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we’ll learn together

caleb j. ross

The windshield wipers haven’t worked in years. Michael manually activates, with a gimp left hand, the steering 
column switch in his ancient Buick, a dedicated metronome clicking on-off-on-off-on-off. The blades vibrate 
against the window; they’re trying to break through.

Michael and Iola left the foreman, stabbed in the gut, bleeding out, one leg wedged within the shard planks of 
Iola’s rotting wood porch floor. One angry step in the wrong direction, to the wrong weak spot, and he’s suddenly 
up to his thigh in wet particle board splinters. They left him sucked into the porch, clamped like the dilapidated 
house itself offered the dying man to stray, hungry dogs. As they left him, Michael told the man to keep quiet. It 
wasn’t a threat. It was advice. Dogs have great hearing.

What started as a calm interview, just a war journalist and his source sharing tea and pullquotes, ended with 
dying man flailing in a rearview mirror. If Michael hadn’t agreed to write the book—this fucking book about 
Knowles, the ill-prepared soldier determined to fight a war he didn’t understand, this soldier’s story he’s been 
burdened to craft into a celebration of the human spirit, a rah rah for the war efforts—if this book project didn’t 
exist would the porch-stuck foreman still be dying?

Yes. Yes, the man would be dying either way and that logic, surely it must be buried somewhere, perhaps 
alongside the same elevated rationale that permits Michael to believe that a book, even if, hypothetically of 
course, it were to have caused the foreman’s death, and with it, Knowles’ impending death, this book can never 
be blamed for either death. And though Michael has spent his short career arguing the import of a book, the 
possibility of bound pages to sway opinion, to mold armies, to destroy worlds, it is, of course, just a book. And 
this book—just a few chapters in, a half-spent reel of ink ribbon down, and a stack of notecard quotes lacking 
context—isn’t even complete. It’s a premeditated book. Yes, he convinces himself, these men would still be dying 
without me.

He counts strays as he and Iola transition from empty countryside to residential outskirts and then to what 
passes for downtown in Hermen Essex. Seven, he counts. Their jowls heavy with Pavlovian primed saliva, like 
Michael’s and Iola’s getaway isn’t the first to have signaled an injured meal.

“Where are we going?” Iola asks. She’s licking blood from her knuckles, wiping the pinkened mess with a fast 
food napkin unearthed from Michael’s passenger seat. She wads and returns the napkin to the floorboard. 
Michael has no idea what happened to the knife.

“School,” Michael says. He retrieves the napkin, rolls down his window, and tosses the evidence out.

They’ve been riding a steady hum, the battering of fat rain against his windshield and the vibrato tear of tires 
rolling over the wet road fills the otherwise silence. Then a pothole, a jarring shift as they both curse the road 
out loud, and Iola takes the shared anger as permission to re-open recent wounds. “He wasn’t supposed to show 
up at my house?” Iola says.

“But he did,” Michael responds. With their voices now seizing his attention he works the broken windshield 
wiper blades in erratic off-beats. On-off-on…off…on-off…on.
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Iola sinks back into the passenger seat. She huffs like a child. “I’ve never stabbed anyone.”

On-off…on…off-on… “And I’ve never driven away from someone after he’s been stabbed,” Michael says.

“So who’s the murderer?” Iola grins, then ridicules Michael for not reciprocating. “He’s a terrible person. You saw 
him hit me. All because I can’t sell what stock I have.”

“Was a terrible person.”

“You think he’s dead already.”

“Hoping.”

The tires rip steady against the asphalt.

“School?” Iola asks.

“I’m no murderer,” Michael says. “I’m going to prove it.”

* * *

Iola was supposed to be a source. Simple. Coffee and questions. She knows Knowles. Worked with him at Mule 
Fabrics. This is Journalism 101, something Professor Saltonstall would call “forcing your way into friendship.” But 
how do you test the strength of a friendship that’s less than three hours old? A murder or two, perhaps?

“I’ll take this one,” Iola says. “If it comes down to it. If fingers need to be pointed. I’ll lie, say you weren’t even 
there. I mean, you’ve already got Knowles’ blood on you.”

Michael accelerates his dying car. “I’m no murderer. Knowles doesn’t have to die in the war. My book will still 
make sense. It will still work.”

An eighth dog limps toward the countryside. Iola’s porch is a black hole, annihilating everything.

“What about you? How many have you killed selling drugs for the foreman?”

“Hey, I don’t push anything. Buyers come to me.”

“Sounds like rationalizing.”

“Maybe everyone is responsible for somebody’s murder, then.”

“Sure,” Michael says, slowing to a red light. The rain continues. A woman with three children skitter across the 
street. Michael grins when he meets the mother’s eyes. “Some of us stab drug dealers with knives then leave 
them to bleed to death on our porch. Some of us facilitate slow deaths by selling said drugs—”

“—and some of us send mental cases off to war to die so they can write a fucking book about it.”

“Knowles won’t die!” Michael shouts. The children, just arriving to the opposite curb turn back to Michael upon 
his outburst. The mother ushers her children to the safety of the sidewalk.

Iola nods toward the family. “You’ve put murder in their heads. If they grow to kill, is it your fault?”

“Maybe I’ll turn you in. Maybe we’re headed to the police station right now. A street dealer and a murderer. Two 
birds. No stones. They might even give me a freebee should I ever need one.”

“You’re not that stupid.” Uncomfortable silence for a few beats. “Where are we going?”
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“I’m no murderer.”

“Prove it to yourself. I don’t care.”

The light turns green. They ease into a steady hum for three blocks before pulling into a small parking lot adjacent 
a large brick building, its entrance flanked by massive Doric columns.

The pillars have aged, even in the two years since Michael has been away from the university. The campus 
reminds him more today of a battlefield than it did when he was here, his own version of the frontlines, taking 
to books the way soldiers take to rank and order. The dark skyline cuts the horizon, suffocating their approach. 
“I’ve never been here,” she says. “I’ve driven by plenty of times, but I’ve never been this close.” She licks the final 
red evidence from her knuckles.

Michael parks, opens his door. “Savor it. We won’t be long.”

The campus parking lot is empty, all students and most personnel gone for these few weeks before the New Year. 
The desolation brings Michael back to his time as a student. The anticipation of the winter break never one he 
could savor the way his peers could. He worked. A full time job stocking grocery store shelves, surviving off of 
stolen food. He felt a part of the university in a way that casual students couldn’t feel. The simple stillness of the 
campus has him believing for this short walk from car to the Plumb Hall entrance, that maybe the world did halt 
the moment he left, and this academic world, though closed off from the real one, has been awaiting permission 
to continue existing. For a moment, helped by the awestruck audience of one, he is envied.

“I’m no murderer,” he says again as he continues to the building façade. The insistence spewing like a statement 
of difference, a firm division between he and Iola, between the one with blood on her hands and the one with 
ink.

Michael opens the door. Iola hesitates, but she is compelled forward.

The foyer is a sterile tile and textured wallpaper contrast to the stone outside. Iola deflates. “So, this is where 
wars are planned?”

Michael pauses. “So now I started the war?”

“People like you, with degrees and special buildings in the center of cities, you guys articulate the war, yes. Then 
you get people like me, with nothing but indirection and minimum wage to cling to, to fight the wars.”

“I know for a fact, Iola, that you make more money than I do. I know the going rate for an eighth of pot.”

“But the Knowles book, it’s meant to pad your pockets, right?”

“Why Knowles, then? Why am I not writing a book about you, if you and Knowles are so similar?” He doesn’t 
allow Iola a response, instead guides her further into the building.

He leads her up four flights of stairs along the west wall. Each mid-floor switchback is lined with flyers and posters 
advertising student events, the same he’d organized when he attended this school. A pattern emerges as they 
ascend the building. Anti-war protest. Celebrity themed fundraiser. Anti-war protest. Comedy night in the quad. 
Anti-war protest. The protest event posters always cluttered with san-serif seriousness and hyperbolic threats, a 
tactic Michael himself never agreed with. Fear wasn’t the right way to stop a war. Fear is what starts a war. Flyers 
and posters won’t convert anyone. People had to be shaken. Foundations had to be rocked. His logic fell flat 
among fellow students who approached the activist role insofar as it allowed them to feign passion but practice 
apathy. To most students, the flyers were the act. Hanging the flyers, well, that was going above-and-beyond.
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“I’m not disappointed,” Iola says. “Really. I was just…expecting something different.”

“Different how?”

“When you grow up in a small town like this whose biggest economic export is human bodies, by way of barely-
graduating high school soldiers, you learn to see the human mind as something otherworldly. Choices aren’t just 
which bar to pass out it, but which charity to fight for, which disease to cure, which—”

“—war to stop?”

Iola smiles as they step to the fourth floor landing. “Even I’m not disillusioned enough to think a human mind can 
stop a war. Now, causing a war, that’s a different story. I was just expecting, I guess, a nicer building.”

Michael snorts. “You killed someone today. Shouldn’t you be more fucked up about that fact?”

“Probably,” Iola says.

They pass under an arch, the words Webb School of Journalism beveled in a black san-serif across the crown. 
They pass many offices, each with professor names tacked to the wall at eye-level adjacent the jambs, until 
arriving at a corner office noticeably lacking a name placard. Michael enters without knocking.

An old man jumps. Professor Saltonstall. Startled. He pulls away from an array of photographs scattered across 
his desk, shifting the spread quickly, burying secrets. Eventually he glances up to Michael and Iola. The old man’s 
face turns cordial. “Michael McAllister,” he says, slow, fitting a grin into the exchange. “What are you doing 
here?”

“On assignment, if you can believe that.”

“I cannot. Assignments were never your strong suit.” The old man ushers the two into his office, invites them 
to sit at a worn orange couch pushed against the wall of the tiny room. Wall-mounted shelves lined with thick, 
intimidating books and a wraparound mosaic of crime scene photos suffocates comfort. Iola remains quiet. She 
avoids the photos, eyes closed, nervously rubbing grime from her fingers. “She a source?” The old man asks.

Michael glances back to her before responding. “Started that way. Now I’m her accomplice. Or maybe she’s 
mine.” The old man swallows loud. “Still chasing dead bodies I see.” Michael spins, takes in the photos papering 
the walls.

“What do you mean ‘accomplice?” The old man asks. He’s returned to his desk, buried once again in photos of 
bloodied subjects.

“She stabbed a man,” Michael admits. Iola still quite. She moves her lips to the silent, quivered pronunciation of 
book titles embroidered on fat spines.

“Why’d you come back, Michael?”

“This is what you do, right? Assign humanity to dead bodies. I’ve many got a dead body that needs some 
humanizing.”

“I’m not a police, Michael. I can’t help you.”

“You’re better than a police. You give people life. A dead body isn’t just a murder investigation to you. A dead 
body is a story. Your Wikil Miner series, the Bird Bridge massacre documentary, those were better than any 
fucking police procedural.” He turns back to the photos lining the walls, hunting for a familiar face, a frame from 
either production to reinforce his appreciation.
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Saltonstall drifts his gaze to Iola, who has pulled one volume from the shelf, a spine too thin and a cover too plain 
to recognize. “You never cared this much for my work, Michael. You were a byline chaser as a student. You’d 
flatten the dean’s tires yourself if it mean you could attach your name to an investigation about it. Why are you 
here?”

Michael pulls a photo from the wall, brings it close. “These are tabloid deaths.” He turns the photo to Saltonstall. 
“Alien autopsy, shit.”

“That’s not why you’re here, Michael.”

Michael reaches for another photograph, shows it to his old professor. “Man eaten by alligator? Really. This 
never happened.”

Saltonstall rips the photo away from Michael. “Am I going to be arrested for dealing with you? Don’t bring me 
into something I don’t want to be a part of.”

Michael returns to the wall. Studying the images, he asks the old man “Do you still do war deaths?”

Saltonstall exhales deep. “There’s nothing wrong with a tabloid death, Michael. If you’d paid attention at all in 
any of my classes, you’d know that. A death isn’t more important simply because it’s battle dressed.” 

“Do you still do them, though?”

Saltonstall shakes his head. “I’m not sure it’s possible any longer to give a human life to a dead soldier.”

“Sounds depressing.”

“There’s a lot of spectacle surrounding a military body. Politicians are quick to tag every death as evidence of 
patriotism, and when journalism tries to argue otherwise we’re demonized.”

“Shouldn’t journalists have the balls to be demons?”

“Why are you here, Michael?”

“He killed someone,” Iola says without lifting her eyes from the open book in her hands.

Michael calms Saltonstall with a quick, “I didn’t kill anyone.” He considers for a moment emphasizing Iola’s closer 
association with murder but backs away; he has the same association with the dying foreman. “I took on the 
Knowles Patterson biography.”

“The retarded kid?”

Michael nods. “He’s older than you’d think.”

“Why?”

Michael glances to Iola before asking, “It’s possible, right, to have a war story without a death at the end?” 
Michael senses Iola waiting, as he is, for Saltonstall’s response, but he’s unwilling to pull away from his old 
mentor.

“No.”

Michael deflates. “What about—” he begins, but Saltonstall cuts quick. “No.”

“Why?”
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“It wouldn’t be a war story. A war sidebar, maybe. A page 5 piece at best.”

“There’s got to be something to take from the war other than death,” Michael insists.

“Nothing worthwhile. Take Hemingway. He was a papers man, like us. Even he had to kill a wife and a newborn 
baby in A Farewell to Arms. It doesn’t have to be a soldier who dies, but it’s got to be someone.”

“Why?”

“Look at my office. A story doesn’t even start for me until there’s a body. Consider yourself lucky.”

“So Knowles has to die?”

“If he doesn’t, you’ve got no story.” Saltonstall smiles. “You’ll also have a pissed off publisher, I would assume.”

Michael doesn’t reciprocate the smile. “So I’m a murderer?”

“Eventually, yes,” Saltonstall says.

Iola rips a page from the book in her lap. Saltonstall immediately reprimands her, but Iola dismisses his anger as 
she approaches the professor’s desk, pulls a pen from a coffee cup bouquet of highlighters and ball-points, and 
begins scribbling her address in the margin of the torn page. She offers the note to Saltonstall. “You’ll probably 
hear about this one within a week,” she says. “Would you mind, if for some reason the police come asking, being 
an alibi? I’ll talk to you, though. Anything you want. Do what you will with the story. I’ll even go back for pictures 
before the police get there, if you’d like. Just leave Michael out of it.”

Saltonstall tucks the paper into his breast pocket. He doesn’t thank her.

Iola takes Michael’s hand and leads him out of the office. “We’ll learn together, how to be murderers.”
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five birds’ worth

clodagh o’brien

I watch the birds while you drink. Through our kitchen window, as you say it’s too dangerous to be outside. On 
windy days they swoop, in a rollercoaster of ups and downs that curl around clouds and whip the tops of trees. 
Sometimes they’re only dots, dark m’s and w’s that make a blackboard of the sky. On the days I go to school I 
collect their feathers. They’re small and soft with glints of blacky blue, the colour of new bruises. I keep them in 
a biscuit box. That’s so old the paint‘s nearly gone, and only the big S lets you know it once had biscuits. I have 
at least five birds’ worth now. It’s enough to build a wing, but not enough to get away.          
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water and stone

alex austin

 

Met Uncle Richard today. Fifteen years since I saw him. Well, since he saw me. When he stopped by Madar’s—
that’s Farsi for grandma—last week, she told him I was out of the country and unreachable. But Mom straightened 
it out, called him up and left my phone number. He wanted to meet at the Aroma Cafe, but I hate that place. 
Crowded with Hollywood creeps. I said I’d meet him at the Magnolia, much quieter. But then I called him at the 
last minute and told him my car wouldn’t start. Could he meet me at my place? The car was okay actually, but I 
wanted to put him through a little shit. Nothing much, but something a little out of his way. 

Madar wouldn’t have mentioned Uncle Richard to me. She was too pissed off. She’d been pissed for fifteen 
years. When he stopped by, he was lucky she didn’t shoot him. She’s got my grandfather’s gun—given to him 
by Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi himself—and she knows how to use it. Well, Madar didn’t tell me, but she 
couldn’t help herself telling Mom.

When my mother called me, right off she asked me to guess who had shown up at my grandmother’s door. 
Before I could answer, she said, “Uncle Richard.” I immediately got dizzy and half puked. He finally remembered 
me. Wow. But my mother didn’t exactly confirm that. His showing up wasn’t so straightforward, and the more 
she told me, the more I got back to reality. After I spoke to Mom, I went over to Madar’s to get the details. 

Knowing Mom had told me,  Grandma didn’t hold back. When she opened the door to Uncle Richard, Grandma 
figured he had come around because he finally felt guilty. She wouldn’t have given him any slack for that. But 
then he explained that at Topanga Beach, he’d seen a swimmer who was my father’s double. Guilt, shit.  He’d 
gone to her house to clear up a mystery. Maybe to make sure he wasn’t seeing ghosts. Could the man swimming 
off Topanga have been his brother’s son? Impossible—she told him. Of course, Madar didn’t know that it really 
was me that he’d spotted.

 I don’t lie much to Madar, but just like with my mom, I never mention my long-distance ocean swims, which 
would scare the hell out of them.  In addition, if I’d confessed to it being me that Uncle Richard saw, Madar 
and Mother would both attribute it to some act of God. No way they would have accepted it as coincidence. 
On the other hand, they might have been thinking that I had been following him. To do what? Let’s just say my 
grandfather had more than one gun.  

At the community college, I read some Sigmund Freud for Psych 101. Freud (who put out a lot of bullshit, but 
did come up with a gem now and then) said that what screws up a person as an adult has its roots in the first 
couple of years of his life. Maybe up until five.  I think that holds true, but my grandma made it true for sure. 
Some grandmothers read Cat in the Hat to their grandchildren, but from the earliest times, my grandma’s stories 
were all about how hateful and irresponsible my father and uncle were. I had some doubts about my father. I 
mean the guy kicked it.  He certainly couldn’t be blamed for not taking care of me. Her viewpoint was that he 
should have been careful for my sake, for his three-year-old child. He had been selfish. He shouldn’t have taken 
the insulin shot for himself, but for me. It’s an interesting point. My mother tells me my father loved me and she 
wouldn’t say much bad about him, but I sided with my grandmother on my father’s selfishness.

I really don’t remember much about Eddie. I’ve only seen one picture of him. That’s the picture I used to take 
to bed with me every night after he died. My mother says I wouldn’t sleep unless that picture was in bed with 
me. It was a photo of my father holding me when I was maybe two, feeding me a jelly donut and laughing. It 
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was a nice photo before uric acid from my not infrequent bed wetting dissolved our features. Oh, I’ve got some 
pictures of him in my head. A hazy memory of a woodsy stream. A pony ride. His cheek whisking against mine. I 
go crazy sometimes trying to bring it back, trying to resurrect memories of things that may not have happened 
at all. Sometimes I drive out to the San Gabriels where I look for that stream. I get lost following that river and its 
tributaries, but I usually find some place that feels right. I sit there and try to bring back that moment, as if my 
father might rise up out of the water and stone.  

I told Richard to meet me out back of the apartment building where Tony and I live. We have a two-car carport 
and that’s where I work on my old Camaro. So when Uncle Richard showed up, I had the hood up and was 
messing with the distributor. I knew who it was when he walked into the alley, but I acted unsure, the way he’d 
expect.

“Hi Jason.”

“Uncle Richard?”

“Yes. Uncle Richard.”

He said something about my car, and then extended his hand. I scraped some grease from mine. I’m not one of 
those guys with a manly shake. It’s not that I don’t have a grip. If you mess around with cars, getting off bolts 
in tight places with an open-end wrench, your hands will get strong enough—bruised and calloused too from 
those knuckle busters. But I never liked to squeeze somebody’s hand, man or woman. It reminded me too much 
of when Mom took my hands to tell me that my father was gone. She squeezed so hard she could have crushed 
my little bones. Maybe I don’t remember that either. I’ve read up on that—retaining memories from an early 
age—and research has shown that of the first three or four years of your life you remember almost nothing. They 
call it childhood amnesia, and it’s pretty much true for everybody. Here’s something else I read while waiting for 
my shrink: “Intelligence may be the pride—the towering distinction of man; emotion gives color and force to 
his actions; but memory is the bastion of his being. Without memory, there is no personal identity, there is no 
continuity to the days of his life....” I think the writer’s name was Jack Bauer, although that’s the character on the 
TV series “24”, where lots of things happen in a day. A whole lifetime of things.

Soon after my father died, I started leaving messages on Uncle Richard’s answering machine. “Hi, Uncle Richard. 
This is Jason. When are you gonna come get me?” I guess I was four when I began leaving messages and six 
when I stopped, despairing that he never got back to me. Of course, I wouldn’t have used the word despairing 
then. I’m not sure what word I would have used or if I would have used any words at all. If so, it would only have 
been a question. Why doesn’t Uncle Richard call me back? What I do remember is being sad and confused ... and 
down the line, angry. I couldn’t understand his behavior at the time, and I don’t understand it now. But what I 
know is that to do such a thing a person has to be a special kind of evil. My grandmother called him a Div, which 
is Persian for demon. 

When are you gonna come get me, Uncle Richard? When? When?

I guess I stopped making those phone calls about the same time I started school.  I stopped calling Uncle Richard, 
and even when Madar brought him up, I wouldn’t quite hear his name, like a teacher’s words when you’re 
staring out the window waiting for summer to come. But then, when I was ten, my mom got remarried and 
things changed. The dude she married, Zakhar, was a mean Russian mother fucker.  Big, strong, hairy, a regular 
drill sergeant, and he didn’t stop with words. When my mother wasn’t looking, he batted me around real good, 
smacked the side of my head so hard it felt loose inside. He worked for the INS, and I felt sorry for the Mexican 
that ran afoul of him. I started bedwetting again—and out of nowhere  stuttering.  So I called Uncle Richard. Co-
Co-Come rescue me, Uncle Richard. Co-Co-Come rescue me from this monster. That wasn’t the message I left, 
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but that was the message I meant. Not once did he ever pick up the phone and not once did ever call back.  

Eventually, I put enough weight on me to start pushing Zakhar back and we had some battle royals in that house, 
with my mother screaming and trying to step between us, and me threatening to stick a knife in him while 
he was sleeping. It was a bad scene. About the same time, the cops seemed to show up every time I tagged 
something or pocketed a snack from 7-11. At fourteen, I was convicted of breaking and entering and sent to 
juvie for six months. In juvie there’s a steep learning curve, and you’d better be quick, which I was, if that doesn’t 
sound like bragging. I learned about computers, got good on the games and then learned other things. I liked the 
idea that there was all this stuff below the surface. Two worlds, you know? When I got out, I continued my evil 
ways, with drugs, booze, anything I could get. I stopped going to school at fifteen, and then officially at sixteen. 
I wasn’t exactly Mr. Popularity among my peers, but I made friends with Tony. Tony liked rap and muscle cars, so 
I learned to like those too. And the other stuff... At eighteen I got sent to Lompoc for possession of meth. It was 
really fucked, and that’s when I decided I had to clean up or I’d be soon dead. In prison, I started thinking about 
my life and how it had come to this. That’s when I came back to the Div, Uncle Richard, and how he’d let me 
down.  Hating my uncle, who I hadn’t seen in fifteen years, got me straight, that and one of those twelve-step 
programs. I wanted some sort of revenge on this Div. 

With what I knew about computers, I got a job with PC Knights. I work the night shift, six p.m.to two a.m. When 
someone’s computer goes down, they want it fixed in a hurry and it doesn’t matter what time of day. It’s like 
plumbing or water or electricity. So I go into people’s offices, houses or apartments in the middle of the night, 
and it seems like an ordinary thing. I get to bed around three and sleep until nine. The rest of the day is mine. 
Most of the year, the warm months, which are just about all of them in Southern California, I swim. Not in a pool, 
I hate pools, all that kid piss and more shit than you’d like to think about, but out in the ocean. Point to point 
and farther out than the surfers, farther out even than the other swimmers, and there are quite a few of us, but 
it’s a big ocean. I’m a good swimmer. Generally, I don’t get tired, although sometimes when I don’t wear a wet 
suit, I get cold. Still, I’d rather swim without it. It just feels good moving through water, like I’m shedding myself, 
the way a snake sheds its skin. 

Among the photos of Iran that my grandmother keeps in an album big as a doormat, there are a half-dozen of 
beaches. One shows the Caspian Sea and another Kish Island, Persians having a good time on white beaches 
with clear water, nice places to swim. Back in the days of Pahvali, my mom’s family spent plenty on those Persian 
hotspots. Well, then they had the money...  

My grandfather didn’t talk much about being a cop for the Shah, but when he did, he made it sound like a pretty 
cool gig. Knowing everything, and everybody being scared of you. I think I could have made a pretty good secret 
policeman over there in the good old days. My grandfather could have gotten me in for sure. 

But Grandpa was long gone, the Shah wasn’t coming back, and I was stuck with an Uncle that didn’t give two 
shits if his brother’s son was alive or dead. 

I wanted to track him down. The Internet made it easy. I mean, even if I didn’t know computers, I could have 
tracked him down. I had his name, age, even what he looked like. I found him easily enough. His Facebook page. 
Linked. Eventually I got his phone number, license plate, address. I made plans to stake out his house, follow his 
BMW. 

I wanted to tail him like my grandfather might have tailed Khomeini or one of his brothers. I even knew the beach 
he frequented. That’s about as far as my big tailing plans got. Slipping in the water down the beach, swimming 
right past him as if I were invisible. 

I thought I was pretty clever, but he spotted me all the same.
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So there he stood, in front of my Camaro, watching me as I tinkered, neither of us saying shit.

I was acting cool, fitting the chrome air filter back on the carburetor, but inside I was shaking. I was thinking of 
Grandpa’s gun in the bottom of my toolbox. How he might never come to power.

Under the North Hollywood sun, I twisted the wing nut on the air filter. They call it a wing nut because it has little 
wings on it, which is something that few people ever consider.  Like butterfly, because most are yellow and look 
like butter flying. Words like that stop me in my tracks. Put together as if nature made the words herself. No, not 
that, There’s a different name for words like that: Onomatopoeia.  I heard that word one day in English and my 
ears perked right up. Words that sound like what they name. Honk, babbling, whisper, bark, boom.  Another one 
of those words is why. Why is just like it is in nature.  The mouth opened wide to ask for mercy.

I slammed the hood, wiped my hands on a chamois, met my father’s eyes and felt a rough cheek whisk against 
mine.

Why?
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the keeper

gabe herron

My neighbor keeps a younger man.  She’s maybe forty.  He’s maybe twenty-four.  She is forever leaving for work, 
or coming home from work.  He is forever smoking cigarettes and reading the newspaper on the patio.

When they’d first moved from Saint Paul to Portland, Oregon, she had shoulder length grey hair with fine black 
veins.  She seemed comfortable with her age and in keeping such a young man.  It went on like that for a year.  

She keeping.  

Him kept.  

They looked happy to me so I was hopeful for them.   

***

I noticed last month she’d dyed her hair all black and started running off early in the mornings, before work, 
dressed in purple gym clothes.

I thought, “Oh, well, they won’t be long for each other now.”

***

This afternoon, I see I was right, as the young man loads his car from Minnesota while she is away.  I watched him 
stuffing black garbage bags full of clothing into the trunk, and other things too.  I have to say, for a young man 
who doesn’t own a suitcase, he seems to be taking far more than he deserves.
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the ocean

reece choules

They awoke in each others arms. The world hadn’t ended. There were tiny blood stains on her off-white pillow, 
a clump of hair on his. The sheets were clammy, stuck to the dagger like bones of the under fed.

‘How are you feeling?’ he said.

‘I don’t know,’ she said.

‘Well are you hot, cold?’

‘Leave me alone.’

She slid out of bed. Dragged herself to the open window. She looked through the spaces between the large 
red cross they had had to paint on the window. She watched two small children sieve through glass, through 
brick, bone, hair, for a scrap of money, a scrap of hope. She remembered these streets when they sold religion, 
socialism. Each offering redemption, a new world, for a heart felt repentance. The smell of incense, of pop corn, 
blended with the scent of sex, of fear, the stale sweat of loneliness. She remembered watching from her window 
as the streets began to empty. Day by day, hour by hour, bloodstains, no go signs, burnt out cars, bikes stripped 
down to the handle bars, a tooth, a limb, the crying mothers, the searches for lovers, then silence.

‘Did you hear the bombs last night?’

‘No.’

‘You kept calling out in your sleep.’

‘Did I?’

‘You kept saying no.’

‘If only you had.’

‘Are we doing this again?’

She didn’t reply. She watched a car drive slowly by. Roof down, two boys in the back, similar persuasions, cuts too 
high, tilted to the left, each scouting their sides of the street, one spat near the children, the children scattered. 
The girl in the front passenger seat, head shaved, make up like war paint, pointed to something in the distance. 
The car sped off, to the sound of roaring laughter. When silence returned the children returned.

‘Come away from the window will you.’

‘Why?’

‘There’s nothing for us out there.’

 She looked down at the sunken stomach, hidden beneath the now protruding rib cage.

‘Why don’t you just come back to bed?’
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‘I am going to see if the others are awake.’

‘Leave them. They’re probably trying to sleep.’

She looked out into the distance. Rising smoke blackened, suffocated the fading blue of the last summer she 
would ever know. It was moving in on them. Closer. Closer. Soon the world they inhabited would be gone. Old 
would become new.

After a long silence she came and sat down on the bed. She tried not to meet the bloodshot, yellow eyes that 
dominated the ravaged face. She watched a spider crawl across the off white ceiling. Over the cracks that now 
seemed like the safe keepers of the hopes and dreams she’d had in a past life.

‘What are you thinking?’

‘Nothing.’

She lay down next to him. He began to stroke her hair. He slid a hand over her floppy breast, gently caressed 
what was left of her stomach. She felt like screaming, the boil of anger, she began to cough violently. She put her 
hand over her mouth, but specks of blood still pebble dashed the sheets. He grabbed a tiny bowl from beside 
the bed, handed it to her. She spat out a heavy dollop of bloody phlegm. He gave her a scrap of old newspaper 
to wipe her mouth on. She began to cry. He rubbed her back, but after a while, she pulled away. She got back out 
of bed, paced up and down the room.

‘How could you do this to me?’ she said.

With words no longer suitable, with words no longer available, or just, he could only hang his head in shame.

‘All those times you said you loved me.’

‘I do love you.’

She continued to pace up and down the room. Her trousers, held up with a piece of rope, tightly tied, chaffed 
loudly, annoying them both.

‘That’s why you don’t want to see the others anymore, can’t handle your sins.’

‘Why are you so adamant it started with me?’

‘Spare me the routine.’

As she paced, he dragged himself to the toilet, sitting because he couldn’t stand. After finishing, he sat a while. 
He watched himself stand up. Five years younger. Dull throb of a beat working through his system, colours of 
strobe lighting dulling sharp edges, drowning things in sexy. Women, men, dancing, lovers, dreamers, he called 
out their names. They smiled. Their hands reached out for something forever beyond them. He felt a hand grab 
his. Palm moist, fingers sparkling with glitter, it pulled him through the colours to a dark room. The glitter began 
to disappear, then the flesh. Blood dripped on his white plimsolls, he felt, could see, fire. Flesh became bone, 
souls floated, screamed, writhed in pain, in ecstasy, in madness, incapable of deciding between heaven and hell. 
He put his hands over his eyes, but heard his mother’s voice saying no. He opened them. On the cross, a woman, 
face familiar, eyes unknown. Boys and girls drank the blood that dripped from her feet, hungry dogs chewed 
the flesh; he began to sob. Why the woman said, to the heavens, to the stars, to time itself, always short, never 
happy enough, why have you forsaken me? He cried like a dying breed.

‘I am going next door.’



19literature isn’t dead  |

‘What?’

He called out for her to wait, but heard no reply. The front door slammed. He wiped sweat from his head with 
a bloody towel. He looked at the fat veins in his tiny hands; tried to watch the flow of what was working its way 
through his body. It was like looking for truth. With difficulty he stood up. He leaned on the sink basin, turned 
the cold tap, nothing. He laughed, shook his head, made his way to the front door.

The window at the end of the hall was broken. Radiators dripped black water. An open door swung in the breeze. 
He called out the names of the couple he had once known, but received no reply. He made his way down the 
hall. Repeating their names, he waited in the doorway. He went inside. Found himself staring down at a twisted 
face, her eyes dried out, distant. Her partner on the bed, tucked up under covers, eyelids closed, hair combed 
in to a respectable style, totally devoid of life. He took one of the sheets off the bed, covered what was once a 
woman. He closed the door behind him, made his way back down the hall. He could hear the sound of a piano 
being played, loudly, out of tune. When he opened the door he found his neighbour hammering at the keys, red 
hair covering the boil ridden face, her shaven headed lover, scratch marks, scars, decorating the scalp, cleaning 
his teeth with his tongue.

‘Luis doesn’t like my playing, do you Luis?’

Pushing a tooth forward, pulling it back with his overworked tongue, Luis just mumbled. 

‘Hazel reckons Naomi and Rosie got out last night.’

Luis rolled his eyes.

‘I saw them all dressed up, running across the street.’

‘They’re dead.’

Luis started laughing. Hazel started laughing too. 

‘Anna tell that man of yours he’s wrong.’

‘How do you know they’re dead?’

‘I just saw them.’

‘Nonsense, utter nonsense.’

Luis began to pull on his disgruntled tooth. Saliva ran down his chin on to his stained, holey, trousers. Hazel still 
playing the piano began to sing.

‘I saw them with my own two eyes,

I saw them so don’t go telling me lies,

You didn’t see a god damned thing,

Cause your eyes are playing tricks,

Cause your bodies full of sin’

She began to play faster.

‘Michel?’
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Anna looked to him desperately for confirmation. Luis ripped out his tooth; began laughing, held it up high for all 
to see. Anna put her hand over her mouth gagging. As blood soaked into Luis’s cracked lips Michel fell down on 
the couch. Suddenly Luis stopped laughing, the taste of blood disagreeing with him.

‘Hazel.’

No reply.

‘Hazel.’

Still no.

‘Hazel.’

When he received no response he got up from his chair, took one long stride over the coffee table. With a 
hand full of hair, he dragged her away, laughing, kicking, screaming. She stood hunched over, crying. Slowly 
stepping round the table, her hair still in her man’s hand, pushed down beside Michel, who neither wanted to 
acknowledge the action for reaction sake, nor the boil plagued face. Anna brought her legs up under her chin, 
rested her head on her knees, gently began to rock backwards and forwards. She stared at chipped coffee mugs, 
china plates, with hardened stains, sauces growing mould, at food cans, empty, half-eaten, untouched. She 
ran bony fingers through her hair, scratched at the scalp with filthy blackened nails. She looked at Michel, cold 
sweating, silent, at Luis working on another loose tooth, at Hazel, chewing nail. She laughed in stops and starts, 
cracking, under the weight of sadness. Hazel laughed too, sheepishly Michel followed, eyes fixed on nothing. 
Luis, in another world, worked on his tooth. When finally that too became loose, he spat it into an empty can, 
howled with laughter, so all four, with their falling out hair, with boils, expanding veins, sharpening bones, and 
discarded teeth, sat laughing at the world. 

Hazel slapped her thighs, squeezed Michel’s. He blushed. She rubbed her hand up and down his child like thigh, 
up and down until it caught Anna’s attention. Anna turned away, tried to ignore it as she always had. She turned 
to Luis, who noticed none of this, who laughed until the walls of his lungs collapsed and laughter was replaced 
with violent coughing. Each one rattled through his body, curled him up with pain. He slid from the couch, 
crawled across the floor, headed for the toilet, only got half way. He stopped by the smashed in television, 
vomited, rolled onto his back, began to laugh once more. Anna curled up further into herself. Michel moved 
away from Hazel, who had ceased laughing, tried to reach out, to touch Anna’s little big toe. Suddenly Luis 
stopped laughing; he let out a scream that if they weren’t already, would have broken the spirits of all that heard 
it. Lasting only a second, but a second more memorable than any of the previous days. When the room was 
silent, Luis’s legs were convulsing, kicking out, his arms trembled, his body contorted, curled. The soft thudding 
of his skull smacking against the floor broke the stunned silence. Hazel dragged herself over, filthy pillow in hand. 
She turned his twisted body on its side, rested the pillow underneath his head, stroked his hair until it was all 
over, for a while after that.

Anna sat down beside Michel. He held her close, her head rested on his chest. He told her to picture herself by 
the ocean.

‘Do you think we’ll get there?’

Michel didn’t answer, he squeezed her, smothered her in the arms he had sworn long ago would protect her, 
when he could not imagine what he would have to protect her from, when it was she who was protecting him.

Hazel sat in the chair that Anna vacated, leaving Luis to sleep. After a silence, she asked.

‘How far do you think we are from winter?’
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‘Months.’

‘When it’s winter Luis can take me ice skating in Hyde Park.’

‘Hazel, that’s not going to happen.’

‘He took me ice-skating on our first date.’

Anna buried her head in Michel’s chest. He whispered softly ‘think of the ocean.’

‘I was thinking we’ll probably look to sell this place soon. Move a little further out.’

‘Oh yeah, where too?’ asked Michel.

‘Not sure, somewhere closer to my parents, somewhere with a garden.’

Hazel tied her hair back, revealing the blistering boils that were slowly scaring her once beautiful face.

‘What about you?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘I would have thought she couldn’t wait to leave.’

Michel had no idea what to say. He stared at Hazel in disbelief. He stroked Anna’s hair in the hope that Hazel’s 
comments didn’t agitate her.

‘She’s a brave girl; I don’t think I could leave the flat.’

‘Hazel shut up.’

Anna tried to pull away from Michel, her hands pushing against his shoulders.

‘It’ll blow over. She’ll forgive you.’

‘Shut up Hazel.’

Anna screamed into Michel’s hollow chest. She snatched herself from his remorseful embrace. She picked up the 
china plates, the coffee mugs, hurled them at the wall, then the cans, the empty one’s, the half full. The rotting 
food dripped slowly down, staining the wallflowers. Her empty hands trembling, she began to run them through 
her hair, down her neck, to the shoulders, then over again. She breathed in and out rapidly. As Michel tried to 
hold her hands, Hazel sat enraptured by the sudden burst of entertainment.

‘Don’t touch me.’

‘Calm down.’

‘Don’t touch me, don’t touch me, don’t ever touch me.’

Anna began to pace up and down.

‘Anna will you just sit down.’

‘Why?’

‘Please just sit down.’
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‘I want to go. Why won’t you let me go?’

Michel did not feel as though the last statement was meant for him. The pleading, the hopelessness, it was 
beyond anything tangible.

‘Please just sit down. When Luis wakes up we’ll go. Just sit down. Please.’

Anna continued to pace, but with less intent. 

‘Have you heard the music these last few nights?’

Anna and Michel turned to Hazel. She described loud drums, scratching brass, screaming strings, all the glorious 
sounds that filled these hot nights. She spoke of running as a child through a bark chip playground, wet wooden 
seats of swings, dampening her dress. Luis was still the child he had always been. He called out for his mother in 
the darkest hours of night. When he was proud of something he looked to the heavens and asked, and hoped, 
and wished, his father would be proud too. Yes she had hurt Luis, but that’s what adults do, so in a way she 
was setting him free, preserving his innocence, in a world were hers would always be corrupted. Winds change 
though. Time floats on sea breezes. She was older now. She was older. Then she sighed.

Then it was dark. Michel was helping a confused Luis into bed. Hazel stroked Anna’s hands by the front door. 
Told her she must come again soon. She must keep trying. You’ll get there she repeated, once, twice. Keep your 
eyes on him. Then the door closed behind them. Michel and Anna stood in the darkness. She let out a huge sigh. 
Michel put his arms around her, led her to the safety of the only place that would ever truly be theirs, to the 
place watching them slowly disappear. They lay down on the bed.

‘I can’t go back there.’

‘I know.’

He pulled her closer to him.

‘Will you find me again?’

‘By the sea?’

‘By the sea.’ 

He kissed her on the neck, painted pictures for her, with the words that came to him. They could hear the bombs 
in the distance; they could hear the crash of the waves, seagulls flying over the sombre rocks. Seaweed, shells, 
frothing foam racing to greet the bare feet of lovers stood in each others arms. A woman stood by the window 
conducting the orchestra in her head. A man threw redundant teeth in an empty food can. Two lovers waited for 
their world to end. 
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friendly wars

ndaba sibanda

Ever since his appointment to the lofty position of defence minister, he seemed to be gripped by some phobia. 
Some residents claimed the irrational fear stemmed from the possibility that he did not know what he was 
expected to do. Others thought that he was a lucky coward who found himself having to oversee a strategic 
security portfolio which he did not deserve or understand.

Then one day one foreign journalist decided to ask him one general question. “Sir, please shed light on what you 
are doing or intend doing as minister of defence to keep soldiers fit?”

With exaggerated steadiness, he cleared his throat and said, “Soon l will start some friendly wars with neigbouring 
countries”.
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earth populace

sarah navin

In June of 2097, at the peak of scuba diving season, the CEO of Edisonian Inc. – a modernized, distant branch 
of Johnson & Johnson – appeared onstage at the annual Moving Forward convention in Philadelphia to 
introduce a new product.

A square-jawed man with an attractive amount of stubble, CEO Jay Truman spoke with beaming confidence 
about the Barracuda as though he had invented it himself. 

“The Barracuda is a genetic alteration system that will institute amphibian capabilities into the lives of 
everyday humans. The ancient fantasy of mer-people is now very much a reality.” 

An excited murmur rippled across the audience, to Truman’s smug delight. 

“This product consists of a system of injections and dermal treatments that will, over a varying period of 
time, enhance the genetic makeup of the consumer so as to add useful traits. Some of these benefits include 
a resistance to atmospheric pressure, a protective coating over the skin and eyes, and, yes… a respiratory 
enhancement that will allow you to breathe underwater.” 

The audience erupted into applause. The energy of twenty thousand hands clapping together filled the 
presentation center. Truman nodded and grinned with a mouthful of whitened teeth. 

“The best part about this amazing technology is that it’s safer than the trees in your backyard, and just as 
natural. The Barracuda will allow marine biologists to reach whole new heights – or depths, rather – and return 
to dry land with a catalog of first-hand experiences. That is…” he chuckled and shrugged, “if they ever want to 
come back.” 

The building shook with applause and laughter once more. 

In the fifteen years following Truman’s presentation at the Moving Forward convention, the Barracuda was 
released in convenient home kits to the general public for recreational use. Russia and Japan put out similar 
products in retaliation, and soon Barracuda systems were as typical in the average home as plasma televisions. 

In the ten years that followed that, Edisonian Inc. began issuing hazard statements and formal apologies 
to its consumer body for the dangerous nature of the Barracuda home systems and its generic imitations. 
Morgues filled. Jay Truman hung himself in the basement of Barracuda Headquarters, suspended from a pipe 
and surrounded by an inventory of his product. The janitor who found him would later recall a dark room full 
of cartoon fish on boxes, smiling wide-eyed at Truman’s slowly revolving body as if to say “We missed you, 
Daddy!”

Production did not cease. No medical procedures could repair the mutations and infections that customers 
suffered worldwide, but televised Barracuda commercials still depicted children playing carefree games at the 
ocean floor. In reality, the successful Barracuda procedures did indeed usher in a new era, just as its advocates 
had promised. Buildings sprang up at the bottom of the sea, chain corporations expanded out into the Pacific 
and Atlantic; the biggest names of the science world condemned the product, but naturally capitalism ran its 
course. The Barracuda, once introduced in the name of knowledge, became a shortcut to profit. 

Rumors circulated about Edisonian Inc. releasing the prototype of a similar system that would expand the 
human enterprise even further, using the same equipment basics to enable habitation of other planets. 
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The media humored fantasies of moon men for several weeks before it became clear that Edisonian wasn’t 
introducing any such prototype, at least not anytime soon. 

Small communities were constructed – underwater, of course – for those who had successfully performed the 
alterations on their bodies and were able to function below the surface. These communities rapidly expanded 
into cities, occupied almost exclusively by the elite. Sparkling glass towers were built into the ocean with their 
roofs just above sea level, allowing the culturally relevant to host parties while waves lapped at their feet. 

Meanwhile, hospitals began refusing to treat patients disfigured and diseased by the Barracuda. After 
thousands of attempts, it was pronounced impossible to rival such genetic atrocities with legal medicine. Even 
extreme surgery couldn’t return victims to their previous selves; men, women, and children were forced to 
walk the streets (or, more commonly, retreat to bodies of water) with self-afflicted mutilations. Those most 
harshly rejected by society began to gather in trenches and caverns, eager to live in darkness. Underwater 
ghettos presented the danger of both lawlessness and the marine life that naturally cultivates in extreme 
depths. Living among prehistoric-looking creatures were the mangled results of Barracuda commercialism: 
humans with painfully warped flesh, bulging eyes coated in a layer of gel, or protruding shards of bone half-
formed in an attempt to mimic the anatomy of a fish. For every human missing a limb, there was one that 
had too many. In some cases, lamprey eel DNA penetrated the consumer’s genetic coding and the users 
found themselves coping with stretched jaws full of crooked fangs. These lower classes lived agonizing lives in 
freezing temperatures, sometimes breeding to produce grotesque new hybrids of children. New races formed, 
characterized by traits like the presence of fins or multiple rows of teeth. Most trench children lost the ability 
to see shortly after birth, or never inherited it at all.

Life on land was gradually reduced to a minority as more and more of the population opted for a life 
underwater. It was no longer practical to inhabit anything but lakes and oceans, and those who did choose to 
remain terrestrial lived solitary lives, very seldom creating families or pursuing change. 

The year was 4055 and a council was meeting in a center of commerce located at the heart of the Bermuda 
Triangle. Representatives from every populated body of water were present, but those in lakes and other 
isolated areas were included virtually, appearing on mounted screens. The descendants of humans were only 
vaguely recognizable as such; some resembled eels or squids more than their ancestors. They spoke in garbled 
sounds reminiscent of language, with translators present to allow the Lake Eerie delegate, for example, to 
communicate with delegates from the Arctic sea. 

The Atlantic Ocean representative, a sleek woman who seemed to share an evolutionary branch with an 
octopus, commanded the attention of everyone in attendance. She made her way to the center of the 
luminescent room in a swarm of glossy tentacles that ended in fully formed human hands. Her eyes were dark 
slits that scanned the room with confidence. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she announced, as multiple translators 
quickly echoed her in various dialects, “we are obviously in agreement that what the modern world needs is a 
departure from the conventional. Our people are eager to expand, to reach new heights. The most innovative 
minds in my district have partnered with those from the Pacific. We are well on our way to a solution. In a 
matter of months, a select group will be eligible to test a brand new product that will bring mythical ideals into 
actuality. My allies, we are one step closer to inhabiting dry land!” 

Every single delegate gasped and, in their respective tongues, cheered. 
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sand trap

 dick bentley

When you’re eleven years old, falling over dead is your idea of a good time.

We have battles all over the golf course --- running across the green, ducking in and out of the trees. We play 
cops and robbers, cowboys and Indians, Americans and gooks.

Brantley points his pellet pistol at me: Pop-a-oppa-pop!

He got me. I clutch my heart. I drop my pistol, close my eyes.

I sink to my knees, make a face with my tongue hanging out. I roll over and over across the grassy slope and 
down into the sand trap in a whirl of arms and legs.

I lie in the sand twitching.

“Nice,” Brantley yells at me.

“Not bad,” says Pierce.

Walker says my arms were too spread out, and one of the other guys says I should’ve tumbled into the sand 
head first.

It’s like the Zouk dancing on T.V. --- trying to become a rumpled corpse staring at the sky.

Now it’s Brantley’s turn to die.

But here come some men in golf carts. They get out. They see me lying next to a golf ball that has just landed 
on the other side of the trap.

“Hey, you kids. Get outta here,” one of them yells.

“Move it.”

“Right now.”

Grown men are strange. One of them might be your little league coach.

Another guy’s dad might grill your hamburger, pump air into your bike tires. But they’re off, way out there, 
someplace else.

“Hey, Pete,” one of them yells, “that’s your ball down there in the trap.”

“I’m not Pete. Pete’s our C.E.O. I’m Dave.”

Grown men always have all this stuff going around in their heads.

“I don’t think it’s a deal,” one of them says. He squats down where his ball has landed. “It’s not going to work. 
You can try anything you like, but the stockholders won’t buy into it.”

“The stockholders might not get the chance, Pete.”

These men are crazy. They make everything up. They’re all in their own world.
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But we’re friends, buddies.

We’re real. We know how to die.
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fyodor dostoevsky like roving madman in town

ishan kukreti

I am lost. Hopelessly lost. I have broken off and gotten detached. No more cohesion or uniformity. The sense 
of absurd is growing more than ever, and every day I can feel myself falling into the bosom of unfamiliarity, of 
incoherence and of randomness. Wasn`t it just yesterday, that I had felt so particularly lost when she’d asked 
me if I loved her? I could produce no certain answer, my conscience twisted and turned, trying to muscle out 
an answer, just a simple yes or no would have been fine, actually perfect, but then simple yes-no answers are 
the most difficult ones I guess, and I could only mumble something incomprehensible in a very low bass voice, 
turning scarlet with embarrassment. 

But now, as I sit here, I think I know the reason for my indecision then, it was this lost state I am in, so perfectly 
lost that I have no inkling of what`s happening around. Every passing minute seems to me like a half awake 
dream, a dream as unsettling as it is uncertain. Though I wasn`t like this for ever. I used to be a fine man, a man 
of aim, focus and hard work, a man who wore his responsibilities around him like a prized piece of jewelry, 
I knew what I had to do and how to do it, most of all I was sure of myself and believed in myself, but then 
something happened, rather I should say I fell in bad company. 

I met him every day, sometimes even twice or thrice, in my bathroom. He always remained in the same 
position, not moving, just its antennae wiggling solemnly. He was a fully grown male cockroach and he had my 
acquaintance, a proof of which was that he wasn`t scared of my presence, but rather greeted me with moving 
his antennae more vigorously. Even I liked him. He was a piece of beauty, his oily brown wings hiding the pink 
knotty body, a white ring separating the head from the abdomen, but what I liked most about him was his 
unpretentious beauty, which wasn’t like a photoshopped picture or an ad, but was simple and plain. 

He, that fat fully grown male roach, is the reason I am so lost that I can’t separate one from two, can’t get a 
grip, he and he alone is the reason for my misery, my pain, my suffering, for he was the one who planted those 
ideas in my head, which have troubled me since, giving me sleepless nights. He enticed me with his beauty and 
then left me upside down. 

I used to stand near the shitter and admire him for hours, and sometimes when he was in the mood, we’d talk. 
He was quite a wise follow for his species. He told me that he has been around for the past billion years or so, a 
thing which I did not believe initially, but when he told me stories about the first humans, the Australopithecus 
taking a dump next to him in stone age, about Lucy giving birth to a strange Homo Sapien child, about the fall 
of Mesopotamian bronze age and the rise of the Greek iron age civilization, I was quite taken aback. Although I 
could not believe that a simple cockroach could know so much, in the face of his stories, I had to concede. 

I remember clearly, ah! how excited I used to be about the whole thing then, I used to run to the university 
library, to cross check his stories, and it is incredulous but he was always right, down to the minutest fact. It 
was all etched on his amazing memory, and an amazing memory he did have, remembering things from the 
depths of history, no, rather depths of consciousness. We talked about the slow evolution of various species, 
there division into different branches and how cultures developed and I was so flabbergasted, so astonished, 
when the insect told me he had helped Darwin in his research and helped him give shape to his ideas, that 
I was ready to kiss his feet, or whatever closest counterpart of them he had, but he told me to not stand on 
ceremony. 

For many days the roach was my best friend. He told me stories and I gave him bread crumbs to feed on. I 
spent hours in the bathroom with my friend and didn’t bother to get out. But how happy I was before that 
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troublesome creature came to my life and how easily he destroyed everything, how easily he took my calm, my 
peace of mind and left me a roving madman,  completely oblivious of his surroundings.

One day she had come to meet me, at my place for I had stopped going out altogether, but I spent the whole 
time she was there, in the bathroom, with my new friend, chit chatting. It was soon after that, that she left me, 
screaming at me then, what I know only too well now, ‘ You are fucking lost!!!Get a grip on yourself or you are 
gonna shatter!’. Yeah right, I thought to myself then, and I still do, though in a more acknowledging tone. 

Then I didn’t see him for a few days. He disappeared as suddenly as he had appeared. The bathroom became 
empty and I lonely. Instead of the bathroom I started spending time in the study, more or less forgetting the 
old cockroach, which was no less than a tell tale china man. I had expected him not to leave without saying 
goodbye and that’s what happened. After a few days absence, the roach was back again with the solemn 
wiggle of his antennae. He told me he had gone to mate and soon he will be a father, if everything went well 
that is. But he didn’t seem happy about it, and when I asked the reason for his sadness, he said he felt tired. ‘ 
I have been doing this for so long, old friend, that I am tired of this all’ he said and went on, ‘ and anyway the 
world has lost its charm, there was a time when I witnessed wars, plagues, epidemics destroying a civilization 
just to see it rise again as a phoenix, reborn, reincarnated. Change used to be such a big part in the scheme of 
things, but now, everywhere there is a lull, a stagnation, it’s like the human world has reached a plateau, it has 
achieved whatever it had to achieve and now it has hit still water, maybe the only thing changing is technology, 
else everything has reached a mark which can’t be crossed.

I was taken by surprise by this attitude of my pal and tried to console him saying, ‘ history is always in the 
making’ but he didn’t want my sympathy. ‘ The history we are making today, dear friend, is that of how well 
we survive our own created horrors, or how well we digest our food or take in the shit that’s been thrown at 
us from our television sets. The world isn’t what it used to be.’ Not knowing what to say, I went out , but his 
words kept echoing in my head, for even I had felt the futility of existence and the only reason I tried to argue 
with the roach was to prevent my own sense of hopelessness from taking over. Gauguin had asked all the right 
questions and we are still seeking their answers. 

Although I did feel the impact of the conversation, I wasn’t much troubled by it initially, for I believed there was 
hope, there was still a possibility of revolt, of resistance, of constantly striving to achieve nirvana, utopia, but 
slowly, even that left me. Think a Trotsky in his exiled home in Mexico. Think a fat uninspiring Castro of his 70s. 
An ugly dead Che with a bullet hole in his head. That was me, all hope in humanity gone, dead, corpse like, and 
then as later happened, lost, neatly, impeccably lost, like a tiny minute detail in a framed old photograph. 

By then the rain had set in, and we were slowly launching into a wet, sticky season of erratic rain, sludge and 
dinge. One day I came in all drenched and doused in rain. I did not go to meet the roach, the truth was that 
by then I had already started developing a certain repulsion for him, a certain strong dislike, which prevented 
me from meeting him. I spent the day in bed, thinking about Paul Gauguin`s painting, Who are we? Where do 
we come from? Where are we going? and finally when the day turned to night, and I really longed to talk to 
him, I couldn’t help myself going to the roach, for apart from our friendship, I was his patron too, and without 
me, the old lazy bastard would be going nuts with hunger. So with a few bread crumbs juggling in my pocket, I 
went into the bathroom. He was at his same spot, wiggling those ugly projections on his head, and in the same 
senile mood. He told me he was a father of five now and asked if I could spare some bread crumbs? I gave him 
the bread crumbs and before he could say anything, went out. Though I had left him, he stayed in my head, his 
frustrating idea of a bleak meaningless world, a charmless world where there is no inspiration, no motivation. 
And soon things got so bad that I became partly suicidal. What was the purpose of my existence? my life? was 
it worth living? and the world around? it did not hold any charm for me, for my heroes were all dead or dying, 
even decaying. Gone were the days when the hippies roamed naked on the streets, or black negroes played 
mind-blowing jazz, gone were Dostoevsky and Ginsburg and all we are left is with their memory, which in itself 
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is a burden. I became so engrossed in such introspection that my personal life began to suffer, my grades in 
university started sinking low. It became my habit to aimlessly haunt the lanes of the city while rain pelted on  
me from above. 

And it was then, while getting soaked in the sticky rain of Delhi, one evening, that I came up with that horrible 
idea, for which I cannot stop admonishing myself, and to tell the truth, if today I am in this way, lost, miserable, 
suffering, it’s not just because of that roach, there is my involvement in it too, for during the sleepless night 
which followed, I went into the bathroom and squashed my friend, who died just like any other cockroach, 
with a crunch, his antennae for the first time wiggling frantically, for a full half a minute after the body being 
crushed, and I went outside, in the rain, lighting a fag, towards her house.  
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brain virus

matthew hummer

I

“I’ve lost ten pounds,” he thought to himself, but he didn’t really know.  He stepped on the scale in the 
bathroom rarely.   He couldn’t keep water down.  Stomach virus.  The toddler’s inane babblings in the hallway 
made sense.  His un-put-together syllables, looking for defining consonants—the brain filter burned off and 
mind unfed—ran like a descrambled code.  

This happened to him outside of sickness before.  Tacitus had undone the golden rules of grammar and syntax: 
ablative absolutes without nouns, dactylic hexameter rhythms in prose.  He spent a semester in the library 
deciphering Annales for two, three, four hour chunks after work.   His mind had been melting.

The first epiphany occurred at the mall.  The world had turned to Christmas.  For three months, he obsessed 
over the minute history of the early empire.  The worst moment was the rape of Sejanus’s twelve year-old 
daughter by Praetorians to protect the law against executing virgins.  His eyes had adjusted to quavering, raw 
lights and browned pages of print, single-spaced, copy write 1904, with too many words pushed onto a small 
page. 

He had failed to notice that the world had exploded: Lego, Macy’s, Tiffany’s, Urban Outfitters, Victoria’s Secret: 
a Christmas carnival.  Walking through the mall marvelling at the shiny storefronts, blinking and sparkling like 
unmated fireflies, he thought, “This is what normal people do.”  It was like exiting the cave near the Alban 
lake—still water in the extinct volcanic bowl, black surface shining in the sunset muted by the haze of highways 
running into Rome, concrete barriers and bridges fouled by graffiti, wild chestnut trees diffusing their musk—
blinking in the daylight after 2000 years of life in the hole. 

The other time his mind unwound was in the library.  He was wandering the stacks, after finishing a translation 
of Germanicus leading the troops across the Rhine into the sleeping village to sate the army’s need—bored by 
inaction in the winter camp of mud— for blood, pork, and female flesh.  He was looking for any book but Latin.  
He ended up in the art section and pulled a large picture book on Jackson Pollack.

His mind was spaghetti.  Red, blue, yellow strings splattered as the sea serpents in his mind and the twisted 
face of Laocoon, the prophet, muscles rippling in the despairing attempt to free his sons from divine death; 
strands and sinews of hair and muscle the coils and straps of serpents.  

That is how he understood the baby’s talk.  

II

Coca-Cola coats the throat scorched by acid and calms the lurching stomach.  The soda settles bowels; caffeine 
gets the body going.  

He hears the day going on without him.  His wife tells her mother, here to watch the kids while she goes to 
work, where the diapers and pajamas are.  He hears her say, “I barely noticed that he wasn’t here.” This means 
he is useless or in-the-way when he is home.  Or she means that the flu must not be so bad since he isn’t 
calling for food or drink or medicine. 
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III

Someone is folding laundry downstairs.  Small feet smack the hardwood floor in a run.  The hollow house 
reverberates, walls still the chalky, sprayed-on builder’s white.  The sun and breeze dry sheets stretched over 
patio chairs.  The trapped bee pauses his frenzy between glass and screen to reconsider his dilemma.  It is 
amazing how much you can hear when you cease to exist.
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three days by water

matt shaner

Day 1

“We are the only people alive who got lost in Rhode Island.”

Mark sat in the back seat of the car holding a map with an orange-highlighted route. From his opinion, they 
should have exited two miles back but he was thirteen and his opinion held no weight. His mother drove and 
his stepfather looked out the window.  They were parked under a bridge looking out at stagnant water circling 
in pools by a graveled boat launch. The sun blasted heat from the highest point in the sky. 

“The smallest state in the country and we’re lost.” He leaned his head back against the seat and sighed.

“We can’t check in to the hotel for another hour, I don’t see the problem,” his mother said.  She shifted in gear 
and pulled back to the road.

“Where are you going? What the hell?” His stepfather pounded a hand on his lap, the sound of skin on denim 
adding to the heat, the pressure, the sweat that birthed on Mark’s head and rolled through his brow. As they 
crossed the bridge, a small town appeared. 

It was no more than a handful of streets. They stopped at a red light where a crowd gathered. They were kids, 
Mark’s age, standing in a circle in a mix of girls and guys. Accents ranged from New England to New York and 
even a southern drawl. One of the guys wore a New York Knicks basketball jersey and he stepped closer to a 
girl with blonde hair that reflected the sun.  He whispered in her ear and she twisted the cap off a bottle of 
water in her hand, turned it over and poured it on his head.  The group laughed and the light turned green. 

“Here we are,” Mark’s mother said as they passed a large sign for route 95 north and made their way up the 
onramp.

Day 2

The point of the trip was a visit to Mark’s cousin who worked at Yale University. They were touring the campus 
and then driving up to Plymouth and Salem, Massachusetts. He had no interest in any of these locations.  
These trips were competitions between his mother and father, dueling vacations meant to sway his approval. 
When they returned home, the opposing parent would quiz him for details. Did he have fun? What did they 
do? When he was younger, his father had flown him to Disneyland. When he returned home, his mother had a 
new kitten waiting.  Such is life.

As they entered the hotel in Plymouth, Mark saw the pool room waiting across from the office.  It was an 
oval of water turned chemically blue. A small hot tub sat across from the deep end. They would spend a 
weekend at this hotel and then keep driving to Salem. As they checked in, Mark looked at a table of brochures 
advertising the area attractions. 

“Pretty boring.” He turned to see a girl his age standing at his shoulder. She looked at him through a pair of 
chipped-ice eyes, face framed by black hair pulled back and bouncing as she shifted feet.  Mark looked away 
from the intent in her gaze. Not that he wasn’t experienced but here, with family, he was out of his element. 
Girls were a mystery at home and a non-issue in this foreign land. 

“Yeah. I mean, I just got here.”
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His mother and stepfather started pulling their bags to the elevator.  He turned to the girl, smiled, and went to 
join them. 

“See you around,” she said. 

The next morning they drove to Plymouth and toured the Pilgrim Simulation. Actors and actresses in period 
clothes ambled between wooden buildings, chickens, and other tourists taking pictures. You were free to 
journey around the town and see different areas dedicated to parts of life including butter churning, farming, 
metal work, and kids playing with antique toys. 

Mark watched the blacksmith, a kid who looked like he was just out of college; strike a red strip of metal. His 
forearms bulged with each swing of the hammer. A girl stepped by Mark and entered the room.  

“I’m going to the well, why don’t you come with me?” she asked. The guy glanced at Mark, now his only 
audience.

“Need some water for cooling the metal,” he said as he wiped his hands on a towel.  Mark took the signal 
and walked away from the building as they left, the guy carrying a wooden bucket. He watched the couple 
disappear behind the building and walk to the distant tree line that bordered the village. A water pump sat 
there in the ground. The man set the bucket at the pump and worked the handle. In a minute, water flowed. 
The girl pulled a cell phone from her dress and leaned against a tree.  She took a picture of the guy pumping 
the water. She laughed, the noise carrying on the breeze and Mark could almost taste it. The guy pushed her 
against the tree and they kissed.

“Let’s go,” his mother said, “we have more to see.” He hated her in that moment, hated the lack of empathy, 
the lack of freedom and the fact that she would never understand. 

Day 3

The next night, after a dinner at McDonalds, they returned to the hotel.  Mark told them he was going 
swimming and made his way to the pool.  To his dismay, the room was not empty.  A couple sat in the hot tub. 
A figure swam under water in the shallow end of the pool.  He put his towel on one of the benches and dove 
into the water. When he surfaced, the figure sat on the pool steps. It was the girl with her head leaned back, 
black hair fanning in the water, eyes shut. 

Shit. 

He tried to look cool, swim, act like he had a plan and knew something. After ten minutes he ran out of ideas 
and exited the water, drying himself off on the bench. He tried to ignore the girl and put his attention on the 
hot tub.  The couple was in their thirties, younger than his parents but old enough to be comfortable in their 
existence.  The guy started to match his eye contact.  He pulled his girl close.

“He’s the scientist. He wants to study you,” the guy said, his voice bounced around the pool room. She 
laughed.  She reached for her towel, sitting in pile next to the hot tub. Mark looked away. Getting caught was 
not part of the plan. She stood, wrapped herself in the towel, laughed and opened it, exposing pale skin and 
parts Mark had only seen in movies. In a moment, the image burned in his brain. 

“You want to go for a walk?” He jumped. Silently, she had moved to his side. Drips of water puddled by his feet 
as she stood here waiting for his answer. One of the drips landed on his skin.

“Okay,” he said. 

The back of the hotel bordered a lake and the beach was not smooth. Soft stones ran the length of the sand. 
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Small waves rolled over the stones, making them rounder. They walked until they found a stone large enough 
to sit on. She reached for his hand and he let her grasp it. She shivered in the breeze coming off the water. The 
moon showed half full against the empty sky. 

“Why don’t you kiss me?”

 Who was this girl? This person he did not know, chasing him here in this hotel, this foreign place.  Five words, 
a question he could not answer without revealing his weakness as a man. She leaned close to his cheek and he 
felt padded lips brush his skin. 

Electric. He had no words, nothing he would admit, the fact that this was his first kiss. He had friends having 
sex with girls and here he was, this far in life, just getting his first kiss.  She pulled away and he could smell the 
chlorine from the pool. She squeezed his hand and he met her eyes, the blues dulled in the dark. He thought 
he saw a tear escape but maybe it was what he wanted to see. She stood before could speak and jogged back 
to the hotel. He watched her figure near the hotel, feet splashing in the small waves as she turned smaller. 

He never saw her again. 

Maybe she just kept running, legs turning to water, fusing with the lake and the darkness, a creation meant for 
him to absorb in moments and know that things were not as bad as they could be, that these times would pass 
and one day they would meet again through the universal currents and he would kiss her, hard and true, seal 
the moment in time and forever. 
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1. The Textbook of Pain, Seventh 
Edition does not exist. 

2. It was not written in: 1914, 1939, 
1950, 1956, 1990, 2001, or 2003.

3. Such a book, if written, would 
provide irrefutable facts including, 
but not limited to: what composes 
pain; how it functions and 
dysfunctions; its conductors and 
conduits; the trajectories of its 
orbit.

4. “Pain,” the editors might tell us, 
“most often moves centrifugally 
in a counterclockwise motion” (p. 
1492).

5. Such a book would provide 
instructions re: how to avoid 
making pain’s recipes.

6. After reading, you would never 
again burn your tongue, break your 
heart, bite your lip, or bleed after a 
deep flossing.

7. Past the color-photo indices of 
distress and damage: a swollen 
appendix. 

8. The pages of such a book would 
have dulled edges so as to never 
paper cut the skin of its readers.

9. Such a book would prove so 
engrossing that upon finishing 
Chapter 5 (“Intense Pain and 
Graphic Sexuality”) you would fail 
to notice that your leg had fallen 
asleep.

10. If you tried to stand too quickly 
after reading Chapter 5 you might 
crash to the floor as your knee 

continued to dream worlds without 
pain.

11. Note the book’s disclaimer: 
“The Textbook of Pain” cannot 
be held responsible for injuries 
resulting from carelessness and/or 
distraction.

12. Please see: Chapter 18—“Injuries 
Resulting from Carelessness and/or 
Distraction.”

13. Chapter 21 (“The Chemical 
Nature of Pain”) might begin: “The 
sensation of pain itself is produced 
by a neurotransmitter called 
‘Substance P’.”

14. P stands for pain. 

She screams and screams and the 
neighbors bang the walls. She can’t 
hear their banging because the 
noise in her head is louder than any 
wall-knocking. She used to see a 
therapist—a headache specialist—
who developed a method for 
treating migraines. He planned on 
detailing his method in the book 
he never had time to write. First 
session: he looked her in the eye 
and said, “You can control your 
headaches.” She must have seemed 
skeptical because he followed this 
with “Pain management is a matter 
of will power.” He suggested they 
first try cognitive techniques. This 
sounded like a sound idea. “With 
closed eyes, locate the pain. Once 
you’ve found it, slowly push it out 
of your head and into your neck. 
Then into your shoulders, and then 
down to your arms. After that, into 
the palms of your hands. Then close 
your fists and go to the bathroom. 
Wash your hands with soap, 
imagining the pain dripping off your 
fingertips and down the drain. Once 
you’ve mastered this your headache 
will be no more.” At first she was 
surprised how easily she could evict 
and relocate pain. She mastered 
moving the pain to her neck to her 
shoulders to her arms, but here the 
pain remained—congested around 
her elbow. She worked on more 
rapidly moving the pain, hoping to 
generate momentum like a rock 
rolling down a hill. But accelerating 
the pain still didn’t budge it beyond 
the stubborn blockade of her arms. 
She began to feel discouraged, and 
soon thereafter she stopped seeing 

editions of pain

eric howerton
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the therapist. A year later, instead 
of trying to move the pain or 
control it, she screams and screams 
and the neighbors bang the walls. 
She hears only a pooling static, a 
low tide. Nothing washes away.

Glossary Entries From the Textbook 
of Pain, Seventh Edition

Bane—Death-inducing pain.

Baying—Bellowing because one 
has been wounded by the ocean’s 
curves.

Cane—Being stricken with wood, 
reeds, sticks, brambles, branches, 
or any synthetic imitation thereof.

Crane—To twist one’s neck 
horrifically. 

Chain—A discomfiting restraint. 

Dane—“Great searing dog’s tooth!”

Deign—The ache of behaving a lot 
beneath one’s lot.

Fane—Shrine to deities with low 
self-esteem or to those that are 
easily wounded.

Feign—To falsely act as though one 
has never been stung. 

Gain—Advantage of knowing 
others’ suffering.

Grain—Blistering particle of sand 
necessary for the production of 
pearls.

Jane—One who suffers from 
an appellation that suggests an 
uninspired countenance.

Lane—The path ones follow despite 
numerous hardships.

Mane—Hirsute halo that surrounds 
one’s neck or crown; cause of 
intense itching.

Plain—See entry for “Jane.”

Rain—Acidulated water that scalds 
one’s skin.

Sane—To be of the disposition to 

actively evade discomfort.

Strain—To pull or stretch one’s 
muscle beyond acceptable limits.

Train—To have the wildness 
whipped from one’s nature.

Vain—The disabling awkwardness 
of not being able to love others as 
much as one loves oneself.

Wane—The desirable state of 
watching one’s ills drift out to sea.
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commute

chris deal

“Parents are our models for God, right?” Eric Faniel asked over his fingernails and through the din and drone of 
morning traffic.

“The hell are you on about now?” Pruitt, the man at the wheel, lowered the window another inch. The road 
noise, static and all consuming, increased in volume as he tried to drown out the words of his travel companion. 
He lit a cigarette and put his attention back on the road, wondering if another inch might be necessary.

Eric went back to his fingernails and the window, the view of bumper to bumper traffic along three lanes. It had 
been moving along at a steady 45 miles an hour for most of the trip, but three miles from their exit it slowly 
congealed into a solid mass of less than five an hour. Sickly rough exhaust leaked into their enclosure. Eric 
worked on his left thumb, angling it between his fore teeth and clamped down hard before tweaking his wrist 
back and forth. Counter, then clockwise.

His driver waited for some reply. Pruitt rode the tail of the car in front as he scanned around him, glancing to 
the flowers planted along the side of the interstate, poppies and carnations the color of a blazing sunset. A 
butterfly caught his attention as it danced from one flower to the next. The car behind him honked and He left 
barely enough room between them for the butterfly to flap its wings and cause not even it knew what.  He loved 
traffic, Pruitt did. His day, clock in to out, was nothing but boredom and his hours at the familial domicile filled 
to brimming with chaos, but for the few hours he traversed the back roads and highways, he had some small 
amount of freedom. That was the only reason he agreed to drive Eric to work that week: it game him more time 
on the road. 

He chewed the butt of his smoke for a few moments, drummed the steering wheel with his fingers, each beat 
a note in the melody of a Brubeck number his mother always played when he was a kid. Didn’t know the name 
of the song but he carried it around throughout his days. He relented. “What’d you mean, ‘models for God’?”

“Never mind,” Eric said with a mouthful of fingernails shavings.

“No, no, I’m curious,” he lied. “What’d you mean?”

“Are our parents the blueprints for the lives we lead?” Eric finally removed his fingers from his mouth and set 
his palms firmly upon his knees. Pruitt, keeping his view upon the car in front of them, kept seeing motion there 
from his hands, as if he was vibrating, as if there was something in him working it’s way out and all Faniel wanted 
was to keep it secure and locked away inside.

“Shit, man, haven’t they been debating that for decades now?” Pruitt gripped the wheel tighter than he intended. 
“Longer?” He disengaged his hands and tossed the dead cigarette out to the pavement. He watched as the car 
behind him slowly inched closer and closer before it was crushed by the front tire.

“But what do you think?”

“I think that no one means to, but in the end everyone will let you down.”

Eric was quiet, and Pruitt hoped it to be a steady change for the rest of their commute. From their vantage point 
looking down on the flow of cars, the gridlock was steady for another mile or so. They still had nearly forty-five 
minutes before their shifts started. Eric started on his nails for five minutes. Pruitt lit another cigarette and 
watched through his periphery as Eric kept pausing with his mouth open, tongue tilted at just the right angle to 
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push the words waiting. After several more minutes of Eric sitting there like an air-drowned fish, Pruitt cut off his 
potential for speech.

“My folks are divorced,” he started. “Our generation’s curse, you know? They were late bloomers, though; they 
didn’t go through with it until I’d left home, done some growing up of my own. That’s when they decided they’d 
grown apart.  Can’t blame them for it, though. Everyone deserves to be happy, and sometimes you need to walk 
away. Sometimes you need to get your heart broke, too, I guess. You having troubles with the wife?”

It was one of those rare mornings where the sky was void of cloud and haze, an all encompassing blue that 
contrasted with the summer’s bright green trees. A glint in the heavens caught Pruitt’s eye, and he watched the 
plane moving over the dome of the earth and thought like a child what it would be like up there instead of down 
on the surface.

“Something like that, yeah. Can I ask how long you’ve been married?”

Pruitt had forgotten that Eric was not privy to his internal thoughts or biography. “A couple, few years now. 
Nearing on six. Yourself?”

“Two. Do those thoughts ever go away?” A finger edged its way towards his teeth but he sat on his hand to do 
away with the impulse.

“What thoughts?” Pruitt counted six cigarettes left in his pack, which would not allow for enough for the ride 
home considering the rest of their commute and his lunch break. That corner store a block down from the office 
had them at a decent price, but to get there would require him to go against opposing traffic and the thought 
of that caused static to flair through his veins. Maybe it would be decent enough if he went on his lunch break. 

“What if it’s not really love? What if it crashes and burns?”

“I hate to play the part of the man with all the answers, because Lord knows I’ve got none myself, but I’ve learned 
a thing or two. I don’t know the specifics of you and your wife’s relationship, and no offense but I don’t care to.” 
In the mass of cars ahead, he watched as brake light after brake light went off and cars were set in motion, their 
occupants set on a course for the rest of their day.  “What I do know is you need to find out for yourself what 
you want and need out of your marriage. What I need is for my little girl to grow up happy. What I want is for 
my wife to love me near as much as I love her, or at all, even. Lord knows you don’t get what you want, nor what 
you goddamn well deserve.

“Find out what you want, what you need, and the same for your wife, and see if you can find a close enough 
middle ground. Or don’t.”

There was enough room for Pruitt to go half of the speed limit for a half mile, then it opened up to normal 
speeds. Nothing there was holding up traffic. The rest of their commute was spent listening to the sounds of the 
tires on the road, the wind cutting through open windows. 
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fabulous west

george anderson

It’s not somewhere you go to get laid, although it can and has been known to happen on occasion. It’s not a place 
you go to shoot pool, but on any given night you might own the table.  And it’s not necessarily a place you go to 
get drunk, but 9 out of 10 times that’s what happens. It’s not a place you go when you’re angry, but at the end of 
the night you might end up trading licks with some other patron there that night. In fact, you might even wake 
up in a bathroom with your head split open, wallet gone, phone gone and you’re stuck in the hospital with 18 
stitches in your scalp and it turns out you won’t be leaving the hospital for 4 days because you have pneumonia. 

But you know what, you still keep going back. 

You may vomit on the bar, throw a pool cue at someone, or try to choke the bartender. You may end up in a 
submission game with someone on the vomit-soaked carpet because you believe he stole the quarters you put 
on the pool table. You might even start the night out chasing after the guy that bludgeoned you over the head 
with a beer mug last week and end up fighting your own friends. 

Yet despite all these possible outcomes you still continue to return again and again. 

Why? 

Because it’s not somewhere with flat screen TV screens, with Pay-Per-View fights on every Saturday night. It’s 
not a place with young hard-bodied girls serve you piss-warm beer and fake smiles. It’s not a place where the 
latest food critic raved and/or desecrated the menu. It’s not even a place a food critic knows exists. It doesn’t 
serve baskets of complimentary peanuts, or have trivia game nights where you win obscure DVDs and novelty 
gifts. 

It simply is what it is. 

It’s about familiarity. And you believe in this even though you know how cliché that sounds what with the whole 
“Cheers” thing and everybody knows your name bit. Which is okay, because Woody Harrelson was the bomb. 
Plus, ultimately, that’s what it’s about. It’s a sort of comfort zone—good and bad-- that you get used to. You try 
to go somewhere else to experience something new, but you always end up back at the same spot. Third stool on 
the right. It’s your security blanket. It’s your home. Because while the new places are initially fun, you eventually 
become lost in the crowd, just another table number, that poor sap playing trivia by himself, a one-man team. 
Someone eventually snickers at you, and you look up to see the bright lights have faded and the cute waitresses 
are now occupied with a table of 12, who happen to be the 2010 trivia reigning champs. Feeling used, abused, 
and abandoned, you quickly leave and run home. And even though you know that when you get home there 
might be a fight at any moment, you might be in a fight at any moment, or you might just simply fall asleep at the 
bar, because here, at home, anything could happen but it happens at a familiar place, at the place you call home. 
Because that’s what you need. That’s what we all need. And that’s all that we want. We just want to know there 
is a place to go where the door is always open, where a bartender asks us for nothing, except to just show up and 
have a seat. Here is the place where we are always content with ourselves, even if it is for just a brief moment 
before whatever else happens.
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what, after all, is a word?

joanna eleftheriou

When you spy a pretty one, one that draws or taunts or lures or confounds you, creep up on it at midnight. 
Because you want to get it. Because you want to understand it. Because what, after all, is a word? A brief sound? 
A vessel to contain an idea? Something you want to know, don’t you? Don’t you want to know? But don’t look 
it up. Don’t warn the word. Watch it. Observe. What does this word do when its fellows in context don’t crowd 
and constrict it? Peep in to see if the word nibbles crackers watching TV or slurps espressos hunched over Kafka 
till morning. And don’t just watch, but accost: when you read, caress the words, fondle them, till they reveal 
all they dream to ever mean. Sniff the words, clack them on your palate. Let “asunder” stun you; succumb 
to the secret seduction of “surreptitious”. Read “ravish” and fear. Tire yourself to pronounce “indefatigable.” 
Suffer “supercilious” to snub you, then laugh at its clownish top hat. Let “befriend” appease you.  Let every 
word run through you, pour its meanings into you, freeze you or fire you, kindle or calm you as you read. And 
when you turn from reading to write, oh, to recruit the little terrors and set them to work, you’ll need special 
care: interrogate every one – is it right for the job? Has it brothers or sisters that better fit your puzzle? Feuding 
cousins that threaten its position in your sentence? Coax and cajole them to co-operate, then slip behind the 
curtain. You’ve just made the words’ acquaintance, but all those who spoke and wrote before you made the 
words. So ask the words to dance in their remembrance, let them perform, let them paint and re-paint the stage, 
metamorphose from idea to idea; let them speak, and hush your pen, if you can. Let the word be a word.
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racing tom turkey

abby adams

Folks still talk about the day Patty Sanders wore sweats and tennis shoes to her grandmother’s funeral. Now 
before you go making any judgments let me say they talk about it with a smile and a shake of their heads. Ours 
was a gentle sort of community and if someone did something unusual, well, we sort of accepted it with a sort 
of big hearted trepidation. That had a lot to do with the time the pastor had come in dressed as a hobo to test 
the congregation’s charitable reactions. No one wanted a repeat of the sermon that followed that! Far better 
to just smile and offer food in the face of the unusual than to spend the rest of the week smarting from a guilty 
conscience. 

So when Patty Sanders shuffled in all teary eyed and wringing her hands over a bit of blue silk we were all inclined 
to be charitable, or else. I could already see the busybodies over in the tenth pew planning what casserole to 
bring her for dinner, the poor dear with all those little ones and what with being so close to her sweet old 
grandmother she couldn’t have enough time in the day. Heedless, she sat wringing that scrap of blue silk beside 
her husband and children , who were all decently dressed in black, thank you very much, the mother did do her 
duty by them, and the balding pastor began the sermon. Unable to quite focus on the preaching itself I craned 
my head around to catch sight of what she had in her hands. It didn’t look quite like a proper handkerchief but 
Mom poked me in the ribs before I could get a good look. 

It was my first funeral so I watched everything attentively from the slide show to the music, fidgeted during the 
prayer, and glanced nervously at the elegant cream coffin. Then came the part where we were all supposed to 
share stories about the deceased. Now in the kids aisle where I sat we all pretty much figured we knew what to 
expect. The grandmother had been a favorite among the community kidlets for a tendency to give a smile and 
a hug that were equally warming on cold days. She was prim and proper and old in that nice sort of way that no 
one minded. No doubt the other wrinkled folks would get up and say something about how nice she had been, 
we would all cry the proper amount, and then we would all be free to go to the after dinner in the social hall from 
which the unusual smell of turkey and ketchup were wafting temptingly.

To our surprise it was Patty Sanders who stood first at the gesture of her oldest uncle still clutching that scrap of 
blue in her fingers. We all blinked in shock. ALWAYS, the oldest offspring of the deceased spoke first, everyone 
knew that, not the grandchild who had shown up in stained exercise clothes. This was an unprecedented 
overturning of tradition and my little friends and I all squirmed nervously. Clearly none of us were to blame 
but when something this big went down there was always enough trouble to go around. Patty Sanders took a 
deep breath and walked firmly up to the podium where she proceeded to do a few limbering stretches. Now 
the woman was by no means fat or old but having children can’t help but add a few layers to a woman and her 
comfortable, huggable motherly places jiggled as she moved. Her round face, red from crying already, began to 
show a few drops of sweat under curly red hair. When she was finished she held up the hand with the blue fabric 
in it for attention.

“My grandmother was one tough old biddy, but most of you old folks remember that.”

I watched in morbid fascination as her children proceeded to die of mortification in the pew, but the old folks in 
question nodded with an understanding smile.

“One school year while Mom and Dad worked we would get dropped off at Grandma’s house after school for 
a few hours. You remember that driveway she had Ike?” Patty asked of the man who had run a snow plough 
business off the front end of his pickup truck for the past forty years.
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“Mile long if it was an inch,” he agreed nodding his long beard.

People weren’t allowed to talk back when someone was speaking from the podium! Unless it was an Amen. 
Right? I glanced nervously at Mom who had a mischievous twinkle in her eye. That was rarely good.

“Well,” Patty continued unphased as she put a tennis shoe up on the alter and stretched out her hamstrings. 
“The school bus would drop us off at the end of it and. Every. Single. Day.” She punctuated the words with torso 
twists the blue silk showing a good length as it fluttered behind her fists. “That Tom Turkey, you know the one,” 
her eyes gleamed and the nods of the congregation confirmed that at least a few of them did in fact know the 
bird, “would be hiding behind the mail box.”

I was struck with the image of a big brown turkey hiding behind a thin little mail box post and couldn’t stop a 
giggle. Embarrassed that I had done something wrong, I glanced back at Mom only to find her smiling at me in 
approval. Utterly confused I turned back to the speaker.

“He would wait until I was about one pickup length past that mail box. Then he would charge. Now to those of 
you who never had a chance of meeting that Tom let me describe him. He was a grizzled old thing about the size 
of a VW bug,” a chuckle rippled through the assembled. There wasn’t supposed to be any laughing!  I figured I 
was beyond being shocked now. 

“His face had been half chewed of by a raccoon at some point so you could see the bone on one side.” 

So much for being beyond shock.

“He got in fights with everything that moved so he was missing half his feathers. He was a holy terror,” Patty’s 
usual placid face was being twisted into a strange mask of mixed horror and amusement at the memory of the 
awful bird. 

A wreath of laugh lines was rippling around her features appearing and disappearing as laughter, remembered 
fear, and then revulsion fought for their place. Somewhere in the back of my mind it occurred to me that the 
sanctuary of the church, where we had communion and baptized the new babies was not the place for an 
otherwise sensible mother to be looking like she had just swallowed a sweet-n-sour tart but the congregation 
was laughing openly at her faces and I couldn’t help but laugh along, consequences be hanged! 

“So this one day close to Thanksgiving,” she snorted as if at some remembered irony.

The curious slip of blue silk was hanging limply in her hand now and Patty’s distant eyes showed clearly she was 
seeing something other than the dim sanctuary the rest of us perceived. 

“I get off the bus with my art supplies and my backpack and sure enough there the bugger is, waiting for me like 
some dementedly loyal, undead Lassie. I started up the drive nervously keeping an eye on him and got to the 
usual spot but this time, for whatever reason, he didn’t charge. Every step that carried me past the usual spot 
left me more terrified of the monstrous tom. It built and built until he finally gave this gurgling call and exploded 
out of his hiding spot. I dropped my backpack, my construction paper turkeys, my little bag of candy corn and I 
ran screaming my head off up that driveway.”

All around me the deacons were rolling with laughter at the show she was putting on and I was laughing right 
along with them but a little voice in the back of my head still piped up that it was weird to be laughing with a 
dead person in the room. 

“Well Grandma hears me coming and is calmly waiting for me with a hoe by the front porch of the farm house. 
She held it out as I streaked past and instructed me to ‘hit him a good one’. I had no idea what she meant but 
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I grabbed that thing and swung wildly at that Tom until I scored a hit that left him stunned on the ground. 
Grandma walked up and took the hoe out of my shaking hands, eyed my work, and with a grunt and one swift 
move decapitated the turkey with the sharp end of the hoe. She grinned at me and said that it was about time 
she’d done that and told me to go get the ketchup for snacks. Folks,” she paused to let the laughter die down. 
“I’ve never looked at ketchup the same way since.” 

It took some time as the howling laughter rolled from one end of the room to the other and just as it was about 
to fade someone would give a snicker or a snort and start the wave again, but eventually the congregation 
gathered their breath and Patty continued.

“Grandma always told me that if I ever did any good at running sports I’d better give her and that horrid strutting 
creature credit. So here’s to you, Gram and Tom Turkey!” 

With that she dropped the tattered blue piece of silk into the coffin from shoulder height. The moment it touched 
the body inside she jumped the altar and sprinted down the center aisle and out the door not to be seen for 
the rest of the service. Those who could still breathe reasonably well took up the mic and began sharing other 
stories but the damage had been done. All that could be remembered now were the many, many times the 
deceased old lady had done the outrageous or the hysterically practical. Never in all the years since have I seen 
a comedy routine that made the audience laugh more or harder than that funeral service. As I walked past the 
coffin afterwards I glanced eagerly in at what I could now identify as a school competition blue ribbon. In faded 
gold were the words; Senior Class Long Distance Run, First Place.  
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