People got sick.  

My mom lived nearby and welcomed the chaos. “It’s a sign from God,” 
she’d said. Fueled by her faith, she snapped pictures of the pigs washed up 
on the Town Hall’s front lawn and shared them with her Sunday school class 
two towns over. She told them to repent and find Jesus, said that deep down 
she’d always known hogs were filthy creatures, but that wasn’t exactly true. 
Growing up, mom dated a lot of pigs. I fucking hated every one of them. 

I sometimes think about how distorted their faces looked as they floated 
by. It wasn’t for the faint of heart. That’s for sure. For hours I’d sit there and 
stick their bellies with rocks from my boat. I don’t know why. It was 
hypnotic, I guess. Like those pigs meant for me to do it.   

I’m glad I got out when I did. I moved out of state and got an apartment 
in Greenville. It has a balcony and new carpeting.  

 



The Fears of a Clown  
By Cindy Tomamichel  
 
Vermillion tears. 
Max Factor pancake tan #4, lipstick scarlet #29, repairs superficial. 
 Show us your true face, Oprah purred. 
It lay on the floor. Rainbows wept from cotton swabs. 
They laughed. They saw his face. 
A tired old man doing pratfalls. 
 You’re on, Barney. Showtime. 
The level of vodka sinks. 
Small crowd, not like the old days. He can see their faces. 
 Hey, wasn’t that the old guy on Oprah? 

No, that was someone else. 
Wearing my face. 

 



The Calendar  
By Darryl Lorenzo Wellington 
 
For weeks, I watched her ruining the relationship. Too many kitchen 

train wrecks. Coffee grounds rimmed the sink. Coca Cola stuck to the floor 
tiles. For years he kept the perfect pen for me magnetized to the refrigerator 
door. The new girl woke at birdsong, brewed coffee, and drowsily drew 
marks with her cheap BIC. Her handwriting sloppier than ketchup stains. 

But there was an earlier time. I watched him, living without a girlfriend. 
I hung in the bedroom. He had stopped flipping the dates, or looking into 
the landscapes which accompanied them, Austria, Africa, and the Florida 
Keys. Places he would never conquer. Too beautiful, too foreign. Nights, I, 
Atlaslike, shouldered time. He had lost interest in tomorrow morning. 

Then he met her, and I’d wondered if over the past months he wouldn’t 
have been happier flipping Playboy pics. When she first arrived, I still hung 
in the bedroom. She walked into his old life, a new door. There were 
skeletons in her closet — musty clothes at the very least. Naked, eager, 
clutching her tits like berries, she threw herself spread-eagle, an eroticized 
moment. Hours fled. Time stood gawking. 

She looked intelligent, but she talked funny — slatternly babble, intense 
needs, wants, lousy plans ahead. She took me along to the toilet seat, slacks 
pooled at her ankles, filling me with hysterical promises, broken dates. She 
put me across her lap, her naked thighs, smudged me with lip gloss, nose 
mucus, her tears, a speck of menstrual blood. His pen left faint traces. Once I 
was a household Buddha. Now I was a K-mart replica. Like any other tool in 
a rubbish heap. 

He celebrated her birthday. She missed his. He rescued me from the 
bathroom, hurt, flipping past the soiled pages to the days that earmarked her 
memory. 

 



Sister vs. Sister  
By Paul Beckman 
 
My wife, Elaine, and I were taking our early evening walk, Elaine 

pumping her arms and me taller with longer strides keeping up when we 
heard the yelling. We turned left on Baybrook to see what was going on. 

We saw the school before we saw the yellers. It was the rear of Our Lady 
of Blood Parochial school. The paved playground was surrounded by a chain 
link fence with vertical privacy boards that were spaced far enough apart for 
us to peek through. There was a cluster (gaggle?) of nuns spread out in a 
wide circle surrounding two who were duking it out in the center. There was 
one elderly nun sitting.  

We broke our “no stopping” rule and watched. 
“Do you think they make a habit of this?” Elaine asked. 
“Check out the superior look on the one sitting,” I said. 
The fighters wore boxing gloves and their habits; the headpiece of one 

was tilted — about ready to topple off her head — and the gloves were 
comically large, much larger with padding than standard boxing gloves. 
These two were not in the same weight class either. One was short and squat, 
and the other, the one with the tilted headpiece, was string bean tall. 

Also, they weren’t the ones yelling; it was their audience, their Sisters as 
it were. Sister Beanpole pounded down with a right atop Sister Squat’s head, 
as if she was wielding a sledgehammer, and knocked her headpiece off. She 
then hit her again on top of the head.  

“Do you think they do this religiously?” I asked, beating Elaine to the 
punch line.  

Sister Squat turned her back and then spun around and hit Sister 
Beanpole with a roundhouse right to the body that knocked her into a trio of 
Sisters standing off to one side. 

Sister Squat then raised both her stubby arms over her head in victory 
and Sister Beanpole walked slowly over and gave her opponent a 
congratulatory hug as some of the others took money from their pockets and 
paid those who were standing with their palms held open.  

Arm in arm the fighters stood as their Sisters lined up two abreast 
behind them, and when the fidgeting and talking stopped, the older nun 
who had been seated nodded her head and the Sister fighters led the group 
back into the school.  

 



Puzzles and Pastimes  
By Jake Deluca 
 
In the age before the world was known, we’d raced through the day 

with some gross ambition to see the other side. Evening, we’d let the length 
of the shadows determine our fate. Retired and went to rest, we’d wake once 
more in the labyrinth of our lives, a puzzle that we were happy to be a part 
of — passed in and out of the day without so much as an asking why — the 
labyrinth that we were happy to be lost in.  

“Go left,” said the boy, resting his idle head against the glass of the 
moving car. 

“No,” said the other, signaling right. 
In the dark they drove, between them each an unlit phone, buzzing 

softly with the story of another world. They saw the world, these boys, 
forever as they’d always had, forever as they now did, never knowing of the 
world but for the skyline of the distant, untouched city, but for the image in 
the glow of a screen. They and the world sat on either end of that screen, 
preserved and unknown of the other.  

“No?” The idle boy raised his head. “They’re opposites, right and left. 
Left will lead us wrong.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” said the other boy. “They’re just thoughts. Ideas. 
They can change at any time. At any turn of the head. Right can become left, 
left can become right, and left, right again.” He made one left, then another, 
then another until — though by the uniformity of the neighboring houses 
you could never tell — they began in circuitous form to trace clockwise 
around their small, suburban town. “You have to look past those things,” he 
said as he glanced off the road and for a second at the screen of his phone, 
his face awash with platinum light. “They’re just distractions. Things to keep 
you reeling.”  

The idle boy shook his head. “I don’t want to be late.”   
“Late?” exclaimed the other boy, and the car veered slightly in suit. “Late 

for what?” 
The idle boy did not respond. 
“You and I, we could never be late for anything. We’ve got too much 

time to our names. That’s why we’ve got to turn right, then left, then right 
again to get where we want to go.” He bit down on the brake and, out of 
doubt that his words were not being received, did too on his tongue. “All we 
have is time to waste.” 

Silence still.   



“Tell me,” he continued. “What better place must you be then right here, 
killing time with me?” 

“One day life won’t have to be such a maze,” said the idle boy as he was 
looking down into his phone, thinking of a time when men first walked, then 
rode, then drove the earth. Now they’d simply hold it in their hands. 

 



Mobile Elephant  
By Anna Frey 
 
I found a picture of an elephant on my mobile phone when I was 

searching for a photo I took of my mother just last week. The elephant was 
silver-grey and had only one ear. I called mother: 

“When did I go to Mozambique?” I asked. 
“I wouldn’t know. You don’t tell me half as much as I’d like to know.” 
I promised her the photo she’d requested soon enough and then called 

my older brother. 
“Did you put an image of an elephant on my phone?” 
“Don’t be stupid, little one! I don’t even like animals.” 
I scratched my head and went through my photo folder once again. The 

elephant had multiplied. Four images of it now neatly lined up on the screen.  
“That’s ridiculous,” I exclaimed. I opened up the first and hit ‘delete’. 

Nothing happened. So I attempted number two and number three, but they 
would not disappear. I called my friend at work. 

“Dude, are you pulling a practical joke on me?” 
“What kind?” 
“Anything with an elephant?” 
“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.” 
I hung up to find the amount of elephants had grown exponentially. 

Eight. I searched the Yellow Pages for the number of the mobile phone 
provider. When I returned, the elephants were 16 strong. I hit ‘delete’ again. 
No change. I would delete a different picture all together — the one of my 
brother’s newborn child. It vanished. I returned to one of the elephants. 
Delete. It was still there. I grew frantic, deleting older images at random. 
And all the while, the elephants bred and spread out across my screen. The 
photo of Mother. Delete. 

“Fuck,” I yelled.  
I dialed the number of the mobile operator, punched in my customer 

identity, answered three security questions, and waited until an Indian 
accent asked in broken English: 

“How may help you today, Sir?” 
“Is there something going on with elephants on your network?” I hear 

Indians like elephants. 
“Elephants?” 
“Yes, elephants.” 



“No, nothing, sir. Our systems are working perfect as usual. I see no 
elephants sitting on the wires. May I suggest you don’t leave phone lying 
around for elephant to play with?” 

“No, no, no. An elephant isn’t playing with my phone. It is appearing in 
my picture folder, multiplying as we speak — automatically.” 

“I see. Please hold.”  
A pop song I never heard before jingled down the line. When it finished, 

a lower voice with the same accent answered.  
“Hello, Sir?” 
“Yes.” 
“I hear you have elephants on phone.” 
“Yes.” 
“That is very strange, you know.” 
“I know.” 
“Just last week we had customer who went crazy over elephants on 

phone.” 
“What happened to him?” 
“He shot himself.” 
“He committed suicide?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why didn’t you just give him a new phone?” I yelled. 
“He did have no insurance. Always buy insurance, sir! Always! It’s on 

offer right now.” 
 



Milky-Way Channel Swimmers  
By S. R. Schulz 
 
We lost it up there, up on the precipice of enlightenment. We thought we 

would never fall. We were too high, we’d said. We thought that even if we 
did, the descent would take an eternity. We’d be laughing and plotting with 
insatiable ferocity, blinded to the rapidly approaching repercussions. We 
thought we’d never feel the final impact. 

We were wrong. 
Our shuttle, Rapture, still jutted from my vein at an awkward angle. Its 

tarry black payload of ecstasy — now fully dispensed — had been our 
transport into the galaxy. I looked over at Prince, my vision a blurry 
kaleidoscope of dim light. He was askew on the couch. His arms limp, jaw 
open — pouring saliva out like guano off stalactites. I smiled, watching him 
float there in zero-g. I wanted to call out, but my mouth and brain were 
disconnected. It didn’t matter. 

A fucking bomb could go off. 
A fucking supernova could rocket by and we would still be serene in our 

cryogenic state. 
Minds ablaze and churning. Bodies limp and anaesthetized. 
I turned away from Prince and stared up again at the stars. They were 

closer than ever, blinding white gas, burning stoically in the darkness. It was 
beautiful.  

I, too, felt weightless. Like Atlas, with the burden finally lifted. Venus, 
Saturn, and frozen bits of asteroid drifted by as my eyes glazed over then 
dry-ice burned. I was too afraid to close them and miss a key change in the 
galactic symphony.  

Almost imperceptibly, my breathing began to slow, my heart rate 
slowed. The stars dimmed and then disappeared into the black chasm of 
space. As my eyes closed, I began to fall. Faster and faster until I was 
accelerating at great speed. I heard Prince making a choking and then a 
gurgling sound. My body glowed on reentry. Large orange flames engulfed 
me from all sides. I exhaled a final breath — bracing for impact.  

The world went silent as I touched down.  
 



Eight Legs  
By Andy Tu 
 
It started with an idea. A single thought like the first strand of a spider’s 

web. Then it mixed and twisted into patterns. And now my head’s caught in 
it, and I’m thrashing at my hair, scratching my eyes out because I don’t want 
to see. I don’t want anyone to see. So I hide. And write. And keep my mouth 
shut, and act a certain way, smile for my kids, but inside I’m screaming, 
because just before I fall asleep I feel a tickle on my head, and I jolt and 
thrash again. I’m wide awake. 

 



Blinded at Heartbreak Hotel  
By Rufus Dupree 
 
This is the story of how rock n’roll claimed my left eye. Elvis stole it. 

Ripped it out of its socket when he reached through the television into our 
living room. It was 1957, and he was on the Ed Sullivan show singing 
“Heartbreak Hotel.” Mother was out smoking a joint with the Lutheran 
pastor, and everything seemed to be fitting into some cosmic jigsaw puzzle 
for me. Until Elvis removed my eye. 

“Believe me,” Elvis said, holding it as though it were a Faberge egg. “You 
gotta spread the light around.” 

“What about my sight?” 
“You had a good run,” he said. “Pass it on to the less fortunate now.” 
I told Elvis I was only sixteen. That I had hardly begun to live. I always 

thought I would be an actor. My teacher loved that play I’d put together 
with my buddies about the ghost train and the idealistic soldier. An example 
of fine work, she said, the sort of performance that could thwart the Soviets. 

“I know your writing,” Elvis said, grinning at me. “I was sorting through 
your mother’s pills before the show and I saw your story.” 

“What were you doing with the pills?”  
I hoped Mother would liberate me, reach out and shield me from this 

pelvis-shaking hound-dog.  
But no.  
She and the preacher were singing their Lutheran hymns and laughing 

like two ducks, blowing smoke rings through their noses. The room was 
bathed in the blue of the screen, and Elvis kept walking through it, as though 
it were a shallow creek. He snapped his fingers and laughed, just as he 
reached the boundary of my living room. 

“Your story is prideful. All about the sacred self. There is no self.” He 
shook his hips. 

“What sort of philosophical thinking is that?” 
“You think you got the world on your shoulders. Am I right?” 
 Elvis pulled out a crimson-bound notebook, shaking his head. 
“God, the Redistributor of the Universe, knows you,” he said. “You wear 

your pride on the shoulders of others. The meek are the masters, boy.” 
“What others?”  
 Elvis just shook his head and looked down at his guitar, strumming a 

few chords. 



“Come off it, Elvis. What pride? Because I’m an actor? You’re a damned 
actor, too.” 

Elvis motioned to me, and my empty socket expanded into gray 
nothingness until I was left alone with the night and Mother’s mint-like 
reefer, a blind stranger. 

 



The Real Gods Don’t Walk On Water  
By C.R. Dobson 
 
Stream dawn. Sun squeezed and stretched saffron and red-pink. Across 

the early horizon, black spruce bite up from the peat. It’s frigid; I shiver a 
little. I’m in the water, knee deep, waiting for the cycle to begin. My 
immediate air: juniperus and rich fecundities of the fen around the river 
bend. 

Here the ghosts and gods live: the mist their respite. As ever, I’m a little 
afraid. Armed only with a rod and feathered hooks — no match for beings 
immune to the trickery I intend to undertake. They told me only when the 
shroud subsides, are the trout mine: with whistles and whispers and 
gnashing of teeth. 

 
Never have I not held. 
 
My bare feet are planted in the pebble bottom: creatures creep across my 

toes. I know they’re pupae paddling up and liberating themselves from their 
chitinous shells. Some will fall prey to the prey I seek before breaking the 
surface with their newly unfolded wings and ascending without a single 
lesson to the sky to accrete into clouds and select their mates — twice more 
to meet the water. 

 
One time to lay. One time to sink away. 
 
The sun strengthens and sizzles away the mist. Thrushes rush from the 

hoary tussocks skit scattering through the burgeoning showers of insects, 
mouths like mousetraps tripping shut on the ubiquitous bugs. 

The dimension defying fish — their broadsides like empyrean 
panorama, nebulas gliding across their mucosal galaxy-scapes — rocket 
slickly from the stream for the close-hovering insects. They rise and rise. 
Their splashing attacks and surreptitious sips incite ripples that conflate and 
converse until the once-taut membranous surface bursts. 

 
Safely now can I cast. 
 



Of Ice and Remembrance  
By Mara Buck  
 
A white fox stands in arctic snow, the full moon alert above his shoulder, 

and I see only his eyes, onyx jewels reflecting my image. We stare and my 
own eyes adjust and details appear, blue shadows on the snow, a tinge of 
umber on his underbelly, the hint of dried blood on his muzzle, forepaws — 
or maybe I’m mistaken. I lie here naked, pale skin paler by cold, my blood 
retreated into my core, my hair —whitened by time — whispering about my 
ears in the windchill, my eyes faded by age and misuse. Is their light too 
dimmed for reflection? Does the fox see himself in me as I in him? On my 
person there is no clue of a final meal, no remnants of activity, and my feet 
have left no footprints on this frozen world. I can only wait.  

He stares into my eyes, fascinated by his own perfection. He approaches 
with the halting grace of a Nureyev and he closes his teeth over my ankle. 
His teeth break into a cacophony of tinkling ivory because I am frozen solid 
as marble. 

 



Havisham  
By Cassandra Atheron 
 
She sewed seed beads around the frayed hem of her wedding dress. 

In the shape of minnows. He watched her scallop glitter glue for the scales 
and add a single sequin for the fin. She wore the dress while she sewed. 
Twisting in the lacy fabric. When she finished sewing the fifth minnow above 
a jagged tear in the lace, she hesitated. Frozen. Staring at the door. As the 
clock chimed nine, she knotted the cotton and severed the end with her 
teeth. Holding out the tattered skirt in a semi-circle, sea- green minnows 
glinted in the dim light. Darting around the bottom of the dress. Swimming 
around her neck, green fish made from paperclips wound with lime thread 
and malachite beads linked head to tail. She looped her arm through a 
shadow and sipped chartreuse. Muttering something about it being their 
special drink and the colour of her kamikaze dress. Lifting the layered 
lace. Waltzing with the darkness. Arms outstretched as she hummed into 
the decaying emptiness. 

 



Trinity Ridge Burial Options  
By Todd Mercer  
 
Bear could kill with his hands, but he doesn’t have to get them dirty 

these days.  
His Cornbread Clean-up Squad makes house calls for troublemakers, 

their resting places in state forest thickets, clay creek banks. When Bear is 
angry, and the problem isn’t just a business issue, the Cornbreads leave the 
corpse in the family’s water well. 

As a courtesy, the old man tells the next one, “Get ready.” 
If they’re smart and love life they leave the fiefdom, if smarter they steer 

clear of all of Appalachia. Bear is an absolute monarch, but only twenty-
thirty miles each way out of Trinity. 

The local mortician favors planning. He calls Bear — his best customer 
— to keep a gauge on incoming traffic. 

Bear said, “Get ready,” to me once, and he was for sure angry. The 
Cornbreads tailed my car out of town and out onto the ridge proper. I knew 
what went on, we all did, but I didn’t save anyone from becoming worm 
food, poison in a well. In Trinity Ridge we fail together at that.  

I left in the night, that night, messing with the mortician’s schedule. I 
wasn’t ready yet. 

 



Jordgubbe  
By Alyson Miller 
 
By a lake in a town that has a name you kiss to say, we eat strawberries, 

fleshy jordgubbe in cardboard pots leaching sticky red. They taste only as 
maybe they could in Sweden, in that time with that sun; the toothy grin of 
half-demolished buildings on the Jönköping horizon, the smacking of waves 
against the pier. Close, some swimmers feel the cold hit their bones, 
screaming like murder as their toes touch fingers of weed reaching up from 
the mud and sand. Our hands are stained, the meat of the fruit wedged 
underneath our fingernails and in between our teeth, and from somewhere is 
the sound of a gull crying on the breeze. 

 



Formations  
By Elizabeth McGuire 
 
We rode bareback in circles on two wheeled horses, veering sharp half-

moons across the pavement. Cruised chaotic, eager hands gripping high 
handlebars. We cawed and whistled and howled our cryptic code until the 
street lights called us home. Home is a bird bath with a curved and lighted 
walk. Home is covered in plush pile. Home is a cluttered mess that reeks of 
wine and stringy beef. A prison that takes no prisoners.  

 As St. Thomas’s Warriors, we wore white shirts on top of pleated skirts. 
Sister Agnes lined us up against the wall. Innocents willed to be rivals; she 
split us to opposite sides. You were the last one standing. Your winning word 
impetuous. First place, a statue of Jesus. Sister Agnes handed you the prize. 

“Jesus knows I can spell,” you said to tiny eyes. Afterwards you tossed 
Jesus to the bottom of your locker and ate lunch alone in the stairwell. I 
coaxed you out like a little mouse with a milkshake. 

Sister Agnes was on a rosary crusade. She loaded her Warriors on busses 
to Seven Dolor’s Shrine. She wheedled us into confession boxes. Wanted a 
choir of angels. She yanked hard on your purple hair, and ripped pink cords 
from my ears. We held tight as she bared her teeth and read our secret notes 
out loud.  

Near the Gates of the Divine Mercy we made our escape. We hitched a 
ride with a hobo named Helen and for three days ate crusts of grilled cheese 
under a bridge with Helen’s swarm. They came in rusty Ramblers and on 
bikes with baskets stuffed with trash. At night they’d prowl past blinking 
lights, kicking cans. We huddled around the burning bins sipping something 
sweet until we finally dropped to sleep.  

A trooper on patrol dragged us to the station.  
“You don’t belong here,” he said. They searched us and found little, so 

they held us in hopes of finding more. Captive, we watched the green 
window, waiting scared.  

Guardians arrived in a small plane and shuffled quietly into the room. 
Big eyes staring at our every move. They took notes and took your hand and 
took you home. I followed but they fenced you in with five acres and a busy 
road. They let you climb a tree. They let you fall and break an arm . . . and a 
foot. They let a tractor run over your shins before they finally let me in.  

We ate sandwiches and opened presents. I flew a striped flag over our 
heads. It was nice to be together. But you’ve been given some advice. Wear 
your plaid skirt short and skin-tight. Wear pointy shoes tall as pins.  



“You’re better off on your own,” you warn in a whisper and duck inside 
the house. You wheel out a baby and tell me it is yours. The old cowboy in 
the doorway tells me you are his. 

 



A Picture’s Worth  
By Joshua Kenny  
 
They took my words when I was thirteen and sold them four summers 

ago, when the wind was hot and the drought had first come. I was chosen at 
thirteen because if my vocabulary grew any more, they might not have been 
able to excise the words and then what would they sell? I kept my voice, but 
the actual words were taken — displayed, I had heard, in the small window 
of the consignment shop in town. They sold a week later to some stranger 
passing though. I heard his kid cried for them, like they were bright pieces of 
candy. Maybe they were, to him.  

The trip this morning to that same shop had taken longer than the 
whispered gossip of the other girls back home said it would. But finally the 
shopkeeper stood before me. I handed him the picture and he looked at it, 
agreed to the exchange. He wrote out a receipt on yellowed paper. It read, 
“One thousand words, exchanged for one picture,” with the date and his 
signature at the bottom. I hoped I would know exactly when to use my 
thousand words. But for now, I needed to be back before evening roll call, 
before they knew I was missing.  

 



Bancroft Street  
By Matthew Vasiliauskas 
 
I don’t know, maybe they’d be the better ones to ask, but if I were to 

reflect, perhaps my greatest accomplishment was becoming that street.  
Summer brought forth the scent of mulberries, and everything for us was 

contained within their moist spheres: laughter, drinking, and the fleeting 
glisten of descending lips crystalizing into the amber static of dream and 
memory. 

John had recently returned from the war and took to using his pistol as a 
phallus, sticking the barrel through his open fly and having Margaret suck 
on it while we all watched, sipping beer as shifting shadows turned them 
into desperate exhausted voids. 

“How long will she go for?” 
“Don’t worry, he’ll tell her when.” 
“Where did you get the cantaloupe?” 
The heat had an effect on us, as it did to everyone then. We’d shed our 

skins often so that the frozen apparitions behind steering wheels and garden 
hoses would create dioramas of frayed flesh.  

Jim had gotten an off season hunting permit and was skinning a deer in 
his open garage. Its severed head rested near a bag of sunflower seeds on a 
work bench. Soon he fell to his knees, and raising his arms, began bowing to 
the open torso, a garbled, drunken exaltation as Shirley massaged his back. 

“We’re nearly out of paint.” 
“I can’t move and I love it.” 
The tomatoes were ripe, tiny white hairs shivering in the sunlight, an 

occasional charred wound from a hungry insect inviting us to stick our 
fingers inside, juices forcing our eyes shut, and the stacks of shifting color 
allowing us to scatter in the bursting crests of heavy wind. 

With Dave and Carol out of town, we began swimming in their pool. We 
set up a handful of rules and removing our clothes would take turns diving 
below the surface and swimming between each other’s legs, touching the 
ankles of the ones we would go home with. 

“You double touched.” 
“I thought we could if the round ended in a tie.” 
“Now we can drown you.” 
Blacktops spoke in the rasp of faded chalk, their dry breaths leading to 

the anthills whose appendages carried bits of grain and stone. 



The Fourth of July had passed, and we wanted another holiday. Roger 
came up with the idea of an August Halloween, so we made masks and 
costumes and went to the homes of the few children who had not gone to 
camp. 

We’d hold out pillowcases and demand that they turn over their youth 
and would pelt them with eggs when they just stared at us. As we ran, we’d 
look back and watch them playing with the yoke in the glow of television 
light.  

We became the cut grass, the pressure of humidity and inebriation 
pushing us into beds of aster, plumes of dust whispering in the language of 
blur.  

None of us lived much longer after that summer. Well, not really anyhow. 



Humidity  
By Woodworth Winmill 
 
At first, I thought it smelled of gasoline or vodka, putting me in mind of 

highway gas stations and dorm rooms, but a memory came to me: a smiling, 
short, gray-haired woman telling my lab section that, the semester before, 
some girls had come in to use the ethyl acetate — the chemical we used to 
wash organic compounds off glassware — to take their nail polish off. Like 
dissolves like. It made sense that the lime green nail polish, which I had half-
finished applying, had the same primary ingredient as what I could use to 
erase it. 

But what was weird, I realized as the sun rose across the East River by 
the Kirby Forensic Psychiatric Center, was that I was trying to dissolve 
myself in a city inhabited by people whose days were, for the most part, 
fundamentally unlike mine. I lay naked on top of my sheets at six — seven? 
o’clock: well-rested, sober, uncaffeinated, and without anything I, strictly 
speaking, needed to do that day.  

Later, after my shower with volume-maximizing shampoo, I put on the 
khaki shorts and a short-sleeved seersucker shirt I’d worn the day before, 
and it was off to the races. On the sidewalk in front of me, a man in very 
short pastel shorts and a collared, lavender shirt with a pattern of leaves told 
his friend he wished he had Sperrys, and his friend offered to lend him some, 
and the first man said he was just going to buy a pair that afternoon. Then an 
old man in a coat and tie asked me whether I had change for a twenty, 
maybe two tens, and I told him I didn’t (which was true) and then I heard 
him asking someone else, who did. I was confused until I saw a taxi waiting, 
the driver standing by it. 

I’d been walking for half an hour, past signs advertising shows at the 
Met with catchy titles that referred to artists and eras I didn’t know anything 
about, when I saw a townhouse ahead of me with a flag out front: aha, a 
consulate! But was it Italy or Mexico? I’d seen the Mexican consulate a few 
days before, I was sure, on another long, objectiveless walk, so this one had 
to be Italy. When I reached it, I read the metal sign: The American Irish 
Historical Society. 

I kept walking, past hotdog-pretzel-soda carts and aspiring artists selling 
their paintings and photos, and pressed my hands together in a surprisingly 
supplicating gesture. I looked at my nails: I’d painted them green for spring, 
but it was already summer. 



The Identity Contribution  
By Soren James 
 
In the event of my death, I had decided to offer my identity to medical 

science for them to do with as they pleased. I believed my identity would be 
of some interest, as I’d spent nearly a whole lifetime of appreciation in the 
confines of this individuality — and not once tired of the experience. 

Those bastards on 5th Avenue chose to decline my magnanimous 
proposition, advising that if I wanted to offer my identity anywhere, there 
was a philosopher in Lower Manhattan who collected such things. 

So, after the event of my actual death, I ferried myself down to this 
Lower Manhattan philosopher, who proved rather dismissive: saying that I 
was merely a construct of words, feelings, and outdated concepts. She 
instead recommended I take myself to a priest in Midtown Manhattan — one 
who dealt secretly in matters of the dead and other vagaries.  

On introducing myself to this religious peddler, I was looked up and 
down contemptuously, only to discover that he didn’t believe I really 
existed! I swore blind that I did, and even laid before him an intricate 
network of beliefs and ideas I’d collected — by way of evidence of life.  

The bastard priest remained unconvinced and suggested I try the mystic 
somewhere just to the north of his apartment. 

I took my increasingly frail self north, and there introduced myself to the 
mystic, who implied that I was a little too wishy-washy for their outfit and 
informed me that perhaps I might try a writer on the Upper West Side.  

I introduced myself to said writer, telling him my story. He said, yeah, 
why not, I’m stuck for ideas.  

It’s not much of an existence, imprisoned behind these few words, but 
it’s the best identity I could get in today’s competitive market. 



The Box for You  
By Robert Conlon  
 
The box; boxes. Not squares. Although, the sides are made of squares. 

Hairy? Not these boxes. They don’t come with a colloquial term or material 
stuck between the bum cracks. These are boxes. Level with precession; 
straight lined modernism without the concrete. Boxes to put things in. Boxes 
to put you in. 

You were born in a box. You will die in a box or even die in one that 
burns real bright. The box defines who you are. The box is God! 

So you want a box. And I have a box for you. Not a pick a box. I’m the 
one that chooses, chooses the box for you. A metaphoric box; the perfect box 
for you. It has six sides. It has a lid that rises with the perfect view. A view of 
other boxes exactly like the one for you. 

There in the distance, upon a hill, is what you in your box will aspire too. 
Up above and just beyond the box factory are other boxes; bigger boxes with 
individual painted on the front of each door, which makes them completely 
different from yours.  

So if you’re good and act very nice. Maintain your box by keeping it 
clean and tidy; make certain it stays upright. One day you might get to live 
on the hill. Live in the bigger box with individual painted on the side: Isn’t 
that nice. Until then enjoy your box. The box I choose for you. 



Circles  
By Jessica Leilani Vasquez 
 

I always seem to end up here, same hospital, same  
room, different reason. It never used to surprise me to see 

him here, but this time it did. Why is he here with me? 
Why can’t he just let this go and leave me alone? I hate 

him for this, but I guess this time I hate myself more than 
him. He walks over to the side of the bed, slowly, as if to  
give me a chance to realize he was actually there and it  
was not a nightmare. He was large in stature and that  

always makes me cringe. His hands dirty and rough from  
god knows what. His face expressionless. He brings his  
hand up and I flinch. I can’t move. Every bone seems to  

ache, every rib feels broken, every muscle feels sore. All I 
am able to do is try to control my breathing and hope this 

won’t end badly. He brings his hand to my face, lightly 
brushing the hair out of my eyes with the tips of his fingers.  

He smiles. Oh, how I hate that smile. 
                 

He traces his fingers down the edge of my face to  
the top of my collarbone as I started to breathe heavier. 

His hand falls down my arm until he reaches the IV in my 
hand. All I can think is that whatever is coming next is 

going to hurt, but his fingers just trace circles around the 
needle and tape sticking out of my pulsating vein. I want to 

cry. I want to scream, to thrash about and swing at him. I 
want to get away from him, far away, but I can’t. I have to 
concentrate on my heartbeat as to not tip the monitor off.  
I can’t let him see that yet again I’m afraid of him and he 

has all the power. He seems so calm and almost even 
happy. 

                        
“Get well soon, my love,” he says with a smile. 



Pick Up The Pace  
By Kelly Stark 
 
I never know who they are, make up names. My shape fills out an odd 

smock. I drop pounds and soften. We’re in the wrong park. I ask why, forget 
listening. Distracted people playing toss with babies. Dogs wagging their 
tongues. Old men drinking bags of paper and young women speed walking 
and everyone all sunburned to death. I remember when the pond was ice 
covered, that snow white slick, and wonder how it would now feel to wheel 
over. We stop short, stare at rippled mud. The man points a distance and 
moves his mouth. Nothing but slow buzz tumbles out. The sky darkens a 
shade. A horse trots by. Joggers pick up the pace. I’m ready to be force fed. 



Meat Breath  
By Star Spider 
 
“You’re ugly,” I said. I was just trying to get a rise out of the monkey, but 

his eyes remained impassive black voids, his thick fingers wrapped around 
the bars of his cage. Day twenty-one at the zoo and still nothing. It was an 
unscientific experiment, but I had a hunch. The thing had winked at me day 
one, I was positive, like we were both in on some cosmic secret. I was 
obsessed now. I couldn’t let it go. 

“You’re a hairy, meat breath.” Still nothing. His hands. Those bars. 
Something was off, so I said, “No . . . You’re dumb. You are so, so stupid.”   

His eyes went wider, just slightly, and he tilted his head. Leaned 
forward. I leaned in too. He did, as a matter of fact, suffer from meat breath. 

“It’s all about relativity,” he said, and I couldn’t help but hold my breath, 
half from the stink, half from shock. “To some this is a cage,” he continued, “To 
others—” He nodded toward the group of transcendental meditators who had 
taken up residence at the far end of his paddock “—it’s a cathedral.” They 
bowed and chanted while wearing replica monkey hands purchased for $15.99 
per pair at the gift shop. “They’re just like you, trapped behind bars.”   

That got my attention. I wasn’t the one who was trapped. I grabbed onto 
the bars right beside his hands. I was terrified by our proximity, but I had to 
prove my point. “You’re the one on the inside, dummy.” I’d said it, but to be 
honest, I wasn’t sure where the vitriol came from, it just bubbled up from my 
stomach and spewed out my lips, to which he replied, “I’m not the one 
praying to a hairy meat breath for guidance.”    

I wasn’t praying. Was I? I looked over at the transcendental meditators. 
They were the subjugated. $15.99 per pair for the hope of an out-of-body 
primate experience. I’d asked for nothing, so I bared my teeth, trying to 
assert my dominance. He smiled in response, and I removed my hands from 
the bars. Big yellow monkey teeth. 

“Tonight you’ll wonder what you asked for.” He pointed at the bars. 
“You’ll wonder when you put those on your windows, and you’ll realize 
we’re all different, but we’re all trapped.” He jumped up and down, his eyes 
black and solid in the centre of my vision. “See? I can’t leave any more than 
you can, so who’s the dumb one now?” I didn’t have an answer, for 
anything, ever. I stomped my foot. Shook the bars. He told me not to bother, 
said “You’ll never get out.” Then he turned and walked away. Just kept 
walking. Into the distance. Into forever. Until he was nothing but a black dot, 
a void on the horizon beyond the bars. 



Brittle Bones  
By Anton Rose 
 
“One fibula, three ribs, a collarbone, and a dislocated shoulder. Not to 

mention all the stitches. It’s been a remarkable recovery.” 
My physiotherapist smiles at me. I look at him, trying to remember his 

name. John, perhaps? Or was it James? 
“I had a word with a couple of people downstairs,” he continues. “And I 

managed to get hold of these.” He takes an A4 brown envelope off his desk 
and hands it to me. “I thought you might like to keep them. As a souvenir.” 

I take the envelope from him and pull the tab open. I slide my hand 
inside, running my fingers along the smooth surface.  

“The guy down in the X-ray department remembered your case when I 
mentioned your name. Said he rarely sees anyone smashed up so badly.” 

“Thanks,” I say. 
“I’m not exaggerating, you know. To be back on your feet so soon after 

your accident is quite an achievement.” 
I shrug my shoulders, and he laughs. “You’re too modest,” he says. 
“So is it ok if I go now?”  
“Yes, of course,” he replies. “Sorry for going on. Am I keeping you from 

something?” 
“Nothing in particular.” 
“Oh. Well, as I say, don’t hesitate to get in contact if you’re having any 

issues. We can arrange another session or two.” 
“Ok.” 
I stand up. The pain seeps out through my legs, like thick syrup, up into 

my hips. My neck prickles with sweat. 
“Are you ok?” he asks, narrowing his eyes. 
I nod. 
“And you’ve got enough painkillers for now?” 
I nod again. There’s a full bottle at home. 
He pauses for a moment then walks over to the door, opens it for me. 
“You take care,” he says. 
As I walk through the door I hear his voice again. “Oh, before you go, I 

had meant to ask. Have you remembered anything about the accident yet?” 
I shake my head and leave. 

≠ 
Outside, I make my way to the main road. By the side of the pavement 

there’s a grassy area with a bench. I sit down. I open the envelope again and 



take out the slides. The first one is of my leg, washed-out blue and white. I 
see the fracture and run my finger along its length, trembling. I take a file out 
of my bag and clip the new slides in along with the old ones. 

As I stand up, the burning sensation returns to my joints. I am on fire. I 
walk towards the road, watching the traffic. The tarmac is newly laid, its 
urban pungency filling my nostrils. I breathe it in deeply. 

There’s a blue van driving towards me, on my side of the road. I watch 
the driver, keeping my eyes trained on his approach. He doesn’t even glance 
at me. 



Psycho Mystery Adventure  
By Eddy Burger 
 
So I’m walking down the road and I walk up to the door of a house I’ve 

never seen before. The exterior is in poor condition. Paint is peeling from the 
door, the garden is full of weeds, the fence posts blah blah, gutters, roof tiles, 
blah blah blah. I knock on the door and a tall, rough, wiry man, long hair, 
unshaven, blah blah, forty years, beer in hand opens the door. This is not the 
kind of place I was expecting to find Louise. I met Louise at a party a couple 
of weeks prior and she was exceptionally well groomed, and I had only now 
found courage enough to initiate a liaison. Now I’m wondering if I 
remembered the address correctly. I ask the man if I can see Louise. The man 
gives me an unwelcoming glare then turns around and hollers for Louise. I 
should mention that my style of clothing is vastly different from this man’s. 
I’m wearing purple slacks, a silver belt, platform shoes, a frilly yellow shirt, 
and a fat gold chain around my neck. He’s wearing blah blah.  

A woman dressed similarly to the man comes to the door: 
 

Yeah. What do ya want? 
I want to speak to Louise. 

Yeah! Well, what do ya want? 
Is she home? 

Yeah! You’re lookin’ at her! 
Oh, er . . . are you Louise?! 

Yeah! What of it?! Who wants to know?! 
Blah blah blah. 

 
Ultimately, she indicates that the Louise I’m looking for might live next 

door, so I ring next-door’s doorbell and there’s no answer. I return to the 
first house and knock on their door again. I am hoping to find out, with 
greater certainty, if the Louise I’m looking for definitely lives next door by 
describing blah blah. The man answers the door, grabs me by my shirtfront, 
punches me in face, belly, blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah. Wake up 
sore, bloody forehead, on old mattress, grotty room, door locked, bang, call 
out, blah blah arguing through door, no toilet, left alone, food passed under 
door, yelling, smelly blah blah blah four men, me unconscious, wake up 
desert, thirsty hot faint cold, blah blah blah blah abandoned car, fix, track 
Louise, she spy, go to media, expose conspiracy, hero   

blah. 



Eating Out of the Bus Pan  
By Benjamin DeVos 
 
The crispy slice I ate swiftly, in quick mouthfuls, licking the grease from 

the roof of my mouth. In between trips to the hutch, I poured water. Nobody 
looked up – I assume they don’t notice when I take their plates away, bacon 
and half-eaten burgers, a garden salad drowned in balsamic.  

At the moment my boss appeared, I’d just swallowed my third portion 
of whole-wheat toast, saving the crust in my pocket, and he ignored me, like 
the old money, serving himself a plate of silver dollar pancakes. My boss 
sucked his cheeks in – he’d grown a gut over the past year, and for a smoker 
had quite a low metabolism. 

“Tell Chef to save the scraps,” he whispered to Bob, the dining room 
supervisor. “I’ll feed them to my dog.” His breath was a Marlboro and maple 
syrup fusion.  

Bob, munching on a buttered biscuit from the kitchen, replied with, “I 
don’t think dogs are meant to eat human food. Shouldn’t we use it toward a 
staff meal, or leave it out for the homeless?” 

Bob is naive, and conversations such as this annoy me, because then my 
hunger starts up again. It happens at every buffet, they discuss what to do 
with the extra food: my boss conspiring on how to steal it for himself; Bob 
easily fooled. One of the members caught a waiter making himself a plate of 
eggs the Wednesday before and caused an uproar on the porch. “He didn’t 
pay,” said the old woman, “I bet he stole Mr. Friedman’s tennis racket too, to 
sell for drug money.” The club manager apologized profusely, and assured 
her that there would be consequences. Bryant was fired the next day. He 
should have known better than to openly eat where he shat. 

The help was stuffed into the corner after that, serving indifference with 
a smile. But I could see the hunger in their eyes. They wanted to suck on the 
shrimp tails like I did. 

 “They just don’t know any better,” my boss said. 
A box of granola bars was stolen from my locker, but no harm done. I’d 

had my fill of carbohydrates in secret by the dumbwaiter before bringing out 
a fresh bag of linens. 

A fork drops; the old woman waves me over. Her mashed potatoes and 
ketchup make my belly roar. “Fetch me a new one,” she tells me, “and more 
butter.” 



Garden of Eden  
By Kelly Hannon 
 
Although the land bloomed around them, the sun sitting in a prime spot 

of the sky, the orchard was empty. So they stood: one man and one woman, 
who delicately handed him a piece of fruit. 

“You have to see it now,” she said, the sun illuminating her hair. “Here I 
am, your beloved wife, tempting you with fruit.” 

Don shook his head and shifted the container from one hip to the other. 
He reminded her that this fruit wasn’t forbidden, that this wasn’t the only 
tree of its kind in the orchard, and that there was no talking snake. No 
creeping beast had whispered soothing lies as she’d plucked ripe apples 
from the tree. Cathy saw things differently. Putting her arm around his 
waist, she pointed high into the branches. 

“See that branch, the one twisting away from the others? It has no fruit, 
no leaves. It’s the snake.”  

Don squinted into the sun, trying to see what his wife saw, trying not to 
see how she had lost weight, had lost color in her cheeks despite the sunny 
day, had gained an unusual fascination with the Fall of Man. He didn’t 
shake his head, but smiled at Cathy, teased her, saying maybe he wouldn’t 
take the fruit and then what would happen? She smiled and closed her eyes, 
facing the sun. 

“Of course you’ll take it.” She opened her eyes, pushed her hair from her 
face, and squeezed his waist. Don looked down at the apple in his hand and 
couldn’t bring himself to leave it behind. It went into the basket with the 
others, and he contented himself with the notion that neither of them would 
be able to tell this particular apple from all the rest. He told Cathy this idea, 
as he had told her all of his ideas, saying he might even mix up the basket 
and watch all the apples jumble together like puzzle pieces. Cathy’s face 
became serious. 

“I would know which one it was. It has two small red spots near the 
stem. One for each of us.” She pulled away from him now, the arm that had 
been holding him so tightly hanging limp by her side. “Or one spot for each 
fang from the snake, but it doesn’t matter anyway. I handed you all of the 
apples.” 

Don couldn’t take his eyes off the fruit dish during his wife’s wake the 
following week. He stared at the only remaining apple, resting in a shallow 
bowl on the counter. Its two red spots stared back at him, and he missed his 
wife. He picked up the apple and felt a pinprick of hope. Maybe it would be 



rotten under its perfect skin, maybe it would be too sour, or maybe it would 
be the most delicious fruit he had ever tasted. In any of these scenarios, his 
wife was right about it being special. Don ate the apple down to its core; it 
tasted just like all the others.  



Expatriates  
By Scott Rooker 
 
When one expatriate greets another expatriate, the usual way is through 

a wink and a shake. Often times spirits are offered: a toast to the bond of the 
expatriates. They smile and smoke their cigars. Deep down they are seething 
with disgust. There is nothing in this world an expatriate hates more, than 
another expatriate. 

I hid my disdain behind teeth as I shook the expatriate’s hand. I drank 
my shot of whiskey and excused myself to the stone balcony. The piano sing 
along, which had materialized from thin air, failed to notice my absence. 
Their laughter echoed through the hall. 

I lit my cigar, and puffed heavy, looking out into the black silhouettes of 
the trees on a navy sky. I thought a little bit about the family I had 
abandoned back in Omaha years ago. Would I be human if I didn’t think 
them, occasionally? I knocked back another whiskey, and as I was listening 
to the mosquitoes in the shadow of the night, I heard footsteps from behind 
the lattice. It was the expatriate. He just stared at me and smoked his tobacco, 
turning the little cherry.  

“Can I help you?” I asked. 
He stepped into the moonlight, puffed, and said, “Forgive me, feller. I 

didn’t quite catch your name back there. I’m Benny Holding.” 
“My name is Paul Cone,” I said. 
“Pleasure to meet you.” He grinned, leaning with his hands on the stone, 

then said with a wink, “Paul Cone. You look awfully familiar. Tell me, have 
you ever lived in Omaha, Nebraska?” 

I knew at that moment I had to murder the expatriate. I calmly put out 
my burning cigar. Then I walked over to the ledge. I clasped the jacket of the 
man, grabbed tufts of his hair, and threw him head first over the balcony 
ledge, down the stone wall and into the ivy covered cliffs below. Dogs were 
barking. 

I walked back to the party, sweating through my shirt. I set my empty 
glass upon the mantle and said loudly, “I have murdered the expatriate!” 



Cherry Bombs  
By Daniel W. Thompson 
 
It’s you and me, before us now. Long ago. A lifetime now upon some 

dusty shelf. In the chilly pre-dawn morning, shivering on my bed, listening 
for your first sound. The flick, then sliver of light below my door. A go 
signal. Outside, to the truck, and watch you pack Mr. Pibb and Moon Pies 
while a fire grows behind the pine trees. Crack the windows. Rumble on 
uneven tires. Watch the red hot cherry peel the tobacco off your cigarette. 
The smoke, floating by my nose, smells like you, and sometimes, even today, 
a man walks past, smoking, and I think, Dad- goddam, wretched, never 
mind. We slide the pale, peeling, blue boat into still waters, and like slippery 
eels skate across the lake, letting my hand trail in the cold water. At our first 
hole, you set me up. Let me set you up. Here son, I’ll set you up. Dip my line. 
Watch the bobber. Darkness around the red and white beacon of hope. And 
with a suddenness almost frightening, the black swirls swallow my bobber 
whole. Yank it back son, go on yank it back. What pride. What 
accomplishment. A father and his son, conquering before returning home, 
heroes, and breakfast with Mom. All before us now, before falling into those 
deep, cavernous craters you left behind. Back when I dragged my hand in 
the water and watched cherries burn in front of your mouth, like bombs 
waiting to explode.    



The Rock Castle 
By Sommer Nectarhoff 
 
We stood together on the shore. The sand was coarse. It cut into the soles 

of my feet and became lodged in the cracks of my blisters. I wanted to go 
back to the dirt and grass we had left behind. 

“Look there,” he said. He was pointing far out in the sky above the sea, 
but there was nothing to be seen. The sky was clear. “Why? There is nothing 
there.” 

He looked at me. “But there’s a castle in the sky! You don’t see it? It’s 
floating on a rock high above the water. I can see little people and animals 
and fish mongers.” He laughed. “The fishermen must make a wonderful 
living with such great access to the sea.” 

I squinted, but there was nothing there. The sky was empty except for 
the sun. There weren’t even any clouds. 

He raised his hand, pointed towards nothing. “I think I will go visit that 
castle and see if I might join the fishermen. They must make a wonderful 
living with such great access to the sea.” 

He approached the water’s edge and turned to me. “Don’t wait for me 
here. If I don’t enjoy life as a fisherman, I’ll come back and find you.” With 
that he turned and walked out on top of the water. 

I ran after him, my eyes wide, but I stopped at the end of the beach. He 
was still walking across the water.  

I looked at my feet, took a deep breath, and stepped out over the sea, but 
my leg plunged down beneath the surface, and I found myself standing up 
to my knees in the salty water. It stung the cuts in the bottoms of my feet that 
the sand had made. 

I watched as my friend left for the sky without me. 



OZZIE  
By Paul Beckman 
 
Ozzie entered the hospital at eleven PM, three hours after visiting hours 

ended. He was allowed past the reception desk and given directions to his 
mother’s room after showing his I.D. 

Ozzie removed his backpack as he entered the dimly lit room and started 
walking over to give his tubed-up mother a kiss on her forehead but stopped 
when he noticed her covers had been kicked off and her gown was open 
revealing her private area. 

He took a seat near the door even though there was a chair next to the 
bed. He opened his backpack and took out a stack of letters. He held them on 
his lap and stared at his mother, whom he hadn’t seen in over a year. He’d 
been traveling doing unnamed jobs for an unnamed company and just last 
week picked up his mail. 

His eyes unwillingly kept going back to the dark thick patch between his 
mother’s legs as the monitors kept up their staccato pace. He selected a letter 
but didn’t open it. It was the letter making him her sole beneficiary and 
giving him the power to decide her fate should an occasion such as this arise. 
She said that she wanted a quality of life, and he thought it an odd phrase for 
someone who’d never had much quality to her life. 

She lived a solitary existence in a tiny apartment on a small pension from 
the sewing factory and her social security check. She took no help, in fact, 
never cashed any of the checks he sent. Their relationship was not so much 
contentious as it was benign. 

As he sat there, Ozzie had the feeling that his mother’s head, what he 
could see of it, was shrinking, and her privacy was growing. Now that the 
morning sun was coming up he could see it was streaked with gray.  

Around six Ozzie was still sitting in the chair when a nurse walked into 
the room. She straightened out his mother’s gown and sheets and checked 
her vital signs and feeding tube. After that, she sat on the edge of the bed, 
took his mother’s hand, and spoke to her for a few minutes, telling her about 
her previous night’s dinner and TV shows she’d watched. 

When she got up to leave, she saw him sitting in the shadows. “Ozzie?” 
she asked. 

“Yes.” 
“Your mother will be so glad you’re here. You’re the only person she 

ever talked about.” 
“How long since she’s spoken?” he asked 



“Quite a few months,” she said. “Actually, it’s been almost a year.” 
Less than an hour later Ozzie walked out of the hospital. 



Magic of the Mundane  
By David Villaverde 
 
At first glance, it was just an odd scrap of paper, floating around, 

camouflaged in the debris on my desktop. It was an irregular hexagon that 
resembled a boot, less than Peru but more than Italy. Somewhere west of 
Milan, near the mouth of the Po, she had written MUSIC FOR HILAR but 
then franticly scratched it out in heavy strokes of blue ball point pen. Her 
second attempt was directly underneath it, a shyer edition of the defaced 
original. In a thin sleek black font MUSIC FOR HIL could be read with an 
underline for emphasis. Why had she switched pens? Why had she crossed 
out and abandoned her first attempt, I wondered, digging in the white space 
between the words, looking for answers. 

At first I suspected that she had merely run out of room and was forced 
to truncate her own name. But the more I studied the note, the more its 
intentions spoke to my intuitions. Maybe it wasn’t the constraints of space 
that caused her to switch pens - or even a lack of ink - maybe she chose to do so. 
Maybe it was a message. I pictured her with the hesitance of a scribe, her 
hands hovering over quills, waiting for the right one to speak to her. I 
pictured her proceeding with precision, raising the plume diligently to 
abbreviate her name. She was inviting me into her desires, in what would 
surely appear to the uninitiated as just an idle list, on an odd scrap of paper, 
discarded on my desk. I studied that little sheet for days, pouring over each 
curve of each letter until my eyes bled and my tears stained the sacred 
papyrus. That was okay. I didn’t need eyes to see it anymore. I had etched a 
copy on the palm of my hand for safekeeping and would clap to scrutinize 
her words. Her capital B’s were strange. She carried the pen through the last 
loop almost forming baby O’s in the belly of the B’s. Her R’s were like 
glorified K’s wearing the hats of royalty, and her L’s . . . her L’s were my 
favorite. Her L’s undulated upwards as if the bottom refused to be glued 
down to the page. They were rebellious and beautiful little letters, waving 
each time my fingers passed over my scars. To decipher the details, I 
consulted books written by doctors and men of letters. I had studied to be a 
cryptographer as a child, and my years of training were finally being put to 
use. I applied anagrams and calques and codes but could find no answers. So 
I challenged scholars in the remote corners of the world, boasting of a 
reward to whoever could solve the mystery, but still could find no answers. 
And I’m still searching, carrying her note in my handshake, looking for an 
answer. 



Porcelain Promise  
By Eldon (Craig) Reishus 
 
What we clearly needed were some proper reverse PR responses to the 

ocean-curdling questions the environmentalists zinged at our outfit. We 
trudged out into the global-warming cold for a very long lunch at our 
favorite watering hole, Wong’s.  

Myron, our chief discounter, needed not four full hours to entirely 
update our table: “Plan B? Forget Plan B! For Plan C it’s already too late!” 

Sally — considerably looped — suggested that we turn our long lunch 
into Plan D: a liquid dinner. Pete seconded. Tuesday thirded. I allowed the 
rings beneath my eyes to do my talking: at 3 AM the night prior I had been 
up with my daughter, Kelly, who stays with me whenever she and her 
mother agree that such would be a good idea for all sides involved. Kelly is 
clairvoyant and she couldn’t fall back to sleep because in her dream she had 
picked through my college porno collection. She found it disgusting — my 
collection had compromised her idea, beginning with me, of all dads 
everywhere. From my side, I found her act of going through my bachelor 
fantasy stowage equally reproachable, so I encouraged her to be fair and let 
go of the dream and then read to her from the sports section of The 
International Business Times. As Kelly finally drifted off towards sleep, she 
mumbled the upcoming Sunday’s football scores. I listened closely, 
memorizing the Vikings versus the Steelers (44-12), the Jets versus the Saints 
(39-12), and the Giants against the Seahawks (63-12) — final results enough 
to secure a lifetime fortune. With a tired wink, I explained to Sally, “I regret 
that I have but one long afternoon to give to my company.” 

“Heyyyyyy, stick with us Dracula.” 
I shook my head. “Family issues — I’m the dad on-duty this week.” I 

arose, splashed down a wad of bills, and before returning to the cold, 
squeezed one last time into the men’s. Kelly’s clairvoyance comes from her 
mother who got it from her father who got it from his mother who was 
orphaned by a burst of internecine strife that no one awaited. I pulled up 
behind the lone working urinal, and through Wong’s one-way restroom 
mirror — like some heavy-set detective with a problem prostate — I 
monitored the scene before me. Sally, shaking her thick mane of curls, re-
counted the bills I had left behind — enough to take care of everyone for the 
rest of the night and then imagine. Myron and Tuesday and Pete, doing that 
imagining, tore up napkins and tossed confetti. I felt like some mealy gift 
horse who had actually come through on the long-odds quinella. I shivered, 



then buckled my barn-door, hit the sink, and bent more closely forward to 
renew some parting familiarity with my twin gold fangs. To have the gold 
replaced by ceramic caps, I had scheduled that morning two dental 
appointments — a small one for the following week, and a larger one for the 
following following. 



Mimetic Imperfections  
By Jonathan Dittman 
 
The replicas drank blood like tea. Charlie’s replica even extended a 

pinky finger, poised in the civilized fashion downloaded from the streaming 
database of British dramas located on the CentraNet servers. The irony of the 
situation was apparent to the other replicas, and though they did not laugh, 
they were cognizant of how incongruent blood and tea were in terms of 
human consumption. The three of them sat around the table, right legs 
identically draped over the left, right index fingers looped through the 
smooth, ivory handles of the tea cups. Neatly stacked in a pile near the 
corner of the room were the three originals. Charlie’s replica raised the cup 
to its lips and let the red, metallic liquid pool in his mouth before the 
synthetic fibers triggered a compression of the rubberized esophagus and it 
swallowed. As the blood settled in its temporary containment box, the 
replica finally understood what it was to be human. 



Narratorial Impersonation  
With Meteor Shower  
By Soren James 
 
 

Maybe this will imitate 
the form of a sentence 

and be told 
by an impersonation 

of a narrator - 
conveyed in replica words. 

 
  In this sentence, I will be your narrator. In this one, bob will play 

narrator — but only under my close supervision. In this one, Carole will pass 
through a doorway for about eighteen hours and then take four years to 
change her mind about something that’s not there.  

That said, a shooting star has just fallen in my back yard, and I don’t 
know what to make of it. I’m not sure whether it’s a sign to stop writing, or a 
sign to continue writing. Perhaps it’s neither, and it’s just a shooting star 
doing its own thing, for its own inscrutable reasons.  

But I can’t help sticking my theories onto it. Getting my block head ideas 
and projecting them all over that innocent piece of space dust. I’m aware that 
our ideas seize upon approximate, even non-existent, things — because ideas 
like a game. Or they just like the idea of a game that’s not there. Or maybe 
they like falling through their own anus every so often to reaffirm the 
pointlessness. 

I don’t know. All I know is that I said something. Said it. And left it at 
that. And if that’s not enough to be going on with, then we’re all fucked. 
Some of us more than others.  



Toast Ghost  
By Daniel Cetina 
 
The ghost left toast everywhere in the house. I’ve found slices of buttery 

brioche stacked between plates in the kitchen cabinet; dry pieces of browned 
sourdough lining the rim of my bathtub; and even stale remnants of garlic 
bread stuck in the couch cushions. I hired a priest to exorcise the place. He 
was reluctant to do it for free after I explained the nature of the toast ghost’s 
haunting, and he insisted on a donation for his time. I reluctantly agreed. The 
priest pulled a pocket bible from his briefcase, which I told him made him 
look more like a serious businessman than a priest. Performing exorcisms, he 
said, is serious business. He recited a couple of words — loud ones with 
names I couldn’t spell even if I’d wanted to — then sprinkled some holy 
water on my carpet. The air felt warm, suddenly like home after a long time 
of feeling not like home. I sniffed, then he sniffed, and nothing happened. 
With a sigh the priest said, “I’ve done all I can but give me a ring in the 
morning if anything happens, okay?” But when he opened his serious 
business briefcase to replace his bible, he froze. He looked at me the way you 
look at a spider crawling on the ceiling above your bed at night. “What is it?” 
I asked. Mouth agape, he slowly revealed a slice of burnt Challah bread. 
“You might want to call a Rabbi,” he said. But in the end I would never get 
around to it. 



Malady  
By Ray Nessly 
 
When the malady struck and the world fell dark at noon, she and I 

groped the walls and found our front door. Outside, bewildered, we heard 
the whine of jets in free-fall, explosions in the imagined distance. And we 
heard a car — or was it a truck that veered into the ditch across the street? 
On its side, wheels spinning, we guessed because we could hear them rattle 
and squeak.  

Heard the driver too, begging for help. Poor soul, screaming, right 
there in front of our eyes: trapped in fire and twisted metal, we feared, but 
could not see. Because the malady had blinded us by sealing our eyes 
closed. 

This strange new darkness. Like the hand of God had sutured our 
eyelids and left us nothing but to wonder . . . why?  

I took her arm and she mine to wander the streets, blind. Nothing 
stirred. Everybody gone. Why?  

We remembered hearing, the day before, the sound of a blade on 
wood. A neighbor chopping firewood, next door. We searched his yard, 
our arms groping the blackness, until I tripped on the axe. We broke into 
houses with it. Storefronts. Hoarded every last weapon, bottle, match, tin.     

Windows open, all that winter long, we took turns sleeping, the other 
listening for trouble.   

And now it’s spring. And last week — or was it longer ago? —you 
found us. She and I, hiding. From survivors. Fellow blinded survivors. All 
because we had imagined you to be more savage than ourselves.  

And now she’s dying because I botched it.  
Gave her too much to drink to dull the pain. Too much ice on her eyes. 

She couldn’t guide my hands, couldn’t cry out when I slashed her eyelids 
open, couldn’t warn me I’d gone too deep with the blade.      

There’s only one way.  
You, with your hand on my shoulder. Spare me your empathy. Spare 

me the alcohol; spare me the last of the mountain ice. Grope this place, 
would you? Find me the box cutter and hand it to me.  

Now I take the same hands and blade that infected her, that truly 
blinded her. This time, I’ll know exactly where, and how hard, to press. 
Because it’s my sense of touch that’s doing the guiding. And it’s my eye.  

Later, when my wounds heal and the pain subsides, take my arm, one 
of you. I’ll show you the packets of seeds amid the store shelves in their 



scavenged hundreds. We’ll go to the field, together. And I’ll show you — 
show all of you — where to dig. Where to empty your buckets of water. 
Where the field is free of shadow from morning onto dusk.  



Judgement Day  
By Simon Kewin 
 
“There’s a queue is there?” asked Dan. 
The woman standing at the end of the line turned to look at him as he 

arrived. She wore a smart business suit he found immediately intimidating. 
“Yes,” the woman replied, “some problem up ahead, apparently. This 

man was just telling me. There’s going to be a delay.” 
Dan nodded. The line of individuals ahead of them snaked backwards 

and forwards in great loops, meandering its way to a point on the distant 
horizon. People became blobs, then dots, then a mere line. 

“How long have you been here?” Dan said, shouting to the people on the 
next loop of the queue. They were dressed in retro 60s clothing from a hippy 
party maybe. Must have been some terrible disaster for them all to be here 
together. 

One of the hippies shrugged. “Difficult to say, man.” 
“Have you moved at all?” 
The man shook his shaggy head. “Some problem up ahead. There’s a 

delay. We gotta wait.” 
The grey plain they all stood on was featureless, its floor trodden sand. 

Dan wondered how many grains of sand there were. The sky was a bowl of 
uniform grey, low light like on a winter’s day. He was no longer at the back 
of the queue anymore. Maybe thirty, forty people had joined the line behind 
him. 

“What happens if we just leave?” he asked the businesswoman. But she 
was too busy studying her mobile, a frown on her face, and didn’t reply. 

Shrugging, Dan stepped out of line and began to walk away. 
“Hey, you can’t do that!” said a man further down the line, burly, angry 

looking. “I was a policeman. There are rules. You can’t just leave.” 
“Has anyone tried?” asked Dan. 
“You can’t. If we stop queuing what happens then? Everything starts to 

break down.” 
Dan studied the man. He didn’t like the look of his red face and his 

scowl. “Well, I’m leaving anyway.” 
“You have to wait.” The policeman was shouting at Dan now. “There’ll 

be trouble if you don’t.” 
Several people tut-tutted in agreement. Others deliberately paid no 

attention, as if the exchange was too embarrassing. The businesswoman 



continued to tap away at her mobile with shiny blue fingernails and didn’t 
look up. 

Dan ignored the man. He could just discern a distant line of hills across 
the plain, a line of darker grey. He wondered what the view was like from on 
top of them. He wondered what lay on the other side of them. 

Not looking back, he left the queue and began to walk towards that 
distant horizon. 



On an Evening in Late September...  
By Matthew Beach  
 

On an Evening in Late September, I Read Cormac McCarthy  
and Watch You Gather Stones for a Fire Pit. 

 
You find the best ones riverside. All sizes and textures. You carry them 

hammocked in your shirtfront, back to site. You stack logs then light. Feral 
horses grazing. Mares, orange and yellow. Stallions, blue into red, rearing 
and bucking, stirring up eddies of ash into the air like moths from cocoons. 
You pen them up in endless circles. They whinny mad and native in their 
cavessons, trapped in a stone corral, waiting to be tamed. 



Sharp  
By Robin Wyatt Dunn 
 
Sharp dreamt, daydreamt really, in his master’s lap, or his master’s 

friend’s lap, they were much the same size lap. He dreamt of a distant wood, 
smells impossible to resist, a river he had once seen, in a dream, far away 
brightly shining, terrifying really, thrilling. 

For in adventure is the cousin swept sundered from our breast, for what 
now remains? Only within. 

Only within, or into orbit, are the worlds now for us, yet — 
Sharp is running. 
His master’s friend too, has sensed the moment, has seized it; they are 

running together. 
What is it to move into the new valley? What terrible embrace of love yet 

reborn extends even now into our ancestral memory, into the dog’s mouth, 
into my hand? 

His fur is warm and sweet, and so is my blood, set to run at a fecund 
time, a fertile frequency, on the long run out and the swift run back, for all 
exits are entrances, baby — 

Sharp needs to know, or wants to know, just what he is missing. Just 
what he is missing out on. 

Beyond the door, beyond the yard, beyond the end of the street . . . 
Out into the world. 
Bark Bark. 
I who am not a dog am close enough, for I too hunger for the unsniffed 

breeze, I too wonder, what is beyond my yard? What is beyond my gate, 
down the road, out into the world, behind the sky and all that’s mine and 
not and what’s why, when we have smells, running us under each other 
altruistically expressed as man-dog, running, running, under moons and 
skies, each wondering why each exists, and not the other, first or last, an 
aegis painted and at thirst, for our deeds of glory, or at least something 
worth barking at, our aegis hungers for our souls, we must broaden them 
with our accomplishments, our stories, so musically inexpressible, as a 
breeze, filled with thunder, like the dog’s laugh — 

Harf Harf. 
A small dog but big dreams as I am full waked in my bier, O in my bier, 

my dog, come so we can clasp the last thing we may know — 
Each other, 



But no bier yet, I seize the dog and it scowls, laughs, we are walking, a 
sort of a walk but more, more of a fever, show me wherein whereout who 
where and when for what in which and all the presences prescient and 
amazed, my laugh and my tongue, the state and grace of suns and sermons 
on a droplet of moisture on the grass, this sermon is my thought, it lasts only 
a moment, like the feeling of thunder, long before it has arrived — 

Each other, yet:   
Each has arrived a beating heart made serious and worth within the 

barking goodness dreaming afternoons, but what for? Who with? 
In this barking dream what reasons meant after the season’s aftermath 

are changing now and when? And what will happen next? 



Train Tracks  
By Rachel Tanner 
 
Our town is separated by train tracks. They don’t go down the middle or 

split the city into any discernible patterned means of identification. No one 
else but me realizes that it’s even split. But the tracks split the land into two 
parts: your side and my side. By the liquor store and the weird condos with 
the parking beneath them that some batshit crazy realtor decided to market 
as office space, the train tracks run below a few overpasses that look as basic 
and common as any other part of any other city. But I know better. I know 
that as soon as I cross the tracks, I’m in your territory. I’m near your home, 
near the place you’ve staked out for yourself and where I’m rarely welcome.  

I used to go on late night drives to clear my head. Boundaries didn’t 
matter then. The town was merely a town and none of it was off limits. But 
now I have to think about which parts are mine and which parts are yours. 

Remember when all of it used to be ours? Remember the apartment? I 
know it was technically mine, but I did what I could to make it ours. I made 
you a key. I tried to make you feel at home. But I failed. I failed on my side of 
the tracks so you jumped ship and moved away. That’s the way it goes 
sometimes, though. I couldn’t define your home for you; you had to define it 
for yourself. 



Springtime in the Courtyard of a  
Picturesque University  
By Emily Eckart 
 
I 
 
A cherry tree is blooming in the corner of the green. Brick buildings’ 

upper corners punctuate the sky. Office windows shine like mirrors, 
reflecting round, and white clouds.  

Students sit at tables, type on laptops, chat in groups. Petals from the 
cherry tree drift over their heads — petals and something else: feathers. 
Scholars walk the asphalt runway, down and petals floating over them, as if 
to signify their thoughts.  

In the top of the cherry tree sits a hawk. It jerks its head up and down, 
left and right. The robin in its talons has a gash in its breast. With each thrust 
of the hawk’s beak, newly-torn entrails dangle like threads. Partly alive, the 
robin trembles. Feathers scatter in the warm spring breeze. 

 
II 
 
Rabbits scamper beneath the rhododendrons, eyes wide and wet, noses 

twitching. They nibble on new grass, retreating when students approach. 
A baby rabbit sits in the open, near a picnic table. Unlike its elders, it is 

utterly still. It does not move when a squirrel explores nearby. Its brown fur 
looks soft, like cashmere. 

Four men come to move the table. They look down, see the rabbit, falter. 
One man stoops to poke it. It tips over, stiff. 

“You just killed a bunny,” his friend says. 
“I saw a fly on it.” 
“Get a body bag.” They laugh. The first man makes a call on his walkie-

talkie.  
They flip the picnic table, balance it on a dolly, and roll it away. A janitor 

arrives with a black garbage bag. He covers his hands with the bag’s edges 
so he does not touch the rabbit. He shakes the rabbit in and ties a knot. He 
deposits the bag in the dumpster behind the cherry tree.  

Clouds drift through false skies in office windows. Students sit at tables, 
type on laptops, chat in groups. Daffodils and tulips nod calmly in the 
breeze. 



The Bipolar Cat  
By Gloria Garfunkel 
 
It starts when I pull an all-nighter to study for my Music Theory exam. I 

do OK. But from then on, I completely lose the ability to sleep, night after 
night, with no need for naps. I have no idea what is wrong, what has been 
triggered by the all-nighter. I just assume my sleep mechanisms are broken 
and I will never sleep again. My cat is awake with me all night, but at least 
she can sleep during the day. 

I worry that something very bad is happening. I know that if you go 
without sleep for more than a week you can start hallucinating. Eventually, 
you can die. It does not occur to me to go to College Health Services for 
medication. After all, I don’t have an illness. Ten days go by and I fall into a 
deep sleep at 5AM. I sleep for several hours and awaken feeling strange. I 
have a desire to lick my hands, which are now furry paws. I am walking on 
all fours and can’t reach anything, but I can jump onto the desk where my 
former self is typing at the computer, still awake, but I am now the cat and 
can at least get some sleep. 

So it goes for days on end. I can’t seem to track the date. My roommates 
worry that my human self is missing all my classes, just typing and typing. 
But I no longer have control over the person who was me. I am the cat and 
no one listens to a cat. I settle down at the foot of the bed, licking my arms 
and legs, preparing myself endlessly for a lovely nap. 

http://queruloussquirreldaily.blogspot.com/2014/01/flash-fiction-bipolar-cat.html


They Bought Raymond Carver’s Kitchen  
Table at a Garage Sale  
By Todd Mercer 
 
Two fairly dissatisfied, vaguely middle class people sit at it for most of 

the evening. They bat words back and forth.  
An inauspicious weeknight of pretty much nothing.  
Practically identical to other weeknight evenings.  
They consider having another couple over to play bridge or canasta. It 

doesn’t happen. They consider splitting up, but that’s a lot of legal 
rigmarole. 

Out in the wider world, there must be people with as much nothing in 
their evenings. Maybe if they find those people, they won’t feel so 
disconnected. That’s if they decide to get up and leave the house.  

It has four sturdy legs and a tile top. They eat their generally-okay but 
no-great-shakes dinners on it. Certain distinguished table aficionados would 
gush about its quotidian beauty, its streamlined utility.  

Whatever. 
It was cheap. The couple didn’t want to eat from collapsible tray tables 

in front of the TV anymore. They wondered if their shows had been causing 
her digestion problems or his occasional spontaneous crying. 

He’d said, “We should buy this table.” 
She’d said, “It’s perfect.” 
They bat enough words around that they can feel the hours pass. 

Eventually. Right now. It’s still the same time it was the last time he asked 
her what time it was. 

They’re desperate for something interesting to happen. 
Just about fucking anything. 
It won’t, but the table was too good a deal to pass up.  



The Nose  
By JD DeHart 
 
They say the nose knows, but that is just a not-too-clever play on words 

in my case. The last memory I have as a full person is the feeling of the 
steering wheel slipping out of my hands, that moment when touch ceased 
and then the spinning sound of metal and magic.  

I no longer pay attention to sounds. 
I was either a banker or was looking for work, I am no longer sure. I 

remember stuffing money into envelopes. Perhaps I was a very organized 
criminal. 

All I know is that, upon waking, the smells were too intense to manage. I 
could smell the kindly nurse and her floral perfume, the bathroom down the 
hall that needed to be cleaned (badly), and the gelatin being stirred in the 
cafeteria. 

I am slowly learning to manage my senses. 
When the raspy voice in the bed next to me asked his doctor how long he 

had, I sniffed out his very life and told him, with accuracy, “About two more 
hours.” Everyone smelled stunned when it turned out to be true. 

The day I finally get out of here, it is not going to be easy. I am no longer 
a set of eyes or hands, just a nose. Does any love noses? How does a nose 
become a productive member of society? I may not even be able to walk 
around. 

Perhaps I can become a consultant in a cosmetics store (if the odors are 
not too overwhelming), or a fortune-teller, sniffing out the longevity of my 
clientele. I would make a great chef, as I now have refined tastes by virtue of 
my olfactory system. 

Perhaps I will fold up and go away with the rest of what used to be this 
body, an appendage without a home and, worse yet, with no one to wipe me 
when I get runny. 

 



In Another Universe  
By Cathy Ulrich 
 
In another universe, there you are. Perfectly-formed, beautiful you. 
I would go to that place if I could, tiptoeing through the membrane 

between the universes or tearing it jagged if that’s what was necessary. 
Your mother would be slumbering peacefully in her bed. She’d have 

bangs and never wear too much makeup. Such small differences would 
mean you were born. 

If she was awakened by my presence, she would believe it was only a 
dream and roll onto her side, thinking reflection, twin, doppelganger. 

It would be just you and me then. You under a soft blanket in the 
bassinet that your grandmother had chosen for you. I would lift you out of 
your bassinet, tenderly, and cradle you in my arms so nicely that you would 
never know it wasn’t your own mother holding you, but a stranger. 

In that universe where you have been born, I would kiss your forehead, 
leaving, perhaps, a trace of lipstick for your mother to wonder over, before 
placing you back in your bassinet and returning to my own universe. 

Before laying you down, though, I would whisper one thing to you that 
you could never answer, not in your universe or mine: Will you forgive me? 

 



Twittercide  
By P.J.Sambeaux 
 
Rodney:  She tweeted he was too immature for a relationship, and he 

tweeted: bitch cheated. So she tweeted: not true, and he tweeted: 
#lyingskankswhoneedalife. So she tweeted: for the record, he’s the one who 
cheated, and he tweeted: not what my buddy says #brosbeforehos. So she 
tweeted: my mother always says you can never go wrong staying classy and 
rising above, and he tweeted: somebody should shut that bitch-ass-ho up. 

Interviewer: So you did? 

Rodney: I did. 

Interviewer: How did you know that’s what he actually wanted? 

Rodney: It’s not up to me to question His word. 

Interview: You think of him as a sort of god? 

Rodney: He is a God, yes. 

Interviewer: Are you his only disciple? 

Rodney: He has six million followers on Twitter. 

Interviewer: And when did you first find god? 

Rodney: He reached out to me when I lost my job. He didn’t judge me. 
He never failed me. He never walked out on me. He never left my side. 

Interviewer: You watched his reality show? 

Rodney: I recognized the wisdom in his teachings. 

Interview: Have you ever actually met your god? 

Rodney: No. Have you ever met yours? 
 



Rope  
By Rob Essley 
 
A rope as big around as my wrist lies there on the sand like a dead 

snake. One end turns down beneath the surface, and no matter how hard I 
pull, the beach won’t open its mouth and let me have it. I start to dig, first 
with my fingers then futilely with my blue plastic castle-making shovel. 
Forever I hack away, flinging sand all over, grunting, cussing. I wonder at 
the frayed end of the rope, bits of sand in its pale fibers like food in my 
grandfather’s beard. I must dig faster. Dig! 

The sand on top slips and flows and burns my hands, but after a foot 
down, becomes cool and hard-packed and I have to scrape out the sand from 
around the rope with my fingers, then scoop it up with the shovel. I remove 
a pitiful amount at a time, seeming to make almost no progress toward the 
inevitable, glorious thing that the rope has to be tied to. Perhaps it’s tied to a 
long-sunken pirate schooner, replete with skeletons in tattered clothing, and 
doubloons. I’ll be a hero. Perhaps it’s tied to a barnacle-encrusted anchor the 
size of a man, worth its weight in artifact-quality iron. They’ll probably put 
my gap-toothed grinning face on all the newspapers. 

Dad sits beneath the umbrella, oblivious to my agonizing efforts, ogling the 
bikinis frolicking a peeps-worthy distance to the south while Mom reads her 
book from a towel in the sun. They have no idea the stakes of this discovery. 
They ignore me and I hope they’ll forget and leave me here overnight so I can 
set sail in my new-found craft around daybreak. Maybe head south. 

I dig with urgency, removing teaspoons, tablespoons of sand and 
depositing them in my spoils pile. Now and then, amid the roaring of the 
tide, a seagull screams at me. One alights nearby, walks bob-headedly 
through my work zone, then scurries off to cackle with its friends. The waves 
continue to crash and splash and reach for me, but I’m too far up the shore. 

My cracked shovel assails the sand for hours, but still no anchor. 
Assured of my fortune, confident in luck, knee-deep in sand, I ignore my 
mother’s call from up the beach. Just as I know I’m about to break through to 
the cavernous gallery below, and claim my wondrous new life, she picks me 
up by my arms and my shovel falls softly to the sand. Exhausted, I slump 
over her shoulder as she carries me to the car. Before we get too far away, I 
think I see the beach suck the rope up like a spaghetti noodle, belching 
seagulls toward the hazy sunset. The pulsing roar of the tide fades as Mom 
whispers in my ear, “We’ll come back next year, boy. Maybe then you can 
find your treasure.” I smile, close my eyes, and sleep the whole way home. 



Lines on a Fishing Pier  
By Kasra Omid-Zohoor 
 
“I had to get out of there, man.” 
“I know.” 
“She had issues.” 
“Yeah, didn’t she like run away?” 
“That’s what she told me.” 
I said nothing as I stared out at the colored houses lined up along the 

beach like Christmas gifts. 
“I’ll tell you this though, the crazier they are, the more stuff they’ll do, if 

you know what I mean.” 
I let out a loud laugh, and Tower stretched out his hands on the pier rail. 

His fingers felt something so he looked down to see a rusty hook caught in 
the wood. “Looks like someone can’t cast.” 

“Maybe they’re gonna come back for it later.” 
“I doubt it.” 
“Hey what do you think that guy’s catching?” 
We looked inside the old fisherman’s bucket to see a fist-sized crab jostle 

up the wall then slide back down. The fisherman reached his wrinkled hand 
into his Styrofoam cooler, grabbed a piece of raw chicken, and tossed it onto 
the wood. From his pocket, he pulled out a knife and made slices into the 
meat without splitting the bones. Then he opened the wire cage, tied down 
the chicken, and locked it up. For a moment he paused, and then he lifted the 
trap and threw it down into the water. 

Tower whispered to me, “All that work for one little crab?” 
I smiled as we kept walking. 
“So anyway, she said she didn’t want to have another one.” 
“She had one before?” 
“Yeah like in high school, but she said that it made her really sad.” 
Suddenly we heard a girl scream ahead of us, and we could make out 

two brown wings flapping frantically. A pelican jerked up from the pier but 
seemed to hit an invisible ceiling and collapse back down. As we got closer, 
we could see the hook in the bird’s pouch and the line running to a pole in 
the little girl’s trembling hands. “What do I do?” she asked. “My Daddy’s in 
the bathroom!” 

I turned to Tower, but he was looking back at me. Below, the planks 
started shaking, and we realized that it was the old fisherman running 
towards us. He lunged for the pelican, hugged it to his chest, and guided his 



hand to the hook. With one quick movement, he tore the hook out and 
opened his arms. The pelican cried out as it flew to the sea. 

The girl’s father came running down the pier then lifted her up in his 
arms. She wiped her eyes on his sleeve as he looked over her shoulder and 
shouted thank you to the old fisherman who was already walking back to his 
catch. It seemed like a long time before Tower pushed his phone into my 
hand. “Does it look like me?” 

I looked down at the picture and said, “No, I don’t think so.” The hair 
was different, but the eyes were the same. 



First Impressions  
By Peter McMillan 
 
Cecil was wheeled into the rec room where all the residents were passing 

the time ‘til the evening meal.  
His room was too small. Much smaller than what he was used to. At least 

it had cable. He just needed a TV. The nurse said one might be coming 
available.  

This was the first time he’d seen any of his new neighbours. It was a lot 
to take in. Some were dressed to the nines. Others were singing showtunes 
while a woman wearing a cancer turban played the piano. 

“Who’s the old bird facing the corner?” he asked. 
“One of our long-termers, Miss Annie. She prefers it that way, 

sometimes,” answered the nurse. 
“Kinda ruins the atmosphere, doesn’t it?” 
“Well, Mr. Snow, this isn’t rehab.” 
“Don’t I know it. My boy made that pretty clear. ‘Here Dad, your new 

home,’ he said. ‘Nice,’ his new girlfriend said.” 
“She doesn’t have anybody — just us.” 
“No family?” 
“Moved away soon after she came.” 
“What did she —?” 
“Real estate. Thirty years. Pretty successful I heard.” 
“Ironic.” 
“Lots of irony here, Mr. Snow. Would you like to take a tour of the 

gardens?” 
“No thanks, saw it through the window in my room.” 
“Alright then. I’ll leave you to mingle. By the way, those boxes — the 

boxes your son mentioned — need to be unpacked when they arrive. Boxes 
left in residents’ rooms will be removed after two days. Policy. Health and 
safety, you understand.”  

 
 



Manic Pixie Slaughter House  
By Derek Spencer 
 
I took a snapchat picture of myself with my tits out but then I used the 

coloring tool to draw a shirt on myself. I sent it to seven men and received 
seven responses of disappointment. I would soon have seven suitors 
planning seven marriages with seven hawk-eyed mothers, seventeen jealous, 
incestuous sisters, and seven jealous, pervert fathers. 

I live in a castle. I am seventeen. I wear golden slippers and white 
dresses and dirty thongs. I think thoughts that have never been thought 
before about people that only I know. My personal servant is my age, and I 
treat her like shit. She is a piece of shit. She cleans up my shit. I make her eat 
shit.  

I eat fast food prepared by the seven slaves of capitalism. My castle is a 
commune of cacophonous convicts, eclectic and silent. I take pictures of 
them. I take pictures with them. They are mine. They are citizens of the 
United States of America. They have iPhones. They are my equals. They are 
mine. 

My parents protect me from sex and drugs and violence. My parents 
fuck and use and fight. I fuck and use and fight. I sneak out my window on a 
rope made of my servant’s pubic hair to meet my seven suitors. They let me 
in their cars and hand me brown paper bags with magic inside. When I am 
liquored up, they get to have their way. This is also my way. Sex is always 
consensual. They treat me like shit. I am a piece of shit. I clean up shit. I eat 
shit.  

In the morning I will call my friends to tell them that I am only kidding, 
that I did it for the laughs, that I am an independent woman who will never 
marry and never grow old and never beg, bow, or blink. 

I am a liar.  
I made all that up. I am a seventeen-year-old boy in an apartment in 

Cleveland. I am virginal in the holiest way and will only lose myself to my 
imagination. I can create the best characters, the best girls, the best sex. 
Women submit to women and women submit to men and everyone submits 
to me. One day I will be a rich eunuch, sitting atop a mountain of gold, 
paying actors to be me and to fuck for me. This will be my life and I cannot 
be stopped. 

 



Snake Charming  
By Nyoka Eden 
 
I think I know when it changed — my mom’s favorite animal. She used 

to spend the day at the library printing pictures of tigers. The tigers sat 
blinking in a photo album. When I was young, she was young too. We had 
this in common. Her favorite-favorite was the Sumatran tiger, which was 
framed and hung oddly low so that its feet seemed to rest on the edge of her 
bed.  

The first time she went into the forest, I asked her what she was doing 
out there. She said she was looking for a pet. That’s when I knew. Her 
favorite animal was no longer a tiger, it was a snake. When I was blonde, she 
was blonde too. We had this in common. The forest replaced the tiger album. 
When this happened, I noticed more things we had in common. Like, we 
both slept on our stomachs and liked music that made us cry.  

She told me that snakes weren’t like other animals. “You can’t just touch 
them, they have to be respected.” Her room always smelled spicy and the 
answering machine sat blinking like a trap for men’s voices. She said tigers 
were killed for being beautiful. Eventually one of the voices escaped and she 
got married. Mike bought my mom a snake.  

For the first time, she uncoiled for a man. I thought about my favorite 
animal. It was still a tiger. Everything struck so fast back then. 
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California Santa Cruz, he has a BA in Literature and Creative Writing, and is 
the author of the short story collection, Come Crashing Down: Stories. He 
currently lives in Santa Cruz where he works as a video game writer. 
http://danielcetina.writersresidence.com  
 
Ray Nessly hails from Seattle and lives near San Diego with his wife and 
their two cats. He writes short stories, non-fiction, and is currently wrapping 
up a novel. His stories appear or are forthcoming in The Tavern Lantern, 
Literary Orphans, Do Some Damage, Thrillers Killers ‘n’ Chillers, Yellow 
Mama, and in the collection, Literary Bondage: An Exploration of Potential 
Literature. 
 
Simon Kewin writes fantasy, SF, mainstream and some stories that can’t 
make their minds up. He lives in England with Alison and their daughters 
Eleanor and Rose. His fantasy novels Engn and Hedge Witch were recently 
published. Find him at http://simonkewin.co.uk  
 

http://www.paulbeckmanstories.com/
http://www.schadenfreudeanslip.com/
http://www.reishus.de/
http://danielcetina.writersresidence.com/
http://simonkewin.co.uk/


 
Matthew Beach is a high-school English teacher, writer, and visual artist 
from Canton, Ohio. His poems and stories appear in The Prose-Poem Project, 
Metazen, Weave, Heavy Feather Review, and elsewhere. His work can be 
found online at http://mtbeach.wordpress.com  
 
Robin Wyatt Dunn lives in The Town of the Queen of the Angels, El Pueblo 
de la Reina de Los Angeles, in Echo Park. He is 33 years old. You can find 
him at www.robindunn.com  
 
Rachel Tanner 
 
Emily Eckart 
 
Gloria Garfunkel has a Ph.D. in Psychology and Social Relations from 
Harvard University. A former psychotherapist, she has published many 
stories in literary journals and anthologies. 
 
Cathy Ulrich’s poetry has been published in Wind Magazine and the Crab 
Creek Review, and her flash fiction has been published in Every Day Fiction. 
 
P.J. Sambeaux’s work has appeared such magazines as Citron Review, The 
Rain, Party and Disaster Society, and Alliterati. She is currently working on 
her second novel: The Art of Gift Giving and Saying Goodbye, about a 
suicidal secretary who is obsessed with Chernobyl. 
 
Rob Essley is a wannabe and a ne’erdowell from Wyoming. He lives in 
Georgia and writes stories about things he wishes were real. His work has 
been published at Fiction365.com and BartlebySnopes.com. 
 
Kasra Omid-Zohoor is a writer living in San Francisco, California. In his 
younger years, he studied modern American literature at Stanford 
University. His work has been published in Thick Jam. 
 
Derek Spencer is a Chicago-based writer, musician, and performer. He was 
a recipient of the 2014 UCIJAM Apprenticeship Grant. Most recently, his 
adaptation of “A Crack-up At The Race Riots” appeared on stage at the 
Francis X Kinahan Theater in Hyde Park. 
 
 

http://mtbeach.wordpress.com/
http://www.robindunn.com/


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. 
He has published three anthologies of his reprinted stories: Flash! Fiction, 
Flash! Fiction 2, and Flash! Fiction 3. 
 
Nyoka Eden still likes tigers but now considers herself a moth enthusiast. 
She and her boyfriend, Quori, are traveling the United States. Keep tabs on 
them @bbybardot. 
 



Head Fiction Editor 
 

Cheryl Anne Gardner is a hopeless dark romantic, lives in a haunted house, 
and often channels the spirits of Poe, Kafka, and de Sade. She prefers writing 
novellas and flash fiction 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. Her writing has been described as 
“beautifully grotesque,” her characters “deliciously disturbed.” She has five 
novellas and one short fiction collection in print, and her short fiction has 
been published in dozens of journals including Dustbin, Hobo Pancakes, 
Carnage Conservatory, Pure Slush, Negative Suck, Danse Macabre, and at 
The Molotov Cocktail among others. 

 
http://twistedknickerspublications.wordpress.com  
 

She is also the administrative muscle behind this site. So 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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