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SuShi
Jessica M. Shimer

Throwaway chopsticks, like our disposable conversation. 
And you play with them both as I watch with awe, 
thinly veiled as distaste. A little too thinly, perhaps: 
I all but clap and dance when you use them to 
pour and drink your green tea. Our great-great-great uncle 
was health-conscious when he called on Auntie Tushka 
with a bag of brown rice. But she just thought he was poor. 
(Why have I never heard these stories from father?) 
I play with my rice bowl, make cranes out of my placemat, 
roll up my shirtsleeve and write a poem on my forearm. 
I am jealous of your dark skin, your eyes, your dexterity. 
I slowly unroll my sushi as I watch you joyfully eat yours. 
I hate pickled ginger. I hate wasabi. I don’t eat fish or pork. 
I hate you, brother, as your chopsticks deftly pluck up 
my half-unrolled sushi from my plate. Our food was 
well prepared for this meal, but I was not. I was not.
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Cinquefoil
Josh Austin

Do not let my colors fool you. 
My tender green clashes against 
my vibrant and modest yellow.  

I tremble throughout the winter, 
yet I boast during the summer.  
I am reborn and full of life.  

Quick for the war of picking hands, 
which come honest, claw-like, to touch. 
Flesh craving to feel my softness.  

My delicate smoothness on top.  
A stinger is my real defense, 
as hands turn to a new blossom.  

Each one of my limbs is speaking, 
bold with a new story each day. 
Slow—I erode as Jack whispers.  

Radiantly fighting to live, 
I thrust a last stand and sleep. 
Quiet till the sun sings sweetly.   

Fast—I return full of spirit. 
I grow steadfast, remembering, 
I am a giant among grass.
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A Simple Ringing
Kaitlyn Seay

Slow, trace your fingers
‘round its sloping sides, 
tender like a lover. 
Binding words, “My Bride,” 
alive and circling. 
 
Chimes call distantly, 
a simple ringing, 
as her hair waves softly, 
artificial red.  

We read on her porch, 
books open like gates, 
baring their knowledge. 
They sit between us, 
drawing unseen threads, 
connecting two 
in an unspoken vow, 
a simple ringing. 
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Down

We sleep on the lifetimes of birds
 On heaps of cast-off laughter
   Twittering, flittering pieces of flight
 A bird lifting off is the greatest magic
  Scintillating, sparkling on the air 
   The breathless beauty 
  Of flight
 When you fly, you shed 
  The heavy pieces, they
   Fall off
    And it’s tumbling
   Down
  It’s snowing
   Contentedly drifting
 Gray and brown and white 
   If you want to fly
    Just drop it
  The heaviest piece
   Is just a feather
    A feather transforms,
     becomes the moment of   
      flight
  Cast it off—cast the spell
   And you can soar

     No longer
      Down
       But up!

Peter McConnell
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SummeR SolDieRS
Ashley Gellert

Fluorescent green, yellow, and orange 
guns heavy, filled with sloshing 
water and plastic warmed by the sun. 
Clutching the soaker with sweaty hands and 
wet arms, pumping the water tank, 
right index fingers poised over the trigger, 
waiting
 to release a stinging stream of water onto 
fellow friends, neighbors, parents.  

Ammunition flows freely, gushing from 
hoses and spigots.  Water balloons 
plummet like bombs onto sidewalks, 
driveways, sun burnt skin, smearing 
chalky sketches and leaving behind 
torn latex craters.  

Dodging friendly fire, soldiers run from 
house to house, through arborvitae fences, 
crawling on muddy hands and knees beside 
purple-flowered bee bushes, crouching beneath 
kitchen windows to dodge parents waiting with
full water pitchers and surging garden hoses.  

Bare, wet feet leave grassy footprints on 
steaming tar driveways and gravelly sidewalks.

Hours later, when palms and feet are pruned and 
broken balloons litter damp grass, soldiers 
collapse on the driveway, backs protected by 
plush terry beach towels.  
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Dripping popsicles in hand, 
they rest, shoulder to shoulder, raising limp arms to 
shield their eyes from the sun as water from their 
uncapped guns trails a river beside them, 
soon steamed away by hot tar.
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Lena Ziegler

feiSty feCeS
An interpretAtion of John rAmAge’s rhetoric: A User’s 
gUide

 Like a horrible book, feces are a part of life. You 
cannot run from them, you cannot change them, and 
you cannot cease to eat in order to avoid them. Just 
like a poorly written user’s guide to various ways to 
communicate, you cannot wish them away. You must 
endure them and accept that with all great foods, like 
composition classes, prom dates, or going to church, 
there will always be a downfall, a hurdle to jump, a 
painful stool that will in some way manage to bring 
you down. In other words, all great things either 
begin or end with a heaping pile of feces.  
 This has been my perspective on feces as well 
as my perspective on assigned readings. Like all book 
ideas, feces do not begin their existence as a reeking 
mound of human waste. They are composed of a 
number of unpleasant things, including undigested 
food, bacteria, water, and bile fragments. When 
compiled, one will have what can affectionately be 
referred to as shit.  
 However, before all of these elements can 
form shit, they must go on an expedition I will refer 
to as “The Turd’s Tour of Texas.”  Beginning with the 
intake of food, “The Turd’s Tour of Texas” continues 
with what happens after food enters the body: the 
formation of the shit, the dismissal of the shit through 
the anus, along with the pains and tears that may 
accompany that process, and end with the shit’s 
journey to the sewage system, or what I like to call, 
“The Land of What the F***.” 
 The journey begins with eating. Some people 
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eat because it is mandatory, some because they love 
to. Those who do not eat will either die or become 
supermodels. But like a class where a student must 
read heinous books in order to succeed, people must 
eat in order to live and remain healthy.  
 There are various types of food that will greatly 
determine the identity of future feces. Some foods 
like fish or vegetables will result in few feces, while 
others, like Mexican food, will result in hours spent 
making friends with lavatory porcelain. Nevertheless, 
all foods fall into one of these two categories. 
Although there are exceptions, most Mexican food 
will cause feces to vacate your body at the velocity 
of a high-speed police chase. This stereotype of 
Mexican food has largely altered its identity from 
what was once a “delicate ethnic cuisine” to the 
more appropriate term, “shit-show.”  This has also 
given you, the innocent eater, an idea of what you 
are getting yourself into when you take a bite out of a 
taco. 
 The choice is yours as your eating begins “The 
Turd’s Tour of Texas.” But this first step will not 
always be so simple, for someone will always be there 
to influence your choice. As you reach for a ding-
dong, someone begins to warn you of the potential 
harm the consumption of the ding-dong can cause to 
the outcome of future feces. These people know the 
rank consequence of eating certain types of food; their 
feces have fallen victim before. “You cannot be sure 
of ding-dongs,” they say. “You never know what they 
will produce and what they will lead to.” Other anti 
ding-dongers argue, “Ding-dongs are about fooling 
people. It doesn’t matter if they say reduced fat, it is 
all about the profit for the ding-dong factory. Who 
cares what happens to your feces?”  As a lover of 
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the dong, you don’t want to believe them, but their 
arguments continue to grow stronger. “Ding-dongs 
have no ethics or morals,” a radical cries. “They will 
change their values and the pictures on their boxes to 
get you to eat them. They trick you with their dongy 
words and images!”
 Like the average concerned eater, you consider 
their arguments but proceed to gobble down every 
bit of ding and every crumb of dong. Like starting 
to read a mandatory text, you know with the first 
bite that this will not turn out well. Instant pain. You 
are confused as to why you are experiencing such 
agony. And so begins the most gruesome branch of 
“The Turd’s Tour of Texas,” when the food becomes 
excrement and the excrement vacates your body.  
 By this point your body has done all it can 
to digest the food you have consumed. The ding-
dong remains are being flushed with last night’s 
couscous, water, and bacteria. Like a book becoming 
increasingly less endurable, the grumbling of post 
digestive waste creation continues to plague you. 
This process can last for hours until “The Turd’s Tour 
of Texas” exits onto what I will refer to as “Poo-Poo 
Parkway,” the avenue by which the feces will depart 
the body.  
 “Poo-Poo Parkway” can be a headache. Some 
say every trip down the parkway is a new experience; 
you’ll never see the same poo-poo twice. Others 
are more cynical.  “Poo-Poo Parkway is always 
the same,” they croak. “No matter how you go, it 
always turns out shitty.” However, one thing I have 
learned from my experience with poo is that neither 
of these statements is true. Not every trip down 
“Poo-Parkway” has to be bad, just as not every poo 
is different. You simply learn from your poo mistakes 
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and hope for the best. 
 Unfortunately, this trip down the parkway 
will turn out to be quite excruciating. As I have been 
warned before, sometimes you can arrive at a traffic 
jam on the “Poo-Poo Parkway.” Slow and agonizing 
finish to a seemingly never-ending trip. This can be 
a very frustrating part of the tour for both you and 
your feces. You beep, you yell, you walk around and 
stretch, but alas you are still stuck in traffic. If only 
your feces could take over from here and you could 
go about your day. But your bowel movements are not 
going anywhere without pushing for it. As much as 
feces like to move, they do not put forth much effort. 
 Though you try to be patient as you wait in 
traffic, you realize there will always be limitations to 
how effective your actions will be in your attempt to 
move lazy feces that will not move themselves. For 
these concerns we call on laxatives and prune juice.  
Relief! The feces are out and soon to be flushed into 
another world where they will meet other feces much 
like them. They will make friends based on their size, 
color, and texture, get married, join bowling teams, 
and settle somewhere in New Jersey. Much like 
when you close an awful book, you will forget every 
unpleasant memory you had with the feces and try to 
move on happily.
 However, it cannot be denied that feces serve 
an important purpose in life. Although their role as 
the digestive system coordinator is quite important, 
the presence of feces has also assisted in increasing 
communication among adults and children alike. 
For years, feces, or “shit,” have been used in our 
language, standing in as noun, adjective, and verb 
forms in phrases such as “no shit” or “he’s a real shit-
head.”  In fact, a “shit” phrase can be used in almost 
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any situation. Someone tells you an outrageous 
story (“are you shitting me?”). You can’t get tickets 
to a big game (“I’m shit out of luck!”). A close friend 
gets plastic surgery (“you scare the shit out of me!”). 
Or the graphic “shit hit the fan,” which effectively 
describes any bad situation.
 Whether you like it or not, shit phrases are a 
part of life. People will continue to use them in the 
same way that people will continue to shit. If shit did 
not exist people would burst. So now that you have 
“taken a shit” and effectively recovered, find comfort 
in the fact you have relief from the unbearable pain 
the feces caused. Although you may hear about them 
in daily conversation, you can do your best to avoid 
them by simply leaving the ding-dong alone.
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DuAlitieS
Erin Thomas

 It’s late into the night, and not a sound is 
heard, not even outside my window.  No small feat, 
considering what a nocturnal and talkative college 
this is.  On the bottom bunk, I stare up at the metal 
workings which keep my roommate’s bed from 
reuniting with gravity and crushing me.  Not a 
comforting thought as I humbly long for sleep.  It’s so 
hot and stuffy in here, despite my fan’s efforts.  The 
covers are in a resentful lump at my feet.  My iPod, 
the usual dispenser of desired sleep, lies unused and 
defeated on top of the micro-fridge. 
 I glance at the clock.  It’s 2:42 a.m.  My 
roommate rolls over with a sigh.  She’s off somewhere 
far away in slumber-land.  I can’t believe I woke up 
again.  One full night’s worth of sleep, is that too 
much to ask for?  The minutes tick by, and my mind 
begins to drift in many directions.  Just as my lids 
start to lower, something white catches my eye.  I 
snap my eyes open and crane my head.  There, a few 
inches from my nose, is the muzzle of a large white 
dog.
 I jerk my head back, shoulders hunched, ready 
to leap out of bed in a second.  The dog watches me 
calmly while my heartbeat pounds inside my head.  
Before I can yell and wake my roommate, his gaze 
interlocks with my own; nickel-sized, black orbs that 
reflect the moonlight pouring through the window 
bore into my own eyes.  I hesitantly ease myself up 
in a sitting position, never taking my eyes away from 
his.  The dog is panting good-naturedly, and his 
triangular ears are pricked.  He wags his bushy tail, 
and my heart rate finally settles.  He keeps my gaze 
for just a moment longer, then turns and pads toward 
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the door.  He lifts a paw.  The white dog claws at the 
wood, raking his nails against it.  
 He’s real, I think.  A ghost couldn’t scratch a door, 
could it?  
 Who am I to question the physics of the 
nonphysical?  
 “Okay, okay, I’ll let you out,” I sigh quietly.  
There’s no such thing as ghosts, I remind myself.  I 
wonder if my roommate found him and brought him 
here, thinking she’d better not wake me but leave me 
a surprise in the morning instead.  It’s bizarre to you, 
maybe, but you don’t know my roommate.  
 I know better as I rise from my bed and snake 
my feet into my flip-flops.  The dog, I observe, is real 
enough to tap at the door, but there is an ethereal 
sheen to his coat that gives me goose bumps. I turn 
the doorknob slowly and let him into the bright light 
of the hallway.    
 I suddenly feel blessed to be visited by 
something that just might be otherworldly.  I quickly 
turn around and snatch my tie-dye hoodie, keys, and 
ID off the shelf before entering the hall and closing 
the door.  I look around for the dog, but he has 
vanished.  The blessed feeling sinks.  Not only am 
I apparently psychotic, my imaginary friend leaves 
before things get interesting!  
 Then I hear them—padded paws and toenails 
clicking on the tiles.  I run in the direction of the 
noise.  The slap of my flip-flops drowns it out, so 
I slow to a leaping gait and hope no one sees me 
plodding down the hall like Quasimodo.  There is 
a flash of white around the corner, and then I see 
him running, no, gliding down the stairs.  His upper 
half is visible, but where the light coasts across the 
floor, he disappears.  I am watching the upper body 
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of a dog float down the stairs.  The hairs on the back 
of my neck aren’t just standing up, they’re forming 
mosh pits.  I follow him to the first floor, still no sign 
of life, which creeps me out.  He pads through the 
emergency exit doors in the girl’s wing exactly like 
a ghost would in the movies.  I can feel my teeth 
grinding from the realization.  I want to follow him, 
but if I open the doors, the damn alarm will sound.  
It’s like trying to break out of a prison.  
 I peer through the skinny, vertical windows of 
the double doors.  I’ve found him again, sitting not 
fifteen feet away in the parking lot.  One washed-out 
streetlamp is blinking like a bug zapper, causing the 
dog’s coat to flicker and… change shape?  I squint 
through the glass to try and determine his breed, if 
he has one, but the strobe light is eerily fooling my 
vision.  Blink, German Shepherd?  Flash!  Sheba Inu?  
Blink, just a mutt?  Flash!
 He looks at me with a canine grin on his face.  I 
imagine he thinks this is all very funny.  
 Oh well, I decide.  Here goes…  
 I push on the bar and grit my teeth in 
anticipation of the high-pitched klaxon which is sure 
to scream at any second.  But all I hear is the wind.  I 
feel cool night air caress my face.  Somewhat spooked, 
I pull my hoodie over my head, taking some comfort 
in its warmth, like a baby blanket.  The spirit dog 
takes off, bounding and stopping and bounding and 
stopping again, making sure I’m keeping up.  He 
leads me across the campus grounds, where my feet 
are now cold and wet from the dew of the grass.  My 
breath rises in clouds of mist.  It’s getting chilly, a 
stark contrast compared to the oven that is my room 
(which I’m missing more and more).  
 The moon is waxing and luminous.  The 
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dog’s fur, I realize, is made from the same kind of 
milky white light.  It undulates and shimmers with 
every footstep.  He leads me right onto the silent, 
empty football field.  Here, I have a peripheral 
of all the vacant stands. A chill racks my spine.  I 
picture ghostly spectators, sitting, leaning forward, 
and staring intently with their empty sockets.  As if 
they’re eager for something.  
 Suddenly, the dog picks up the pace and 
scampers, conquering the field yard by yard.  As I 
watch my guide run away, the thought crosses my 
mind that maybe he will just keep running, and I’ll 
follow him into oblivion.  But another part of me 
says otherwise; another part of me looks down at the 
immaculately trimmed grass and thinks, keep going!  

 I opt to listen to the latter part.  I trail after the 
dog until we’re off on some back road and heading 
out into a vast field.  How long has it been since I 
left the dorms?  An hour?  Two?  My sense of time is 
slipping away; I glance up.  There are no stars, only 
the moon which is now halfway covered by a huge 
cloud.  I’m getting tired.  I’m still just a couple miles 
from the university—at least I hope so.  My thoughts 
are racing as one foot follows the other through the 
clumpy grass.  Ahead of me, the specter dog halts and 
looks back imploringly.  
 I have a hunch, without any trouble at all, that 
he’s annoyed by my slowness, almost like a person.  A 
little memory floats up in my brain, but before I can 
grasp it, it slips through my mental net like a sponge.  

 “How much farther?” I ask aloud, and I realize 
I’m shouting.  It’s hard to tell, considering my heart is 
drumming in my ears again.  
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 In response, the dog sits on his bottom, faces 
me, and throws back his head and pointed snout.  He 
barks one, two, three, four times.  I can see his doggy 
lips forming the ‘bow-wow’ of each bark, but no 
sound comes out.  Wait, was that a woof?  Or was it 
something in the night?  I’m suddenly aware of my 
position.  I’m standing in a lonely field, surrounded 
by darkness, vulnerable on all sides, with only the 
rapidly fading moonlight to illuminate my way.  
I’m too panicked now to realize a cloud is moving 
quickly, scudding over my light source.  I don’t know 
the way back, we’re away from any road, and my 
guide has led me helter-skelter over the countryside.  
 Oh, great.  
 The dog tilts his head; his eyes are pleading 
with me.  I am tired of this.  I want nothing more 
than to go back to my room, crawl under the covers, 
and deal with normal problems under a normal roof 
full of normal people.  But I ignore reason yet again 
and follow him obediently—a reverse role, master 
at the heels of her mutt.  The ground tilts sharply 
downward as we descend a steep hill.  With a sharp 
cry, I yank my foot out of a puddle of icy cold water.  
There is hardly any light now.  As I glance about, 
I can barely make out the other side of the small 
ravine we’ve stumbled into.  To my left and right, the 
obscure night is pressing in.  
 A cloying smell greets my nose, the odor of 
road kill after rain.  To my right, the dog flickers over 
the inch or two of water that has collected in the ditch.  
I back up onto higher ground and head after him.  
He is traveling farther down the ravine.  We wander 
this way for a while when he stops suddenly.  He 
sniffs the wet ground.  Above, the moon has become 
a pathetic sliver.  I can barely see a few inches in front 
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of my nose, and my feet are numb from being cold 
and wet.  
 What is it? I wonder with horror as I approach 
the spirit slowly.  Where could he have possibly led 
me, here in the middle of rural Pennsylvania?  To what 
could he have possibly led me?  The smell has gotten 
worse now, unlike anything I’ve ever encountered.  
It’s absolutely rank.  A ringing fills my ears.  I think 
it’s from straining them too much against the silence.  
I approach the dog.  He looks up at me, mouth closed, 
eyes unreadable.  I cannot see anything except him; he 
glistens like a silver beacon.  
 I leave a distance of six feet or so between us, 
afraid of bumping into whatever it is he is inspecting.  
The wind kicks up and utters a small shriek in my 
ears.  Then, the moon returns a little, lighting up like a 
cat’s slit pupil in the black sky.  
 The new light outlines a bold shape before me 
at the dog’s feet.  I take a step closer and my foot sinks 
into water.  Suddenly I’m aware that I’m not wearing 
any shoes.  There is something squishy between my 
toes.  The wind blows, but the smell is all around and 
unhindered by the breeze.  The cool air causes goose 
bumps to rise on my flesh.  Where is my hoodie?  I tilt 
my chin down to watch my hand pluck confusedly at 
a crisp white shirt.  There is a strange bracelet on my 
wrist that I don’t remember putting on.  
 The moonlight intensifies, and I see more.  I 
know what lies there in the freezing water on this 
autumn night.  I stare dumbly, paralyzed.  I silently 
plead with the cloud to cover the moon once more, 
get rid of the sight.  I pray to the moon that she not 
abandon me in the dark with the thing and this 
horrible, deceiving mongrel.   
 Nature, fate, whomever moves the last tendrils 



28 Shoofly

of cloud and there is ghostly light everywhere.  The 
thing before me is fully visible, and I cannot tear my 
eyes away.  I wish desperately to claw them out of my 
own skull and remove the memory.  Before me stands 
the white dog, who grins and turns his head to look 
at his find, then back at me again.  He is proud, the 
brute, he thinks he has pleased me!  
 At his hind feet, a young man’s face is half in 
and half out of the water, one eye staring at me and all 
the world like Poe’s “Evil Eye.”  The bold shape I saw 
is his shoulder.  His torso follows, and his legs have 
sunk into the muck.  
 “Why have you shown me this?”
 I forcefully repeat the question aloud, startling 
myself.  The dog takes a few steps toward me, then 
lowers his muzzle and nudges something around 
in the water.  I kneel and pick it up, a streak of solid 
silver.  It is heavy and cold in my hand.  I know I 
shouldn’t be holding this.  I raise the blade to my 
face, examining my reflection: my wide, bloodshot 
eyes, my pallid, furrowed brow.  I tilt it.  My hair is 
disheveled and wild, the texture of lank straw and 
yellow bird’s nest yarn.  I angle the knife down; it 
shows a remarkably solemn set of thin lips.  I find my 
appearance funny.  
 What’s wrong with me? How can I see humor 
when there’s a dead boy in front of me?  
 But a chuckle erupts from my throat.  I can see 
myself laugh in the blade’s mirror, and somehow that 
makes it funnier.  I lower the knife; I hear drops of 
water slide off the tip and splash into the pool below.  
Still chuckling, I see my guide is no longer amused.  
His canine smile has vanished; he now regards me 
with wolfish contempt.  
 I titter between clenched, grinning teeth, 
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“What’s wrong, cat got your tongue?”  He pricks one 
ear at some noise only audible to dogs (or ghosts), 
and then my giggles are stifled when he opens 
his jaws and howls the most piercing cry ever to 
reverberate in my ears.  It is an unearthly cry, and 
reminds me of a thousand high-pitched screams 
combined into one macabre note.  I have a clear view 
of his wide mouth, lined with gleaming fangs, and his 
dark, abysmal throat where the unnatural howl was 
born.  
 At the end of the final wail, the dog turns and 
runs off.  How dare he leave me now, with this?  He 
doesn’t make it ten feet before my knife sails after 
him.  It cuts through air as he dissolves into nothing.  
He dissipates like smoke in the wind.  The dog leaves 
a mist behind, which expands and floats lazily all 
around me.  I’m breathing heavily and my thoughts 
don’t add up.  I think of dogcatchers, the “Ghost 
Busters” of the afterlife, of the “Evil Eye,” and how 
one young man’s life was ended by a piece of dinner 
cutlery.  
 I’m laughing again, this time in great, heaving, 
hyena gasps.  A bright light shines through the mist, 
and then another.  I don’t care much, as I’m too busy 
weaving a side stitch.  
 “You hear that?”  
 “Yeah, right over here.”  
 Their flashlight beams are directed at my 
eyes.  I squint and hold out both arms.  This always 
happens, somehow; it always ends up this way.  They 
always find me.  
 “Where’s the staff?” one policeman barks to 
someone behind him.  
 “Here!  We’re here!” A bald man in a long 
white coat shouts as he bursts out of the wall of 
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clouds. 
 Maybe if I wish really hard, something 
interesting will appear next. 
 “Flying radioactive toasters!” I yell and begin 
to laugh again. 
 “Keep your hands up, kid!” The loud cop 
yells, pointing his gun at me.  His buddy looks a little 
hesitant about shooting a teenage girl.  His hand is 
on the holster, but he can’t bring himself to draw 
the weapon.  Another person in a white jacket walks 
through the fog.  A woman this time, fat with curly 
hair.  No flying toasters to be seen, radioactive or 
otherwise. 
 “Awwww,” I sigh as I raise my hands higher.  
The White Coats look at the body and the woman 
covers her mouth and nose with her hands.  Hesitant 
Cop notices the knife and tells them to avoid stepping 
on it or the body.  The corpulent woman calls to me 
by name.  She extends one hand; I grasp it.  I look 
around one last time for the dog.  
 Nothing.  Just the cops, the White Coats, and 
the stranger decaying on the ground.  More voices 
reach my ears, more are coming: forensics agents, 
cops, and possibly more of my “friends.”
 They restrain me with cuffs but don’t even 
bother putting my hands behind my back.  The lack of 
force—of utmost haste—means they suspected I’d be 
here.  They’d been briefed, and they know I’m not a 
threat.  
 I’ve been here before, after all.  
 The woman pats my shoulder as they lead me 
away from the scene and toward a large white van 
up over the hill.  The side of the van reads “Harper’s 
Asylum.”  I smile just slightly when the bald man 
pushes my head down as I climb into the seat.  I am 
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further restrained by belts that they buckle across my 
chest and lap.  The bald man stays while the woman 
goes to answer Loud Cop’s questions. 
 “No, she has no family,” I hear her say.  Loud 
Cop asks another question. 
 “She thinks she is a university student.  We’ve 
seen her on the Net, surfing college sites.  She gets 
their information exactly, from dorms to desk space in 
each class.” 
 “This is all part of her illness.” 
 “Yes, we understand you will need her for 
questioning to determine her innocence.  We know 
the drill by now.”  
 “This time?  She probably saw the dog again.  
It always leads her to the bodies, she’s told us.”
 Then, just before the man watching me is 
about to slide the door shut, I catch the last part of 
Loud Cop’s question.  He asks her what they—my 
symptoms—all mean. 
 The woman pauses, taking off her gloves.  “I 
don’t know,” she begins, and I picture her shrugging.  
“Some of us think it’s a spiritual affliction, others, 
a weird intuition keener than our own.  And some 
others believe she has something to do with the 
crimes.” 
 As my guard shuts the door and cuts off the 
sounds of the investigation, my eyes watch the moon.  
Then I look down at my feet, muddy and starting to 
crack, and the sullied bottoms of the cotton pants I 
wear.  It’s hard to believe I was wearing a pair of flip-
flops and a tie-dye hoodie.  My keys and ID have up 
and vanished.  I probably never owned any of them to 
begin with. 
 I probably didn’t have anything to do with the 
victims, or with this body.  I’m smiling.  I’m innocent 
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again.  They tell the authorities my “expeditions” are 
all part of my illness.  Am I just unlucky, or maybe 
gifted?  Perhaps cursed?  
 The van pulls away.  Red and blue lights flash 
on and off like fireworks in the night.  The workers, 
now that the scene has been declared safe, surge in 
and remind me of ants picking apart a fresh meal.  
 Soon, we leave the field far behind.  But I know 
there will be more fields in the future.
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muzzle
Richard Schupp

 Ball and chain!
 Ball and chain!
The chanting in the walls never stops.
The paint, layered, holds lingering breaths.
Sometimes he said, 
 sometimes it feels as though all you touched 
was in a dream,
 and all you can remember is the feeling, not the 
happening, just the feeling.
And in their hearts they ached,
but the surface showed no bruises.
 Your bruises there, ma’am, how did you get 
them?
I was in a bad way with William and he lost his temper…
  It’s nothing really.  Nothing at all.  Nothing 
to concern yourself with.
And the child played by himself in the corner with 
the three shadows:
tall, long, and erect, 
stretched for days across the surface of walls.
I’ll ask you again, Miriam, who have you been talking 
to? 
 What?
 You’re cutting out.  
 What did you say?
And I wonder why he said,
 sometimes, even when you’re touching things, 
you feel it isn’t real;
 you just can’t shake the feeling, not the 
happening, just the feeling.
He shook hard under the covers.
Sleeping next to her gave him too much comfort.
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 Then I’ll ask you, ma’am, what do you think 
the problem is?
 I think when we put them in front of our mouths we 
lose all feeling.
Still fascinated by simple shapes:
If I move this hand, the other one follows.
 But there’s something not quite right about 
those two behind me.
 The walls don’t lie.
 Ball and chain!
 Ball and chain!
And he pulled down hard on her face and glared 
condescendingly, as if he were berating a dog:
 I’ll make it so you can’t understand nothin’.
 Jimmy, come over here and talk to the nice man.
 If I move, all my friends will disappear.
 He’s not your friend.  There’s something else 
going on, still holding onto her face and
  shaking, shaking, shaking.
 That’s the last time you hang up on me.
 William, I can’t stand this. It’s like you have me 
on a ball and chain.  I can’t live like this anymore. Is that 
clear?  Can you hear that?  Do you hear me? Do you see 
me?
His hands weren’t working anymore and cast no 
shadow on the empty walls.
On her way outside, she lost all strength and scattered 
to the pavement like so many shards of glass from a 
broken window.
 It was all a misunderstanding.
And that’s all it ever was.
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Brian T. Robinson

i wAS Sitting in the 
piAno Room

I was sitting in the piano room,
the soundproof room, Steinway room,
thinking,
while no chords strung and no fingers danced.
I was reading The Causalities of Beauty
on vented air, moving air,
breathing,
while salt poured from the dreamcatcher’s net.
I was brewing the right words,
the wrong ones, the right ones,
talking
to myself.  English is really tape, staples, and glue.
You were sitting in that fabled apartment,
the postered one, IV one,
while misinterpreting the Bible.
 Do you remember Air II?
 I played The Passage of Emptiness on the door,
the lacquer door, bolted door,
while misinterpreting the sky.
 Do you remember cool fountains
 And piggyback rides in soaked t-shirts,
the heavy clothes, the grassy clothes?
I’m sorry I never learned to smile.

I’ve been sitting in the piano room,
the soundproof room, the soundless room,
dreaming
and humming Komm Susser Tod.
The piano sounds much cleaner now.
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peRSpeCtive
Gabbi Novia

Oh, the wishy-washy wonder.
Cornflower blue skies smile sun-dazzling embers 

that race the silver cloud lining.
Watchful, secret eyes dance and glitter on waves,

 crusted with white ruffles
as the sensible sand slides down 

to kiss the seashells and 
surrender to the unknown.

Nothing will end so long as those 
white-coated waves wash velvet on the shore. 

And the grit of a thousand years under my nails 
makes me wonder

 just how small I really am.
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Leara Angello

Defying gRAvity

Ribbons rip away
Silk strands frayed with age
Threads pulling apart in my fingertips

Tattered cloth unravels
Scattering flakes of dust and glitter
Imprinted by the constant beating

Seams bursting
Shank supple beneath my weight
Is the hardwood box simply glue now?

Remnants cling to the memory—
Once we defied gravity

Muscles flexed beneath nylon
Ribbons clutched my ankles
Toes fused in the box’s warm glove

Floating across the stage
We rode the thunderous wave
Movements mingled with melody

Calluses covered my blistered feet 
But I couldn’t stop
Spinning, leaping, light as air
Together we defied gravity.
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pSSt.
Dawn Santos

Her lungs have been replaced by this machine
Pssst, humming inflation 
Pssshp, buzzing exhalation

This is what she’s been reduced to
This quiet hum, systematic vibrations
Technologically engineered life

Her once firm and radiant cheekbones look soft
Malleable skin, with an oxygen tube imprint

Her hospital gown protects me
Protects me more than it protects her
Thin, scratchy robe hiding her tiny bones
Veiling her swollen knees, water-filled ankles
Purple and blue blotches up her legs

The doctor tells us, “Just a little while longer.”
She’s constantly moving up the imaginary list
Constantly climbing her way to salvation 

Pssst.
Psssshp.
Psssst.
Pssshp.
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Richard Schupp

mixtuReS of lily

 “I think I’m allergic to dust.”
 “Really? And how do you figure that?”
 “Well, we’ve had the air on in the apartment all 
summer, but we turned it off the other day. Right after 
that I started getting sick.” 
 “That doesn’t mean you’re allergic to dust.”   
 “What?” 
 “I said, that doesn’t mean you’re allergic to 
dust.  If the windows were all closed, then you’d be 
allergic to dust.” 
 “Well, what am I allergic to then?” 
 “I don’t know. Everyone’s allergies act up 
when the weather changes, if they have them.” 
 “Well, how do I get tested for allergies?” 
 “I don’t think you need to get tested.” 
 “But how do I do it?” 
 “Huhh. You have to get a series of shots.  
There’s needles and stuff.” 
 “I don’t like shots.” 
 “Then don’t get tested.” 
 “You know, you are no help at all.  Here I am 
feeling like this, and you’re arguing with me.” 
 “I’m not arguing. I’m just saying—” 
 “Forget it. I’ll just make a doctor’s 
appointment.” 
 There was silence on the line then. 
 “All right.  Well, I’ve gotta get back to work.”   
 “Now you’re mad at me.” 
 “No, I’m not.” 
 “I can tell that you are.”
 “I’m not. Bye. I love you,” she sniffled 
deliberately and hung up the phone. 
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 Aiden sighed and hung up too.  He had some 
coffee left in his mug on the table next to the phone.  
He sipped at the lukewarm contents as he stared 
absentmindedly at the news program on TV. He 
stared ahead long after his mug had emptied and long 
after the news program ended. He did eventually 
come to notice his place in time and the fact that the 
same broadcast was being replayed.  A feeling of déjà 
vu passed over him as he watched the same speakers 
debate on screen who had been debating when Lily 
had called.  He turned off the set and went to the 
kitchen. Aiden placed his mug in the sink basin and 
stared at the faucet. “I wish coffee came out of faucets; 
then I’d never be tired.” 
 He ran his hand through his hair, then pushed 
himself away from the sink and went to grab his 
jacket from the bedroom.  As he snatched the brown 
and tan zip-up from its place on the back of the desk 
chair, he noticed Lily’s phone lying on the unmade 
bed. It was a preoccupied observation, and he let the 
phone where it lay as he took the jacket and left the 
room. 
 Aiden yawned again and shook his head 
slightly as he closed the apartment door behind him, 
taking care to lock both the door and the deadbolt.  
Before he could take even a step away from the frame, 
he heard the phone ring inside the apartment.  He 
frowned and deliberated whether or not to go back 
in.  In the end, he walked away, down the stairs and 
out onto the street. His cell phone rang as he walked, 
but he pretended not to feel it vibrating in his pocket.  
He navigated through the streets, relishing in the 
cool,autumn weather.  It brought a faint smile to his 
lips. 
 “God, I miss summer.” 
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 “Me, too. This fall weather just sucks.” 
 “And soon it’ll be winter.” 
 “Ugh. Don’t even say it.” 
 Aiden turned down another street before 
he could hear the rest of the young couple’s 
conversation. He took a deep breath and drew in 
the crisp air with clear sinuses.  No allergies. The 
pharmacy was across the next street.  He entered 
through the automatic doors and went to the cold 
medicine aisle. He frowned as he once again stood 
facing a decision.  Rows and rows of different 
medicines stared him in the face.  Different colored 
boxes and brands, all promising different results 
based on the symptoms they dealt with.  He went 
to the area with all the decongestants; there were 
about twenty different kinds.  He picked one out that 
described the most generic symptoms: headache, 
stuffy nose, watery eyes, and sore throat.  Then he 
walked over to the pharmacy counter. 
 “Can I help you?” The man working the 
counter looked to be in his late thirties, maybe early 
forties, but his hair was already completely gray. He 
stood about a foot higher than Aiden because the 
pharmacy counter was always elevated from the 
regular sales floor. He spoke quickly, as opposed to 
Aiden’s drawl.
 “Yeah, I was just wondering how you get 
tested for allergies?” 
 The pharmacist nodded, “There’s skin tests 
and blood tests.  Now, there’s three different types of 
skin tests.  There’s a skin prick, where a doctor would 
place a drop of allergen on the skin and then prick 
the skin and see if there’s a reaction.  The second is 
an intradermal test, where an allergen is just injected.  
Then there’s a skin patch test, where an allergen is put 
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on a pad and taped to the skin and it stays there for 
one to three days.”  He squeezed his own arm as he 
detailed the skin patch test, “This is only usually used 
for contact dermatitis.  Skin allergies.” 
 “What about the blood test?”
 “Blood is drawn, like in any blood test, and 
then your doctor would look for antibodies in your 
system, which are really what cause allergies.  It’s 
your body rejecting things that enter it that it feels are 
unnatural and it tries to get them out.” 
 “Why does it do that?” 
 The pharmacist turned his palms up and 
shrugged, “People are just built for defense, which 
is weird considering we have all these defenses, but 
they end up making us weaker in the end.” 
 Aiden thought for a bit, “That is pretty weird.”  
The pharmacist gave a half smile, like he was thinking 
about it also, and nodded.  “Do you want to pay for 
that here?”
  Aiden looked down at the medicine in his 
hand. “Oh.  Yeah, sure.” 
 He placed the box on the counter and the 
pharmacist started to unlock the register. 
 “Hey, what time is it?” Aiden asked. 
 “It’s quarter to eleven.” 
 Aiden stood with his wallet already opened 
in his hand preparing to pay for the medicine.  He 
frowned while he deliberated in his head again.  
“Hold on a sec. I’m gonna go grab something.” He 
closed his wallet and put it back in his pocket as he 
walked to the canned foods aisle and picked out a can 
of cream of broccoli soup.  
 Back at the pharmacy counter, the man had just 
finished ringing up the medicine. 
 “Sorry about that. This too.” 
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 “Feeling sick, huh? Good old chicken noodle is 
probably the best for that.” 
 “Oh, it’s not for me.” 
 “Ah,” the pharmacist said. “It comes to 
fourteen forty-eight.” 
 Aiden handed the pharmacist a ten and a five. 
 “It’s for my girlfriend. She says her allergies 
are bothering her.” 
 “A lot of people’s allergies start bothering them 
when the weather changes.” 
 “That’s what I said.” 
 “Fifty-two cents is your change.” 
 Aiden held out his hand for the coins, 
“Thanks.”
  He grabbed his bag and turned to walk away 
when the pharmacist spoke again, “I don’t mean to be 
rude, sir, but you look kind of tired.  Have you been 
getting enough sleep lately?” 
 Aiden stared blankly up at the man with his 
extra foot in height and his white pharmacy jacket.  
Aiden blinked, “Uh, well, not really.” 
 “Sorry I asked.  I’ve just been noticing that a lot 
lately, people looking like they’re not getting enough 
sleep.” 
 Aiden nodded. 
 “We have pills for that, you know.” 
 “That’s okay.” 
 “A restful night of sleep can really turn the 
world around for you.” 
 “I don’t want any pills.” 
 “Okay,” the pharmacist looked disappointed, 
“Have a nice day, sir.” 
 Aiden turned and left the store. 
 The convenience store was only another block 
away.  On his walk there, his phone vibrated again 
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reminding him that he had a missed call.  He reached 
in his pocket, pulled the device out and looked at the 
display: “2 missed calls.” He must not have noticed 
the other call.  It must have been while he was in the 
pharmacy. He flipped the phone open and saw the 
words “Lily Mom” on the screen.  He frowned and hit 
the call back button.  
 After two rings Lily’s mother answered, 
“Aiden? Jesus Christ, I’ve been trying to get a hold of 
you all morning.  Where have you been?” 
 “Uh, I don’t know.  Out.  Why, what’s up?” 
 “I tried calling the apartment but no one’s 
picking up.  I tried calling Lily’s phone—” 
 “Lily left her phone at home.  She’s at work.”
 “Well, I tried calling you and you weren’t 
answering.” 
 “Mrs. Frasier,” he said to shut her up, “what’s 
going on?” 
 “Lily’s—” 
 “What?” 
 There was silence on the end of the other line.
 “Mrs. Frasier?  Mrs. Frasier?” Aiden looked 
at his phone.  The main display was staring back at 
him.  He had full service.  Her phone must have lost 
reception. 
 The convenience store was unusually busy. Lily 
was behind the counter. When the line of customers 
finally dwindled Lily turned to Aiden who was 
standing off to the side waiting.  Lily’s eyes were red 
and the tip of her nose was red too, from using too 
many tissues. 
 “Well, I was going to call the doctor, but I 
realized I didn’t have my phone.” 
 “I know.  It’s at home on the bed.” 
 “Did you bring it?” 
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 Aiden thought for a second, “No, I didn’t.”  
 “You came over here and you didn’t bring the 
phone?” 
 “Who cares about the damn phone? Look, I got 
you soup and medicine.” He pulled the contents of 
the drug store bag out and set them on the counter. 
 “Cream of broccoli? Didn’t you know that 
chicken noodle’s the best for colds?” 
 Aiden sighed. 
 “Oh well.  Thanks, this’ll help.” 
 He smiled, and then looked as though he 
remembered something, “Oh yeah, your mom called 
me.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I don’t know.  She got cut off.” 
 “Did you call her back?” 
 “No.  I was on my way over here. She said she 
was trying to call you and the apartment though.”  
 “Well Christ, Aiden, call her back. What if it’s 
an emergency?” 
 “You call her,” he pulled his phone out of his 
pocket. “Here.” 
 She hit the redial button from the missed calls 
menu. 
 “You know, that pharmacist said something 
weird to me.” 
 “Hm?” Lily said as the phone rang. 
 “After I was done paying for my stuff the 
pharmacist said that I look like I don’t get a lot of 
sleep.” 
 Lily closed the phone, “She’s not answering 
now. What did the pharmacist say?” 
 “He told me that I looked like I didn’t get a lot 
of sleep.” 
 “You don’t.” 
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 “I know, but can you really tell?” 
 “You look like shit.  And I feel like shit.  Oh, 
God,” she rested her elbows on the counter and put 
her head in her hands.  “I’m getting out of here.”   
 “You still have three more hours.” 
 “I don’t care. I’m going to tell Marcy I’m out of 
here.” 
 She left to go to the manager’s office to tell 
Marcy she was leaving.  Aiden put the soup and 
medicine back in the bag.  He turned the screen of the 
cash register towards him and looked at his reflection.  
Tired. 
 “I wish there was some concoction that I could 
make that would make me feel better.” 
 They were back in the apartment.  Aiden sat at 
the round dinner table by the sliding glass door that 
led to the balcony.  He was working on his laptop. 
Lily was in the kitchen making tea with a blanket 
wrapped around her.  
 “If you could do that you should sell it.  Then, 
you could pay your way through grad school.” 
 “Ha, if I had that I’d say fuck school and start 
my own business.  I’d call it ‘Mixtures of Lily.’” 
 “That almost sounds like that Who song.” 
 Lily laughed and brought her mug of tea to the 
couch and sat down. 
 The phone rang. Lily, who was closest to it, 
rolled her eyes and leaned forward to grab it. 
 “Hello?” 
 Aiden could hear the muffled voice of Mrs. 
Frasier on the other end.
 “Mom? What’s wrong?” Lily’s voice grew in 
excitement. 
 Aiden stopped what he was doing and listened 
close.  He could distinctly make out sobbing on the 
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other end of the phone. 
 “I know.  We’ve been trying to call you back, 
but we couldn’t get a hold of you.” Lily’s voice started 
to break up at the end of her sentence. 
 Aiden waited and watched. He stood as the 
tears started to fall from Lily’s eyes.  
 He sat down on the couch next to her as she 
hung up the phone.     
 “What? What happened?” 
 “My dad died,” she sobbed. 
 “What?”
 “He had a stroke.”
 “And he died?” Aiden was shocked. 
 “It happened a couple of hours ago.  And then 
he was in a coma and he just passed away.” 
 She leaned into Aiden and cried into his chest.   
Soon after, Lily went to the bedroom to pack, and 
Aiden sat on the couch for another minute, staring 
blankly at the dark TV set.
 Lily found her phone laying on the unmade 
bed where she had left it.  “6 missed calls.” 
 Aiden leaned forward with his elbows on his 
knees staring at the TV. Then he bent his head down 
and cupped his face in his hands.  He was so tired.
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to pARAphRASe
Amanda Rosenblatt

Scene: Two shadowed mouths against hazy light. The 
tone is reminiscent and rhythmic.

I: What was her name?
You:  Mother Time.
I:  When she heard the bells?
You:  Her heart burst in rhyme.
I:  And what happened then?
You:  The sky was showered in feathers and letters, 
descending full spiral to the trees that climb.
I:  What were they after?
You:   Her magic powers, tucked in perfumed garters 
of jasmine flowers.
I:   What did she seek?
You:   A blank palette of truth, etched from silken 
strands of sycamore root.
I:  What stopped her then?
You:  A beast with six eyes, who donned a silvery 
midnight disguise.
I:  What did he seek?
You:  A soft, weathered mime who’d slink to him in 
the eve of time.
I:  And she then?
You:  Just a blue, bruised fly with dragging wings 
from an upset sky.
I:  What was she to do?
You:   Bend into the brush as he caressed her curves of 
cumulus.

Just then, the two shadows made wings out of paper 
plates and red yarn. They began to flap violently. 
Outside the window, two irises unfolded a soft, 
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purple-blue with a dewdrop interior. The two 
shadows leapt outdoors to kiss the petals. And then, 
the sky went rouge with yellow feathers.

I: The shifting clouds?
You: Her pounding wings.
I: The velvet down?
You: His dispersed strings.
I: Can we taste it now?
You: Just hold still for the rain; she’s squeezed lemon 
to his eye so he’ll blink again.
I: The splitting ground?
You: As roots unfold, sugar maple honey, nature’s 
gold.
I: Should we make a run?
You: We’ve nothing to fear.
I: My cheeks are flushed.
You: Her breath is near.
I: I feel a rush.
You: Her breast takes rise, and the moon will illumine 
a ladder to the skies.  
 
The two shadows held fastened, hands across hands 
across hands. Two shadowed mouths pressed as in 
the first kiss of a child. Wings could be heard, gaining 
intensity. A drifting, shadowy mass passed over the 
glittering ladder that dangled from the skies. And the 
moon swept it upward into her gown.
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Devon Kramer

Swing Set, 7 p.m.

Someone turned down the frequency of the day, 
40 megahertz equals twilight. 
We both knew it was coming, 
but not like this.
Not that cotton-candy streak, 
not that river of cerulean fire 
swirling into gold eddies. 
Nor the way the clouds parted like curtains
for the grand finale.   
Or how, during the closing burst of red, 
you shielded me with your lips. 
And when at last the light decided on blue, 
twenty-seven stars formed a halo 
around your head, 
and I could taste comets. 
Who could have predicted that?
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foRty-two
Ryan Torres

When I was a child,
I had forty-two
board games
sitting in my closet.

I had
forty-two
board games,
and I was an only child.

I had
forty-two
board games,
and a workaholic father.

I had
forty-two
board games,
and a mother,
who always said,
“Go away,
we’ll play later.”

I had
forty-two
board games,
and every year
I would ask
for another one.

For Christmas,
for my birthday,
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whenever I saw one
that I wanted.
Even though
I knew
that I would take it home,
I would open the box,
assemble the pieces,
and sit there.
Waiting.
For someone
to play with.

When I was a child
I had forty-two board games,
but now they’re all gone.
Sold.
At the yard sales we had.
To various other children
who probably had someone to play with.

But.

When I was a child,
I had forty-two
board games.
And that’s what they were,
and that’s what I was.
Bored…
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the CARtooniSt
Evan Raab

Hey, you dreamer 
of the colorful Sunday
paper, where the quotes never  
matter whether they’re  
fake or if they’re 
fibbers, and the pictures are never  
deceased bodies on decaying  
paper.  

I know you can’t find your Calvin 
or your Hobbes 
or that man in glasses 
who hates his job.  

But don’t crumble and 
tear those paneled 
 pages, the world is full of 
flare, fingers and faces  

who are all 
filled with 
color.
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the wAR within
Mary K. Isamoyer

Lines of white oval pills
marching towards the edge.
Kamikaze Soldiers 
dying for an unwinnable-war. 
Powdery residue left like nuclear fallout,
coating the smooth plastic bottle,
coating my peach fingers,
my pink lips,
my bruised insides,
an internal Hiroshima.

Swirling acid inside my stomach
devours the circular soldier. 
Sliding down the slippery hatch,
manufactured pill-bodies scorched 
casualties in the war for wellness.  
 
Made in Japan, 
swallowed in the U.S.,
shipwrecked in a sea of intestinal juices.
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Kaitlyn Seay

zip

I skid past harsh metal,
 hot blood cuts through dirt.
Ambulances soar in,
  tires squeal,
 red alarms flash—Alert!  

“Quick,
 on the gurney!”
In seconds we burn down streets.
Burst through swinging doors,
 vigor draining with each beat.

Medics negotiate stray patients.
Haste towards salvation,
 past Mother’s conniption,
  into seizure’s session.

Rigid with drugs,
 nip the sickness!
A tango with death,
 plunging into darkness.

In that consuming haze, 
 I race reapers.
Tuck the silver,
 dodge the catches.
A new soul to deliver.

As I fly straight up,
 close black over my face.
Zip the body bag,
I lost my pace.
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uRoboRoS
Richard Schupp

 When Margaret was 27, she had a 
hysterectomy.
 “Don’t you think someday she’ll change her 
mind?”
 “It’s a little late for that.”
 “She’ll definitely regret it.”
 “I don’t know.  You don’t know her.  She’s 
stubborn.  She won’t regret it.”
 “Why’d she have to do something so extreme?  
There are other ways to keep from having a baby.”
 “Like I said, you don’t know her.  Those aren’t 
her reasons.  And besides, for her, this is perfectly 
normal behavior.”
 At 31, Margaret met Julius and changed her 
mind.
 “I’ve never heard of anyone who actually 
wanted a hysterectomy.”
 “That’s because the only people you know are 
conservative and patriotic.  They vote and eat bacon 
and eggs in the morning.”
 “What do you eat in the morning?”
 “I eat whatever the hell I want.”
 “You ever eat chocolate for breakfast?”
 “I’m a vegan.”
 “You ever eat vegan chocolate?”
 Julius was 35.  He was an environmentalist 
and believed in New Age spirituality.  He wanted 
children.
 “How do you call getting a hysterectomy 
normal behavior?”
 “That’s just how my sister is.  She’s been 
radical ever since we were little.  We’d force Harry to 
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play house, and she’d always make me the housewife 
while she was the painter or something.”
 “What was Harry?”
 “Harry was just the kid with two moms.”
 Margaret never told Julius about the 
hysterectomy.  She always made him wear a condom.
 “Don’t patronize me, Sylvia.  I don’t know 
why you have to butt into my business anyway.”
 “’Cause I’m your goddamn sister, Margaret.”
 “That doesn’t give you the right.”
 “What if you meet someone?”
 “What if I do?  That doesn’t mean I need to 
have children.  Jesus Christ, you’ve always been so 
right-minded.”
 Margaret and Julius continued their 
relationship for several years, living in their 
bohemian way, until finally talks steered towards 
commitment.
 “Harry was a good guy.”
 “I know.”
 “He had a big heart.”
 “Too big.  Ha.  I always thought Margaret was 
the one who’d turn out gay.”
 “She experimented for a while.”
 “Of course she did.”
 “She did have her fun.”
 “I’m sure, Tracy.  Don’t tell me.  No. You and 
Margaret?”
 “It was a long time ago.  In high school.  We 
were drinking.  Oh God, I don’t wanna talk about it.”
 “I’d rather not hear it.”
 “Oh, come on.  Nothing really happened.  And 
like I said, we were drunk.”
 Julius always initiated the “talks” as Margaret 
came to call them.  Her vehemence against marriage 
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and children began to pique Julius’s curiosity.  There 
was some hidden meaning he couldn’t fathom.
“You have killed your children.”
“Hello, I can’t get pregnant.”
 “You’ve killed all the possibilities of whatever 
children you could’ve brought into the world.”
 “What are you, pro-life now?”
 “That’s not what it’s about.  It’s about killing 
opportunity and future.  This is all because of Harry.”
 “What?  What about Harry?”
 Try as he might, his attempts to get Margaret to 
open up only drew her away from him.  Where there 
once was peace and understanding, where there once 
was love-making among splashes of wet paint on the 
sheeted floor of her studio, where there once were 
rallies and protests to save baby seals, there was now 
a wall of undistinguishable height and thickness.
 “Look, I better get going.”
 “Whatever.”
 “Now, come on.  Don’t be that way.  It was 
good to see you.  And I’m sorry about Harry.  I’m—
I’m sorry about Margaret, too.”
 “Yeah, thanks.”
 “I’ll try and catch up with you again sometime.  
Bye.”
 “See ya.”
 All the love and happiness had drained away 
only to be filled with paranoia and distrust.  When 
Margaret was 34 and Julius was 38, they split.  It 
is said that there are such things as soul mates.  
Margaret and Julius both believed they had found 
theirs.  A year later, Julius met another woman.  He 
loved her very much, but not half as much as he loved 
the feeling of wet paint on his bare skin as he felt the 
warmth of Margaret’s body on top of him, but he tried 
not to think about things like that.
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 “It’s because of Harry’s suicide.  That’s what 
this is about.”
 “That’s ridiculous.”
 “He was always your ‘little boy,’ and you were 
always self-destructive.  This is just some weird way 
to make yourself feel better about his death.  You’re 
compensating or punishing yourself or something.”
 “I’m not going to sit here and let you 
psychoanalyze me.  Save it for your patients.”
 “Maybe you need to be a patient.”
 “Fuck you, Sylvia.  I told you I’m not taking 
your bullshit.”
 “Where are you going?”
 “I’m leaving.  And have a nice fucking life.”
 Margaret had a necklace; it was a silver ring 
on a silver chain.  The ring was a dragon devouring 
its own tail, devouring itself.  Julius had given it to 
her.  He said it was a symbol for reincarnation.  He 
believed in such things.  Margaret believed this as 
well.  She pressed the ring to her lips as she turned on 
the gas to her old, beat-up oven in the art studio and 
stuck her head inside.
 “When I come back, I hope I come back as 
Harry.”
 These were her last thoughts as Margaret 
Mason.
 Seven years into the past, Margaret’s sister, 
Sylvia Mason, sits down at an outdoor café and 
watches as an old acquaintance, Tracy Heimel, walks 
away from her into the crowds of people and out of 
sight.
 Seven years into the future, Sylvia has seen 
neither Tracy nor her sister since that day.  And 
somewhere in time, Harry Mason laughs as his sisters 
argue over who gets to play what part in a game of 
house.
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Perry Piekarski

woolRiCh

 His glass rattled against the bar as he nervously 
set it down.  Its golden liquid danced with the ice that 
shimmered in the neon light from the jukebox.
 He checked his watch again and glanced at the 
door.
 His watch read 12:07—eight minutes fast.  He 
knew this.
 He turned back to his drink as the bells above 
the entrance chimed behind him.  
 The door creaked open, and he heard heavy 
footsteps on the hardwood floor as a tall man in a 
dark suit approached him.
 “Are you Walter Woolrich?”
 He finished his drink with a grimace, turned, 
and muttered:

  “Yeah.”

 The man in the suit said something brief, 
pulled a gun from his jacket, and shot Woolrich 
between the eyes, just above his brow.
 The bullet exploded out the back of Woolrich’s 
skull, tearing the liquor bottles from the shelves 
behind the bar.  They erupted into a spray of glass 
and alcohol as they shattered against the floor.  
Woolrich lingered on his stool, eventually spilling 
over the dusty ground.  His head drained as quickly 
as the broken whiskey bottles on the other side of the 
counter.
 Woolrich was dead.

 Woolrich, still sitting at the bar, took a sip of his 
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drink and wrote that down.
 “That’s a good way to go.”
 Woolrich was always contemplating his own 
death.

 On his walk home that night, Woolrich tripped, 
fell into the street, and had his head crushed in by 
the rear wheel of a bus.  The shards of broken bone 
impaled his brain an instant before his skull was 
completely flattened.  His face was unrecognizable.
 As he fell, his unfinished story slipped from his 
coat pocket onto the street, rendered illegible by the 
hot blood sticking to the cold pavement.
 Woolrich was dead.
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ten -thiRty to mARket
Andrea Fenton

 Forty-seven faces superimposed on a landscape 
hurtling by at seventy miles an hour.  The bleak faces 
succumb to sleep while the bullet train slices through 
the smog toward their jobs, their lives, their tiny 
overpriced apartments in some filthy swathe of the 
city.  They don’t know that at least one of us will not 
make it to the next stop.  My eyes flick to the face of 
my watch.  Only five more minutes before somebody 
dies.  Thinking of this, I resist the temptation to look 
at the yellow sticky note balled up in my fist, a note 
that becomes saturated with my sweat as the seconds 
slide past.  I’m smiling one hundred and fifty percent 
despite the temptation that knots up my stomach.  I’m 
the only person smiling on this ride, only one that 
knows it was damned since it left the station.  I try 
to conjure the shape of our impending doom.  For an 
instant, I want to be one of the delicate mortals whose 
eyes glaze over when faced with their listless journey.  
There is a bomb strapped to the roof of this train.  In 
five minutes we will all be dead.  No, too obvious.  I 
wouldn’t have been summoned for something so 
asinine as a simple train bombing.  Let them call one 
of the grunts.  Four minutes.  I need to get serious.  
Unfold the note, do my fucking job.  I need to survive 
this, sure, but the game is good.  I can never pass it 
up.
 The paper drops from my hand and rolls 
around the floor as the train stretches each end of the 
universe into thin taffy strands.  My smile broadens to 
three hundred percent as I imagine somebody picking 
up my paper and unrolling it.  “10:30 train to Market,” 
she reads.  “Incident at 11:47.”  I don’t know anything 
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else about the incident yet, and for a moment the 
fantasy flounders without its details.  Deranged 
suicide, I decide.  She reads deranged suicide at 11:47.  
She sees her name and glances at the bell tower.  In 
three minutes, she’s dead.  I wonder, does she do it 
on purpose, or is she driven by thick, overwhelming 
fear?  How cold are God’s Hands fastened around her 
throat as she transforms from a normal person into a 
sweat soaked deranged suicide at 11:47?  I want to ask 
them how it feels to be used in this manner, converted 
by a yellow slip of paper in the damp fist of an agent.  
But we are not supposed to talk with them.  It would 
not work.
 This twisted smile remains on my face, bigger 
than ever.  What a rush.  Would she believe what she 
saw?  Was she really reading a God’s Hands memo?  
This could have been the most important moment 
in that poor woman’s life.  Only it’s not going to 
happen, because there is no one sitting within three 
seats of me.  As the train lurches forward, I bend and 
reclaim my piece of sweaty yellow paper.  I stick my 
eyes to the windows along the train, hoping to fasten 
something between my burning need to read the 
memo and my deep love of the game.
 The game is simple.  When he sends my 
orders, I do not read them.  Where I need to be and 
the time of the incident are a given.  I already know 
those two pieces because he’s already told me.  The 
rest is in the memo.  I get two seconds to scan it.  
Whatever jumps out is what I have to work with.  
The paper gets crumpled again and stashed in my 
pocket.  I show up for the incident, having no idea 
what to expect, and for a short time, I get to be one 
of them.  Ignorant, apathetic bastards.  The game has 
lasted as long as three hours before.  For three hours, 
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I pretended that I was not God’s Hands, that I did not 
have the power to know who will die and how I am 
to bring it about.  Absolutely thrilling.  The point of 
the game is that I wait as long as I can before I have 
to look in order to do my job.  It has been as close as 
seventy-five seconds, once.  Today I’m feeling good.  I 
might just go for a new record.
 People suffer because of the game, but this 
doesn’t bother me.  After all, my job is to make them 
suffer.  God’s Hands are not idle.  We are constantly 
on the job or on our way to the next one.  It’s 
important that you don’t waste his time, or perhaps 
God will lose yet another Hand.
 I continue scanning the far side of the train, 
watching the taffy universe stretch only seconds from 
its breaking point.  Among the advertisements taped 
to the wall, I locate a poster of a black asphalt road 
marked with the white chalk outline of an open hand.  
DO NOT FEAR, it reads.  That means God’s Hands, 
the ancient organization I swear allegiance to, so 
help me God.  Below it, a swatch of graffiti proclaims 
THERE IS NO GOD in bold black stencils.  I smile 
again, wondering what the fool must have paid for 
writing that.  Who had time to paint the interior of 
a train is beyond me.  Then again, I have no cubicle 
waiting, no overpriced apartment, no tired wife, and 
no vapid friends.  I don’t get these people.  Perhaps 
this is why I can prey on them.
 When I say God’s Hands, I do not mean to 
imply any preconceived imagery.  This God is a jowly 
old man in a green suit with sweat under the arms 
and the lingering stench of sandalwood.  He has a 
fat head, a fat accent, and a leather chair stuffed up 
his ass at all hours.  I think it’s where he derives his 
power.  He’s the bureaucracy of the God’s Hands 
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assassins, and where he gets his information, I can 
only begin to imagine.  I have never known him to 
stand, let alone walk so far as to the bathroom.  He’s a 
very lovely gentleman.  My memos are always sweat 
soaked in sandalwood before I even touch them.  
Balled up before I even start the game.  Suffice it to 
say, he is not the bearded fellow you mistake him for, 
and I wanted to clear the air before it was too late.  
Many have paid for your mistake.
 I glance at the time and feel my heart 
pounding in my throat.  Two minutes and ten 
seconds.  I chew my tongue as I consider how much 
time I have let slip by.  Two minutes, three seconds 
left.  The game is sliding out of my control, and soon 
I won’t have enough time to solve it on my own.  
Focus, Andrew.  Is it the college kid with the bicycle?  
Maybe he has a .22 in his backpack.  He is sick of law 
school and now his parents are going to pay.  The 
woman in the third row has been talking on her cell 
phone for over an hour and a half.  This is the one he 
will kill, and I will help him realize this dream.
 No.
 It must be the old man in row nine.  I will 
whisper the truth in his ear, and then the fright will 
be so great, his heart will seize up and he will cease to 
be.  My touch will seal his fate.
 No.
 The woman in row seven, window seat, 
big hair.  A complete nutcase.  She has stalked her 
husband of three years to this very locomotive, all 
the while recalling the incident that has divorced 
them.  It wouldn’t have been so bad if he didn’t rub it 
in her face, introducing her to the woman he’d been 
sleeping with for eight months.  He has been elusive, 
but she has him cornered now.  And with the serrated 
kitchen knife in her purse, she will finally separate 
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him from his organ.
 Not a chance.
 Get serious, Andrew.  Stop thinking of the 
obvious.  I can’t believe nothing has hit me yet.  
Usually I have an inkling of the incident by now.  
What did I read in the memo?  10:30 train to Market, 
some incident occurs at 11:47.  One minute, thirty-
two seconds.  I am losing miserably and the game is 
almost over.  The ultimate goal of the game: figure 
out who and what before the time runs out.   Do not 
consult the memo at all.  If I can manage this, I will 
beat the jowly man with the leather chair up his ass.  
Such an accomplishment is not to be taken lightly.  I 
may be promoted.  I may get to kill him someday, too.
 A plane drops from the sky between rows 
two and sixteen as some smart ass opens a game of 
solitaire on his palm pilot.  A sudden earthquake 
releases the bee caught under row six’s hood, but row 
four is too slow with his epinephrine.  The expired 
egg salad in row five’s sandwich…  No.  Keep 
thinking.  My sweat drips into my eyes and burns.  I 
am not supposed to feel pain.
 You wonder, why do bad things happen to 
good people?  Define good.  The grad student has 
knowingly infected three young ladies with HIV.  The 
old man ran over his neighbor’s cat and threw out the 
evidence with his trash.  And you don’t want to know 
about the woman.  My point is, nobody is worthy in 
the eyes of God, eyes that see everything and judge 
us all.  This is why these people are so easy to prey 
on.  That and their unfailing trust.  I have counted on 
it more than I wish to admit.  And since bad things 
are bound to happen to all people anyway, what’s the 
point of being good?  There is none. 
 I am God’s Hands.  I know these things.  I 
glance at my watch, hands shaking.  People are 
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starting to notice me, which is also not supposed to 
happen.  My chest clenches up with the erratic sobs of 
my breathing.  My knuckles pop out at all the wrong 
angles as I crush the memo into a density paper has 
never known before.  My other hand reddens with 
blood as it forces the knuckles to relax.  The hands are 
in battle with one another; rock, paper, and scissors.  
Usually at this stage of the game, most people can no 
longer ignore me.  The thrill of their acknowledging 
my existence is often enough to send me over the 
edge into absolute smiling panic, because I am no 
longer invisible.
 The bloody nails dig deep, and the memo pops 
out onto the floor.  I lunge to catch it.  Eyes all around.  
I smear blood on the upholstery and return the stares.  
What time is it?  One minute, already?  Somebody 
is asking me a question.  They are actually speaking 
with me.  Do I make eye contact?  I smile and spit on 
the ground.  These people bristle.  Everything has 
gone terribly wrong.  Perhaps next time there will be 
a new record.  Not this time.  I can’t wait any longer.
 Game over.
 I extract the memo from my pocket, watching 
the seconds tick down from fifty-eight.  Somewhere 
in the back of my mind I am cheering because of 
the record breaking time.  Although the triumph is 
suffocated by God’s fat, blocky penmanship:

 On the 10:30 train to Market, Andrew Kelly 
commits suicide at 11:47. 
 Enjoying your game?  I hope you set a new 
record so this can go smoothly.  
 In any event, I’LL SEE YOU IN HELL.
 Thirty seconds remain as God’s cold Hands 
fasten themselves to my throat and a sick feeling 



68 Shoofly

wrenches the smile from my face and tosses it out the 
window.  The college kid reaches into his backpack 
and heads for the front of the train.  He passes the 
woman in the third row and hurls her cell phone 
against the city sky, scattering plastic pieces on the 
shrieking inhabitants of rows seven and five.  Row 
nine watches in dazed confusion as his left arm 
goes numb and the world becomes dark.  Then, as 
I am hurrying after the grad student, the woman 
from row seven gets up to inspect row nine’s heart 
attack.  I must have bumped her, because before I 
know it we are struggling for the front of the train, 
and in the commotion her purse has landed in my 
hands.  I search her purse for the paring knife and 
simultaneously plant my hand on the shoulder of 
college boy.  He turns.  His face drains.
 “Don’t do it,” I say, now finding the knife 
sticking in my stomach and the inordinate pain 
soaking through my squirming intestines.  The kid 
watches me go down and tucks a yellow sticky note 
in his pocket.  He backs away, fading into the crowd, 
joining the screaming forty-seven passengers of the 
10:30 train to Market.  Row four is being stabbed with 
an EpiPen.  I watch the squashed bee plastered to 
the window as it assumes a striking shade of yellow.  
Looking sideways out the windows of the train, I see 
the words spill over the skyline and affix themselves 
to every surface.  THERE IS NO GOD is stitched 
into the upholstery.  It is printed over the faces of 
the passengers.  Blasphemy, by God.  On the floor 
of the train, the white chalk symbol smears onto my 
face.  And the expired egg salad has not yet hit the 
digestive system of row five.
 “Don’t do it,” I plead again.
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Jordan Eckenrode

onomAtopoeiA knowS no 
CAR CRASh

Onomatopoeia knows no car crash. 
It,s only familiar with the bang and clang 
of twisted sheet metal torn on naked asphalt.
And of the crunch and crackle of diamond glass 
scattering as stars do in need of personal space.
Or the hollow hissing of an overheated engine. 
It knows nothing of the whines and cries 
of parents picking their child out of the bodies.
It knows not of the moans and gurgles 
of tubes being stuffed down the throat of the survivor.
Onomatopoeia will never understand the sobs 
of the newly widowed wife, alone in an unbalanced bed.
It never tries to understand the things 
outside of its temporary pops and dings. 
It lives and dies in moment of the BAM.       
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Stink bug wAR
Wendy Mitro

Six legs, ancient armor. 
Miniature, ugly primeval beast. 
Pointed helmet buzzing toward— 
Duck! 
You little bugger.  

This is war! 
You, me, your cloud 
of musky stench. 
I am ready: 
Tissue and Febreze.  

Tiptoe to your lighted stance, 
relic quickly covered, 
your vortex into hell awaits. 
Armor, your vessel— 
swim well, my friend.  

Swirling down, you fight 
to reach the porcelain walls; 
escape thwarted,  
sucked out through rusty pipe; 
I cannot see you now.  

Many comrades sent before. 
Are you all alive, 
plotting your revenge? 
Chinese warriors building an army. 
Your dull barbaric crawl.  
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Collect your musky poisons. 
You will not choke us all. 
The poop man comes in spring. 
His hose will suck you out. 
Farewell little bugger! Song bie.
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Perry Piekarski

enD of the woRlD

Tremors shake the leaves from trees, and birds flee 
like chirping acorns.  

Defying the Chicken’s expectations, 
the sky sits still on the mantle, 
as fire ravages the pit below.  

As the earth rattles and breaks,
fissures bolt across pavement, 
like the silken fingers of a woman 
tracing the battle scars  
on the back and arms of her  
war-wounded husband.  

Hot blood pours over concrete, 
solidifying black charcoal.  

Life is just a taut thread, 
frail and withered with age, 
caked with blood, 
bleached orange by the sun.
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JouRney to Sweet neveR 
pARt i.
Amanda Rosenblatt

You knew I was a country mouse 
with wild cattails floating in my eyes. 
There was that bridge, connecting Here to There, 
a platform for the 2nd, 3rd, and 5th dimensions.
All glowing with beads of semen and spiral,
holograms of fetuses in rotation,
a vortex for the bounds of timelessness.

I slid ‘cross its shining panes,
lulled by the sparkling notes you breathed.
Your world was silvery steel, occasional 
orange-green from gleaming puffs of industrial 
smoke.
But you, I measured in whispering strings.
Your lips they always mumbled, hummed, 
a sweet audio fix.

I folded them into mine:
strings, bass, piano, vibrato. 
Wavering clefs of ahs and yous.
I plucked stars from your guitar as you’d
tell me something thoughtful
about the broken metal sky suffocating a sleepless
          sun,
or how shadows have their own mathematical scheme
testing your body’s groove.

I wanted to move with you always at my back.
A double-sided perfect coin, a wishful token
for the city slickers that couldn’t shake their blues.
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You knew I was a country mouse,
with wild cattails floating in my eyes. 

I twisted my hands over glowing city limelight,
across the bridge, a platform for the 2nd, 3rd, and 5th   
        dimensions,
a sign to beg your return, this way
to the multi-grain and the big sky.
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Ashley Gellert

tARniSheD time

 Seated on a twin bed beside her husband Jacob, 
Miriam surveys the cluttered room.  Red and white 
copy-paper boxes and unzipped suitcases consume 
much of the polished wood floor; newspapers open 
like blankets cover the opposing twin bed.
 She watches as her son and his wife wrap 
comic strips and classifieds around photographs, 
jewelry boxes, and ceramic figurines and transfer 
skirts and blouses from the dresser to suitcases.  They 
try to work quickly, as if Miriam’s departure will 
be less painful if Jacob is suddenly left with more 
dresser space for his sweaters and an empty bed to 
sleep across from.  But their efforts are halted by the 
discovery of shoes crammed into desk drawers, with 
chipped canines and molars hidden inside crumpled 
green tissues.
 With each picture they pack and tooth they 
find, Miriam’s stomach constricts and rises.  Her face 
flushes and her eyes moisten.  She dips her chin and 
spots Jacob’s hand splayed across the thick stripes of 
the tan Hudson Bay blanket.  His waxy skin is stark 
against the red and green wool.  Jacob’s mouth is 
open a crack and air whistles through the gap when 
he breathes.  She remembers sitting like this, barely 
two weeks ago, on the floral couch in her son’s living 
room.
 “Oh, no.  No, I’m fine.  I’m aging, sweetheart, 
and people fall down sometimes as they get older.”  
She shifted her khaki skirt to cover the navy bruise 
on her knee.  “It’s an assisted living home, and they 
help us out just fine.  And anyway, Jacob needs me.” 
Miriam nodded, reaching over to brush the collar 
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of Jacob’s sweater and smooth his silver hair.  Jacob 
turned to look at her, head cocked, brows meeting in 
wrinkles.  “He needs me,” she whispered.
 Miriam hums at the memory.  An assisted 
living home, and yet she had been stranded on the 
floor for hours after her legs gave out.  Her knees and 
ankles seemed to crumble, as if after eighty-six years 
their warranty had run out.  The splotch on her knee 
throbs and she rests her hand atop Jacob’s, trying to 
ignore the subtle reminder.
 Her fingertips move in a whispering touch 
across translucent skin, over ridges of purple 
veins, down to valleys between twiggy bones.  She 
concentrates on his hand, focuses on the glare of his 
wedding band while the sound of boxes scraping 
against floorboards and the zipping of suitcases 
fades.  Moving her fingertips to the scuffed gold, she 
deliberately rubs the pad of her index finger over the 
scratches.  Each mark contributes to a groove in the 
fingerprint of their relationship.  She muses that dates 
and memories would appear if the ring was dipped 
into ink and rolled across paper.
 Shifting her fingers to the brown splotches 
that speckle his hand, Miriam counts the marks.  She 
believes that there is one for each day they have 
shared, every anniversary they have celebrated.  She 
wonders how many more marks she will leave on 
him, fears that there might be fewer now that miles 
will separate them.  There will be different doctors 
and nurses and pre-planned activities to preoccupy 
her, make her forget; until she lies awake in a 
darkened sterile room, trying to remember how he 
breathes so she can find a sanctuary in her dreams.
 Miriam squeezes his hand and startles him.  
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His shoulders jump as he turns to look at her.  She 
raises her chin.  His eyes shift left, then right.  Jacob 
knows those cornflower irises and drooping lids.  
They belong to his wife, Miriam.  She is thirty with 
delicately arranged chestnut hair and a wide, magenta 
smile.  He looks down at his watch—four o’clock.  
She’s seated on the porch’s glider swing waiting for 
him to come home from work.
 He smiles from the bed, and when she lets his 
face blur, she sees them, fifty years younger.  Feels 
the vinyl glider swing under her fingers, watches 
as his white 1932 Pontiac turns up the driveway.  
Remembers strong hands, broad shoulders pushed 
back, her cheek leaving rouge on his white button-
down as they dance to the radio in the family room.  
She smells coffee cooling in fragile china cups.  The 
two are seated together at the red linoleum kitchen 
table, trading sections of the newspaper on early 
Sunday mornings.
 He blinks and she is transported back to her 
seat atop the twin bed.  The room is empty of boxes 
and suitcases.  Her son hovers by the door, his wife 
already in the car.  He leaves and Miriam looks at 
Jacob.  He’s staring at the opposite side of the room, 
his eyes and mind faraway, the right side of his mouth 
curled, the remnants of a smile.  Miriam pulls her 
hand away and Jacob leaves his wife on the front 
porch, and with raised eyebrows looks blankly at the 
woman next to him.
 Miriam’s forehead wrinkles and her lips won’t 
smile, though she tells them to.  The back of her throat 
is hollow, her stomach rolls as she looks at him.  “I’ll 
always be waiting for you,” she whispers.  Jacob nods, 
his shoulders bouncing with his head.  “I know,” 
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he rasps.  Miriam pushes herself off the bed, her 
orthopedic shoes squeak and the wheels of her walker 
grate against the floorboards as she shuffles towards 
the door.  She pauses over the threshold, then leaves.
 Standing alone on the elevator, she looks at her 
tarnished wedding band.  The rings they wear in his 
mind are polished, smooth.  Deep within him they are 
at the beginning of their story.  
 I’ll be patient, Miriam decides, until he gets to 
the end.
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when the oCeAn wAS muSiC
Mary Novak

 It is quiet this early in the morning. No one 
starts to stir outdoors until five o’clock in this town. 
The silence is good, fulfilling. I like it better than 
anything I can imagine, and I inhale deeply of it as 
I close the door to my parent’s rickety house. They 
are still asleep, but Dale, the squirrel that lives in the 
tree across the street is awake and pokes his head out 
between the budding leaves to watch me as I walk 
past.  
 I’m not sure if I should call it foggy or rainy this 
morning. Perhaps the fog has decided to become rain 
for the day.  The water particles rush together to sing 
in chorus, but find themselves changing to drops that 
kiss my face and bare hands. I smile to the gossiping 
drops and I almost sing to them for they are the music 
in my ears.   
 The Father is standing on the steps of the 
church when I arrive. He leans against the stone 
banister and looks at the forest on the far side of the 
road; I know he can’t see it because the fog is too 
thick. I step up next to him, and for a while we stand 
there, gazing out into the dimly lit fog in silence. I’m 
glad the good Father doesn’t say anything. He has 
come a long way in so short an acquaintance.   
 When we first met, the good Father was 
conducting his first mass in this town of two-thousand 
people. His white hand shook when he handed me 
the wafer and the cup, and I couldn’t help but smile 
when he looked down at me. There was something 
in those honest eyes that made my soul glad. Of 
course my mother, as president of the Society for the 
Enhancement of Community Charity, had to be the 
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first to invite him to the house for dinner. She served 
her “famous” pot roast with creamed carrots and 
potatoes. When she placed two large scoops of carrots 
on the good Father’s plate, I couldn’t help but smile 
at his face—which had intense dislike mixed with the 
desire to not offend pressed into every line. He caught 
my eye across the table. It was a good moment. 
However, I quickly left when he started to ask me 
questions which required talking. Mother told me to 
go provide background music for our guest on the 
broken upright in the living room.   
 Not long after, the Father asked me to fill in 
for the pianist one night at choir practice. Before I 
knew it, I was playing at Wednesday and Saturday 
night mass. Then I was rotating with Mrs. Sauder, 
who lives over on 5th Street in an old Victorian house, 
for Sunday mass. I was happy; I didn’t have to say a 
thing, only play. It was more than great; it was almost 
magical. Like this rain. 
 I reach out and touch the wet stone of the 
railway. The fog has formed into clear drops that 
shiver and glisten in the weak morning light, and as 
I touch them it’s like feeling innocence in its purest 
form. Undisturbed.  
 I remember when I was five and my mother 
took me to see the doctor because she thought my 
vocal chords were damaged. She was assured that my 
chords were fine and that I was just an abnormally 
quiet child. She had hoped it would change as I got 
older. She signed me up for debate clubs and quiz ball 
teams more times than I care to count in twelve years 
of school. My mother even had me join a choir when 
I was fourteen.  It turned out to be just what I needed, 
because I discovered the piano.  Finally, I learned how 
to speak. 
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 The Father turns just then and slowly—like a 
warrior returning home after battle—walks into the 
church. I follow. We walk down the center aisle of the 
sanctuary.  The windows weep with the encompassing 
fog. We stop at the podium, and to the right is a 
thick wooden door where a massive piano slumbers. 
The meek Father enters this room and goes to the 
instrument, which is shrouded in silence and dark 
wood.  He lays a hand on it, touching it as a man 
might touch the head of a beloved child.   
 “I sent a letter to the director of the Carnegie 
music program.” He speaks reverently and quietly in 
the presence of the instrument. “They have granted 
you entrance to the first stage of admittance.”   
 I can feel my eyes widen. The Father had not 
told me he applied to Carnegie for me, and I wonder 
how he knew I wanted to go, for I certainly never said 
a word on the subject. He stands there, waiting for 
me, forcing me to speak. I hate it. “But they’d want an 
interview.”   
 The Father nods, knowing what he is asking of 
me but asking it just the same. “I have faith that it can 
be done. You give yourself far too little credit. There 
are words in your soul just waiting to be spoken. But 
you must give them opportunity.”   
 I look at him. He knows what I have gone 
through when I have tried to speak many words. He 
knows.  He was there right afterwards and saved 
me from several broken bones. Before that day, I 
had never realized how using a spoonerism when 
addressing Louisa Fay Tucker could have had such 
bad results. I bet Louisa Fay Tucker’s boyfriend 
thought he had done some good for her honor. After 
all, this is a small town. But what was really bad 
was that it had taken me two months to work up the 
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courage to even approach Louisa Fay Tucker, then 
another two months to actually open my mouth and 
talk. Her cup of water in my face wasn’t even the 
worst of the incident. That water had tasted bad, like 
acid.     
 I glance out the window at the far end of the 
wood-paneled room. The sun is pushing through the 
waltzing droplets now, forcing them into a rumba. 
Soon the fog will be gone. I sigh.  I wish I lived by the 
ocean. The patient Father is watching me.   
 I go to the piano and sit, my fingers hovering 
centimeters above the ivory and ebony keys. I have 
named her Oceanus. She’s a beautiful piece of 
craftsmanship. I could barely keep from laughing 
with joy when I first met her. I touch the keys gently, 
so the hammers don’t hit the strings, and I close my 
eyes, savoring the cool and slightly damp feeling.    
“Please, my son, do not let this opportunity pass you 
by because you were born with a closed mouth.” The 
good Father looks at me, and I feel like smiling, but I 
do not smile.   
 Instead, I play a single high note on Oceanus, 
then one so deep and vibrating it rattles the 
congealing drops on the window.  I press the right 
foot pedal and feel the sound waves flow up my body. 
More notes, high and low, flowing in four-four timing, 
flood the room lit only by the window. They make 
the very fibers of the wood paneling shake with the 
waves of harmony and passion. The Father does not 
move while I play. I can feel the sound waves hitting 
him, like they hit everything else, and outline his thin 
figure in the web of crisscrossing wave patterns. More 
and more intricate the pattern becomes, weaving 
a picture, a thought, a word, a vision, a life and 
becoming the very essence of the soul.   
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 I am alive! I am alive! I AM ALIVE!  
 My heart is racing. My fingers are sweaty and 
I have trouble keeping them on the right keys. My 
empty stomach squeezes tight and I feel like I might 
be sick from excitement. There is not enough air for 
my lungs and I struggle to breathe. My mind is not 
thinking; it only feels the notes and, as deep calls to 
deep, responds. 
 I play for a very long time, longer than usual. 
It is foggy outside. But the sun is soon going to shine 
through. 
 “Okay,” I say when I am finished and the 
relentless Father looks at me. “I’ll do it. I’ll talk.”
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boRRoweD time
Brian T. Robinson

In the beginning, I borrowed from the
take a penny, leave a penny dish.

At first, I didn’t believe in azure skies.
The world was a coloring book
where only the blue crossed over the line.
 I never believed in those either.

“Gave up,” the evaluator wrote in red ink.
Half is perfect, I probably just didn’t care.
Like the dime slipping through thick fingers,
clanging to the linoleum floor with the jingle
of Christmas bells,
time has a way of floating
when tossed into the fountain ripples.
It sizzles like magma at the surface.

I’m living on borrowed time–
 with payment due yearly.
It’s like putting a pair of quarters 
into a crane machine
and seeing what you can pluck along.
Or maybe it’s in the antsy jog of a deadline,
when you tell yourself the sky is blue again.

A new beginning comes like a prayer,
like praying into a mirror, a genesis steeped in chai.
Voice brews the strongest flavor.
It’s in the steam, in that Siddhartha-like puddle
when you see the sapphire reflection,
crying nickels into a copper dish.
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Then the fantasy, the last one you’ll have
that occupies the dreams psychiatrists don’t touch.
Now, it’s that rebellious taste, the same a cat
tastes at the first lick of blood.
That dream is the indigo, the cobalt sensation,
the one Webster fucked up on when he called it 
“lost.”

Fate, you say,
it stays heaven’s hand, the night
carrying the cloak by which electric blue, alone,
soaks through.
Cyclamens don’t open to neon light–
 red was always thicker beneath Polaris.
Butterfly lands beside moth and monarch;
fighting is the same as dancing.

“I owe you one,” I think, whenever I hear
the sound your boot makes
when it kicks a lonely penny
down the street.
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ouR hAnDS 
five hAikuS

William Stevens

thumb through the pages
ridges, roads of ancestry
veins mean more than words

blood calligraphy
tense knuckles clench and whiten
does sinew speak truth?

does clay need kneading?
gray slip squeezed between fingers
dirt under your nails

blackened by pine tar
cedar shingles spread splinters
across rough palms

dried, cracked at the plow
split and bloody at the oar
losing blood—or hope?
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Jessica M. Shimer

in the moRning

I awoke to your eyes, speaking volumes,
and your hands joined the conversation
as I kissed the side of your mouth (not wanting 
 morning breath to ruin the moment).

We had fallen asleep in each other’s arms.

Your eyes, your brow, your dimples and your neck
all proved lovely ground to bestow a kiss. But I
couldn’t resist your mouth—that smile!
Morning breath?

You tasted just as good as the evening before.

Neither wanted the moment to end,
and “just one more kiss before I leave for work”
turned into three, seven, then ten.
You reluctantly dressed.

Yet returned with dancing eyes!

I laughed as I pulled you into bed,
your mouth all fluoride, minty and generous.
There were murmurings of calling out sick.
But as you walked away,

well, you also took my breath.
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pRe-moRtem
Ryan Torres

 As Gus and I stood on the hill under the old 
elm tree, we watched the pallbearers take Mr. Henry’s 
coffin out of the hearse.  The six men carried the oak 
box to the loading harnesses over his eternal resting 
place and set it down.  This way the two of us could 
crank the coffin into the grave when the service 
ended.  The heavy oak sank a bit before coming to 
rest in the grip of harnessing. The priest then took his 
position in front of the coffin, opened his bible, and 
began reading to the mourning audience. The holy 
man was inaudible to the two of us because of how 
far away we were.  
 “Dearly beloved, we are blah, blah, blah, horse 
shit,” Gus misquoted.  His frail frame was leaning 
on the handle of his shovel. His cold, slate gray eyes 
were focused on the service.  “It’s all just a buncha 
horse shit, Jake,” he said.
 “Why, Gus?” I asked.  
 “Ah, you got a lot to learn yet about livin’ and 
dyin’,” he assured me. “You see that man down there 
in his fancy black suit and white collar?” He pointed 
in the direction of the priest.  “He’s the biggest scam 
artist of ‘em all.  I wish I got paid to read those fairy 
tales.” 
 “He’s comforting those people, Gus,” I 
responded.  “They’re grieving and he’s telling them 
that there’s a lot more to death than just rotting in the 
ground.  I remember when my grandfather died and 
we were all sad because we missed him, but—”  
 “You fastened those harnesses up real good 
to the crank, right?” Gus interrupted.  “I wanna get 
this shit over with and go back to watchin’ the Andy 
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Griffith marathon.” 
 “No.  I thought you were going to do that,” I 
said, perplexed. 
 Gus’s cold stare turned to meet my gaze.  “I 
coulda’ sworn I told you to do it, Jake.”
 Suddenly there was a loud snap, like the crack 
of a whip, and Gus and I watched as Mr. Henry in his 
oak vessel plummeted into the cold earth, landing 
with a loud bang.   
 I began working at the Pleasant Hill Cemetery 
for the simple fact that nobody else in town would 
hire me.  I got expelled from high school for stabbing 
the president of the chess club with a ballpoint pen 
after he made a crack about my mother.  I didn’t 
mean it, but school systems around the country 
have become even stricter since kids have been 
bringing handguns to school for show and tell. The 
administration found it a necessary course of action.  
And of course my parents weren’t the happiest 
people in the world when they found out about 
my expulsion.  So when it came time to look for a 
job to earn money and eventually move away from 
my hometown and my parents’ disappointment, 
the search wasn’t easy.  It turned out that no one 
wanted to hire someone who “enjoyed” making acts 
of violence towards honor roll students.  So after I 
searched all over town, my father suggested that I try 
the cemetery.  At first, I objected to the idea, but when 
I met Gus and saw how old he was, I figured he could 
use the help.  Even after he found out what I did at 
school, Gus just laughed and called me a pussy.  
 So for the past five months, I have learned the 
tricks of the trade to help liven up working with the 
dead.  Every morning I wake up at 5 a.m. and come 
to work around 6:30.  Gus, who lives in a small trailer 
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on the cemetery grounds, always has coffee ready for 
when I arrive.  I never really liked coffee— especially 
without cream and sugar, but after drinking it 
morning after morning, I began looking forward to 
that first hot cup of caffeinated heaven.  I know that 
most eighteen-year-olds would moan and complain 
about having to work such grueling hours, especially 
with such stiff clients who aren’t able to appreciate 
what you’re doing for them.  But I’ve begun to like 
it.  The pay is pretty good, and Gus can be a lot of fun 
when he’s not being a grumpy old man.  
 “I can’t understand why people would get 
so upset over a casket falling into a hole that it’s 
supposed to go into,” Gus said. A confused look was 
on his face.  “And it’s not like it’s goin’ to matter if he 
breaks his leg or somethin’.” He displayed a coffee 
stained grin and I couldn’t help but chuckle.
 Gus sat down on his old green recliner and 
turned on the television.  Barney Fife was locked in 
one of the cells again, and Andy couldn’t find the 
keys.  
 His trailer was a real sardine tin.  He had a 
twin-sized bed and dresser in the back next to a table 
with a single folding chair pushed up against it.  
There was a small oven adjacent to the table nestled 
in the middle of a countertop that had some small 
cabinets and drawers. There was also a small sink.  
The bathroom was at the other end of the trailer and 
in–between all of this were Gus’s recliner and the 
small color television.  For a small place it was fairly 
clean and never carried a repugnant odor.  Not even 
the stale stench that the elderly tend to display.  Gus 
seemed to be concentrating very hard on his program, 
so I waited for a commercial break before I spoke up.  
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“So what do you want me to do now, Gus?” I asked.
 “Did ya mow the grounds yet?” He asked.
 “I did it yesterday.”
 “Put the tools away?”
 “Yes.”
 “Put all the chairs away from the funeral?”
 “I just got done doing that.”
 “Well then you’re free to get the hell outta here 
then, kiddo.”
 I turned to leave, but as I opened the screen 
door I heard Gus rise to his feet.
 “Waittaminute, kid,” he said.  “I almost forgot 
about yer pay.”
 Gus picked up a white envelope off of the 
kitchen table and handed it to me.  “One step closer to 
gettin’ the hell outta this town,” he said with a smile.  
 “One step closer,” I concurred.  

 The next day when I arrived at Pleasant Hill, 
Gus was in the shed working on the riding mower.
 “Good morning,” I said.
 “Mornin’, Jake,” he replied.
 “So, what’s on the agenda for today, Gus?” I 
asked.
 “Well, we got a funeral at four tomorrow, so 
we need to get diggin’, and then put fifty chairs out 
for all the guests.  Go grab the shovels and picks, and 
take ‘em to plot fifty-two, on the other side of the 
hill passed the elm.  I’ll meet you over there with the 
backhoe in fifteen minutes.”
 By the time Gus had arrived, I had already 
outlined the grave and began digging.  He didn’t 
bring the backhoe. He just picked up a shovel, stuck 
the tip into the ground and watched me work.  I 
stopped to wipe the sweat from my brow and looked 
at him.
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 “Are you planning on helping me, Gus?” I 
asked.
 He continued to stare at me for a brief moment 
before finally speaking.
 “Ya know, I’ve been doing this for fifty years 
now, and it’s never bothered me,” he said.  “I know 
that I’m tied to this place, and it to me, but damn if 
it ain’t something to go and spend fifty years in the 
same graveyard.”  
 “I don’t believe that you have to be tied to a 
place like this, Gus,” I said.  “You should take the 
opportunity to go and explore the world with the 
time that you’ve been given.” 
 “Yeah, I know.  But I’ve convinced myself that 
I saw my share of the world durin’ Vietnam.  I know 
it’s a scary place out there.  And I’d rather not leave 
them.”
 “Leave who?” I asked.
 Gus led me back up the hill, next to the elm 
tree.  The morning sun was just creeping up over the 
horizon and tombstones bled their shadows across 
the grass.  We stopped in front of two headstones on 
the other side of the elm tree that we were standing at 
yesterday.  
 “Look,” Gus said.
 I read the headstones:

Eugene Henderson
1919-1956

 And: 
Meredith Henderson

1921- 1977
 “My folks,” Gus sighed.
 A wave of melancholia rushed over me.  “I’m 
sorry, Gus,” I said softly.
 “My father died young,” he told me.  “He had 
himself a heart attack while he was at work.  And 
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after he passed, I had to support my mother.  So 
I started working here because the caretaker was 
gettin’ old and needed the help.”
 I fell silent.
 “There’s more,” he said.  “Come with me.”
 We visited several other graves after the two 
next to the elm.  One was of his best friend, John 
Flannery, who was killed in Vietnam.  Another was 
Alison Weaver, an old girlfriend from high school 
who died last December. 
 “No matter where ya go, Jake,” Gus assured 
me, “you can never forget where ya came from.  If ya 
want to get away and get out into the world, feel free, 
but don’t ever forget where ya started off.  I never 
left this place because the people who made me who 
I am are resting here, and I continue to look after 
them and everyone else who’s buried here because I 
appreciate everything that they’ve done fer me.  And 
I’ll continue to do so until the day I join ‘em.”
  Gus glanced at his watch and his eyes grew 
wide.  “Ah, Hell,” he exclaimed.  “It looks like we 
gotta save this sentimental shit fer another time.  That 
stiff will be here in a couple of hours.  We gotta get 
diggin’, Jake.”
 As Gus and I watched the pallbearers take 
Mrs. Duffy’s coffin out of the hearse and slide it 
onto the harnessing, we remained silent.  The heavy 
hardwood box sank a bit before coming to rest and 
the priest took his position in front of the coffin.
 “Jake,” Gus said.  “Did you remember to fasten 
the harnesses to the crank this time?”  I shot Gus a 
look of fear.  “I thought you were going to do that.” 
Then we heard the harness snap, and Mrs. Duffy was 
on her way. 
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Elissa Arms

the Dog mARkeD fox

 The memories didn’t often come to him, unless 
he was handling raw meat or he heard dogs barking. 
Even when they did appear, they played out in his 
head like dreams, foggy and half-true. When he was 
asleep, having nightmares, the experience became 
vivid. Over the past few years, he’d managed to get 
his subconscious under some form of control, but 
each time the nightmare reoccurred it was feverishly 
more intense than it had been the last time.
 “We dream every night, Roane,” Dr. Harmer 
told him. “Sometimes we just can’t recall them in the 
morning.”
 “I’ve had dreamless nights,” Roane thought.  
“Nights that were dead and empty.”
 Today, like most winter days, the valley was a 
gray void. The mountains curved over him below the 
thick clouds and he relaxed, enjoying their protection. 
A snowstorm had recently passed, coating the grass in 
slick layers. He was sure-footed and glad for his new 
coat; it was a long, woolen gentleman’s duster. As a 
bonus, it easily covered the shoulder holster he wore 
during his hikes around the cabin. 
 He was still surprised he had been allowed 
to own a gun. One day he’d overheard the town’s 
two sheriffs in Lou’s Diner talking about how hard it 
was to actually be cleared for it. The questions about 
childhood were the most trouble; an individual raised 
in poverty was almost guaranteed a blank refusal. 
And here, Roane, who’d only lied moderately on his 
application, held a weapon. He looked past the fact 
that he really didn’t have the right license to carry it 
around.
 A rustle whispered from the pines. Sometimes 
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he met animals that wandered away from the woods. 
He liked the forest brood, especially rabbits and foxes. 
He believed he had been born with a fox’s spirit. A 
stupid nurse had once asked him about wolves. The 
old scars on his face itched just thinking about it, but 
his fingers wouldn’t pass his lips. 
 Dr. Harmer peered over his chained glasses and 
asked again, gently. “Why was it that the Cerberus 
attacked you, a little boy?”
 “I don’t know. It could have been a whim. It 
could have been confused, maybe mistaken. But now,” he 
faltered. “I’m branded. Marked for life. I have a disease. 
The Inukami will hunt me forever.”
 That time in his life was coming to an end. At 
least Dr. Harmer had been kind. He never accused 
Roane of lies or mixing up his mythology.
 His color blanched as Dr. Reisley shoved the manila 
folder under his nose. “Look here! You did it to yourself! 
We have undeniable proof! That’s your face, and your 
hands. Your own skin was under your fingernails!” Dr. 
Harmer sat in the corner, refusing eye contact.
 He licked the line of his mouth.
 Their arrow shot through his heart. They wanted 
him to bleed tears. But Roane sat, staring at their faces, 
hearing snarls.
 Tracing the vein in his neck, he walked on, 
nervous. He thought about the evidence and felt sick. 
They had been right. At twenty-five, he had to face 
this.
 But those dreams…  
  The Cerberus’ three sets of eyes flashing, 
the smell of blood and dog spit, the hooked jaws 
clamping shut over his face were more real to him 
than those papers. 
 He heard a noise he knew too well: a dog 
feasting. He was less than ten feet from a wolf and the 
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carcass of a cat it was eating.
 Sad looking, really. The wolves in the area were 
a failing breed.  Game was hard to come by, they’d 
taken to attacking farm animals and scavenging road 
kill. Local huntsmen had even been picking them off. 
This beast’s meal looked like it had already been dead 
for a few days. To top that, the wolf was old; its fur 
was mangy and in tangles.
 Roane’s feet faltered in the snow before he 
reached behind his neck and pulled out the 9mm. 
The wolf’s head was bowed, but he could see its dirty 
maw picking. He was surprised at the absence of 
hatred; usually, when he saw any canine, his insides 
twisted with primal rage and revenge. This beast 
looked sick and wan, and though he did not feel pity, 
he had no desire to cause it any pain.
 The wolf looked up, showing its blank stare. 
Suddenly, its pelt smoothed over, glossed black, 
beautiful. Muscles stretched around its body from its 
skin, pulsing. Two extra heads sprouted from its now 
sinewy neck, each adorned with a set of sparkling, 
wet fangs. It took a step toward him, two mouths 
grinning madly, the third open wide.
 Again, he struggled with his footing. 
He’d been tricked. Everything, all the years of 
expensive, life-consuming therapy, all those doctors, 
psychiatrists, psychologists, psycho-anythings were 
wrong. The Cerberus was back.  It sensed the sickness 
growing in his mind when he stopped believing the 
dreams, no the reality, of its existence.
 The beast curled back on its haunches and 
returned to the carcass. Roane blinked and, when he 
opened his eyes, saw again only a wolf, sick and 
hungry.  
 He shot it in the face, three times.
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Colleen Hofmann

the City thAt SleepS with 
the fiSheS

hustling, boisterous commuters blur
finger-smudged camera lenses
murky rain puddles line curbs
splashing unsuspecting pedestrians

finger-smudged camera lenses
cars swim down the passing lane
splashing unsuspecting pedestrians
bowing down for a sweet swan song

cars swim down the passing lane
backstroke, breaststroke, freestyle, butterfly
bowing down for a sweet swan song
bursts of laughter erupt from within

backstroke, breaststroke, freestyle, butterfly
asphyxiated Mother of Exiles
bursts of laughter erupt from within
cruising and schmoozing in my super yacht

extinguished golden flame of Exiles
chemically marinated catfish navigate
cruising and schmoozing in my super yacht
submerged buildings can’t scrape the sky 

chemically marinated catfish navigate
murky rain puddles choke curbs
submerged buildings can’t scrape the sky
hustling boisterous commuters vanish
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In the café down the new Main Street,
under cover of coffee and gray moon,
you told me you don’t love me, and
I swung blindly at snowflakes in the living room.

Under cover of coffee and gray moon,
we couldn’t hear the orchestra, so
I swung blindly at the snowflakes, whispering,
“Everything that matters to me, matters in this world.”

We never heard the orchestra, losing promises
I catch like snowflakes in a tall glass of milk.
“Everything that matters to me, matters in this world,”
I tell the suspects in the caution-tape house.

Catching snowflakes in a tall glass of milk,
three figures, like wise men, apologized to me, and
I point at the suspects pasting walls with caution-tape.
“Why don’t you ask them to escape to the beginning?”

Three wise men apologized to me,
while I sat drinking a glass of snowflakes.
Why don’t you escape to the beginning?
Because I cannot make it snow skywards.

I sat drinking a glass of snowflakes as
you told me you don’t love me,
Because I cannot make it snow skywards
in the café down the new Main Street.

giRl’S pRiSon
Brian T. Robinson
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Arielle Faust

i’m not DeAD

 It had happened five days before.  I sat in my 
room, a crack of morning sunlight coming through 
my grimy window.  My uniform was laid out on 
my bed and I was applying the appropriate make-
up, studying my face in my cracked mirror.  Black 
eyeliner, black mascara, and dark red lipstick.  Why 
dark red?  To cover the almost healed split in my 
bottom lip.  For what reason?  The same reason I 
parted my hair to the side, causing the bangs to 
conceal the yellowing bruise on the side of my face.
 I got those the same night Frank died.  The 
same day I got my tattoo.  The same tattoo that was 
still aching that Friday morning.  I’d have to ice it 
after the service.  Not that I’d be shedding many tears 
over the bastard’s body.  He hit my mom, he hit my 
brother, he hit me.  Basically, he was an abusive fuck 
with anger problems.  Why Mom married him, I’ll 
never know, but it doesn’t matter too much now.  He 
was dead and we were free.  Maybe Jason would 
come back.
 Frank was the reason my brother left.  Jason 
and my stepfather got into an argument; I can’t 
remember what it was about, but Frank hit Jason, and 
my brother fought back.  Well, Frank got pissed that 
Jason would dare stand up to him in his house (even 
though it was Mom’s house, Frank moved in with us).  
Despite my mom’s screams of protest, my stepfather 
kicked my brother out—at gun point.
 The last time I saw Jason, he was striding past 
my window, the streetlight glowing on his proud 
form as he left us.  What I remember most about 
that brief glimpse was that his shirt sleeve was torn, 



100 Shoofly

revealing the tattoo on his bicep.  I had always loved 
that tattoo.  It was a pistol with a rose vine wrapped 
around it.  The vine had only one bloom, and that red 
rose was wilting, hanging from the barrel with two 
petals dripping from it like tears.
 That was the night I knew things had to 
change.  Jason was my rock, the only stability in 
our fucked–up house; he was the only one who 
understood me.  Mom, no matter how much I tried 
to get close to, always denied me the gentleness of a 
true mother.  I was either too abrasive in appearance, 
or not a good enough student to merit affection.  Of 
course, these weren’t her views, they were Frank’s.  
The day I had come home with an eyebrow piercing, 
she hadn’t seemed bothered, not until Frank came 
home and exploded.  I was able to keep it, but I 
only did for two days.  I couldn’t stand how Mom 
wouldn’t look at me after Frank’s outburst.  If he 
didn’t approve, she couldn’t either.
  Jason had been disappointed when I let the 
piercing close, but he never said anything.  Instead, 
he had taken me to see a stupid movie so we could 
laugh off our situation.  After all, you have to escape a 
cage sometimes, for sanity’s sake.  Three nights later, 
Jason came home with his tattoo and ended up in 
the emergency room with a broken wrist.  Mom told 
the ER people he had tripped on the basement steps.  
I believed her story even less than they did.  I had 
heard Frank throw him against the wall; I had heard 
the bones snap.  Jason kept his tattoo.  It’s not like we 
could afford to have him remove it.  Almost two years 
later, to the day, Frank threw him out and I began to 
spin my web.
 I wasn’t stupid, I knew that whatever I was 
going to do had to be an accident.  Not look like an 
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accident, but be an accident.  Some terrible mistake 
had to happen as I defended myself against him.  
That meant I’d have to learn how to defend myself.  
The very next day, I signed up for the self-defense 
program at school.  I never told Frank or Mom why I 
was staying after at school more often.  They probably 
assumed I had detention.  More than likely, I was 
getting into fights.  That would explain the bruises.  
Well, the bruises that I didn’t get from Frank.  Now 
that Jason was gone, he needed a different punching 
bag, and since he knew Mom would only take so 
much (there was still some fight left in her), he turned 
on me.
 Some might wonder why I didn’t defend 
myself then.  When he was taking out his bad work 
day on me, why didn’t I fight back?  Because he 
wasn’t angry enough.  What kind of accident could 
happen to him when all he was doing was giving 
me a shiner because my music was too loud?  No, I 
had to wait until it was life or death; I had to wait for 
when survival really did depend on killing him.  The 
time would come when I felt ready; and I prayed to 
God that, when the time came, that I’d be able to do 
it.  The problem was, I didn’t know what would piss 
him off enough that he’d want to kill me.  I knew 
what would make him put me in the emergency room 
or what would irritate him enough to beat me bloody, 
but what would cause him to fly off the handle so 
completely that he’d commit murder?
 One night as I was tossing and turning, trying 
to sleep as they had sex in the next room, when the 
answer came to me.  The very next day—five days 
before the morning where I sat at my mirror—I 
gathered all my money together and took the bus 
downtown.  Once I got there, I found the tattoo parlor 
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my brother had gone to, my eyes skimming the walls 
as I sucked on my cigarette, looking for the one I 
wanted.  I pointed it out to the artist once I found it.
 He took me into the back, sat me in the chair, 
and asked if I was scared.  I was.  I was scared 
shitless, but not over the tattoo.  I didn’t let it show, 
nor did I tell him.  Instead, I grinned around the 
cigarette and told him I was changing.  It took two 
hours for my change to take place, two painful hours 
where I sat dreading what would happen when I got 
home.  When he was finished, the artist let me see it 
in his mirror.  It was beautiful, and as expensive as 
any beautiful art will be.  I barely had any cash left 
for the bus ride home.  Hopefully, I’d survive the 
night.  I wanted Jason to see my tattoo, find out if he 
approved. 
 I didn’t go on the bus at first.  I sat in a dingy 
diner until they kicked me out for not ordering 
anything.  I got some time to think about what I 
was doing.  Was it really homicidal?  At that time, it 
felt suicidal, like playing Russian roulette with five 
bullets instead of one.  The question that haunted 
me on the ride home was; would I get the empty 
chamber?
 It was dark when I finally got home.  His car 
wasn’t parked out front.  That meant he was out 
drinking, which meant his temper would be worse by 
the time he got home.  Mom was home, but she was 
asleep on the couch.  She probably was having one 
of her migraines.  She was having them a lot more 
since Jason was gone.  I went into my room and got 
changed into my tank-top pajamas.  When he saw me, 
I wasn’t giving him a chance to miss the artwork on 
my bicep. 
 Several hours went by before I heard the front 



103Shoofly

door slam and his stumbling footsteps.  I knew my 
cue when I heard it.  I didn’t hesitate; refused to, in 
fact.  I opened my door and strode out to the kitchen, 
determined to walk right by him on my way to the 
freezer.  I wasn’t given a choice.  I couldn’t help but 
walk by him; he was sitting at the table, a beer in front 
of him.  He was quiet as I walked by, but it was an 
angry silence.  My mere presence was enough to tick 
him off.  Swallowing, I opened the freezer, grabbing a 
handful of ice.  My tattoo was throbbing at this point, 
making the ice a necessity.  “What’s that on your 
arm?” his gruff question startled me into dropping 
the ice.  It clattered, shattering on the linoleum.
 The chair behind me was shoved violently 
backward.  I didn’t turn, I was paralyzed with fear.  
The next moment he had whirled me around, my 
wrist pinched in his grasp.  I could smell the booze on 
his breath.  “A tattoo,” he spat, the edge of his words 
slurred.  He pushed me aside, my head cracking 
against the corner of the open freezer door.  The room 
spun a moment and I almost fell, which would’ve 
meant the end.  He would’ve beaten me bloody, put 
me in the hospital and been done with it.
 Regaining my balance, I took a punch to my 
mouth before beginning the end of it.  While blood 
flowed from my split lip, he wound back for another 
hit.  It never reached me.  I ducked behind the freezer 
door, grabbing it to keep it steady for his fist.  His 
knuckles connected with a harsh crunch, making him 
howl.  In that instant, his eyes blazed with wrath.  I 
was fighting back, challenging his brute authority.  
I didn’t give him much time to ponder the idea.  
Sending the freezer door swinging into his face, I 
side-stepped around him until my back was to a door.
 “Cunt!” he screamed, snapping the freezer 
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door off its rusted hinges.  I ducked when he threw it 
at me, the heavy steel square making a splintered dent 
in the wood behind my head.  What happened next 
happened fast.  Frank rushed me, all 250 pounds of 
him bent on killing the one who dared to contest his 
supremacy.  I almost went with my plan and stepped 
aside, letting him hit the door and hoping it spilled 
him into the basement.  Yet, the instant he lunged 
at me, I knew it wouldn’t work.  If I left this up to 
chance, it wouldn’t end.  I had to make my accident 
happen.
 I’m not completely sure how I did it and lived.  
I held my ground, twisting the knob behind me and 
bracing my shoulder, heaving upward when he 
struck.  A lighter man would have easily flipped over 
my back, and Frank would have done the same if I 
had been able to position myself low enough.  Instead, 
he barreled into me, upsetting my balance and almost 
throwing me into the swallowing darkness below.  I 
was lucky enough to grab the banister, holding on 
with the strength of a drowning swimmer clutching at 
a lifeline.  Frank was lucky enough to trip on the first 
step before crashing to the bottom.  Why lucky?  If he 
had tripped further down, his neck probably wouldn’t 
have snapped and he would have died of internal 
bleeding instead.
 I hadn’t been able to move after the last crunch 
resounded in the blackness.  I had stood there, heart 
racing, waiting for him to come back up.  I waited for 
the sound of broken limbs being dragged up those 
steep wooden steps, for his slurred rage to echo back 
to me.  It was silent.  I couldn’t see past the glow of 
the kitchen, but I knew he was down there, a heap of 
twisted flesh and bone. 
 I can barely remember the rest of the night.  I 
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tried to wake up Mom, but she had taken sleeping 
pills to fight off her migraine.  I called the ambulance, 
letting all my emotion out over the line.  They 
probably thought I was crying from fear or worry, but 
my tears were triumphant ones.  After all, I had ended 
it.  We were free.  The police were called in, of course, 
but only because it was regulation.  I was questioned, 
and then released.  They only had to see my split lip 
to know I had been the true victim.  I told them the 
basement door had been knocked open by the freezer 
door, that I had lunged out of the way when he had 
charged at me.  It was simple and made sense, so they 
believed me; that and the fact that when Frank’s body 
was examined they found that he had enough alcohol 
in him to merit loss of most motor-function control. 
 Mom was in complete shock when they told 
her he was dead, and I think she still was the Friday 
we buried him.  That morning, sitting in front of 
my cracked mirror, I gazed at my tattoo, marveling 
at how precise the artist had been.  My tattoo could 
almost be the twin to my brother’s.  There was only 
one change I had requested.  While the rose wilted 
on the barrel of his pistol, the vines of mine twined 
around the hammer, cocking it back with the full, red 
bloom resting on the chambers. 
 Shrugging on the black dress I was required 
to wear, I wondered if Jason would be there.  If he 
wasn’t, I’d wait for the change of seasons to see if 
he’d be back again.  As I waited, I’d remember that 
I’d always be able to find him.  His memory would 
always be floating beneath the ink on my tattoo.  After 
all, like the rays of summer gold filtering through the 
grime of my window, he was a crack of sunlight in 
my dim world.
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Jennifer Hartman

the Room SmelleD

Like latex 
and cherry 
menthol drops, 
Marlboro reds in 
filled ashtrays,
damp skin, 
thick sweat, 
and Polo 
Double Black, 
bleached sheets,
stale air, and 
warm Guiness.  

Unspoken 
goodbyes and 
hanging regret. 
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Dawn Santos

Repent

Repent, Sinner
He told me to “Repent, Sinner!”
And I smiled at him 
He sits so high on his pedestal
Passing his unjustified judgments
I watch his gray eyes as he scans the crowds
Unwelcoming faces 
Scattered students scurry past him
A tinge of sympathy crawls up my spine
He thinks I’m wrong for living my life
I could weep for him
For his sadness, for his unfulfilling hatred
His God tells him that I need to repent
I need to repent
His interpretation, his bible-thumping lies
His life outlined in a tiny box
His ridged bottom line
He told me to “Repent, Sinner!” 
And I smiled, because I knew later he would cry
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Evan Raab

powDeR

She opens a compact
and pours pearl white powder
onto skin’s blemished color,
stretching like pulled rubber,
drying off dust.
In a straight white line,
she powders her nose after wiping a dry rag
over dust on a mirror.
She sneezes into both palms,
bones shedding dust
under pale, powdered skin.
Then stretches fingers over eyes
and what she has in both
isn’t dust, but powder
adding its own water.
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Gabbi Novia

miD-SummeR DAyS

I sat by the fire hydrant that day. It was hot—really 
hot. It was like, fry-your-eggs-on-the-sidewalk hot. 
I was sweating profusely. I was sticky with sun’s 
warmth on my brow. My sneakers felt like they were 
glued to the pavement. My lungs felt like they were 
breathing in fire. It was unpleasant. I wanted to go 
play with the other neighborhood kids in the crazy 
sprinkler Lana got for her birthday. It was blue, 
orange, and expensive.
 I wasn’t invited.
 Shadows. Two grown-ups walked by, stopped 
and stared at my wilted, sweaty form. They were ugly, 
their large faces distorted in the waves of sizzling 
summer heat. They asked me for the time. I checked 
my watch. Slowly. I said it was 2:30. 

 They nodded. They waved. They left.

 I lied.
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Steven Walker

mASteR of fReAkS

 The sound of breaking glass woke Tommy from 
a dead sleep.  He sat up in his bed and felt the cool, 
autumn breeze hit him in the face.  His blanket was 
covered with shards of windowpane, which sparkled 
from the reflection of the street lamp outside.  He 
carefully crawled out from under his covers, and 
when his feet touched the floor, he tripped over a 
fist-sized rock beside his bed.  He held his hands out 
in front of him to break his fall, and when he made 
contact with the rug, pain shot into his right hand. The 
edge of a sharp, jagged piece of glass sliced through 
the skin and meat of his hand.  He turned his palm up 
to examine it and saw a half-dozen tributaries of blood 
along his forearm until they dripped off his elbow and 
onto the floor.
 Tommy recognized the voices that drifted into 
his room from the street.  The wind carried hatred 
tonight.
 “You’re gonna die, Tommy!”  That was Luther 
Winan.
 “We’re gonna get you tomorrow, Tommy!”  
said Mark Rutherford, Luther’s shadow.  
 Tommy didn’t have to look outside to know 
that Frank and Billy Myers were there too.  He hated 
them all. He took a deep breath and pulled a piece 
of glass out of his hand.  Tommy grabbed a sock that 
hung over the back of his chair to wrap his wound 
and stop the blood flow.
 As the gang’s laughter faded away, Tommy 
heard his parents coming down the hall toward his 
room.  He feared them as much as the boys outside.  
They would find a way to blame him for this.  He 
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would have to pay for a new window.  He would get 
grounded and maybe even beaten by his father just 
because he knew who threw the rock and that made it 
his fault.  Tommy could hear his mother complaining 
about the bloodstains on the rug and on the sock.  
Tommy didn’t want to admit it, but he hated them 
too.
 It wasn’t too bad tonight; Tommy’s father 
only hit him once.  It was a closed fist to the jaw 
that sent him backwards and into the far wall of the 
room. Tommy saw stars and lost his senses for a 
moment but kept his feet.  He didn’t cry out and was 
determined to defend himself if another offense came 
his way. For the first time, he was ready to strike back 
and felt confident enough to win against his father.  
His mother stopped her husband from continuing 
to attack because Tommy was getting blood all over 
the place.  She was a neat-freak and Tommy’s father 
didn’t feel like listening to her complain about the 
mess all night.
 “I hope you’re cut really good!  Your freakin’ 
friends are always causing trouble around here!  
Clean this freakin’ mess up right now!”  Tommy’s 
father exhausted his lungs, walked out, and slammed 
the door.
 Tommy spent the next hour cleaning his room; 
he could hear his parents arguing through the wall.  
Unable to get all the tiny pieces of glass out of his 
blanket, he tossed it on the floor.  When it finally 
quieted down, he tried to fall back to sleep.  But the 
breeze was cold, and the rain began to pour in on 
him.  In a few hours, he would have to deal with the 
four bullies who had picked on him every day since 
the beginning of the school year.  He finally drifted 
off to sleep just before his alarm clock announced the 
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arrival of morning.
 “Oh God, not already,” Tommy grumbled as 
he rolled over and hit the snooze button on the clock 
radio.  Nine minutes seemed like nine seconds to him, 
but once again the alarm beckoned Tommy to rise.  
This time he struggled to stand up and turn the alarm 
off.  He dressed and walked to the bathroom where 
he poured peroxide over his right hand and wrapped 
it in gauze.  When he went downstairs, his parents 
had already left for work.  Breakfast was an apple 
cinnamon Pop–Tart.
 The previous night’s rain cleared the sky and 
now the sun filled the air with the warmth of an 
Indian summer.  The walk to school would have been 
a pleasant one if Tommy did not have to watch out 
for waiting adversaries.  His stomach began to churn 
as he envisioned having to fight his way out of a 
predicament.
 After two months of torment from the four 
bullies, Tommy knew where they would be waiting 
and took a long, roundabout way to school in order to 
avoid them.  He made his way to his locker without 
interference and proceeded to his first class.  The 
morning passed without an incident until lunchtime.  
Tommy was carrying his tray to a table when he came 
face-to-face with Billy Myers.
 “Hey narc, where do you think you’re going?” 
Billy asked, as his fist came crashing down into the 
middle of Tommy’s tray, sending it sprawling to the 
floor.
 Tommy saw red.  He grabbed Billy by the 
throat and slammed him against the wall.
 “I ain’t no narc.  If you got a problem with me, 
let’s do it now while all your buddies ain’t with you.  
I’ll take any one of you if it’s one-on-one.”
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 Billy cringed with fear.  He didn’t expect this 
attitude from Tommy; he never dealt with Tommy 
without his friends to back him up.
 Tommy slammed him against the wall again.  
“You ain’t so tough without your friends behind you.  
I should bust your face open right now!”
 “It’s cool,” Billy said, as he threw his hands 
into the air.  “I got no problem with you.”
 “Pass the word along to your buddies.  I’m not 
taking any crap from you anymore.”
 Tommy used his open left hand to slap Billy 
across the face and then walked away.  He felt great 
finally standing up to one of the gang.  It had been a 
long time since he had felt good about himself, and 
the rest of the afternoon flew by like a breeze.  He 
thought that by now, his message had been delivered 
to the rest of the gang and that his troubles were over. 
 But as he exited through the front doors, 
Luther and Mark grabbed him by each arm while 
Billy delivered free punches to his stomach.  Tommy 
tried to double over, but he was held tightly.  Billy 
was getting ready to start swinging again.
 “This is what you get for putting my brother 
away,” Luther told him.  On his other arm, Mark was 
laughing like a lunatic.
 “Your brother raped and murdered my sister!” 
Tommy shot back through gritted teeth.  “He should 
have been killed!”
 “Who’s tough now?” Billy asked as his right 
hand moved back in a fist.
 “Not you!” Tommy shouted while he brought 
his feet up high enough to kick Billy square in the face 
with both heels.  Billy flew backwards and let out a 
yelp.  His nose started to pour blood onto his shirt; he 
attempted to pinch it shut to hold back the flow.  At 
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first Billy seemed startled.  He didn’t expect to receive 
a single blow since his friends were with him.  Then, 
he almost looked like he was going to cry.
 The unexpected shift in Tommy’s body weight 
allowed him to wriggle free from his captors.  He 
bolted forward and knocked Billy to the ground in 
his escape.  He ran through the crowd of children 
that were gathering to board their buses.  When he 
reached the open field in front of the school, he looked 
back and, to his dismay, saw that Luther and Mark 
were in pursuit.
 When Tommy got to the far-end of the field, he 
darted down a dirt path that weaved through a small 
patch of woods and emptied into an alley one block 
south of Main Street.  He thought he would be safe in 
town once he was among the public.  As soon as his 
feet hit blacktop, Tommy noticed a crowd of people 
gathering about a block away on a small side street.  
He didn’t take time to wonder why they were there.  
He just wanted to get into the crowd of people where 
he thought it might be safe.  He didn’t see Luther or 
Mark through the trees, but he knew they would still 
be chasing him.
 “You’re a dead man!”
 Tommy heard the unmistakable voice of Billy’s 
older brother, Frank.  He was pedaling his bicycle 
furiously toward him.  Tommy took off running again.  
He headed toward the crowd of people but knew he 
would never be able to outrun Frank on his bike, so 
he ducked under the first taped-off border of what 
appeared to be a traveling circus.
 It struck him as odd that a circus was in town 
without his knowledge.  He couldn’t remember seeing 
any signs or posters to announce their arrival, but he 
was not going to look a gift horse in the mouth.  He 
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looked back and saw Luther and Mark emerging from 
the woods.  Frank stopped to meet them.  Tommy saw 
them exchange words momentarily and then all three 
came in his direction as fast as they could.
 The sound of an old-fashioned steam organ 
was amplified through a strategically placed speaker 
system and filled the area with familiar carnival 
tunes.  It was still early, but there was enough of a 
crowd to stifle Tommy’s pace to a fast walk as he 
passed rows of wooden booths which housed games 
of chance, balloons, and spinning wheels.
 Tommy made a right at the first intersection 
and headed down a row filled with stands that sold 
Italian water ice, funnel cake, cotton candy and 
chicken barbecue sandwiches.  He turned around 
and saw Luther in the crowd behind him, so he cut 
between two booths and tried to lose himself among 
the people who were filling the main runway.  His 
path led him to a big, colorful tent where a circus 
extravaganza would be held twice each night for the 
next three days.
 One voice could be heard above the rising 
din that surrounded the runway.  It was strong and 
confident yet soothing despite its volume.  Tommy 
imagined that it belonged to a vigorous and healthy 
man who was no older than forty.  What he saw took 
him by surprise.  On the side of the runway, a crowd 
began to grow in front of a heckler who stood on 
top of a wooden crate to accommodate for his small 
stature.
 “Come one, come all!  Step inside and see 
things that will astound you,” the heckler called 
out to the crowd.  He was a weathered old man and 
thin as a rail.  His attire consisted of a bright purple, 
glittered top hat, which was broader at the top than at 
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the brim.
 “Only two dollars buys a ticket to the 
unbelievable world of freaks and oddities.”  He 
continued his pitch to the crowd.  As he spoke, he 
waved his arms in the air.  In his right hand, he held 
a wooden stick that was carved in the shape of a 
serpent.  His legs seemed like two springs that made 
him dance as he talked.
 “Inside this tent are sights that will boggle 
your mind and torment your soul.  For only two 
dollars you can experience living spectacles that have 
defied nature and have become atrocities even the 
wildest imagination could not invent.”
 He wore a matching purple glittered tuxedo, 
complete with tails, which covered a bright pink shirt 
with ruffles down the length of the button line.  Fat 
stripes of alternating pink and purple traveled from 
his narrow waist and grew wide where they covered 
a pair of black alligator boots that shined with such 
brilliance that they mirrored a reflection of the crowd.
 “This is not for the faint of heart, ladies and 
gentlemen.  But if you have a strong stomach and two 
dollars, you can behold the rarest forms of humanity 
and deformity on the planet.  Step up to get your 
tickets right away!”
 Tommy watched as a young couple bought 
two tickets and then disappeared through a flap in the 
tent.  The woman was protesting the adventure the 
entire time, but soon they were inside.
 “Probably a bunch of wax dummies and 
robots,” Tommy thought to himself.  Most of the 
people in the crowd must have been thinking the 
same thing because they began to disperse as soon as 
the odd man in the top hat stopped his heckling.
 “There he is!”
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 The sound of Luther’s voice made Tommy 
turn around to see his four enemies closing in on him.  
There was no place left to run.
 “Why not come inside, Tommy?”
 Tommy turned back around and saw the 
heckler sitting on his crate with his legs crossed.  “Go 
ahead.  I know that you’ll just love it.”  The odd man 
smiled from ear to ear, but the expression seemed far 
from warm and comforting.
 “How do you know my—”
 “Not much time for that right now, is there, 
Tommy?”  
 Tommy began to step toward the tent, but the 
man in the top hat lowered his serpent stick in front of 
Tommy’s chest.
 “That’ll be two dollars, young man.”
 Tommy dug through his pockets searching 
for some money.  He could almost feel Luther and 
his gang’s hot breath on the back of his neck as he 
furiously counted out his loose change.  He began to 
hand it over as he counted in his head.  Six quarters, 
three dimes, two nickels.
 Luther finally caught up and hit Tommy hard 
on the side of his face.  The blow took him by surprise 
and sent him to the ground.  When he stood up, 
Luther, Mark, Billy and Frank had formed a semi-
circle around him.
 “Now you’re gonna get what’s coming to you,” 
Luther told him.
 “One moment gentlemen, and I use that word 
loosely,” the man in purple glitter chimed in as he 
hopped down from his crate and pointed his stick at 
Luther.  “I’m afraid I won’t be able to allow you to 
bother my customers.”
 Although he walked with such confidence and 
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arrogance, it was hard to believe that someone so frail 
and comical could be intimidating.  Somehow, he was 
able to pull it off.
 “You are a paying customer, aren’t you 
Tommy?”
 Tommy reached in both his pockets again and 
pulled out his empty hands.  “I’m afraid I don’t have 
anymore money.”
 “My apologies then gentlemen,” the heckler 
said to the others.  “I didn’t mean to interfere with 
your after-school activities.  Carry on.”
 Tommy couldn’t believe the man was just 
going to walk away and leave him there.  His eyes 
scanned the area in search of a weapon or an escape.  
Something shiny on the ground caught his eye.  
He bent over to find a dime lying there next to a 
discarded piece of gum.
 “Wait!” Tommy hollered as he flipped the coin 
toward the heckler.  The man removed his top hat and 
let the dime fall inside.
 “Very good,” he said to himself with a half 
smile. “Very good, indeed.”
 The other boys had lost their patience by now 
and began closing in around Tommy once more.  The 
heckler pulled Tommy back and stepped between him 
and the other four.
 “Get outta the way old man!”
 Without a trace of fear, the heckler simply 
waved his stick in front of them like it was a magic 
wand.  “It’s time for us to go now,” he said with a 
quiet, soothing tone in his voice.
 “It’s time for us to go now,” they all repeated in 
unison.  
 “I won’t remember this,” he said to them, and 
again they repeated his words together while staring 
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straight into his eyes.  Then all four of them just 
turned and walked away.
 “Amazing!” Tommy exclaimed.  “It’s like you 
put them under your spell.  What are you, some kind 
of wizard?”
 “No magic here, Tommy.  Just simple 
hypnotism.  They’ll hate you as much tomorrow.”
 “Well, whatever it is, thanks.  I guess I better 
get going myself,” Tommy said.
 “You can’t leave yet,” the magic man protested.  
“You’ve paid for your ticket and you haven’t even 
seen the show.”
 “You’ve done enough for me already.  I think 
it would be better if I just went home now,” Tommy 
said as he turned to walk away.  He was a bit wary of 
the odd man.  
 “I insist.”
 Tommy almost wanted to start running, but 
then he remembered that the stranger somehow knew 
his name.  He turned around, but there was no sign 
of him anywhere.  Tommy noticed that the flap to 
enter the tent was now wide open.  His curiosity was 
beginning to get the best of him.  He thought that it 
wouldn’t hurt to just peek inside.  After all, he did 
pay for a ticket.
 At first, it was pitch black inside, but after a 
minute his eyes adjusted to the darkness and Tommy 
began to gaze upon sights that would change him 
forever.  He stepped into the dimly lit tent and looked 
into the rows of cages while the aroma of wet hay 
filled his nostrils.
 It was a human zoo, but these barred and 
shackled creatures were far from human.  To his left, 
Tommy saw a man with more hair on his back than 
he had on his head.  He was short but bulging with 
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muscles in places where Tommy never knew muscles 
existed.  His body was covered with thick, curly black 
hair, which contrasted against his pale white skin.
 The man stared into Tommy’s eyes with 
undivided attention, making the boy step back 
apprehensively, despite the steel bars that separated 
them.  Then the hairy man reached down into a 
basket and pulled out a six-foot boa constrictor.  
Without hesitation, the man inserted the snake’s head 
into his open mouth.  He fed the length of its scaly 
body down his throat until, finally, the entire serpent 
disappeared inside of him.  Less than a minute later, 
the man grunted and squatted with his ass pointing in 
Tommy’s direction.  Unbelievably, the snake crawled 
out of the man’s shorts, and the man scooped it up 
and returned it to its basket.
 “Quite disturbing, isn’t it?” 
 Tommy twisted toward the sound of the voice.  
He thought that he saw movement in the shadows, 
but it was too dark to tell if his mind was just playing 
tricks on him.
 “The snake has many names Tommy,” the 
voice said.  This time it came from farther to the right.  
Tommy turned to face the sound and squinted in a 
futile attempt to see whom it belonged to.  It was 
extremely guttural and in a tone lower than what 
seemed humanly possible.  Tommy began to panic as 
he envisioned one of the freaks breaking loose from its 
shackles and devouring him.
 “One of its names is Pride.”  From the direction 
of the voice, it was obvious that Tommy was being 
circled.  For a brief second, a glimmer of reflected light 
revealed a pair of eyes.  Tommy thought they may 
have belonged to the heckler in the purple 
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penguin suit, but a second glance showed nothing but 
darkness.
 “Another name it goes by is Crow.”
 Whoever was lurking in the shadows now 
completed one full circle around Tommy.
 “Who said that?  Who’s there?”
 “Would you like to know the man’s name?” the 
moving voice asked.
 Tommy was petrified.  He sensed that whoever 
or whatever was circling him had now become still.  
He took a deep breath and braced himself as he 
waited for his predator to pounce from the darkness.  
 “His name is…”
 Tommy kept his eyes alert in the direction of 
the voice.  Its owner finally stepped forward enough 
to be seen.
 “You.”
 Tommy recognized the figure of the heckler 
and finally exhaled, suddenly aware that it had been 
at least a full minute since he last did so.  He was 
overwhelmed with relief but became a bit dizzy from 
the lack of oxygen.
 “The man is you, Tommy,” the heckler said.  
This time his voice had returned to normal.
 “You swallow everything that your enemies 
in school dish out.  You swallow your parents’ 
degrading reign of terror over you.  Your self-esteem, 
your morals and your pride are all swallowed whole.  
You’ve been eating more crow than a colony of ants 
can devour from a fallen bird.”
 “I’m not like that freak,” Tommy answered.  
“You scared me.  What kind of game are you 
playing?”
 “No games here, Tommy.  This tent contains 
only the truth.  You are the snake swallower.”



122 Shoofly

 “It’s a trick.  He didn’t really swallow the 
snake.  It’s all smoke and mirrors.  Wax dummies and 
robots,” Tommy replied.  His words were spoken 
with conviction but were obviously meant for his own 
benefit.  He needed to convince himself that what he 
saw was an illusion.
 The odd man continued to circle Tommy 
throughout their conversation, but he remained close 
enough to be seen between the shadows.
 “In one sense, you are right dear boy.  There are 
no living, breathing freaks here.  However, what each 
person visualizes is very real.  In here, each person’s 
soul is scrutinized and the visions that are witnessed 
are merely summations of each individual’s own 
identity.”
 Again, the heckler stopped in his tracks and 
took another step closer to the boy.
 “You are the freak that you see.  If you don’t 
like what you see, tell me, and I can help you change 
the vision.”
 Tommy stuttered, unsure of how to respond.
 “Be honest with yourself Tommy.  You hate 
what happened to your sister.  Raped and murdered 
by Luther’s brother while you were tied up on the 
floor and forced to see the whole thing.  You hate the 
fact that you were unable to aid her.”
 Tommy relived the vision again.  Luther’s 
brother had been dating his sister for two months, and 
when she tried to break it off with him, he came to 
the house in a drunken rage.  A half-full bottle of beer 
came crashing down on his sister’s head.  Tommy 
tried to run to the phone but was easily overpowered 
by the older boy who produced a pair of nylons from 
his pocket and tied Tommy’s hands behind his back.  
He remembered the pain of getting clubbed in the 
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nose and the salty taste of his own blood pouring over 
his lips.  The sound of his sister’s screams bounced 
back from the past as he remembered seeing the 
villain grunting above her.  He could smell the stench 
of the sweaty sock that the rapist shoved into his 
mouth.  Most of all, Tommy remembered watching 
in horror as the knife came down across his sister’s 
throat; her screams turned to gurgles, and finally, to 
silence.
 The heckler noticed a tear that slid down 
Tommy’s cheek, and his voice grew higher with 
excitement.  He spoke faster now and showed no sign 
of stopping.
 “You hate the judicial system for disregarding 
the violent nature of the crime and issuing a light 
sentence simply because the offender was six months 
shy of eighteen years and tried as a juvenile.  You hate 
your parents for blaming you for not doing something 
more and for the way they’ve treated you ever since. 
You hate Luther and the other boys who used to be 
your friends and now ridicule and terrorize you daily 
because they blame you for pointing the finger at 
Luther’s brother.  You hate—”
 “Stop!” Tommy screamed.  He couldn’t hold 
back his tears any longer.  Two years of repressed 
anguish was suddenly released.
 “I hate them!  I hate them all!  I hate my life!  
Sometimes I wish I had been killed that day instead of 
my sister.  I hate myself.”
 The heckler finally stepped close enough to 
Tommy to put his hand on the boy’s shoulder in an 
attempt to bring some comfort.
 “It’s going to be all right Tommy.  You’re 
wasting all your power.  That’s what hate is, you 
know?  It’s a form of power, and it rages through 
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your veins with more intensity than I’ve ever seen in 
somebody so young.  I can help you to harness that 
power and use it to your advantage.”
 “Get away from me you freak!”  Tommy turned 
and ran back in the direction that he came from.  He 
squinted in the darkness, hoping to find the flap in the 
tent and make his exit.
 “Where are you running to Tommy, to the 
safety and love that your parents will offer you?  Be 
careful on your way home.  Luther, Mark, Billy, and 
Frank will be waiting for you somewhere along your 
path.”
 Tommy stopped in his tracks.  He was confused 
and destitute.  He didn’t know who he was afraid 
of most.  He knew that he was at the end of his 
rope and couldn’t deal with another day of fear and 
intimidation.  He had to take some kind of action to 
make it stop.
 “How do you know my name?” Tommy asked.
 “I know many things, including how to solve 
your problems.”
 “What do you know about my problems?” 
Tommy asked.
 “I know about your sister.  I know how your 
parents have treated you.  I know the torment you live 
through every day with Luther and his small-minded 
friends.”
 “Yeah, so what can I do about it?”
 The odd little man stepped forward into the 
light.  He was holding a long, writhing snake in his 
hands.
 “Swallow this snake Tommy.  As it passes 
through you, I shall pass my weathered but powerful 
spirit through you.  I have been the Master of 
Ceremonies for this traveling freak show for way too 
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long.  It’s my time to move on and join my ancestors.  
I offer you the knowledge and power of all of us 
combined.”
 The heckler held the snake out in front of 
Tommy who hesitantly took it into his own hands.  
The forked tongue darted in and out to mock him, 
and the rough scales of its body instinctively coiled 
around his forearm.
 “Don’t be afraid Tommy.”
 “I can’t,” Tommy stammered.  “How am I 
supposed to swallow it?  Get it off me!”
 “Remember Tommy, it doesn’t have to be a 
snake.  You create your own images here.  If it’s easier 
to swallow something else, then that is what it will 
be.”
 Tommy looked in his outstretched hands and 
saw a small white pill where he was grasping the 
head of a snake a moment ago.  No writhing beast 
slithering along the length of his arm.  No beaded 
eyes or darting tongue to threaten him.  It was just a 
tiny white pill.
 “Do it Tommy!  Swallow it.”
 Tommy’s hand was shaking.  He was scared, 
angry and confused.  He didn’t want to go on 
enduring his daily strife and desperately wanted to 
have some control over the situations that plagued 
him.  He would try anything at this point.  His hand 
moved to his open mouth and delivered the pill.
 He gagged for a moment and almost spit 
it back out.  It didn’t seem to want to fit down his 
throat.  His head grew warm, and he found it hard 
to breathe.  He heard the heckler laughing in the 
background, and his surroundings became a blur.  
His eyes grew wide, and his heart raced when he 
suddenly realized that a serpent was halfway down 



126 Shoofly

his throat.  His stomach convulsed, and he tried to 
pull the thing out of his mouth.  It was too late.  It 
had already begun to slide down inside of him.  He 
could feel his body filling with the length of the snake 
until it finally disappeared and cleared his passage for 
breathing.
 He was in a state of shock and could not move.  
A fuzzy image of the glittering purple suit danced in 
front of him.  Laughter reverberated through the air 
and then faded.  When Tommy regained his focus, 
there was no sign of the heckler and all was quiet.  His 
bowels felt as if they would burst, and without time 
for decency, Tommy dropped his pants to his ankles 
and squatted where he stood.
 As he relieved himself, a long and 
uncomfortable stretch of serpent exited Tommy’s 
cavity and crawled to wrap itself around his feet.  
He looked down in horror to see Luther’s face on 
the head of the snake.  A devilish grin spread across 
Tommy’s face, and with it came an understanding of 
everything the heckler was talking about.  Now he 
was the Master of Freaks.
 Luther was placed in a basket to save for later 
performances.  All Tommy had to do now was decide 
who he wanted to become a rat and who would be his 
snake swallower for future audiences.
 Certainly, his parents would have to come 
inside his tent before the show moved out of town.  
Billy, Mark and Frank would also be receiving free 
tickets tomorrow.



127Shoofly

Ashley Gellert

A tAtteReD CompAnion

She reclines against fashionable wildlife
in the chestnut wicker basket.  Orangutans,
giraffes, and pandas protect her petite
body from daggers of woven wood.

Scuffed chocolate eyes gaze beneath high,
violet eyebrows; threadbare fuchsia lips curl
beneath a salmon nose.  Matching the smile,
I lift her from the mountain of cloth and fur.

Limbs and head wobble as I examine her
with childish eyes and grown hands.
Tear-stained preschool fingertips trace
the double-hearted emblem’s pilling threads.

The right side of her rosy head, flat from nights
as my bedtime companion, our faces
fitted together between linty, flannel sheets,
her lumpy form a lullaby.

Yellow, hazy flavors of grass, chunky crayons,
and the mist of baby powder, warmed
with sunshine, tangle in wiry stuffing, visible
through bald patches of scaly netting.

We stand together as I take a final breath.
Pulling away, I return her to the sanctuary.
Leaving my room, I glance back.
Our smiles match as I turn out the light.
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Sharifa Bryan

blACk

Bright and beautiful.
Built not in black, but created in the image
and shadow of his being.  

Stained by hatred.
Tears of anger still the darkness.

I,
reflecting the light that pierces through self-loathing.  

I,
being the asphalt of the universe and flawless.  

Absorbing the rays of light, I am dominant, 
as all color surrenders to my presence.  

Infinite,
I am.  

I, 
the beginning and end.  
I, 

 beautiful, and black.
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Ann Lemon

wRiting

wears a lavender sundress and
waves a flowered scarf in the breeze
just on the other side of an enormous
hill of moldy–smelling towels, first grade
math homework and swollen ticks
recently scattered by the dog across the
living room rug where a chewed up
army man lies in pieces and makes
my heart turn over, thinking about all the
handsome freshmen eating dust
over there, and how my good intentions
never made it to the checkbook
because the phone rings and it’s
Aunt Dorothy died, iron the pants
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Jessica M. Shimer

in the Style of louiSe
glüCk1

Do you remember the time I dreamt of our marriage?

 —You never told me.

Everyone but us was wearing 
bridal gowns and tuxedos, remember?

 —Honestly, you say the most random things.
 I can’t recall. But what happened?

I dreamt we were the only ones not
properly attired. Stop that. 

I know you’re checking your schedule!

 —Hmm?  What were we wearing
 on the honeymoon?

Our honeymoon. Not the honeymoon.
And I said “wedding.” You never listen.

 —Well, what was I wearing? Did I have a face? 
How can you be sure you were marrying me in this 
dream?

In the dream we fought, too.
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Erin Thomas

DAyDReAm in AquA

Sitting here in my room,
far away,
I pen this tribute, missing your embrace.
Do you remember me
from summers long ago?

When first we met,
I used to run shyly through the sand
with you by my side.
I’d listen to your soft, at times booming voice.
When I finally got the courage to run towards you,
you’d always beat me in that race,
my peevish friend,
and I’d go running into mother’s arms
with sand burns, seaweed strands, and 
the clumps of red jellyfish guts
you’d thrown in my hair.

No point in tattling,
you always got away with it. 
Mother Nature is harsh on the youngest
and most needy of her children.
The eldest get away with everything.

Once, your tantrum was so great,
you bowled me and my parents over (like little pins!).
I thought, as I somersaulted underwater
and my vision turned bubbly and green,
that you’d tricked your last trick on me.
Your wildness reflected in my wide, oceanic eyes
as I lingered on the beach,
safe on my sandy Aladdin towel,
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waiting for an apology.

They say you’re either a friend
or a bully.
It’s true at times
you turn your back on those who
dedicate their lives in your trust.
Like the lover unfaithful,
you’d betray them all
to bestow bliss unto others.

All I know is,
when I gaze at the surfers gliding across you
so easily and so smoothly,
my face reddens with envy.
How dare they court you so freely?
Their outstretched hands graze the skin
of tunneled waves in
their dance with you,
friends and admirers.

But I am not without my share
of fond memories.
Do you remember?

The Keys surround me.
The small diving boat cuts through
the water, a graceful, hollow craft
skipping, carving an elongated triangle
across an undulating tablet of blue-green.
The gulls are soaring,
clouds are missing 
in a bright, azure sky.
How I shake to see you again,
your face seems so solemn.
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Surely nothing is safe beneath the surface.

I dive in.

You show me another side,
tomato red, peach, ivory,
you welcome me into a coral castle where
fish folk dart about, shimmering electric blue
and sleek silver.
Glittering creatures, 
their scales lined with gems.
Guarding this hoard is the great sea dragon,
Barracuda,
all needle teeth and wide, watchful eyes.

Do you think of me?
I think of you often,
my biggest and most mysterious childhood friend.

Here in my room,
I sit penning this tribute to you.
I daydream of
a cool breeze and
the smell of salty water all around.
I hesitate, but I can’t wait
to step forward, my footpads
land softly and touch gentle sands that are warm and 
familiar.

I float peacefully with no other sound,
beside your timeless song,
of waves crashing like cymbals,
a chorus of seagulls
whispers in the palm leaves,
and the wind, a timid flute.
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In my daydreams I can clearly hear,
the instruments of your never-ending orchestra.
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Elissa Arms

fRom eD to lu 

You’re unaware,
but I’ve watched you for 
years, collecting your life like
butterflies into my pockets.  

Papers filled a small 
cavity in my heart.  
I love numbers now, 
and your handwriting.  

You make drawings outside 
at the edge of the wood 
with mechanical pencils.  
The wind, jealous, 

steals them sometimes 
and I find whole
pictures and put them 
away for safe keeping

(I like best the pumpkin
men and the close-ups 
of the eyes of horses, 
they’re beautiful).  

My brothers
watch you 
too, the black 
named one and the red
named one who 
sent me away.  
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They aren’t afraid
of me, I think they’ve forgotten 
what our House can do, maybe 
they never knew, and 
you and I know a 
great secret.  

I learned as a child, as 
those with our eyes do.  
The same blood runs
in our veins forever.  

It will send you to me
on your next birthday 
and I will shed the coat
of Tantalus and again for you to be clean.  

When you were young
you caught an albino rabbit but 
they made you release 
in into the cold forest.  

I found it too 
and took it home, cradled 
to my chest and cared 
for it until it died.  
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Devon Kramer

blink

Ice cream runs
down child’s skin,
an innocent river
drips through time.
“It never really ends, you know,”
she says
with a chocolate smile.

 I am her.
 She is me.
 Blink.

Pale moon hair,
eyes like worn out stars,
silver-blue memories
return like hummingbirds.
“You must return to the beginning,”
she declares
as she unravels a purple afghan. 

 I am her.
 She is me.
 Blink.

I could travel
north and south
at the same time,
but I choose east.
You wait for me to return
while I am in Paris,
eating ice cream with rice-paper hands.
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 I am a hundred women.
 Don’t blink
 until I am home.
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Arielle Faust

when i fAll

 The clean city streets were crowded beneath 
the bright blue sky.  Then again, they always were at 
noon—the time when he was about halfway down 
the building, around the 60th floor.  If he ever forgot 
his watch, he’d be able to tell when his lunch break 
was by how many people were out on the sidewalks.  
Setting his bucket aside, he pulled his sandwich from 
the front pocket of his over-alls and gently sat down, 
the platform shaking slightly from his movement.  It 
was Monday again, which meant he was once more 
cleaning the south-side windows, where the sun 
shone brightest during lunch. 
 Wiping sweat and grease from his darkly 
tanned forehead, he gazed down at the bustling 
street, the tiny pedestrians distant from him not 
only physically, but spiritually as well.  They were 
oblivious to the knowledge he held, just as they were 
oblivious to his existence.  It wasn’t so much the 
fact that they couldn’t see him up on his lofty perch, 
it was just how he was meant to live.  All through 
grade school he had been the quiet child, the one 
the teachers liked because he did not stir up trouble.  
At first, there had been a few bullies, but he had 
dismissed them quickly by fighting back.  What little 
aggression there had been died down quickly, turning 
him from the one picked on to the one ignored.  He 
didn’t mind much.  Instead, he filled the time he 
could have wasted on risky adventures and pointless 
exploits with doodling. 
 Drawing had been his true love.  He couldn’t 
have cared less about social contact.  His mother had 
worried at first, tried to set up play dates as most 
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mothers do, but she eventually gave in and focused 
on nurturing his chosen art.  By junior high, she was 
raving to anyone who would listen that he was a 
prodigal artist, that in a few years his work would 
be world famous and he would be rich.  He had 
remained quiet through middle school, carefully 
honing his skills.  Once high school rolled into his life, 
however, everything blossomed.  He discovered that 
the other students in his art classes were interesting 
to talk to, they were people with ideas similar to 
his own.  As his talents expanded to the different 
mediums of art, his social life finally took root.  
Finding that he now enjoyed spending time with 
others, he had realized it was foolish of him to cloister 
himself away.
 The four years flew by, and it came time to 
choose a college.  He was careful in his selections, 
knowing wherever he went had to be affordable, 
since neither of his parents made much money.  After 
sending his portfolio to fifteen art schools, he had 
waited anxiously for responses.  Ten replied, five 
offered scholarships, and one would pay for his full 
tuition.  It was to that university he went, moving 
across the entire country and leaving his family and 
friends behind.  Campus life was not kind to him.  The 
carefree art students he was used to from high school 
were gone; instead, he was given pretentious, high-
strung egomaniacs to socialize with.  Within his first 
semester he found himself closing up again.  While he 
worked hard to please his professors, they had offered 
little praise, only the hard scrutiny of critics.  By the 
time he held his two-year degree in his hand, he had 
grown tired of what had once been the passion of his 
life. 
 As soon as he was free from the tedious 
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requirement of painting and sculpting, he settled into 
an apartment, taking a break from the world.  What 
at first was only going to be a month of rest inevitably 
became two when he was unable to find work he 
could apply his degree to.  Three months after 
graduation, he had to call his mother and have her 
send money for his rent.  His only source of income 
had been the artwork he peddled on the street, but 
that barely covered the next month’s rent.  By then he 
had expanded his search from the creative market to 
every job offered. Unfortunately, few companies had 
a use for a two-year ceramics major, and whatever 
jobs were left in the market were ones he had become 
over-qualified for the instant he stepped onto a 
campus with the intent to learn.
 The job he had finally obtained—only a few 
months shy of his graduation’s anniversary—was 
one he never would have considered if he hadn’t 
been desperate.  He hadn’t even been given a real 
interview.  The man who determined whether he 
was good for the job or not was the man he would be 
replacing.  The “interview” had been his actual first 
day of work, where he had taken the elevator to the 
top floor of what would one day be “his” building 
and then climbed the final stairway to the roof where 
his interviewer and the platform awaited.  From 
there, they had covered the basics: how to apply 
the foaming water to the windows, the proper way 
to squeegee the windows off so that there were no 
streaks.  Before he was taught the simple platform 
controls, he was told the most important rule of his 
new job; don’t look down.  At first, he had shrugged 
it off as an obvious warning.  It wasn’t until he was 
actually out on the platform that the lure of the 
drop drew his eyes from the safe, stable rooftop.  He 
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had cautioned a downward glance, expecting to 
be slightly dizzy.  Instead, he was hit by a wave of 
nausea, followed by a doubling and then trembling of 
his vision. 
 It had taken all of his physical strength to stop 
himself from vomiting and all his mental strength to 
stop himself from curling up into the fetal position on 
the platform floor.  If it had been a few months earlier, 
he probably wouldn’t have been able to stop himself 
from either, but he desperately needed this job.  The 
first day had been a long day, one where he was told 
that a different side of the building had to be cleaned 
per day and that his weekends would be three days 
long unless there was a special affair being held.  By 
the time they reached the street the fresh morning 
air had staled and the pale light had darkened into 
late afternoon gold.  The former art student had been 
congratulated at that point, told that he’d be starting 
the very next day. 
 From that day on, his life was a routine.  After 
a stretch of time, he began to realize that he had 
become invisible to everyone.  No one noticed him on 
the streets; neither did the men whose office windows 
he cleaned everyday.  When the loneliness began to 
get to him, he had visited bars, discovering that even 
in the darkly lit pubs, he was faceless.  Not once was 
he approached by lonely women or even by men 
who were hungry for conversation.  In truth, it hadn’t 
bothered him too much; he could live without much 
human contact.  What eventually got to him was 
standing on the platform day in and day out, forcing 
himself not to look down. 
 In the beginning it was simple; he’d 
concentrate on gazing straight ahead, to view each 
office as he passed.  It was fascinating what went on 
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behind the glass securing those suited men in their 
expensive environments.  In the weeks that followed, 
he saw the lives of men as they were built and ruined, 
watching them from his floating perch.  There were 
firings, hirings and promotions, all hidden behind a 
curtain of filmy water he parted to view the world he 
would never reach. 
 This distraction didn’t always work for him.  
He found that the suited men’s lives were even 
more repetitive and bland than his own.  His mind 
would begin to stray to the street again, insisting that 
he look down.  So, he counted.  At first he counted 
things in the offices, then the windows he passed, 
finally turning to his imagination to provide him 
with material.  Every day was something different.  
Sometimes it was sheep, sometimes crows, once 
he even imagined flying toasters reflecting in the 
windows.  Unfortunately, he was only able to use 
counting to distract himself until autumn, when the 
October wind storms made his job nerve-wracking 
and dangerous.  He almost lost his wallet several 
times before attaching it to a chain.  His class ring 
was lost when it slipped from his finger (which had 
slimmed down from work and lack of food). 
 More and more often his thoughts turned 
to the people below, wondering what they would 
look like close up.  Since he couldn’t concentrate on 
counting anymore—his mind was busy keeping his 
feet on the platform—he settled for clenching the 
squeegee, his thumb rubbing the handle in the same 
hypnotically soothing way he had once thumbed 
his rosary, back when he still believed such things 
mattered.  By the time Spring returned and he had 
reached the anniversary of his work, he finally gave 
into the consuming urge that had been eating at his 
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thoughts.  He waited until lunch, when he was firmly 
seated on the platform with his sandwich in his hand.  
Then, cautiously, he had peered down, viewing the 
bustling street beneath him.  Nothing happened.  His 
vision didn’t narrow, his stomach didn’t drop.  He was 
given a beautiful view of the gleaming city below.
 Lunch became a time of novelty, when he had a 
chance to gaze upon the world he was living in.  The 
skyscrapers cast vast shadows into the canyons their 
hulking structures created as sunlight played on the 
glittering buildings, and the people scuttling about 
on the sidewalks were mere insects to him.  The mild 
spring days drifted easily into summer, and he soon 
began to have odd thoughts flow through his mind.  
He first began to realize that he was feeling what 
God must feel.  No wonder the Almighty had left 
humanity to its own devices.  The fascination created 
from the smooth movement of the urban world 
was mesmerizing.  Why try to interfere with such 
beautifully flowing consistency?
 The train of thought the view from his platform 
released was becoming an unstoppable force.  At first, 
he found himself lying awake at night, pondering over 
physics.  He’d try to remember what was significant 
about nine-point-eight.  It had something to do with 
falling objects, but what specifically?  The question 
buzzed around his mind for almost an entire week 
as he tried to remember what that number should 
be applied to.  Eventually, he gave up, his thoughts 
turning elsewhere when he stared down at the distant 
sidewalks.  One day, around mid-June, as he was 
watching the trundling pedestrians so far below, 
he suddenly wondered what it would be like to 
join them.  Not in the sense of losing himself in the 
crowd after work, but of descending to them from his 
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scaffold, falling from the sky.  What would it feel like 
to plunge through the cool air to the people teeming 
below?
 Shaking the idea from his head, he continued 
to eat his lunch.  Yet, he would sometimes lapse into 
imagining the rush of wind past his ears and the force 
of the air against his skin.  It pervaded his dreams, 
where he’d step from his platform and land in the 
green meadows of the here and after.  After six nights 
of the exact same dream, his mind was made up. That 
was how he came to be dangling his legs over the side 
of the platform, finishing his lunch and studying the 
clean streets under his feet. 
 Thoughts turning to the suited men that sat 
in the boardrooms whose windows he cleaned; he 
smiled.  In many ways, they were like the Pharaohs 
of old, sealed away in tombs of grandeur, waiting to 
be rediscovered in their state of power.  He’d gladly 
switch places with them, give them a chance to feel 
the exhilaration of being so high up with nothing to 
secure them to their familiar world, but only  if they’d 
be willing to dive, just as he was now.  They never 
would.  They’d be afraid of leaping into the insecurity 
of the open air.  They’d hate the uncertainty of dying, 
the uncertainty of life should they survive.  No, he 
would never let one of them take his place.  They 
wouldn’t understand anything as he did.
 As he sat, legs hanging into the nothingness 
between the platform and the sidewalk, he wondered 
why he had become what he was.  He still resembled 
the painter he had been, even under the grease and 
sweat of window cleaning.  In a way, he still was a 
painter, only what he now did was erasing instead of 
creating.  His masterpiece was the crystalline shine on 
the glass that was left with each pass of the squeegee.  
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Now, he was on the brink of his final leap in life.  He 
could only wonder where he would end up at the 
end.
 Setting what remained of his sandwich aside, 
he gazed out at the shining city before him.  The 
gentle breeze picked up slightly, brushing through his 
hair and the scruff of his early five o’clock shadow.  
He was ready.  It was hard to imagine what would be 
said about him.  That he was crazy, suicidal even.  He 
had to smile at that.  Suicide had never crossed his 
mind once.  What he planned had nothing to do with 
killing himself.  It wasn’t about ending, but beginning.  
Keeping that in mind, he glanced upward at the clear 
blue sky once before gently sliding forward, the world 
below unfolding beneath his feet. 
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A l umn a e
W o rk
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Manasseh Franklin

winteR Skin

Pasty skin
Pale skin

Insipid skin like
dried out ashes

the dusty aridity of
a piercing January morning

Mine is blue skin 
translucent skin

winter weary, no-
sun skin

dark, feathery
hair on white—

winter bear skin
I’m tired of this skin

this milky skin
this hungry skin

hungry for warm days 
and a sun-baked 
brown bread glow.
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Manasseh Franklin

to CoRy, fellow mountAin
goAt of the weSteRn tRAvelS—

WHAT am I doing 
wasting away day after day in this
dreary northeast, each night teased
by dreams of the blue,
wide western expanses, craggy mountain 
snow angel tops, golden
Aspen groves like fairyland forests, red
rock canyons and slickrock wash
the crammed cab of your Chevy pickup humming
through tumblebrush weeds
Nevada and California, dusty dry
throat-aching air,
desert rolling by 
my passenger side perch.

The lives we lived! Two nomads 
eating cold mealy oats and
peanut butter chunks, hovering
over my little Jet Boil campstove. 
Those early fall 
mornings woke us 
to frost-crusted down
sleeping bags, me curled up fetal 
to conserve warmth
while you rolled up close and stuck 
your scratchy bearded face in
my bag looking for that early 
morning romp (and only 
sometimes would I humor you).  
Days stretched into weeks until one 
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morning in Lone Pine, California 
after we stood atop mammoth 
Mt. Whitney’s 14.495, barely breathing 
thin silky cold, 
peering over contiguous United States,
we switched on the radio: October 29th, two days 
later than we
thought and two hours behind.

These days my clock follows me
around like an annoying ratty Jack Russell 
Terrier, constantly yapping, 
barking reminders of
what I should be doing instead 
of staring across the field outside 
my window, heart 
leaping through 
daydreams, leaping,
yet battered by the bars of my northeast obligations.

And you, miles of companionship, 
now
miles apart—
say hello to the Aspens this year and kiss
the waist deep powder for me.
I’ll put these wheels on auto
drive, churning through term papers and
      Pennsylvania
molehills, counting
                           counting
                              c o u n t i n g
down the dayshoursminutes until
this western heart and yours may
                           Meet Again.
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Abby Hunsicker Showalter

Six DAyS lAteR

There was a bullet in the windowsill
Twisted and bent, and bubbling with ending
My Mom picked it up and quivered with fear 
“Oh my God, is this what I think it is?”

Twisted and bent and bubbling with ruin 
Cupping it as a poisonous insect 
“Oh my God, is this what I think it is?”
Sara, frozen, screaming, “Drop it. Drop it.”

Cupping it as a poisonous insect 
I was the only one who could do it
Sara, frozen, screaming, “Drop it. Drop it.”
I scooped it up and ran down the hallway 

I had to be the one who could do it 
My father turned it in as evidence 
I scooped it up and ran down the hallway 
I truly never thought this would happen 

My father turned it in as evidence 
Maybe she was trying to punish us 
I truly never thought this would happen 
She wrote, “Please tell my father I’m sorry.”

Maybe she was trying to punish us 
My Mom didn’t realize what she picked up 
She thought, “Please tell my father I’m sorry.”
The bullet was lodged in the windowsill
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Abby Hunsicker Showalter

fAmily vineS

my grandmother was schizophrenic 
sitting on the back porch with Sara 
searching wildly for UFOs  
with frozen steak rotting in the trash   

sitting on the back porch with Sara 
she died before my first memory 
with frozen steak rotting in the trash  
trying to wipe invisible spots   

she died before my first memory  
my mother could never earn her love  
trying to wipe invisible spots  
even as she raged on her death bed   

my mother could never earn her love  
“you have never been a good daughter”
even as she raged on her death bed  
my mother slept the weekends away   

“you have never been a good daughter” 
my father always said that was why 
my mother slept the weekends away  
now my sister is lost in darkness   

my father always said that was why  
love is only for the darkest ones  
now my sister is lost in darkness 
stubbornly hating her life away   

love is only for the darkest ones  
searching wildly for UFOs
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stubbornly hating her life away
my grandmother was schizophrenic
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Alexandra Cavallaro

to the poetS

For Missy and Jess   

“This is what it is to be a writer: to be the carrier of details 
that make up history…our task is to say a holy yes to the 
real things of our life as they exist” –Natalie Goldberg  

Give laundry to hang, 
breakfast dishes in the sink, 
a sauce stain on the stove, 
and a cup of coffee grown cold.   

Give noses like a royal king’s, 
a gap between teeth, 
a few stray gray hairs, 
and a pair of chapped lips.  

Give bright red nail polish, 
calluses and paper cuts, 
a ring finger tan line 
and crooked blue veins.  

Give smudged eyeliner, 
faded belts with tarnished buckles, 
brand new earrings, 
and a stain on a shirt collar.  

Give alphabetized CD collections, 
Vitamin C in the medicine cabinet, 
a snow globe on the desk, 
and a quilt on the wall.   
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Give lost cell phones, 
an allergy to pollen, 
a fear of spiders, 
and a pack-a-day habit.   

Give to the poet 
a comfortable chair 
by an open window 
and let her to work. 
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Emily Hammel-Shaver

we All weRe volCAnoeS

Watching the dinosaurs of our time: 
sixteen-wheelers rumbling as they neared,  
surged past, belched dark, putrid clouds.   
Gray paint peeling like scales,  
their beady-eyed headlights urging alive  
shivers of hysteria deep in our guts.  

It was just after graduation and  
the world had taken on a dark, Jurassic hue.  
Sensing an evolution, a reversal in roles  
of predator and prey at play, we stayed close  
to home, afraid of what we could be capable.   
Some nights, a trembling earth awakened us.   

With untested instincts for survival, we took  
to the underground, tunneling into ourselves,  
listening to the slow simmer inside.  Waiting 
for the burning that would find us again,  
on a bright day or quiet night when our world  
had settled and we were prepared to return.    

We all were volcanoes—dormant but silently stirring,  
beginning to see the point of our own eruptions.   
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Anney E.J. Ryan

the tuRtle wooDS

You are not so green anymore,  
stretchered at the wall of the ER,  
Friday night, packed with people near death.   
The waiting room explodes with laughter.   
Nurses announce, the Sox are playing 
the Yankees and they’re winning!  
We joke, you seizured out the curse.   

Between tests, we quote movies.   
My fingers crawl under your shirt, 
pull blue tape from your chest hairs.   
The hairs come off in my hands.   
I rub the bare spots, flirt with you,  
while a man with scars behind his ears  
coughs up blood in the next cubicle.    

On the other side, a doctor asks a woman; 
do you know where you are? 
The Turtle Woods, she says certainly.   
How about the year?  He asks.   
Do you know what year it is? 
This is the doctor who tells you he’s a Yankees fan,  
before asking your symptoms.    

I miss her reply, but recall 
how she looked when they wheeled her in.   
Dead.  But doctors and nurses sauntered by,  
not racing with drama like on TV. 
Saving her must not matter, I’d thought, 
and the ER began spinning, slow,  
like a broken merry-go-round.  
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Five a.m., I wake on your stretcher 
to the glare of nurses, stainless steel,  
and you, pacing the hall with your juice,  
unknowingly timing your steps 
to blipping green heart monitors. 
And I think, no,  
I am in the Turtle Woods.  
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Anney E. J. Ryan

beAm, An oDe

Bird,
I’m sorry I stepped on you. 
It was an accident.  I didn’t expect to see you 
on the ground.  I was just cutting through 
the alley when I heard this shriek,
felt something sink under my foot, 
and I looked down to see your beak
craning over the sole of my sneaker.  
It didn’t matter that I sprung away, 
shrieking in horror.  There we were 
in the alley, squawking at each other.  
I looked like I was making fun of you, didn’t I?  
Well, what the hell were you doing down there anyway?  
A few of your friends lay scattered beside you, 
quiet on the pavement.  
Thanks to me, soon you’d be quiet too.  
Nothing could change that.  
You pushed out one final note;
I could only guess what it meant.  
The truth is, I was thinking of Big Bird;
how, as a child learning to speak, 
I’d called him “Beam.”
How the one time I dreamed I was flying 
I fell out of bed, while you got to have wings!
If we weighed our worth, 
you’d rise up and step on me.  
So I didn’t put you out of your misery;
I put your misery on me.  
But before collapsing on the curb from the weight of it,
I heard singing and drew my eyes skyward,
just in time to see your flock 
launch off of the telephone wires
and lift into a perfect V-formation. 
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Anney E.J. Ryan

the leASt i CAn Do

 It’s a few days after Christmas, so Erikka 
knows I’m home from school. But that doesn’t explain 
why she calls me, asking for a ride home from Little 
Philly. It’s been five years since we’ve seen each other. 
Sunday dinner’s in a half hour, but I say yes. Halfway 
through giving directions, she tells me that she’s 
gotten breast implants.  
 “For Christmas?” I ask.  
 She laughs. “No, just because.”  
 We hang up, and I’m left wondering how she 
can afford breast implants, but not a cab.  
 The last time I saw Erikka Dante was 1998, at 
her mother’s funeral. She’d died from cancer. After 
the funeral, I went back to college in Boston. Erikka 
went back to smoking crack. At least, that’s what 
I heard. Whenever I came home, I went out to the 
bar and caught all kinds of stories. Supposedly, in 
the year after her mother died, Erikka married and 
divorced her dealer, and gave birth to a daughter, 
Bree. She lived in the city, until the night she beat up a 
girl outside a 7-11. Cops nabbed her with possession. 
The courts gave Erikka’s father custody of Bree. He 
said she could stay with him as long as she stayed 
clean. That lasted two weeks. Last I’d heard she was 
hopping from bed to bed, from Little Philly to the 
suburbs and back. 
 I decide to give her a ride, partly because I 
want to find out if the rumors are true. Partly, because 
the decision is not up to me. It’s just how Erikka and 
I are. When she says, jump, I don’t ask, how high? 
I say, “What do you want me to get while I’m up 
there?”    
 To get to Little Philly, I drive downtown and 



161Shoofly

take the High Bridge over the old steel mill. The mill 
closed down in 1970, but the borough only recently 
began clearing the grounds, bulldozing the factories 
and ushering squatters away. Driving over the bridge, 
I look out over the renovations. The old factories are 
gone. The grounds are barren but for a few hunks of 
orange machinery, scattered broken glass and truck 
tires. The canal is nearly dried up, its banks full of 
muck. At one end, the mill is at rest, like a giant 
wooden sun setting at the horizon, never fully going 
down.   
 It’s all part of this reconstruction of my town. 
People want to clean up neighborhoods like Little 
Philly and bring back the prosperity of the forties and 
fifties. I don’t like it. To me, urban decay is effortless 
poetry. If my town loses its poetry, then it will no 
longer be mine.  
 I cross under the trestle and turn left. The 
streets of Little Philly are empty. The homes stand 
right up at the curb. Doors are missing; windows 
are boarded up. Front stoops crumble into the 
sidewalk, bleeding black mold into the cracks in the 
foundation. Tufts of grass sprout in the middle of the 
street. Holiday decorations are modest—a candle in 
the window that flickers a dull orange, or a string of 
gaudy bulbs taped around the patio railing.  
 I turn down an alley and find the house—a 
white stucco with red shutters and a gated porch. 
The second floor windows are completely gutted out. 
As I wait, a man tosses trash, lumber, and strips of 
insulation from the windows and onto the porch.   
 I honk twice. A middle-aged black woman 
comes to the screen door and punches it open. She’s 
wearing a flowery dress and an apron. She frowns at 
my car.   
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 “I think I’ve got the wrong house!” I call to her, 
afraid, although I don’t know what of.  
 Erikka materializes in the hallway. She ducks 
under the woman’s arm, catching her off guard. The 
woman laughs and pats Erikka on the back saying,  
“Okay, honey. See you next time.”
 I blink and there she is, climbing into the 
backseat of my dad’s Prism. She looks the same—only 
weary, rubbed off a bit, as if time took an eraser to 
her. Her skin has tapered to a sky grey; her freckles, 
yellow. Her hair is greasy and clinging to her scalp. 
It’s been a while since she’s had it done. The brown 
roots have grown to her temples, where they taper 
into silvery blond strands. The eyebrow ring and 
other piercings have been extracted, the holes turned 
black. I look for the implants, but she’s clutching a 
ball of clothes over her chest. 
 At first, I can’t tell if she’s been smoking. She’s 
always had very tired, puffy eyes, and a mole on her 
left lid, causing it to open a little less than the right. 
But after a few seconds, she’s giving off that smell like 
sugar mixed with chemicals. I crack the window.
 “You’re still skinny,” she says. 
 “I want to see your boobs,” I reply, looking at 
her through the rearview mirror.
 Erikka rubs at her eyes. “Want me to flash 
you?”
 “Want me to crash?” 
 She laughs.  
 “Did it hurt, getting them done?” I ask. 
 “Nah, they knock you out.”
 “Were they expensive?”
 She shrugs. “I got this friend who used to work 
for my dad. He helps me out sometimes.”
 That kills me. Now I know the rumors are true. 
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 We drive back over the High Bridge. Before I 
can ask why I am bringing her back home, she starts 
shooting questions at me. I know what she’s doing. 
The more questions she asks, the more I forget about 
all the questions I want to ask her. And it works. 
 “Still in school?” she barks.
 “Yeah. I got one more year.”
 “Are you going to be a professor?
 “If I can get a job.”
 “That’s some loot.”
 I shrug. “Not really.”
 “You have a boyfriend?”
 “Nah.”
 “How come?”
 “Too busy.”
 “You go out?”
 “A little.”
 “Do you drink?”
 “Sometimes.”
 “I like wine.”
 “Yeah, me too.”
 “You ever see anybody from back in the day?”
 “Nah.”
 “I saw Joe,” she tells me. “He asked how you 
were doing. He still talks about back in the day like, 
‘the summer of ’95 was the shit!’ He said he knew 
you’d do good.”
 “I didn’t think he’d remember me,” I say.
 The summer after senior year is a wipe of 
color in my memory, a stack of photos dropped and 
scattered across the floor. We spent evenings in the 
back of a van. The seats had been taken out, and 
there were kids from school, middle-aged hippies, 
dealers—all in a pow-wow circle in the back. As we 
drove around town, weed-and-crack-filled cigars and 
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giant forty ounce bottles of malt liquor passed from 
hand to hand. 
 I rode along for the communal aspect of it, 
the inside jokes, the nights we sang along with the 
radio to “The Gambler” and played cards. I liked 
being a pothead more than I liked smoking pot. I 
liked imagining myself as some good-for-nothing kid 
squinting blankly into the sun with not a clue in the 
world. This was how I defined cool. 
 The problem came with the territory—what it 
took to burn one’s brains out. After a while, I couldn’t 
take it. When they got the giggles, I sat quietly. I 
licked at my dry lips, trying to ignore the buzz in 
my face, and this small sphere of light spiraling in 
the corner of my eye that disappeared every time I 
turned to look at it. I gazed around the circle through 
fuzzy, dry contact lenses, tried to smile. To myself, I 
whispered, “It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay.”  One night, 
I started screaming and couldn’t stop. They let me out 
at Cascade Park and let me run around the basketball 
courts a couple times, howling up at the lights until I 
got it out of my system.
 The truth is that I have enough difficulty acting 
normal when sober. It’s a sign of strength, I think, that 
Erikka is able to smoke crack, walk across the street, 
climb into my car and converse with me. For that, I 
would always be jealous of her. Simply, because she 
could hang.
 The downtown neighborhoods soon give 
way to suburban developments and strip malls. We 
are silent, but for Erikka flipping the metal ashtray 
open and closed. It’s enough of a distraction while I 
struggle to think of something to say. 
 Finally I look into the rearview. She’s staring 
out the window. The cold light reflects two tear lines 
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streaked down either side of her nose, which is the 
tiniest bit pink.
 “What’s going on?” I say, softly.
 “Can you come in the house with me when 
we get back? My dad won’t freak out at me if you’re 
there.”
 “Why?”
 She covers her face with her hands. “My shit is 
so fucked up right now. You don’t even know.”
 I don’t know, and she won’t tell me. 
 The stretch of Merlin Road by our 
development is country and barren, lined with gravel 
and surrounded by farms. It’s the edge of the school 
district and of civilization. That’s how it seemed to 
Erikka and I growing up. 
 We pull up to her house—a colonial painted 
to look like an old barn. I get out of the car and look 
up. The sky is a cave of ice, wreathed by the spindly 
black boughs that border the Dante’s front yard. 
When Erikka and I were in junior high, the trees came 
up to our waists and we’d squat down behind them, 
hiding during neighborhood games of flashlight 
tag. Ten years later, the trees have shot up and burst 
out, threading into a hedge of pine that touches 
the telephone lines. As Erikka and I trudge up the 
driveway, giggling emerges from the trees. I spot a 
flash of color. It’s Bree, dressed in a white sweat suit 
and lilac coat. She darts in and out of the trees, trying 
to beat us to the front of the house.
 Many of my friends have children, and each 
one with a dreamy, exotic moniker. It’s something 
to do with our generation, coming of age during 
the embrace of diversity while sitting in classrooms 
of four Jennifers and six Michaels. I think of how 
eclectic the classrooms of the twenty-first century 



166 Shoofly

will be, filled with Dakotas, Jaelyns, Giannas, Rileys 
and Xaviars. Although Bree is the first I’ve met to 
actually fit the serenity of her name—a pale, chestnut-
crowned dolly with blue eyes that take up half her 
face. She climbs into the garden off the front porch 
and sits among the rotting cornucopia leftover from 
Thanksgiving. 
 We walk over. Bree looks up at her mother. 
Here we go with the drama, I think. But there are no 
tears, no screams, no hugs, no kisses.
 “Where’s Poppy?” Erikka wants to know. 
Bree shrugs and looks me over. Erikka explains that 
I’m an old friend that grew up across the street, but 
now I live in Boston where I am a famous writer. I 
sigh inwardly, offering the little girl a shy smile. Old 
friends always make remarks like this when I come 
home and I never know how to react. They’re played 
like a compliment, while told with the same deadpan 
delivery as the punch line to a joke. 
 Bree directs our attention to the pumpkins 
in the garden, pointing out which one belongs to 
her and which one belongs to “Aiden,” her cousin, 
Erikka’s sister’s son. Bree’s pumpkin is bright yellow 
and huge, as big as her head. She points to it and says,
 “He got a boo!”
 “You better go get him a band-aid!” replies 
Erikka and disappears into the house. I sit down on 
the ledge beside the pumpkin and look it over. Sure 
enough, there’s a gash along its side, starting at the 
stem and stretching halfway down.
 “He’s old,” I say. 
 “No,” she corrects me. “He’s sick.”
 I place my hand on the pumpkin, expecting the 
surface to feel malleable like skin. Instead the shell is 
smooth and sturdy, as if recently harvested. Bree runs 
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a finger along the fracture and gives a push. Foam 
bubbles out of the crack, dribbling down the sides. 
 “Yuck,” I say, pulling my hand away.
 “He needs a band-aid,” Bree decides. She 
jumps up out of the garden and runs across the front 
porch to the door. I follow.
 The foyer is lit by the light of the kitchen at 
the end of the hall. I lose Bree at the stairs, and let 
Erikka’s voice guide me forward.
 Mr. Dante is standing at the island working on 
a jug of chardonnay. He’s a big guy with squinty eyes 
and a mustache that reminds me of Burt Reynolds. In 
one hand he clutches the handle of the jug, anchoring 
it to the counter top, while the other holds up a giant 
beer goblet, as if mid-toast. This is a new thing; he 
didn’t drink when Erikka and I were kids. He was a 
softball coach—hers, not mine. I hang in the doorway 
and ask how he’s been. 
 Mr. Dante picks at the gold label on the jug. 
“Somewhere between piss poor and worse,” he says, 
smiling. 
 The kitchen feels light. When I enter, Erikka 
is surfacing from the pantry with a bag of chips. She 
tries to update her father on what I’ve been doing. 
He chides her for not knowing the specific title of my 
degree.
 Erikka shrugs him off. “Short–term memory, 
Dad. I’m a drug addict, remember?”
 “That’s her excuse for everything,” says Mr. 
Dante.
 “Not my fault,” she retorts. “They’re your 
dysfunctional genes.”
 All traces of teasing settle in the wrinkles in 
his face. For a moment, I think I am going to witness 
a fight, evidence to Erikka’s fear of walking in the 
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house with out me. But instead he sighs, complains 
that it’s been three months since Erikka lost her cell 
phone, and still hasn’t gotten a new one. 
 He turns to me. “What’s your secret? How do 
you get a hold of her?” 
 Erikka interrupts in the same gentle voice she 
used with Bree. “They don’t just give cell phones 
away, Dad,” she says. “You need a job so you can pay 
the monthly charges.”
 “So get a job,” says her father.
 Erikka waves her arms around wildly. “How 
would I get there?” she cries. “Fly?”
 “All these friends let you stay at their 
apartments, and none of them can give you a ride?”
 If the question was posed on any other drug 
addict, Mr. Dante could make a decent guess of 
the answer. He’s no idiot. But this drug addict is 
his daughter. I can’t tell if he knows or not. A smile 
lingers on his lips, but it betrays nothing. It could be 
teasing; it could be careless; it could be cruel. 
 Erikka smiles too. She opens her mouth as if 
she’s going to respond. Then she turns to me and 
says, “Let’s go outside.”
 The screen door bangs shut behind us. Outside 
is a shade lighter than evening; the front porch has 
turned blue. Bree’s sitting in the middle of the garden. 
There’s a box of Band-Aids emptied out onto the 
wood chips beside her. Erikka chews on the antenna 
of the cordless phone and says, “Think you could take 
me back downtown in a minute?”
 I squint, trying to remember why I picked her 
up in the first place. 
 She adds, “Don’t look down at me, Anne.”
 A million replies flood my mind. I want to say 
that the opposite is true. I want to say that I look up at 
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her, and down at myself. I want to point out that she 
could do so much with her life. I want to say, “Look 
at what you can do when you’re messed up! Imagine 
what you could do sober!”  But it all sounds so fake, 
so “After-School Special” in my head. 
 Instead, I look at Bree. I see her in the garden 
with her Band-Aids and think about all those little 
things that nobody can help. Then, I remember. I am 
late for dinner. 
 To Erikka, I say, call me in an hour. She says 
she will, but I know she won’t. I start down the walk 
and circle around the garden. Halfway down the 
driveway, I stop and turn back. Erikka’s cradling the 
phone in her shoulder and examining her fingernails.
 “That pumpkin’s leaking,” I tell her. “Bree 
got it all over her hands.” Bree holds the unsheathed 
Band-Aid, looking bewildered. Her eyes dart from 
the pumpkin to her mother and back to the pumpkin 
again.
 Erikka wags one hand at Bree. With the other, 
she throws open the door. “Come in and wash your 
hands,” she says. “It’s gonna be bedtime soon.”
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Aubrey Rose Murrin

DeAD mAn’S floAt

When we were Guppies,  
we waded in the water of the Y  
and watched  
Band-Aids float down  
the pool’s gutter.  
We hung on the edge, our fingertips  
wrinkling and the scent of moist chlorine  
tickled our noses.    

We watched our instructor,  
a seventeen-year-old Peter Brady clone  
as he sang, “Under the Boardwalk.”  His voice, 
deep, and wiggling as he sang,  
“Down by the Seeea.”   
He brought the tips of his toes toward the edge;
I noticed how clean they were,  
almost glowing from the chemicals.   
He curled the toes under the porcelain edge,  
as he bent down.    

“You ready for the Dead Man’s float?”  he asked,  
a Cheshire smirk across his face.    

The phrase chilled me,  
as I pictured cold, zombie-colored bodies, 
bobbing in milky water, 
their noses void of bubbles.  
I looked at my fingers,  
as wrinkled as an old woman  
and imagined dead man arms  
lopped out at the side, as the body bobbed  
in the water, wrapped in seaweed.    
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Face down,  
bobbing like a boat, 
unable to come up for air at the whistle.  
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Aubrey Rose Murrin

eyelineR

I paint it on thick, 
dipping the edges of my brush  
into the tiny pot of powder   
               that sits on the green table   
               from my grandfather’s attic,   
               that I refinished summers ago.    

Black particles hang to 
the brush’s end— 
dotting the eyes, slowly at first,  
then filling in the thick lines,  
curving Mary Tyler Moore at the ends,  
as little half smiles  
smirk on my eyelids.   
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Aubrey Rose Murrin

thiS SeConD time

This time I didn’t get lost 
on the way to the Mercy, 
 but I still had the continual thought, 
 “Please don’t die ‘til I get there.”  

And seamlessly, since it was a dream, 
while you struggled to say, “I love you,”
 the skin around your lips tight and dry, 
I struggled not to cry.   
 At that same moment we were in your kitchen,
 the green refrigerator humming quietly—
 the scent of potatoes frying on the stove.  
  I was still a kid, my long hair loose in a   
      brown braid.  
  You were singing that song you always   
     greeted me with, 
 (A you’re adorable.)
  your hands engulfed mine as you raised  
    them up in mock dance, 
 (B you’re so beau-ti-ful.) 
  and I was so happy to see you, but 
couldn’t quite place why, 
 (C you’re a pocket-full-of charm.) 
as Gramma sizzled potato pancakes
on the burnt-orange stove behind us.
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