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December 21, 2014
135 days and counting. December 21st, the winter
solstice, marks 135 days since Michael Brown’s murder.
In the last 135 days, we have seen tragedy after catastrophe after disappointment after nightmare after assault
after violation after massacre after injustice.
But we’re still here. Humans have endured centuries of hardships predominately imposed by our own
species. That may never change. What has changed is
our ability to see the world from more perspectives. We
can see the direct effects of these impositions. The Ferguson protestors changed everything, proving to international news networks that the voice of the people—that
singular sound of an impassioned group struggling to
survive—is more powerful than any suppression effort.
Now, thanks to technology and bravery, we’re all
witnesses. We see the horrors inflicted and protected by
the very systems constructed to better our communities.
Disbelief is a reasonable reaction, but the people have
set fire to the filter that shields us from the truth. Will
you take what’s handed to you, or believe what you see?
It’s okay to be afraid. Are you afraid you’ll be killed
every time you leave your house? If not, someone you
know lives with that fear, and that fear has been justified.
The solstice is a time for change. It’s on all of us to
ensure that the changes are positive.
Josh Smith
&
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Down
the

Rabbit
Hole

Lis Anna-Langston

Paying
For
It

Kate O’
Hara

M

y friend Helena owned and operated
a tug job in Manhattan. Her clientèle
was mostly lonely Wall Street guys who
would regularly make small fortunes and
come to Helena and her girls to share the
wealth. We had to stay under the radar so

the business changed locations every couple
months. It was my job to move out of one
apartment and into another. To get the new
place ready I would install the phone, computer and dimmer switches, affix sconces,
hang paintings, and decorate the bedroom

to appear as if it belonged to a little girl. It
was time to switch apartments when some
lady in the building would say, “I know what
you girls are up to, and you’d better leave.”
We always left that day—that minute.
I worked with a guy named Larry. I
was paid for my services, while Larry was a
slave who’d answered Helena’s Craigslist ad.
I first met him when I’d stopped by Helena’s
house in Williamsburg to pick her up for a
movie. She led me to the kitchen, and there
was Larry on his hands and knees, scrubbing
the floor in his underwear while listening to
“Venus in Furs” on a loop. Helena poured
two glasses of wine. I downed mine as Helena talked casually of German cinema, not
drinking a drop. I gave myself a refill, wondering if anyone was going to acknowledge
the man at our feet. Helena seemed not
to notice him. I finished my second drink
and Helena said, “Let’s go.” I walked to the
front door and looked back to see Helena’s
glass exploding on the ceramic tile. Shards
of Merlot flew everywhere. She crunched
across the floor towards me. “Clean it up,”
she said. Larry quivered in his panties.
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Larry was a schoolteacher from
Queens—he left his wife and kids to explore
the side of him that needed to be dominated.
I got to know him when we moved furniture
together and because he was constantly ordered to give me rides all over Manhattan
and Brooklyn. It was also his job to wash
the towels the girls used for cleaning themselves. One night, Larry and I were painting the back bedroom a softer shade of pink
Helena preferred. In the middle of it, Larry
got a text telling him to do the laundry. He
left with the towels, and I stayed to paint. As
I finished the last wall, I turned around and
saw a man in the doorway.
“Who are you?’ I asked. The man walked
in the wet pink room, shut the door, leaned
against it, and loosened his tie. “There’s nobody here,” I said.
“Where’s Helena?” He asked. I knew
Helena only met with one client these days,
a guy she called Dark Clark.
“Are you Clark?”
“And who are you?” He locked the bedroom door and moved toward me.
“I’m the goddamn painter. All the gals

are gone today,” I told him. It was obvious
I wasn’t one of Helena’s girls; I was wearing
threadbare jeans and a stained white t-shirt.
The girls that jerked these guys off greeted
them wearing heels, perfumed pantyhose,
party dresses and then changed into crazy
lingerie after they made the john a drink.
Dark Clark hopped on the massage table
that stood between me and the door. I bolted toward the door, but his feet shot up and
he nailed his soles to the wall, his long legs
on either side of my body. He started to
unbutton his shirt. I stood still, wondering
about my possible moves. I remembered
Helena talking about how this guy liked
to play. I had noticed bruises on her arms
and she’d said, “Oh, yeah, Dark Clark likes
to pretend he’s Bad Boy Bronson—he likes
to scare me. He’s a fuckin’ weirdo, but …”
Helena had shrugged, made doll-eyes at me
and puckered her lips. “The more sthcared I
am, the bigger he tipths.” Clark reached out
and grabbed my t-shirt as his legs wrapped
around my body. He squeezed my hips with
his thighs. He smelled like soap. He had
porcelain, olive skin. He was beautiful. I

wondered if I should scream, but that might
bring the police and everyone would go to
jail.
“Get the fuck off me,” I said, pushing
and twisting. His legs dropped away and I
rounded the table and lunged for the door,
but Clark swiveled around and grabbed my
arm. He brought his other hand around my
neck and pulled the side of my face to his
chest. He stroked my hair and lay on the table, his hands now on my skull. I listened to
his heart beat slowly.
“Get up here,” Clark whispered, his
hands tightening. Head immobilized, I
swung a leg up on the table, over his body
and slid on top of him. He brought my head
up so I was looking into his eyes. He wound
his hand around my long, thick braid. He
jerked my head back and put two fingers on
my carotid. “Whose heart beats faster?” He
asked.
I grabbed my braid with both hands
and yanked it out of his grip and rammed
my elbow down onto his nose. I stumbled off
the table, realizing that I was panic-breathing paint fumes. Clark jumped up, coughing
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and gagging, and pushed me into the wall.
He grabbed my shoulders and turned me to
face him, then slammed me back again. A
small river of blood flowed out of his nose.
He looked down my shirt and nuzzled my
neck. He breathed in my ear and pressed
himself into me. I felt his blood, mixing with
the paint, drying and tightening on my skin.
“Where’s my money?” I demanded, trying to change focus. I knew these assholes
paid $300 per half hour. He grabbed me
around the waist with one arm and grabbed
my wrist with the other. He smiled at me,
and with his hand still on my wrist, guided
my hand down his front pocket. I felt a cold,
hard lump.
“Take it,” he said. I grabbed it and he
pulled my hand out of his pants. I was holding his knife. He let go of me. I opened the
knife. Switchblade. “Now,” he said, stepping
back and resting his hands on the table, “ask
me for money.”
“Where’s the money, honey?” I asked,
thinking about stabbing vs. slashing, imagining Larry scrubbing the floor after whatever happened next.

“Other pocket,” he said.
I held the blade level at his throat and
put my hand down his other pocket. I took
out another lump.
He grabbed his shirt, unlocked the
door, and left the room. I slammed the
door and re-locked it. The shower came on
and a couple minutes later and I heard him,
“Uuuah!” My head was pounding from the
paint fumes. I was dizzy as I left the bedroom
and went into the living room. I opened the
window and sat half in/half out, one foot on
the fire escape, listening to car alarms and
breathing welcome fetid summer air.
The shower turned off and my body
tensed. I wondered if I should make a run
for it. Clark came out of the bathroom.
“Gimme my knife.” He stood in the
doorway looking at his phone. I got up from
the window, walked across the living room,
and when I was close enough, tossed the
knife into the hallway. He smiled as he retreated back across the threshold. I watched
at the window until I saw him walk out of
the building and turn the corner.
I stood there, dazed, and realized I had

a lump of cash in my hand. With my head
pounding and stomach turning, I had a hard
time making sense of the five thousand dollars—bills spread out on the floor in green,
pink, and red: Benjamin Franklin avoiding
eye contact.

Kate writes fiction. She is gorgeous
and everybody loves her.
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Touch
Robert D. “Yeti” Bryans
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Raccoon
The

First Kill

A

rmed with a Ka-bar knife sharp enough
to cut through bone, the killer crouched
between a Dumpster and the fence behind
an abandoned strip mall, watching the target. The target, a homeless man in his fifties,
smoked the last cigarette of his life and then
lay down on a thin piece of cardboard. The
killer waited, ensuring the target was unconscious, before rising and moving toward the
easy prey. The target rolled on his side and
fell into a coughing fit. A couple feet away,
the killer froze. The target eased back into
restfulness, mumbling something incoherent. Probably drunk, the killer thought, and
then plunged the knife into the target’s chest,
stabbing the man again and again. The killer

Timothy Judd

pulled a dark hoodie over the bloody clothes
and ran into the darkness.
August 24, 2009
Day One, I Guess
A lot of places claim to have the best breakfast burrito and they’re all a bunch of goddamned liars. The best burrito can only be
found at The Walnut Café, home to the Three
Egg Burrito. It’s about the size of a football
and stuffed with all kinds of goodies, especially what I like to call the Goldilocks
Sauce: not too hot, not too mild, but just

right. The Walnut is hidden in the industrial
part of town, pinched between a couple of
auto shops. All the mechanics know about
the place but they only go for lunch, which
is perfect because it’s not packed full of assholes in the morning.
I sat in the back with my burrito, a coffee
and an L.A. Times, scanning the headlines:
“Suicide bombing kills eight in Afghanistan,”
“Rogue Journalist Captures the War in Middle East on Camera,” “U.S. Death toll since
2001,” and near the bottom of the second to
last page was a blurb about a homeless man
stabbed to death in L.A. I tried to read about
the killing, but kept coming back to the date:
Two thousand nine, two thousand nine, how

9

the hell did it get to be two thousand and
nine? It seems like just the other day… Jesus Christ, I sound like my father: Yesterday,
when I shaved, the face looking back was a
teenager. Today, the face is an old man…
I’ve gotten a little mixed up with the
time before. The first time was in 2001, a
couple of months after the towers went
down. I was in the barracks with an hour
to kill before I had to go see my commanding officer. Sitting on the edge of the rack, I
watched the clock, connecting the dots that
it was time to go and I should stand up and
put one boot in front of the other and roll
out. But for all that, I remained seated and
staring at the wall. When I finally got off my
ass and reported, the CO was pissed, going
on and on about how “the whole operation’s
blown” until I had enough of his bullshit and
walked away.
My hand shook as I took another swig
of coffee, the dark water slipping over the
edge and staining the tray’s paper lining
in the shape of a C. Another migraine was
coming on too, so I made a mental note to
pick up some Goody Powder at the Rite Aid.

Then, I took another bite of burrito and read
the article about the slain transient.
Ray McGill, fifty-eight, was found
stabbed to death behind an abandoned strip
mall where he routinely slept. Investigators
said, “The perpetrator was captured on camera, however they were unable to provide a
physical description due to the assailant’s
dark and baggy clothing.” Police were also
lost when it came to motive as those who
knew McGill described him as non-confrontational.
§
Later that day, I was lounging in an old
home that had been converted into a coffee
and hookah bar called Breeze. After ordering coffee—black—I found a room with an
available couch. A woman in her early thirties sat in a recliner, reading a book titled The
Most Notorious Crimes in American History. She had dark shades propped up on top
of her head and wore a grey, ankle length,
summer-dress. She looked up and nodded
a polite “hello.” I returned the nod, grabbed

some real estate and rummaged through my
backpack.
She asked me a question, so I made
eye contact this time. She didn’t give off an
ulterior motive as if she was trying to sell
me anything, so I smiled back and then
looked away. I can still be shy sometimes,
but this was more a case of wondering if I
had brushed my teeth during my morning
routine. Besides, I did not share a spark or
an immediate physical attraction with this
woman, so I didn’t see any reason to force
the conversation. With that, she gathered
her things, dropped those dark shades over
her pale face, slipped me her card and said,
“If you ever find yourself in need of advice,
feel free to call… or pass it along to someone
who does.” So, she was selling something.
§
Pasadena’s best-kept secret is the Alley Theater. It runs older movies and only charges
a dollar, plus all the concessions are a buck.
So you can get a couple of hotdogs, popcorn,
a Coke and the movie ticket for five bones.
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That’s as much as you’d pay for a beer across
the street—well, less actually, once you tip
the bartender. I struggle to understand alcoholism, I really do.
I hit the Alley for some entertainment
and, let’s face it, dinner. The movie they were
showing was a psychological thriller where
a CIA officer goes under deep cover to hunt
the leader of an underground terrorist cell,
bone a bunch of foxy chicks and save the
world. It was fantastic. Well, it was great until the incident.
Right in the middle of some eye candy—a car chase, a mushroom cloud and then
some good, old fashioned, hand to hand—I
had … Well, I had my own internal vision
going along with the actual movie. I’m in my
truck, hauling ass across the desert, just trying to get to the next FOB. Ahead, the sand
was a little off color, as if it’d recently been
dug up. There was something buried underneath, I knew it, but by the time I realized it,
it was too late. I had already driven over it.
Shit, Goddammit, motherfucker—
The explosion was silent and invisible,
at least, to me. It was like when I was young-

er and we watched those homemade movies
where our whole family went out to the park
for a picnic, then Mom and Dad got in this
huge fight and one of them jerked the camera to the side and there was a blur for a second. Everything looked like that, and I felt
my body lift up as if the truck had piqued
the curiosity of Jolly the Green Giant, who
had just as quickly lost interest and tossed it
off to the side.
Hands were all over me. I tried to knock
them away—I figured it was kids, they’re always trying to touch me everywhere, the flag
on my shoulder, everything. I mean, they’ll
point a gun right at me and won’t think twice
about pulling the trigger, but anytime they’re
nearby they just can’t keep their grubby little
bugger-pickers off my goddamned uniform.
I kept slapping the hands away until they
took hold and dragged me out of a smoldering pile of rubble.
It was dark and cool, and all the hands
had let go. Bright lights and gunfire jerked
me back into consciousness. I tried to move,
but my body was pinned between two pieces of equipment. I screamed, kicked and

rolled around on the ground until I realized it wasn’t sand but carpet beneath me. I
wasn’t in uniform, but civilian clothes. The
gunshots weren’t real, but part of the movie. I was pinched between two rows of seats.
Unfuckingbelievable. I picked myself up
and looked around. Nobody else was in the
theatre, thank God. Like I said, the Alley is
Pasadena’s best-kept secret.
§
Once I’d recovered, I went down to that Rite
Aid for a soda and a candy bar. There were
a couple of kittens scrounging around the
Dumpster, but they weren’t having any luck.
I went back into the Rite Aid and bought a
can of tuna. Once I got outside, I realized I
forgot to get a can opener so I had to go back
into the goddamned Rite Aid again. The cashier—an aspiring punk with purple hair
and black lipstick—gave me the stink eye,
cause it was my third trip in fifteen minutes,
but fuck her.
By the time I got the can open, scraped
the food out on a piece of cardboard so it
11

didn’t get all the oily nastiness of the pavement and then retreated to my van, a big ass
raccoon scared the poor cat away and scarfed
all the tuna. What a bastard. So I was all
pissed off about that for a minute (although
I had to admit that staying out of sight until an opportunity presented itself was pretty
smart on the coon’s part), then went to sleep.
August 25
Day Two
On the evening of August 24th, Jeffery
Brewster entered his sister-in-law’s home in
San Marino and began firing indiscriminately. The sister’s daughter, Kelley, answered the
door and was the first to get shot. She lost
her left eye but somehow managed to survive. The rest of the birthday party attendees
were not so lucky. Eleven people lost their
lives that night, several more were injured—
two of them critically. The shooter died of a
self-inflicted gunshot wound and the police
were trying to piece together a motive. Their
theory was marital problems, as the shooter
and the wife had recently separated. What

bothered me about the whole story—not
that any of it gave me a warm fuzzy—was
that the perpetrator was living out of his old,
rusted-out, Ford truck.
Here’s the deal: there’s this famous musician who goes by Sapphire. She’s filthy rich
now, but when she was starting out she used
to live out of her car. It’s hard to believe since
Sapphire’s smoking hot and could bag any
guy (or girl) she wanted, but that’s not the
point. The point is there’s a fine line between
sanity and insanity. One lives in a vehicle
and becomes rich, famous and adored by all.
Another commits mass murder.
I explained this to the shrink—the one
I met in Breeze—after I called her and set an
appointment. There seemed to be some confusion between what Sapphire and the psycho had to do with me, so she set me up on the
computer to run some quick tests—personality profile, etc. When all that bullshit was
over, she started asking me all kinds of crap
like: what seems to be the problem? Why’d
you come in today? (As opposed to yesterday—what was the trigger, in other words?)
We didn’t really start getting anywhere until

she asked me to walk her through my typical
day.
“Well, the first thing I do is look out the
windows to see if anybody’s around. Then
I climb out of my van, stretch my legs, and
then dump the Gatorade bottles full of piss
in the bushes. After that, I rinse my mouth
out with Scope and spit that into the bushes.
That completes the morning routine—
“So… you’re living in a van.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Well, it’s like I told you about Sapphire.”
“Are you a musician?”
“No. But anytime you strive to do something—something big, you know, like start a
business—
“Are you starting a business?”
“No. I’m just saying, as an example,
you have to sacrifice something in return.
I mean, look at yourself: you just finished
school and got a job. Great, but what if you
want to open your own practice? That takes
money and with L.A. rent—
“So, you’re living in a van to save mon12

ey?”

“Not really. I think the question you’re
asking is essentially the same as the one I’m
asking.”
“Which is?”
“Which comes first, the chicken or the
egg? I’m assuming this guy was crazy before,
that’s what caused the problems with the wife
and got his ass thrown out. Plus, that would
explain why he had no one else to turn to.
Since he couldn’t crash on a friend’s couch,
he lands in the backseat of his car—truck,
whatever. But I don’t know that. Like I say,
it’s an assumption. Maybe he wasn’t crazy.
Maybe he was just an asshole and living in
a parking lot drove him over the edge. So I
guess what I’m really up to is preventative
maintenance.”
“I see. How long have you been living
like this?”
“I don’t know, several months. Maybe a
year.”
“Okay. How do you take care of personal hygiene matters?”
“I have a gym membership.”
“You have a cell phone, a gym mem-

bership, and a van? All that takes money …”
“Are you asking how I afford such a
glamorous lifestyle?”
“Yes.”
“I get a check from the government every month.”
“Were you—”
“You know, I’d rather not talk about it.”
“That’s fine. We don’t have to talk about
anything you don’t want to talk about. But
just so you know, some of my clients have
served in the military.” She paused for a moment and then added, “And have been in
combat.”
“Are you trying to find a delicate way of
asking if I’ve killed anybody?”
She nodded.
“Let me put it to you like this,” I said,
taking a moment to think it through, as that
was a touchy subject. Say, for example, someone gave an order to light up a building; I’d
light that motherfucker up. Maybe nobody
was in it, but my guess is somebody was—a
lot of somebodies. Theoretically, they could
have escaped unscathed, but I’m not really
in the business of blowing shit up half-assed.

When I take out a target, there’s nothing left
but a smoldering hole in the ground. I considered explaining all that happy horseshit
to her but then settled for the easy way out
and lied. “No.”
“Okay,” she said, nodding her head. She
heard me, but didn’t believe me. “Well, our
time is up.”
“Wow, that’s a fast hour.”
“It’s fifty minutes, plus, remember, you
had those tests.”
“Right, right.”
“So, what I’m thinking is that we could
do is some role playing exercises, but I need
to consult with my supervisor first and
then, say, we meet back here same time next
week?”
“You can’t just call and give me the verdict?”
“No.”
“Same time next week, then.”
Second Kill
The killer squatted in the trees, surveyed the target and considered calling it off.
13

This target was not the killer’s first choice.
The first choice—a homeless man passed out
drunk behind a Carl’s Jr.—was a no-go due
to all the people in the area. Witnesses were
no good when it came to murder. The killer
called it a night and decided to go for a walk
instead. The Altadena Crest Trail was dark
and quiet and offered some solitude from
the endless chatter in the killer’s mind. Just
when the killer decided to head home, a new
target emerged beyond the tree line, lying in
a dry riverbed. It was perfectly secluded, but
the target’s stature made the killer uneasy.
The target was at least six-foot-six and probably weighed three hundred pounds, like the
offspring of an NFL linebacker and a WNBA
baller. Then, the killer heard the snores and
advanced, crouching down beside the target. Killer anticipated hearing the target’s
last breath escape. Just before plunging the
knife down, the target woke with a gasp, but
made no attempt to fight or even escape. Instead, he asked, “Why? Why are you doing
this?” Killer said, “I’m just doing my job,”
and slammed the knife into the man’s chest.

August
Day Two
Well, I got in a fight in the library of all
places—the Pasadena Public Library, a hotbed of violence. It was all a stupid misunderstanding about who was assigned a computer, and apparently I sat down in front of
one that some other guy was using, except
he had gone off to use the restroom. The girl
next to me even said he had been using it,
but I figured no big deal, if he comes back, I’ll
get up and wait until the next one becomes
available. Scanning the headlines, I clicked
on an article about Jimmy Lloyd, a destitute
man found with multiple stab wounds on his
face, neck and chest. Homicide detectives
were investigating if this attack could be related to the slaying of Ray McGill. Right in
the middle of the update, I found myself on
the floor with some freak show on top of me,
screaming obscenities and pushing my face
into the nasty carpet. A library patron broke
it up and the security guard took us to separate rooms, almost like an interrogation at
a police station. The lady who manages the

place came around and took my “statement,”
asking if I knew him (I did not), what that
was all about (I had no idea, evidently I was
in his seat). She apologized, explaining that
they’d had problems with this guy before.
“He’s homeless,” she whispered, giving me a
‘you understand’ nod as she explained how
he slept on the library’s front steps at night,
but she would put a stop to it. She would
personally ban the guy from the library for
thirty days. I restrained laughter.
§
That evening, I made a new friend: Jesus Christ. I met Our Savior—real name
Dave—at Victory Park. The Salvation Army
provides free lunch for the homeless once
a week, and my funds were running low so
I “volunteered.” Dave didn’t really think he
was Jesus, but did believe living on the street
was some kind of profound spiritual journey. I asked him if he could go back and do
anything differently and he cut me off saying, “Nothing, nothing at all. The only thing
I’d do differently would be to hit the streets
14

sooner.” He was bat shit crazy, but had entertaining stories, so I stuck around.
Dave told me he showered in somebody’s backyard during the day while they
were at work. He’d just let himself through
the gate or jump the fence like a meter reader, strip down, then wash under the garden
hose. Except one time a stay-at-home dad
came out on the back porch with a double
barrel shotgun, chambered two rounds and
snapped it shut. Dave didn’t have time to collect his things, and he ran down the street in
his birthday suit. The cops were not amused
and charged him with trespassing and public indecency, which Dave thought was hilarious. How was he going to pay? He was
homeless! We shared a good laugh, then he
asked if I wanted to drink wine with him behind the library. I declined. Then he asked if
I could spare a few bucks so that he could go
buy wine. I didn’t have cash on me (which
was the truth), but I gave up some coins. I
couldn’t really spare the change, but I needed to keep up appearances.
Day Four or Five…

The fucking van wouldn’t start this
morning. To make matters worse, I’m not
supposed to be parking where I’ve been parking. I can get away with it overnight, but the
lot has a two-hour limit during the day. To
add insult to injury, I had just enough money
left to cover a tow, but then I couldn’t afford
the service. So by the time I walked over to
the mechanic to see if they could help me
out and then walked back, the goddamned
van pulled a Copperfield and disappeared. I
can’t get it out of car jail either because then
I’d be broke, wouldn’t be able to get it fixed
and it would just get towed again. Aside
from a small backpack with this journal and
a couple other things, all my stuff is in the
van and the van is locked up. So, now I really
am homeless, goddammit.
Pissed off but still hungry, I made my
way to Carl’s Jr. Waiting for some guy to deliver my loaded breakfast burrito, I nursed
some coffee and watched the flat screen.
A douchebag in a tie covered all the usual
headlines—financial crisis, Afghanistan—
with one notable exception. Local police

now believed the cases of the two slain transients were linked. They thought that the
murders were committed by a single killer
specifically targeting the homeless, although
they were still unclear on the motive. The
homeless were encouraged to stick together, to sleep in well-lit, heavily populated areas and remain alert. Although the shelters
were filled, soup kitchens and churches provided temporary services for those seeking
a safe haven until the homeless predator was
caught.
My cell rang. I stepped out back to
take the call but it went to voice mail before
I could answer. The message was from my
shrink, reminding me about our appointment tomorrow. I didn’t call her back. Instead, I made my way down to the library to
check email and tried to sort out all this shit
with the van.
Dave and a couple of other guys were
drinking wine behind the building and
laughing their asses off. I went over there
to see just what the hell they were laughing
at. Dave introduced me to Carlton, a young
black man, who’d been on the streets for sev15

eral years and couldn’t even remember being
an “inside cat.” I doubted Carlton was even
legal to drink and, if I were right, that meant
he’d been homeless for a third of his life.
Hector, a middle-aged Mexican, didn’t
say much, but he smiled and offered me a
Solo cup full of wine. I shook my head.
“What were you guys laughing about?”
Dave said, “A woman came out the back
door—
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s hilarious.”
“Don’t be an asshole,” Dave said. “Let
me finish. A raccoon fell out of the tree and
landed right on top of her, and she freaked
the hell out—it was awesome.”
Carlton said, “Insane,” and nodded in
agreement.
Hector had nothing.
Something didn’t feel right.
“Wait,” I said. “Did the raccoon fall out
of the tree or did it jump out?”
“No, no,” Dave said, insisting, “It fell
out.”
Carlton and Hector nodded in agreement. As if those unobservant idiots knew
what happened. Raccoons are very dex-

terous, and everybody knows how unpredictable and aggressive they can be. I bet it
jumped from the tree to attack the lady. It’s
not normal, but they have been known to
kill cats and dogs. I let it go.
“Okay, listen, a buddy of mine is going
through some hard times, so I was wondering where you guys slept—if you don’t mind
me asking.”
“Wherever you happen to pass out,”
Dave said. “On a park bench, under a bridge,
down some stairwell, whatever. I usually
crash here, in the bushes behind the library.
There’s another guy that sleeps on the front
steps.”
“Yeah, I know that guy. He jumped me
while I was on a computer.”
“That was you?” Carlton asked. “I
pulled him off you.”
“Thanks. I would have thanked you earlier, but security grabbed me before I even
knew what happened.”
“It’s cool, don’t mention it. I’ll show you
some places to squat.”
“It’s not for me,” I said. “I was just curious is all. Hector?”

“I have a van,” Hector said. “You’re more
than welcome to stay with me anytime.”
Dave said, “Hector’s gay,” and finished
his cup of wine.
“Like I said, it’s not for me.”
“Anytime,” Hector repeated, creeping
me out.
“Well, I think I’m going to take off. I’ll
see you guys later.”
Carlton said, “Can I get a ride?”
“My car’s in the shop.”
“I thought you drove a van, too,” Dave
said.
“Right. I meant car as a generic term
for vehicle, you know?”
Their expressions were blank.
“It’s like, you know how some people
refer to any soda as ‘Coke?’”
They didn’t.
“Okay, well, never mind. I gotta run.”
Third Kill
The target sat on the front steps of the
library. Killer watched from the shrubs, considering all the angles: it was dark but still
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early in the evening, the library was close to
downtown and visible to the steady stream of
cars passing, a small group of pedestrians—
probably homeless—were gathered in the
park across the street and, most problematic, the police station down the block. Killer must abort. Although, if the timing were
just right, killer could attack when the traffic
was stopped at a red light and out of view.
Killer could go for the neck first, instead of
the chest, severing the aorta and, squelching
any screams loiterers might hear across the
street. As for the cops, they’d have no reason
to come out until someone reported the incident and, from the road, it’d just look like
another homeless man camped out for the
night—no cause for alarm. The killer advanced like a cat, slow and methodical. The
target remained unaware. The killer got to
the edge, where the bushes ended and, eased
onto the concrete embankment. Just before
killer pounced, a twig snapped, drawing the
target’s attention. It was too late; there was
no going back now. Killer jumped on the
target, plunging the knife into his back over
and over. The target’s screams were muffled,

but the commotion still drew attention.
Someone across the street screamed
“Hey!” The sound of feet slapping pavement
cut through the night. The killer moved fast,
circling around the library before entering
the park’s darkened woods. The three who
gave chase remained huddled around the
bloody body. The killer was safe for the moment, but couldn’t stay here. It was only a
matter of time before authorities were notified and they began searching the immediate area. The killer wiped the bloody blade
clean, covered the blood stained clothes with
a dark hoodie and walked down the street
without looking back.
Day Fourteen, give or take a couple days…
Man, oh man, I’ve got to get the fuck
out of here. I’m flat broke and have had to
resort to panhandling—something I’m not
very good at. My first attempt was almost
comical. I looked like some college kid trying
to come up with beer money for the weekend and nobody gave me a damned dime.
But now that I’ve been wearing the same

clothes for several days, smell like I shit myself a couple times and have a cloud of gnats
following me around, I’ve had a little more
success.
When asked for spare change, people
react in five distinct ways. The first and most
common is to hustle past as if they didn’t
even notice. The next is to make a faint search
attempt before offering the excuse, “I only
carry credit cards,” which may or may not
be true. Third is to give spare change (that is,
after all, what the homeless asked for in the
first place). The fourth, by far the rarest, is to
escort the homeless into the nearest fast food
or convenience store and buy them something. It’s the fifth, spouting off “get a job,”
that always kills me. While it might be true
that employment would be the most immediate way to improve one’s life on the street,
it is also the least realistic for someone reduced to that level. Never mind the basics of
putting together a resume and making oneself presentable for an interview, there is no
time to do anything other than be homeless.
One must eat to survive, and the only way to
acquire food is to request spare change. Few
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are willing to part with their money, regardless of the amount, so the time it takes to
acquire several dollars in change—enough
to get a meal at Mickey D’s—may take three
or four hours. Then, once the meal is consumed, the process begins again. It’s hard to
believe, but being homeless is a full-time job.
Other than that, the shrink has called
me a couple times and left a bunch of voice
mails. The first one said I missed my appointment and, since I hadn’t called ahead
and given notice, she was going to have to

charge me for the session. Then she called
a couple of days later to say she went ahead
and ran the card, but—surprise, surprise—
it was declined. I figured that would be the
end of it, but she called again three or four
days after that to apologize. She realized
I was going through hard times and didn’t
mean to sound insensitive. She really did
want to help, after all. It sounded sincere, so
I returned the call, explained that my next
benefits check wouldn’t hit my account for a
couple weeks and then I’d have to get my van
out of jail and get it fixed. She said
One must eat to survive, and the only she understood. She could wait a
way to acquire food is to request spare couple weeks—although therachange. Few are willing to part with their py should not be postponed any
longer. I said I’d think about it.
money, regardless of the amount, so the I really wasn’t sure when I could
time it takes to acquire several dollars in come in—or even if I could come
change—enough to get a meal at Mickey in—and that I’d give her a call
back.
D’s—may take three or four hours. Then,
It’s so damned frustrating,
once the meal is consumed, the process being stuck like this. If I could
begins again. It’s hard to believe, but being just hold out a little longer, a
couple more days, maybe anothhomeless is a full-time job.
er week, I don’t know. If I could

just make it till my check from Uncle Sam
hits my account, then I can peace out. I’d get
my van out of hock—or, on second thought,
fuck it. I’d get on the first train or bus out of
this god-forsaken city and never come back.
???
I haven’t slept in days, maybe a week;
it’s hard to say. Food’s been scarce, too. Well,
that’s not entirely true. I ate my first meal out
of Dumpster the other day, got sick as hell
and have been hallucinating like a motherfucker ever since.
This morning I was in that fuzzy place
between comatose and consciousness. Cool
air brushed my face, and it felt like I was on a
boat or maybe in a hammock, as there was a
gentle, rocking. With the exception of needing to take a whiz, I had no desire to change
anything. The pressure spoiled the otherwise
perfect moment, so I decided to get up and
that was when I realized I couldn’t move. I
was frozen in place. The more I struggled
to break free, the stronger the paralysis became. Fear trumped all other emotions—I
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can’t breathe, I’m suffocating—when a raccoon appeared. It sat on my chest, crushing
my rib cage. Beads of sweat ran across my
forehead as his razor sharp claws came at
my face. Instead of stabbing me, one of its
claws reached up and peeled off the top of its
head, revealing a human head underneath.
Dressed in dark clothes and armed with a
Ka-bar knife, he resembled the description
of a person of interest in the unsolved murders of homeless men. I recognized him. He
looked remarkably like me. Then, without
warning, the grip on my body released and
the raccoon vanished. I sat up and gasped
for air. My heart crashing inside my chest.
An hour ago, I saw a group of mercenaries in combat fatigues hidden in the brush
just beyond the bridge. One looked right at
me, put a finger to his mouth and whispered,
“Shh…” like I was going to jump up and go tell
somebody. Everything swirled. I rubbed my
temples, massaging in little circles, kneading
my brain through skin and skull until something clicked inside my head. Chambers slid
and fell into place. Bright lights flashed and
glimmered like mad. Red and blue twist-

ed into a bizarre sequence of radiant blurs.
A tank turned under the bridge and rolled
toward me. I grabbed my knife and put the
blade to my wrist, but decided it wasn’t fair. I
am the raccoon. I must go out like all the others. I summoned all my strength and gripped
the handle tightly. With the blade facing toward me, I braced myself for the killer’s final
assault. The tank stopped in front of me and
a soldier leaned over and rolled down the
window. Wait. No, that wasn’t right. It was
a patrol vehicle, not a tank. A cop poked his
head out the window.
He said, “Everything all right, fella?”
“Yeah, ah… Yes, sir,” I said, stifling a
grin.
“Didn’t want to deal with the shelters,
huh?”
“No, officer, not really all that great with
people.”
He chuckled. “Me either. I’m kind of
a loner myself. Listen. Keep your head up,
Son. You’re a young guy, an’ you’ve still got
your whole life ahead of you. Don’t know
your, ah, situation and it’s none of my business either, but, well, I … Actually, came by

to let you know we’ve apprehended a person
of interest in those homeless slayings. Captain hasn’t given the official word yet but you
can sleep easy tonight because we caught the
rat bastard. Now have a good night and remember what I said.”
The tank rolled away.
“No,” I said. “Wait. You got—somebody
stop me—you got the wrong guy.”
A platoon of soldiers hustled under the
bridge. Their mission was to remove a blot
on the landscape. I rose, fell into formation
and, in lockstep, moved out alongside them.
For once, our intentions were the same.

Timothy Judd is working toward an MFA in Creative Writing at Lesley University and anticipates
graduating in June. In addition to placing “The
Raccoon” with Loud Zoo, he also found a home
for “Savage” in the Merrimack Review. Out of over
ten thousand entrants, Tim submitted the winning
entry for Houston Space Center’s “Name the Shuttle Contest,” christening the orbiter “Independence.”
Feel free to visit timothyjudd.net for updates.
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Aural Examination

Click to hear a reading by Valentina,
accompanied by Becky Atchley!

or Download MP3!

Becky Atchley is a singer, composer,
owner of a creative arts studio and an
avid crusader for mental health
awareness. She also enjoys long walks on the beach
and dreams of one day achieving a lifetime supply of
Spaghettio’s and comic books.

Valentina Cano

Self-Hypnosis

I have a head full of keys.
They dangle like iron ringlets
that clang against each other
and punctuate my every step.
Swathing me in gray church bell songs
and marble white skies.

Valentina Cano is a student of classical singing who spends whatever free time either writing or reading. Her works have appeared in Exercise Bowler, Blinking Cursor, Theory
Train, Cartier Street Press, Berg Gasse 19, Precious Metals, A Handful of Dust, The Scarlet Sound, The Adroit Journal, Perceptions Literary Magazine, Welcome to Wherever,
The Corner Club Press, Death Rattle, Danse Macabre, Subliminal Interiors, Generations Literary Journal, A Narrow Fellow, Super Poetry Highway, Stream Press, Stone Telling,
Popshot, Golden Sparrow Literary Review, Rem Magazine, Structo, The 22 Magazine, The Black Fox Literary Magazine, Niteblade, Tuck Magazine, Ontologica, Congruent Spaces Magazine, Pipe Dream, Decades Review, Anatomy, Lowestof Chronicle, Muddy River Poetry Review, Lady Ink Magazine, Spark Anthology, Awaken Consciousness Magazine, Vine Leaves Literary Magazine, Avalon Literary Review, Caduceus,White Masquerade Anthology and Perhaps I’m Wrong About the World. Her poetry has been nominated
for Best of the Web and the Pushcart Prize. Her debut novel, The Rose Master, was published in June 2014. You can find her here: http://carabosseslibrary.blogspot.com
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obody else on Earth can do what I’m
doing right now. I grip the steering
wheel with every ounce of strength in my
fingers. The steering wheel grips back. We’re
in this together.
I drive in the death-black night with
the headlights turned off. Headlights would
give us away. The element of danger is an afterthought.
I’m so wired. I don’t have any idea what
Gary gave me, but it’s working. I won’t need
to sleep ever again. I am using all of my brain
right now. I can see through the night, and it
is dark. No moonlight anywhere. Maybe the
moon exploded, and the tides won’t know
what to do ever again. The dust and gravel
from the dirt road are flying. I am driving
really fast. Cassie is asleep in the passenger’s
seat, unaware of what’s happening.
Shit. Pothole. My car nearly flips over,
but it doesn’t, because I’ve never flipped a car
before. When it crashes back to the ground,
it crashes hard. Thud, crunch. Maybe a hub-

The
Barn

Nick Prevenas
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cap falls off, maybe two. But there’s no real
damage, because I’m still driving. And I’m
driving fast.
This should wake her up, but she remains perfectly still. She is the eye in my
hurricane. She took the same stuff Gary gave
me, and I feel great. My senses are alive and
completely in tune with my surroundings.
She’ll snap out of it. She always does,
sooner or later. Can’t stop now. The Barn
should be around the bend. One more
sweeping left turn, one more punch of the
gas pedal, and we’ll be there.
The Barn is just a few hundred feet
away. It’s the only source of light for miles
around. It’s so bright that I have to put down
the visor. I’m driving toward the sun. It’s getting hot. Better roll down the window.
I slam on the gas pedal with both feet.
I’m going even faster than before. I’m ready
for liftoff.

Now I’m screaming. I’m not even
screaming on purpose. I have no control
over my vocal chords. I’m screaming and I
don’t know why.
She still hasn’t moved. I’m howling with
force and she hasn’t budged. Something’s
wrong, but there’s no time for that. I’m almost at The Barn. Everything we need is at
The Barn. The Barn hasn’t always treated us
well, but tonight, The Barn will fix everything.
I take my feet off the gas, but I don’t
want to touch the brake pedal unless I have
to. The brake lights would give us away.
She starts coughing as we coast toward
The Barn. That’s a good sign. I was worried
for a second, but that second of worry felt
like 10 lifetimes of dread, experienced back
to back and at the same time, all on top of
one another. Every feeling I have — even if
it’s just for an instant — is amplified and layered.

She’s coughing a lot. No blood, though.
That’s an even better sign. But right now, with
everything we have riding on this, she could
be coughing enough to fill a blood bank and
it wouldn’t matter. We’re miles away from
the closest hospital and, as far as I know, The
Barn doesn’t have medical supplies.
She stops coughing. Good.
We drift to a complete stop about fifty feet short of The Barn’s entrance. Good
enough. I run a hand through her tangled
red-orange hair.
“Shh,” I whisper to her. “You sit tight
and don’t say anything. Don’t even poke your
head up. I’ve got everything under control.”
I throw the car into neutral and push
with all the strength in my body. I know he
won’t want to walk through the weeds, so
I’m pushing the car to The Barn’s entrance.
I’m so fucking smart. I’ve never been strong
enough to push a car before, but right now,
it’s as if this two-ton heap of garbage is
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weightless. Gravity no longer applies. I am
the best possible version of myself.
Every inch of this car is making noise.
Every joint is creaking; every bearing is
loose. The only thing holding her car together is my force of will.
The Barn is so bright. It’s as if the Earth’s
core is providing the energy to light this
place. I can’t shield my eyes because I need
both arms to push. In the white-hot glow
stands a hunched outline—McCullough. He
sees me.
“What the fuck are ya doin’?” he yells.
“I’m being inconspicuous, like you said.
Can’t be too careful.”
“Well, ya didn’t have ta push yer damn
car all da way up here. Ya coulda just drove
it.”
I won’t argue with him. He’s an angry
little man who will look for any reason to

pick a fight. Even in casual conversation, he
keeps his fists balled, just in case.
“Well, ya got it?”
I know he has to ask me, but I know
he knows I have it. All I have is the girl in
the front seat and McCullough’s package in
the trunk. And that’s more than anyone else
has. In this moment, I have the secrets of
life completely figured out. I no longer fear
death, because I am invincible.
I nod.
I’m so wired right now, but I’m able to
keep it cool. Every synapse is firing like a
throbbing metronome set at maximum tempo, but my exterior is calm.
I lead McCullough to the back of the
car. Key number two opens the trunk. I need
both of my arms to prop it up. I ask McCullough to hand me the 2-by-4 that functions as our trunk’s kickstand.

“Yer car is shit,” McCullough says. “You
ever worry that this hunk of wood is going to
slip out and the trunk is gonna crash down
and kill ya?”
“Nope. Never even thought about it.”
That’s a lie. I think about it all the time.
In fact, this is the first and only time I haven’t worried about it. If the trunk were going
to smash my skull, it would’ve done so long
before this moment. After everything I’ve
gone through to get McCullough this package, there is no way I’m going to die right
now.
I successfully prop open the trunk and
throw back the layers of blankets I used to
cover his package. The box is still there, perfectly intact. It looks like a sad little Christmas present—the last one under the tree; the
one nobody wants to open. But McCullough
is completely under its spell.
McCullough slowly reaches into the
trunk and gently places his hand on the box.
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In this instant—an instant that seems to last
10 lifetimes—I have a flash. I could kill McCullough right now, and nobody would ever
know. I could murder this ugly little man,
keep his filthy package all to myself and set it
on fire. Pretend as if it never existed. I could
pull the 2-by-4 and slam the trunk down on
his square head and take his money—my
money—and get the fuck outta here.
But that would be stupid. McCullough
has friends. Scary friends. Friends who know
exactly what he is doing tonight.
McCullough shoots a cold glance at me,
as if he could read my mind. I swallow hard
and stare at my shoes. This is not the time to
be having thoughts.
McCullough clutches the package to his
chest as if it’s his own flesh-and-blood baby.
In a way, it kind of is. Inside the package is
proof that we’d all made bad choices.
I’m not proud of it, but if it means freedom from this town, these people, this life,

I’m going to do it. Being high and anxious
and worried all the time is taking its toll. It
didn’t used to be this way. Our lives once had
momentum.
“I suppose ya want yer cash, huh?” McCullough takes the package back to The Barn
and quickly emerges with two duffel bags.
I have never seen this much money in one
place before. Cassie probably has. She came
from money, but she spent it. We all did.
McCullough drops both duffel bags into
my trunk and unzips the tops. It’s all there,
probably. He looks at me, we both nod, and
he zips the bags closed. Done deal. I shake
his hand, make brief eye contact, get back
into my car and fire up the engine. It starts
on the first try.
I back out and drive away on the same
dirt path. I turn on the headlights after a few
miles because I’m done living in the dark.
Our new life begins this second.
“Cassie, wake up. Wake up!” I use my

left hand to steer as I jostle her with my right
arm. “Cassie! We did it!”
More jostling. Still nothing. She’s a
heavy sleeper. I wish I could sleep like her. I
can’t sleep at all. Even when I do sleep, it’s a
shallow, restless sleep. I wake up more tired
than when I went to bed. Not her, though.
When she decides to sleep, she’s gone. She
wakes up refreshed and eager. It’s the best
part of our day.
One time, she fell asleep and didn’t
wake up for three days, maybe four. When
she finally awoke, I was there, running my
fingers through her tangled red-orange hair
and smoothing out the creases in her hospital gown. She never speaks of it. If she had an
out-of-body experience or a religious awakening, she would’ve brought it up. Either she
saw something terrifying, or she saw nothing.
“Cassie, wake up! C’mon, don’t you
wanna hear how it went? McCullough tried
to be the tough guy, but I held my ground. I
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don’t know what’s going on with me tonight,
but I feel like I can do anything.”
More shaking, still nothing. I shake so
hard that her head pops back. That’s when
I see the blood in and around her nose and
mouth. It’s thick and wet.
Shit. I’m nowhere near anyone who can
help her. All I can do is drive and hope. She’ll
be okay. She won’t die. Not tonight. No way.
I keep driving, but now I feel cheated.
If we felt this at the same time, together, we
could take over the world before sunrise.
We’ve still got about four more hours before
the sun shows up. We could pull it off.
I check to see if she’s still breathing. She
is—barely. It’s breath, for sure, but it’s not
full breath. It’s shallow and clipped. Her skin
feels clammy.
There’s blood trapped under my fingernails. Dry blood. Not Cassie’s.

I keep driving. I grip the steering wheel
so hard that my knuckles threaten to tear
through my skin. Our new life is in two duffel bags in the trunk of her car, but I can’t
see anything in front of us, even with the
headlights on. All I can see is The Barn—its
white-hot glow reduced to a faint flicker in
my rear-view mirror.

Nick Prevenas is the host of The SideStreets
Podcast, a mildly successful and award-eligible
program that seeks to highlight inspiring creative endeavors. A Wyoming native, Nick now
speaks into microphones, writes, and plays
music in his true home of Tucson, Arizona,
with his beautiful wife, Kelly, and their pets,
Charlie The Dog and Emma The Cat. Find out
more at sidestreetspodcast.tumblr.com.

Keys of Mind creative learning and event
studio is now open in Casper, WY!
Private instruction and group classes are
available in a wide variety of the arts, as well
as special events and retail of local art. It will
also act as an event coordination company
for local artists, business, non-profits, and
anyone who would like to create an event
filled with art, music, comedy, and more!
Visit the studio inside the beautiful and
historic Victorian Lace building!
805 E.2nd St Suite #1
Call or visit our website for rates,
specials and scheduling!
(307) 234-6751 | keysofmind.com
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aime scoured the sky. To get a better view,
he brushed a thick strand of hair away
from his eyes. Even then, he couldn’t make
out a single star. The sky was hiding behind
a thick layer of fog. Hunger gnawed at the
lining of Jaime’s stomach. A handful of lint
brushed his fingers when he searched his
pants pockets for change.
He headed down Twenty-Fourth Street.
On both sides of the street, bright lights invited passersby into restaurants and shops.
Without money to spend, Jaime turned off
Twenty-Fourth onto Bryant, which was narrow and dark. A block down Bryant Street
where the fog had thinned, a church appeared. On the sidewalk out front, a wedge
of warm light formed a yellow triangle.
The church door was open. Jaime
leaned over and shot a tentative look inside.
The far end of the church shimmered
Step by step, he was drawn inside. The
warm, soft light soothed him. Rows of rich,
red velvet pews sat empty on the main floor.
A warm hand pressed his arm. “Can I
help you, Son?”
Jaime lifted his head and gazed into eyes

as black as his own. In Spanish, the priest
asked, “Are you hungry?”
Without opening his mouth, Jaime assured the priest that he was.
Jaime rolled the thick corn tortilla into
a narrow cone. Across the table, the priest
sat with his hands folded. Jaime used the
tortilla to scrape up smooth hot beans and
guide them to his mouth.
“Where are you from?” the priest asked.
Jaime finished chewing.
“Tapalapa,” Jaime answered.
“Tapalapa?”

Sanctuary
Patty Somlo

Fearing he’d said something wrong, Jaime whispered a bashful, “Sí.” In his tiny village, the houses had neither running water
nor lights.
The priest reached his hand across the
table and patted Jaime’s forearm. “The world
is small.” He patted Jaime’s arm a second
time. “Mi abuelo, the father of my father.”
The priest stopped speaking and smiled.
“My grandfather was born in Rio Blanco,
just north of Tapalapa. He liked to say there
was no place on earth where the air was as
clear, the water as sweet or the girls as beautiful.”
Jaime smiled.
“So, Señor from Tapalapa, what are you
doing so far from home? And tell me please,
what is your name? I am Father Manuel.”
The priest leaned across the table and patted
Jaime on the arm.
“I am Jaime Garcia Flores.”
Dark gray grit had caked underneath
Jaime’s fingernails. His knuckles were badly
soiled. He snatched his hands off the table
and slid them under his thighs.
“You have come all this way for work?
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You have no papers, I presume.”
Jaime bowed his head.
The priest didn’t tell Jaime what he had
in mind. It was better to give the young man
a chance to finish his dinner.
Jaime opened his eyes. Dust particles
drifted in a lazy stream of sunlight that flooded through the curtainless window. He remembered the food he’d eaten the night before and how kindly the Catholic father had
spoken to him. He rolled onto his side. As he
sat up, he heard a light tapping on the door.
“Sí” he said. He hopped across the floor and
yanked on a pair of pale blue polyester pants
that had grown thin at the knees.
He opened the door. A dark, frail woman was waiting in the hall. Her loose black
dress had slipped off her bony right shoulder.
She held a metal tray in her narrow hands,
which she shoved forward. “Su desayuno,
señor.”
Jaime remained frozen to the spot, his
arms dangling at his sides.
“It will get cold, señor.” The woman
edged the tray closer until it grazed Jaime’s

stomach.
“Gracias,” Jaime sputtered. He grasped
the tray’s metal sides and took several small
steps back. “Muchisimas gracias,” he said,
once he’d made it inside. He turned and
guided the steaming food to a small wooden
table next to the window. Oatmeal pumped
steam into the air from a pale blue bowl. To
the right of it, a plate held two sunny slices
of toast and a soft-boiled egg. A cup of black
coffee and a glass of orange juice sat next
to that. Barely chewing, Jaime took three
quick bites of toast. After wolfing down the
first slice, he paused. He braided his fingers,
(which had been washed since the previous night), anchored his palms on the table and mumbled a short prayer of thanks
to God, then scolded himself to slow down.
He let himself savor the next bite, enjoying
the chewiness of the wheat and the warm,
sweet melted butter. He took a sip of orange
juice, smacked his lips and smiled. Sunlight
played across the floor. The moment he lifted
the last bite of toast to his mouth, he heard
another tapping on the door. He pushed the
chair out, stood up and walked across the

floor.
“Buenos dias,” the priest said, when he
saw Jaime.
“Buenos dias,” Jaime responded.
“May I come in?”
“Of course.” Jaime stepped back and
watched as the priest strode into the room.
Father Manuel, who was almost a foot taller than Jaime and slender, with black hair
cut short and clear skin the shade of walnut
sauce, gestured to Jaime with his chin. The
young man scrambled into a seat across the
table.
The priest assessed the tray. Not a single
scrap of food or ounce of liquid remained.
“Did you enjoy your breakfast?”
The priest fixed his gaze on Jaime, forcing the poor young farmer to look away.
“Yes. Thank you very much. I have never
eaten such food.”
“Jaime,” the priest said while moving
his hand over to the young man’s wrist. The
young man dropped his eyes onto the priest’s
fingers.
“This church has made a commitment.
God has asked us to do something for him.”
29

He waited for Jaime to absorb that. “What
God has asked us to do is feed the hungry,
clothe the naked and shelter the poor. We
have said yes to God.”
The silence hovered. Along with his
stomach, Jaime’s head felt full. The priest was
speaking like Father Alonzo, at times when
he came to Tapalapa from the capitol to perform Mass. Priests said such things, but they
got in their cars and drove back to the city
while poor men like Jaime wondered how
they and their families were going to last.
“We have said yes to God,” the priest
continued. “But saying yes is not enough.”
A priest had never touched Jaime’s arm.
What could this priest want?
Jaime shifted in his seat as Father Manuel kept his eyes on Jaime’s face. He seemed
to be studying him the way Jaime might
look at a woman. “Do you understand the
word sanctuario, Jaime?”
The word sounded like bells to Jaime,
or birds singing in the late afternoon before
dusk.
“No, Father,” he admitted after a pause.
“That’s fine,” Father Manuel said. He

patted Jaime’s wrist. “I only asked because
I want to tell you something.” The priest
leaned his face close to the table. Jaime did
the same. “We have made the commitment
to make this church a sanctuario.” The priest
smiled. Jaime nodded. “In our sanctuary, we
will feed the hungry, clothe the naked and
house the homeless.” Father Manuel leaned
even closer to the table now. “To do this, we
will have to break the law.”
The priest whispered the last part,
enunciating every word, filling each one with
breath. He sat up and straightened his back.
Jaime nodded, silently agreeing, though refusing to commit himself to a single act.
“We are going to house the undocumented,” the priest said, relieving Jaime of
the need to speak. “What the government
likes to call illegal aliens.” The priest added
one final word more. “Openly.” When Jaime
didn’t respond, the priest went on. “That’s
against the law.”
Jaime understood what breaking the
law meant. He knew if you stole your neighbor’s best rooster, you would have to return
the bird or pay. If you fooled around with

your neighbor’s wife, he might kill you, unless she had grown fat and let hair grow all
over her face. In the capitol, a man who did
not have enough for a bribe might spend
time in jail if he got caught stealing.
He’d heard that a man without proper
papers needed to avoid La migra. He’d been
told that agents would put him on a bus and
send him to Mexico if he got caught. Still, no
one could have convinced him that trying to
earn enough to feed his wife and about-tobe born baby meant he was breaking the law.
The story hit the newspaper the following Sunday morning. Photographs of Jaime
appeared. None of the pictures showed his
face. His profile was blurry and dark.
Reporters called from all over the country. A few even phoned from Mexican newspapers and TV.
The ground seemed to be shifting every couple of minutes underneath Jaime’s
feet. He felt as if someone had put him on a
carnival ride, like the ones that came every
summer to Rio Blanco.
He no longer went to stand on the cor30

ner each morning and wait for work. Instead,
he lived in the little room and ate his meals
with the priest or a member of the congregation. He was not allowed to go outside except
to sit in the church’s enclosed back garden.
Here he was, a virtual prisoner, when at
home he was accustomed to standing on his
porch to watch the sun rise. He would then
walk to his fields, which he tended until sundown, when he took his time climbing the
steep, rocky path up to his house and listened
to the birds sigh. Until he left his village and
headed north, Jaime had never ventured far.
But staying put hadn’t kept him from believing that the sky, fields and air around him
were endless, and that if he chose, one day
he might fly up to the stars.
Trapped inside the church compound,
Jaime was nevertheless content at the start.
He put on weight for the first time in his life.
After every meal, he thought there couldn’t
possibly be another one. A few hours later,
though, he would hear a familiar tapping at
his door. The frail old woman, whom he now
knew was named Maria, would be waiting,
holding another tray of food out.

The attention Jaime was getting thrilled
the young man. He had been asked again and
again to tell about his life. He talked about his
mother and father, how hard they’d worked
and how much he missed them after they
died. He described his little house and fields
and how sweet the dirt smelled in Tapalapa
when he held it up to his nose. He told them
about Elena and the baby about to be born.
He assured them all he wouldn’t have come
if he’d been able to make a decent living back
home.
As the weeks wore on, he began to understand that he wasn’t going to save a single dollar. If he didn’t save, Jaime feared he
would never be able to show his face back
home.
For his part, the priest scolded himself not to let this newfound fame go to his
head. All the big shows—Dateline, 48 Hours,
and now even 60 Minutes—had done segments. Anchors, including that sweet Katie
Couric, had stood in front of his church and
announced to the world that Father Manuel
and St. Peter’s Catholic Church were defying
the U.S. government to obey a higher call-

ing. He’d read the articles, along with the letters, e-mails and cards. The expected death
threats arrived, calling for Father Manuel to
go back where he came from and take the
Mexican scum along with him. But these
were overshadowed by the reporters who
referred to Father Manuel as a Modern Day
Saint, and the descriptions of him as dark
and handsome.
In addition to the unacceptable pride
Father Manuel was fighting to contain each
day, Mexicans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans,
a few Russians and even a couple from the
Ukraine were asking for sanctuary. Father
Manuel agreed that the church needed to
let them stay. By the second week, the number of people living at St. Peter’s swelled to
forty-five. That’s when Father Manuel concluded that he had no choice but to close the
doors.
The place now resembled the crowded boarding house room Jaime shared with
other men when he spent his days waiting
for work on the corner. Having come first to
the church, Jaime did get to sleep in the bed
alone.
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A little more than a month after he’d
first stumbled in the church door, Jaime
slipped out. He tiptoed through the garden
and unlocked the side gate. The night was
warm. A nearly full moon, flattened slightly
on the lower left side, lit the sidewalk in between the streetlights. It was the beginning
of October, and San Francisco was uncharacteristically free of fog.
After the excitement of those first weeks,
when reporters and camera crews gathered
in front of the church, Jaime felt a twinge
of regret as he stepped past a lone sheet of
newsprint blowing across the porch. He’d
had no plan in mind before slipping through
the garden. Out on the street, he wasn’t any
more sure of his goal.
For the moment, though, he just wanted to stand and breathe in the air, sweetened
from honeysuckle falling over the fence, and
lean back and look at the stars. He wondered
if those were the same stars that overlooked
Tapalapa, and whether Elena was standing
outside. He could see her fingers spreading
out and resting on top of her belly and the
baby deciding to kick a couple of times. Ele-

na, he decided, was ignoring the baby while
she looked up and imagined that Jaime was
standing some place in America staring at
those same stars.
Without another thought, Jaime started
to walk. He wasn’t sure which direction was
south but figured in a while he would figure that out. The ache in his belly was more
painful than the hunger he’d come all this
way north to avoid. It reached up, wringing
his heart and lungs. The ache crept up more
and seized him by the throat. For a moment,
he felt as if he were choking.
Gradually, the walking began to loosen
the tight grip from around his throat. Days
slipped by, as easily as stars over his fields in
Tapalapa collected in the sky. The air grew
warmer, until turning downright hot.
At one point, Jaime passed the border.
The wind began to smell of rotting mango
and corn. At that moment, he realized the
ache in his belly was finally gone. When he
looked up, he witnessed a quiet profusion of
tiny white lights, winking at him from a fogfree sky.
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I

Bill Cosby, Rape Kits, and
Why I Didn’
t Report

am a redditor. A female redditor, even,
who is quite vocal about opinions and issues. Reddit, as I type these words, is a cesspool of a wankfest for Darren Wilson and
Bill Cosby, whichever party, in turn, is opposed to anything remotely coming close to
social justice and civil rights, because that
stuff just isn’t cool now, according to the
primarily white, rich, mostly western male
population of the website.

Nancy Moran

After the count of women accusing Bill
Cosby of rape reached sixteen (though it’s
now 33), I posted asking why we, as a culture, pretended that Bill Cosby wasn’t a serial rapist when it had to be the most obvious
thing in the world the entire time. He has
a reputation, after all, for being a manipulative asshole, using his intimidative power
to control what people say about him in the
media. It turns out he was also very power-

ful in a bygone era, but is no match for social
media, where you do not control what people say about you and, thus, your reputation.
Predictably, it was mostly filled with
idiot law school wannabes spewing fallacies
like ‘evidence! Submit the evidence, nothing
bad ever happens without the most concrete
evidence! [Insert freshman at Middle Oaks
Community College understanding of due
process]
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Which is fair. Rape is, after all, a crime,
and to formally convict someone would indeed require evidence. But we all know what
evidence the posters were talking about. A
rape kit. Bloody panties. Something. The semen from between Janice Dickinson’s legs
when she woke up, confused and sore. It’s almost a cruel joke, because we all know that
type of evidence is void decades later, without a rape kit being possible. And let’s not
even consider the culture rape victims faced
when these things happened.
They’re ignoring the details- the psychology of rape, the probability that most
of the victims didn’t know they were raped
at first, because it’s not a guarantee that the
meaning of consent is going to be taught to
you in sex ed in high school in 2014, much
less in 1979. “It’s a clear cut crime with clear
cut evidence,” they said in response to my
reddit thread. “Either go to the police immediately the night it happened, or shut up for
the rest of your life, and it means the man
who supposedly did this to you is completely innocent.”

One comment on another, similar
thread stated how disappointed the poster
was that those annoying victims couldn’t
wait just one month, until Netflix had aired
the comedy special with Bill Cosby, to ruin
his life and career. Yes because your entertainment conundrum is so much more important than, you know, the fact that he’s
being seriously accused of raping multiple
women and not for the first time. Women
who are stuck dealing with the trauma of
swallowing that down while Bill Cosby sits
in an ivory tower, comfortable, happy and
rich.
I have been raped three times. One
comment I got when I admitted this on
reddit was that I should ‘move to a different neighborhood,’ and a disbelieving ‘how
do you get raped 3 times?’ That was actually
a funny question. How does one get raped
three times?
Allow me to explain.
Once was by my brother, when I was
eight years old, something I haven’t written
about outside of my blog until now, so, well,

cat is entirely out of the bag.
The second time was when I was sixteen year old. The man who raped me was
twenty one. So two kinds of rape. And other
time was later on, by a man in the military.
I never went to the police to report any
single instance of rape.
Let’s unpack that, shall we?
Let’s assume that I should shut up about
rape and not spoil anyone’s day since I did
not report any of this to the police.
I’m not going to report my brother to
the police, though I’m not keeping it secret.
Such a thing wouldn’t really help me. Recovery from sexual abuse is an individual
thing, and it’s not standardized. If I reported, it would break my family, and his. For
me, the burden is broken by not keeping it
quiet. My family can excuse me as a crazy
bitch who makes stuff up if they like to, and
they usually do. I just don’t have to keep secrets. Thanksgiving and Christmas are a lot
more peaceful now, even if spent alone. So
there’s that out of the way.
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When I was sixteen, I had just completed my high school’s Abstinence Only
sex education program, which, you guessed
it, didn’t mention rape once. Neither did the
mandated state sexual education program.
Nothing about consent, nothing about rape.
My family didn’t have boundaries, especially regarding sex, but that doesn’t mean we
had proper talks regarding the fact that you
can say no and men have to honor it. I’d also
been raised in a household where me saying
no meant very little in what happened to me.
So when the college dude I was seeing at the
time stated that he wanted to have sex, I said
no. And he did anyway. And I didn’t realize
that was rape until college, when I learned
about consent, about yes and no. I spent a
lot of time blaming myself and believing that
since it wasn’t violent rape, it wasn’t rape,
and before my eyes were opened, the statute
of limitations was up.
Years went by. I got raped by a man in
the military. (Sexual assault would be the
correct legal term.) I was confused this time,
too. I’d said no, clearly. He had ignored me,

clearly. I talked about it on my tumblr and he
threatened to sue me for libel and slander if I
dared talk about it, bullying me with the fact
that I had no evidence, and no one would
believe me, and I was a slut anyway. I was
scared so I shut up and I did not go to the
police. Since something different happened
than PIV rape, the court would have sided
with him anyhow, especially without a rape
kit. I still get creeped out by men with military haircuts, especially if they have glasses.
Do you know how powerful Bill Cosby was in the time that he ‘allegedly’ raped
these women? Do you know how powerful
intimidation is when you’ve got a lot more
to lose than the guy who raped you? I do.
I would’ve been ruined by being sued for
‘lying about rape.’ (Not lying, by the way.)
Maybe even jailed. It wouldn’t have jailed
him (so all 3 of my rapists are free to commit their crimes and it would have simply
traumatized me more. Many of the women
Cosby ‘allegedly’ raped were aspiring singers and actresses. Whether or not they were
aware of the fact that rape is when someone

forces themselves on you without your consent, they would have been ruined by trying
to bring Cosby down.
Rape isn’t a simple, clear cut thing, and
one of the reasons the men who make up
reddit (and also the real world) don’t understand that it’s not as simple as ‘go get a
rape kit done immediately and convict him’
is that statistically, they will never have to
live with that situation. So they can apply
rape the same way they apply the rest of the
justice system—report him, or shut up—but
it’s not that simple.
No, we can’t convict Bill Cosby anymore, unless he wants to sue for Slander
and Libel. If he does that, every detail, every
witness, every attorney consulted, and every
hotel staff will have to testify and swear under oath, and all of the things Bill Cosby isn’t
saying will come to light, and then we have
a chance at finding him guilty. Until then,
we have his silence as he tries to eke out dignity he does not deserve and live his final
years in peace. The most we can do is pester
him as journalists and spread the word, talk
about the accusations. The best we can do is
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give the victims the satisfaction of knowing
his reputation, at least, is ruined.
Scott Simon of NPR took a risky shot in
a recent interview about the Cosby family’s
African and African American art collection
on the radio. He asked Mr. Cosby about ‘the
allegations made against him’ and was met
with silence and shaking his head. He did a
brave thing in not affording Cosby any dignity, in making him squirm. He afforded the
18 and counting women the closest thing to
justice they’ve seen yet.

ing for money.

Just because a woman who was raped
by a powerful man didn’t go get a rape kit
done immediately and didn’t prosecute him
in a court of law does not mean he is innocent. And that’s what men are trying to say
right now. There’s no evidence, so obviously
he’s an innocent man, isn’t he? Plus, women
can be liars, so there’s that. All thirty-three
of them and his aide who just came out and
admitted she did his bidding could all be lying about this to get his money. ‘Cause you
know. Gold digging sluts, amirite? Ignoring,
of course, the fact that none of them are ask-

Just know that when you discuss the
Bill Cosby fiasco over dinner with a multigenerational crew who probably have different perspectives on Cosby, that the accusers
are not lying simply because they did not
submit rape kits the night it happened, and
that it’s a cruel lie to spread to pretend otherwise.

Also, rape is rape even if you didn’t
know it was rape the first time it happened.
I didn’t have the language until adulthood,
but what happened to me was still rape. I’m
being brave enough in admitting (here, in
a magazine read by people who may know
any of the three people who raped me) what
happened. It is okay that I’m not extending
that bravery to the police, and I’m not willing to be re-traumatized.

Originally published at Dicey Archives but
we broke our own “no non-translation reprints” rule because anything this truthful,
powerful, and revealing deserves as wide an
audience as possible.
- Eds.

Nancy is a carcharodon carcharias regrettably
stuck on land, though at night she dreams of joining her pals in the deep blue sea. During the day
time, she gives you a call about your cell phone
bill. Otherwise, she likes to write.
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Death Panels

Listen to Ed’
s poem, performed by Becky Atchley!

Aural Examination

She pokes the plastic tube
that snakes into her belly.
“What’s this?” she asks.
“Feeding tube,” I say.
She knows me
though she has forgotten
my name. I hold
her pale, limp hand.

“You have to feed yourself,” I say,
but she has lost all interest
in food. She is already
half way there, taken
to conversing with her dead
brothers and sisters. Meanwhile,
it’s up to us to decide
when to say when.

Ed has a new book of poems coming out next spring with Prolific Press.

or Download MP3!

Ed Meek
We are her death panel:
my father, my sisters and I.
We must issue the orders
to her executioners:
the doctors, nurses, social workers.
Otherwise, they will play
Devil’s advocate
and keep her alive
as long as they can.
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Rising from the Underworld

Lis
Anna-Langston
40
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akahashi would sneak into his
father’s study whenever he had
the opportunity. The man would
punish him if he ever found out;
he had a strict devotion to discipline that superseded even his affection. Takahashi never blamed
him, though. Even when his father
made decisions he disagreed with,
he went along with them. He trusted the man’s judgment.
In the study there was a box.
The lid was red and white, the shining symbol of Japan. He had never
been able to discern the contents,
be that by shaking, weighing, even
smelling. The keyhole refused to
budge at his attempts to open it with
strips of metal or key-shaped pieces
of wood. Once, he had almost gotten the end of one stuck in there.
Luckily, he’d been able to fish it out,
and his father had never known the
difference.
“You leave fingerprints, Takahashi-san,” came a voice from the

The
B o x
Daniel Kilkelly

dark. He froze on instinct, his heart
thumping. “You thought I would
not notice?” The young man turned
to his father, who was sitting in the
armchair at the end of the room.
“Bring the box here, will you?”
Takahashi did as he was told, gripping the glossy surfaces in his hands
and carrying it over to his father. It
was heavy, and he feared it might
slide out and crash to the ground.
Without a word, he placed the
box on his father’s lap and knelt
on the ground, bowing his head in
apology. His father’s sharp gaze and
frown lines were difficult to look at
directly.
“Are you upset?” the boy asked.
“No, Takahashi-san. Curiosity is in your nature. I have come to
accept that.” He smiled, the sound
audible like strained rope. “Rise up
and look at me.” Takahashi did so.
“Would you like to know what is in
this box?” The young boy nodded,
trying to withhold the eagerness in
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his expression. “I feel you are old enough,
strong enough, to bear this secret. Rise to
your feet.” He did so, only coming up to
eye-level with the seated man. “Tomorrow
is your birthday, so I feel it is as good a time
as any. After we eat dinner, I will open this
box for you.”
“What is in it, Father?” He dared to ask.
“Patience.” The word made him flinch.
Now that he’d had a taste of it, the suspense
and desire was only worse than when the box
was forever closed. “You will know when the
time is right.”
“Yes, Father.”
“Go to sleep now.” Takahashi nodded
and left the study.
He slept very little. He stayed up for
hours, dreaming up possibilities for what
that box might contain. When he finally
nodded off, the speculation continued in
his sleep. Waking up at too early an hour for
most boys his age, he went into the kitchen.
His mother had already started making breakfast, a pot of white rice and three
grilled fish. Takahashi’s stomach growled,

but he didn’t ask for more than his fair share.
There would be more food tonight. Once she
placed his mound of rice and fish in front of
him, she kissed him on the forehead.
“Twelve today,” his mother said. When
she smiled, the creases in her face became
more apparent, as though there wasn’t
enough skin to cover it all.
“Now I am half Sado-kun’s age, Mama,”
he said. She nodded to him, her gaze touching on each end of the four-sided table. “Will
he send a letter?”
“Of course, dear. Just remember that it
may not arrive today,” she said. Takahashi
frowned but didn’t complain. “Now, eat all
your breakfast. If you’d like, I can give you
some money and you can pick up some
dumplings.”
“Mama, that is too much.”
“Hush. Today is your day.” She walked
over to the clay pot on the counter, took out
a few coins, and handed them to him. “That
should be enough.” A little red came to Takahashi’s cheeks. He bowed his head.
“Thank you, Mama.”
Once he finished his fish, Takahashi

slipped the remains into his pocket when his
mother wasn’t looking. Then he put on his
shoes and ran out into the street. As usual,
his neighbor’s cat was perched on the ledge
beside their garden, dozing in the morning
sun. Takahashi crept up to her, trying not to
make any noise. Then he poked the cat in
the center of the head.
She scowled, rolling over onto her feet
and narrowing her eyes. Takahashi chuckled
and dug the fish leftovers out of his pocket. The cat was docile in an instant. After
dangling it in front of her face for a few moments, he tossed it to the animal who then
went about stripping his leftovers from the
bones.
“Don’t get too fat now, kitty,” Takahashi
said with a smile, scratching her behind the
ears. She tried her best to eat and crane her
head upwards at the same time.
“If she does, it’s your fault, Taka-chan.”
He turned around to find the cat’s owner, a
young girl named Hitomi. She had her hair
tied at the top of her head and stared at him
with the purest green eyes he’d ever seen. He
tried not to think of her as cute, ever since
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Sado made fun of him for saying that.
“Good morning, Hitomi-Chan.”
“Why are you out so early?” she asked.
Takahashi grinned and fished the coins out
of his pocket.
“Mama said I can get dumplings for tonight.”
“Really? Sounds yummy! Are you going to the market now?”
“Yes.” Hitomi walked up to him and
grabbed his hand, dragging him along. His
head sank, mostly to hide the blush. “Um…
Hitomi-chan…”
“What?”
“Nothing.” He was silent for a few moments. “If you want to come over for dinner,
that would be fine. You can sit at Sado-kun’s
place for now.” Her face lit up, sending butterflies through his stomach.
“Really?” She asked. He nodded. “I love
dumplings.”
“Me too.” Takahashi couldn’t think of
anything else to say, so he just let her talk.
Usually she would tell him about the war,
things she heard from her father, but a few
months ago she stopped. It made them too

sad, and they were too frightened to speak
of it now. There were rumors of surrender,
something no one would have considered
until now. The people were tired.
He feared he was starting to bore her by
not talking, so he tried to win her attention
back.
“Father says he will show me what he
has in his box today.”
“Oh? That’s amazing! I still think he has
1000 paper cranes in there. That way, whoever opens it gets a wish.”
“A wish box.” Takahashi thought about
what he would wish for. Probably for Sado
to be home again. “I think it’s chocolate, and
he’s saving it for a special occasion.”
“That sounds boring,” Hitomi said,
and Takahashi blushed more. “Just kidding.
When was the last time I even had chocolate, I wonder? Mmm, so yummy!” Takahashi counted the money in his pocket one
more time, and thought about how much it
would cost to buy her some. No, too much.
“You have to tell me right away when
you find out. Okay?” Hitomi asked.
He nodded. “Of course.” They walked

along for a little bit, swinging their intertwined hands. Takahashi wondered what
love felt like, if that was the thing bubbling
up in his stomach. Or maybe love was what
his father had in the box. He could take it
and give it to Hitomi.
Takahashi looked up from his feet into
the sky. There was something falling through
the air. A bird, maybe, but why wasn’t it flying? Hitomi looked up to, and so did others around the market. It was only another
second before there was a flash. Then heat.
Skin sizzled away, muscles combusted,
bones turned to ash, and Takahashi and Hitomi were gone. The buildings were leveled,
crushed, and set aflame.
The box perished in hellish heat with
everything else, never to be opened.

Daniel Kilkelly is a Creative Writing Major at
Southwest Minnesota State University. He writes
novels, short stories, poetry, and satire, and has
been published in The Newer York and Digital
Americana Magazine.
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hen they discovered poetry was a
chemical released by the brain, that
the sensation of being possessed was biochemical, that it was no ghostly father who
inspired Hamlet to betray his mother, her bed
draped in luxuriously vaginal curtains—the
literary crowd fell into a depression. Their
overcritical tears smeared the ink on every
page ever written. The cenocephalus never
had to lift a knobby finger; we finished the
job ourselves.
You have no idea where we are. I haven’t established the setting. The poetry receptors in my brain are wet, the twine of my
brainbasket is wet. If you’re wondering what
the cenocephalus is, all you need to know
at the moment is that the cenocephalus is a
petulant ape.
The human eye feeds signal in upside down.
The visual cortex Photoshops the input, flip-

ping the visual world right-side up. Before
you ever see it.
Before you ever see it.
The cenocephalus is an ape. There is a
monkey in your visual cortex. He conducts
inventory in your other closets as well. That’s
all you need to know for now.
Illustrations of the subtle body and its
seven chakras, illustrations thousands of
years old portray the body as an upside down
tree. The crown chakra is exactly where you
think it would be, but upside down, the
crown is a root. We see upside down before
we see right side up.
The root connects the upside down
plant into the upside down topsoil.
Our present setting: the border check
between my thoughts and the screen I’m using as a bridge to reach you, in any way to
touch you. Somewhere behind me, a meta-
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phor is cutting through a hedge maze wielding a banana in one hand and a portable
chainsaw on the other. The cenocephalus
can be an ape, but the cenocephalus is the
cancer of love. The cenocephalus is. No one
reads or wants to write meeting minutes. But
someone has to write the meeting minutes.
Someone has to.
A husband of thirty years kisses his
wife before leaving for work in the morning. She’s baking cookies for him. He’s the
one in the house who likes chocolate turtle.
The kids aren’t crazy about the flavor, but it’s
chocolate! Cookies! But cookie was in the air
before the children rose from their beds that
morning, sneaking in through their nostrils,
but they woke to cookie, so cookie was nothing different. Cookie was meaningless. And
they weren’t crazy about turtle anyway.
Husband kisses wife’s forehead, says, “I
love you,” and drives to an important business meeting forty miles away at the Dark
Pines of Your Mind, room 81. He tells his depressed cocktail waitress Marina, hopelessly
addicted to Vicodin and father figures, “I
love you, too.” She’s heard that line so many

times it could be “The wheel mount on my
vehicle makes an awful squealing sound,”
but Marina has to hear it, her trigger phrase,
or she forgets she exists.
He kisses her cheek, not wanting to
kiss her lips after. Meanwhile, forty miles
in the opposite direction of anything this
man cares or thinks about, a second round
of turtle cookies are burning in a crying
wife’s oven—the kids left for school twenty
minutes ago, her husband left for a very important a.m. meeting. She’s under the table
curled in a ball, thwarting the black smoke
escaping through the burners because the
vengeful ghost of her good gesture can’t find
a way in through her stopped-up nose.
“I love you” is the currency of the damaged, and love is easily to counterfeit.
In a groundbreaking study published in
this month’s Epistemological Clearing House,
a study by world-renowned biologist, psychoanalyst, and debunker of myths Dr. Emmanuel Benway has proven definitively that
poetry is a chemical process. Based on the
data, the only reasonable conclusion is that
the brain is capable of growing its own psilo-

cybin mushrooms, or that’s how The Washington Post broke the news to the public. The
other media outlets, their governments and
militaries agreed: Poetry isn’t real. Gods never spoke to anyone from a burning bush or
the touch of a beautiful woman. It couldn’t
have been the ghost of a teenager girl who
called my name in that creepy attic bedroom
on Chatham Heights.
I’m being interviewed by Jonathan
Franzen, an important American writer I’ve
never read and am unlikely to. He’s a name,
I know he’s a name because my ex-girlfriend
said so, and she listened to NPR.
Franzen asks me, in an exclusive interview for MLA Centerfolds, “How do you get
up in the morning knowing the one thing
you actually loved is a ruse?” He tips the
MD20/20 over his head to claim the spigot
drops.
“Poetry is the same yesterday as it was
before that study came out,” I say. I adjust my
spiffy glasses, nicer than the ones I wear out
there, where the world is reoriented against
my will. Both are coated in fingertips. An
artist should experience the world through
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his or her impressions. We all do, but it’s the
artist’s job not to clean the looking glass. An
artist should have to squint.
After a sudden drunken rage, after the
cameraman picks the last shard of glass out
his fashionable short beard, Franzen says,
“But it isn’t God or divine madness. It’s nothing but science. A betrayal, like everything
else.”
A nurse enters to tell us the news. Rick
Moody, a tremendous writer I have read, has
just piloted his helicopter into an unstable,
tumescent volcano. I chuckle—Moody loved
that funky word. The conversation, before it
was interrupted by Interrupting Cow—Moo,
a mind I have touched in books has elected
to die rather than live in a world without poetry. Moody’s passionate sacrifice or sudden
departure, depending on how it’s reported,
reminds me of the episode of The Simpsons
where what appears to be the skeleton of an
angel is discovered beneath a shopping development. Flanders says, “Science is like a
blabbermouth who ruins a movie by telling
you how it ends.” I saw that episode lying on
the floor with the first woman to tell me she

loved me and meant it. We were watching
TV in her brother’s bedroom, on her brother’s television, on her stepfather’s house and
carpet. Kara’s brother Marcus had been diagnosed a psychopath, but I thought highly of him. He was always starting shit with
the ram fenced in next door, but when he
laughed at me for fumbling with his BB gun
and choking on a cigarette, it was good natured. Amusement isn’t ridicule. They’re homophonic twins, like ‘bear’ and ‘bare.’
The common-law stepfather was a convicted sex offender, something awful having
to do with a blood relative. He buried money in his backyard in Mason jars because he
didn’t trust banks. I hated him immediately, but he let Kara and I sleep in the camper. He made disgusting jokes over breakfast
about hearing the camper shake. And maybe he did; Kara and I had chemistry I haven’t
found since.
I remember I’m in a conversation. I
leave my backyard. Inside, but closer to the
outside, in a mahogany study of my invention, Franzen has switched to beer.
“Nothing about poetry has changed,” I

say, “but that the area of poetry is constantly changing.” I credit Brion Gysin telepathically to preserve the integrity of the dialog. “Poetry is like God, except for the word
‘like.’ The ideas crammed under the awning
of ‘God’ completely miss the point of what
the word aspires it refers to.” The sound outside is louder. Closer. I pull my black mask
out my back pocket and hold it at the ready.
“Poetic space precedes actual space. Poetry
is real-er than real.”
Franzen gulps, and more than air.
“What value is it then? If our worlds are separate?”
“So what?” I tug my dirty jeans down
to show Jonathan Franzen what underwear
I have on. “I put on my underwear in the
morning. It’s a boring, typical act. But why
do I exist in a world that demands underwear? Why has the universe seen fit, with its
infinite resources, to express itself as black
boxers of zigzag patterns?”
“You’re not making sense. Are you
high?”
“Every chance I get. But underwear?
God? Do you follow me? Your books aren’t
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short, Franzen. You’re a smart guy.”
“Before the case of Mickey’s I’ve been
having for breakfast,” he grumbles.
“Matter is a mask that higher energies
wear,” I say. The mask is cool against my
skin. I am trying to be here as fully as I can,
but. The chainsaw. “We have it in our heads
that we need more, something bigger. Our
world, everything we need, is right here.” I
wave my hand around in a circle, the best I
can do to point at as many things as I can.
“This world of declining returns and memorial decay is a mask higher energies wear.
We studied it up close with poetry, music,
and artwork. We came as close as we could.
Then art gave rise to technology, to extend
the scope of our senses. We’re even closer
now, but, only through our technological instruments. We’re still subject to our five primary senses, though.”
“We’re looking for cracks. We find one,
all proud of ourselves, but soon realize the
crack is painted on.” If not for the angry ape
headed our way, I could go on like this forever. Disassociating. Endlessly. If I have a
purpose, this is it. “Which means the way

through is part of the mask. The crack not
being what we thought it was, we sulk, fuck
strangers on Craigslist, and chase blackouts
in seedy bars and active volcanoes. But the
crack was painted on. You can choose to live
here or where poetry is. You can regard the
painted on crack as the mother of all cruelties or as a wink from a jovial, mischievous
cosmos. If the crack is there for a reason,
then so is my looking for one. The search for
meaning is the entire basis of meaning.”
Before we even found it, the crack anticipated understanding.”
Franzen isn’t so drunk that his eyes aren’t working. “You appear to be sweating,
D.S. are you all right?”
I reach for tissues. I use them to blot my
forehead. They break and tear; tissues have
zero functional value. “It’s broken through
my defenses. I’m losing focus. Self-doubt is
creeping up my spine, scrambling the higher
chakras.”
When I stumble creatively, actually,
Franzen asks, “Are you all right?”
I slip on my mask, and through the
holes meant for my eyes. They aren’t mine

with the mask on. The color changes; the
green around the pupil spills outward. At
the ends of the iris, the green darkens to amethyst.
Though eye slits of my disguised eyes,
I examine who Jonathan Franzen isn’t. Not
knowing what he looks like, I gave him a
beard.
“No. This is a desperation maneuver.”
The chainsaw howls from the wilderness of
periphery, where the grass is too long to wade
through and home to chiggers that burrow
far, far beneath the skin. “I can only waylay
it now by retreating farther back.” I won’t
be able to stop the cenocephalus with the
mask on, but I’ll be harder for him to catch.
Catch is, with the mask on, I’m a negatively
charged symbol; the antithesis of identity. To
keep from being found and forcibly ejected
from the prohibited areas of mind, I’ll have
to disassociate completely.
“Can I come?” He fears for his life. He
doesn’t realize how young a character he is.
“Afraid not. The best I can do is spare
you a horrific chainsaw death.”
I eradicate Jonathan Franzen and es48

cape the house just as the guardian of rationality saws through the brick with enormous
fists wielding a chainsaw with diamond
teeth, spinning so fast it melts the mortar
wet again.
§
A joke I remember from my childhood:
Three guys were standing outside a
building where, on the top floor, in a room
that was once an office, a closet rattled upon
the hour like a church bell. No one in town
could tell the strangers why.
The first of three concerned men, the
fireman, told the others, Wait here. I’ll check
it out. The valiant fireman ascended the
stairs. The elevators had been gone for such
a long time, the spiders were fighting for real
estate among corpses different shapes and
sizes piled from the shaft to the fourth floor.
Corpses and their belongings; their solid
gold belongings.
The fireman took the stairs. He reached
the top floor, the office, and reached for the
knob on the rattling closet. A voice called
out, I’m going to fucking eat you! And the
firemen, more frightened than any of his pre-

vious instants, fumbled backward through a
window that had been glassless for no fewer
than three presidents, the dissolution of billions of human romantic relationships. He
landed on his neck with a crunch that startled the other men’s shoulders against their
ears. His yellow uniform wasn’t salvageable.
The department would bill the widow.
The second man to decide to climb the
stairs, a chemical engineer and project lead
for a classified naval laboratory, left the third
without a word. The engineer climbed more
slowly than the fireman, but his knees came
up high with each step, their gravities subtracted by his need for vengeance. Which he
called justice.
His father had retired from work to enjoy his remaining time working as a cashier
at Whole Foods to pay for cable; to keep from
sitting alone at home, crying. The expert on
covalent bonds refused to acknowledge his
father in public. If it got back to his colleagues
and competitors, his reputation could be
tarnished. In the twenty-first century, reputation is nothing or everything. Machines
are being built to spread the Higgs-Boson’s
legs to determine if life matters or it doesn’t.

Impressive though it may be, flashing instruments with names like “collider,” but the
new alchemy will get us just as far as the old.
The closed closet door, from whence
again came the booming inside voice. You’ve
read this once already: I’m going to fucking
eat you! The engineering man, an outspoken proponent of lab safety, believed what
he heard was true. Being eaten was a threat
to his person. The safe alternative to being
eaten by what awaited him the other side of
the closet door was to back away as slowly as
adrenaline would allow. He fell away from
standing, his body landing near but not on
top of the fireman’s yellow, thoroughly saturated crimson jacket. The engineer’s body
was on top of the fireman’s but the fireman’s
would be the first to catch your eye if your
eyes were looking down on them from the
window inside the office. The human eye is
partial to bright yellow, even soaked in deepest red.
Maybe that is your head hanging out
the window. I don’t know where you are.
The third man, the writer, followed
the men out of town to the deserted town
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next door because he didn’t have anything
better to do. Over beer and appetizers, stale
breads and sundry buttery spreads, they’d
discussed the weather and the importance
of community involvement. He hadn’t written their names down, but they had claimed
to be his brothers. The engineer had given
him the rest of his third beer. You drink this,
Son. You look like you’d enjoy it more than
I would. The writer had obliged, and then
said, as the empty glass said hi, or ow, to the
table: Your problem is, you value your brain
cells too much.
The writer steps out of the past, re-enters the present building, climbs the stairs.
Stops on the third set to admire the stairs. In
high school and his first year of college, he
walked around Radford with his first digital camera, a one megapixel Samsung, looking for cracked abandoned steps. He adored
stairs robbed of their functional value whose
destinations had been bulldozed. Cracked
stone residential steps, the only indicator of
structure that was no longer. Urban deism.
The amnesiac writer proceeds up the
stairs, his heart racing. The stairs are old the

way he likes, but they are metal. Not concrete, but bent and tarnished. Pretty, but
nothing he’d need his camera for. Inside a
building so tall, even one abandoned and
purposeless, they belong to something.
This writer makes his way to the top
floor of the office, inverted by the eye to resemble a basement. The deeper than deep.
The place he’s not allowed. An inverted attic.
He had a bedroom in an attic once. A dead
girl called his name. Either a dead girl or the
sewage pipe behind his bed.
This writer reaches for the closet door.
The closet door, whereabouts unknown, rattles and shakes. Contents unknown. Like
the burning bush, wood split by lightning
axe, a voice warns, I’m going to fucking eat
you! The same voice as heard by the brave
fireman and the sharp shrewd mind beneath
him, as heard by the ears of the writer.
I’m going to fucking eat you. Me? I
hadn’t planned it this way! We were only
passing through. The town was deserted.
There was no one to investigate, no one to
call on. Just that awful banging. The ringing
in my ears telling me to reconnect with a lingering memory of love whose presence can

hardly be found at all among its hateful scattered pieces.
When I escaped Martinsville for college, I had certain inalienable goals. The
only concrete goal was to get out; I was going to get out or I was going to kill myself. A
friend from the middle class helped me with
the paperwork. Thanks to my connection
in the middle class, I went from pretending
I didn’t have scabies behind the register at
Walmart, not scratching the purple welts for
fear of losing my job to learning the poets
from a poet.
You could’ve eaten me then. Not you
specifically; you’re a monster in a closet, a
manifestation of the death experience that
could present itself in the world of plastic
flowers in infinite bloom, photosynthesis of
nothing. Lemonade forgotten on the porch
since morning, the drowned bugs floating
the yellow along the sides. A circle refraining from completion.
Death, I pondered, staring at its door:
allegedly the worst thing in the world. The
end of feeling. The other side of the nerve
endings. The only store open only carries
baker’s chocolate.
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You could’ve come for me in the bars.
Why didn’t you? I had an idea you were going to meet me there. The blackouts, the depressed attempts to simulate intimacy with
stumbling, blurry-eyed strangers. The drunk
driving, the drunk driving, the drunk driving.
I coud have drowned in my own vomit that time at twenty-one, at my best friend’s
mom’s New Year’s party in Martinsville. A
drunk off-duty nurse noticed me gurgling on
my back. She rolled me over with her foot as
she poured herself a shot of Tarantula. In one
of the pictures my friend took after dumping
glitter over my hair and the pool I had made
since being rolled over, you can see confetti. My hair was dyed black at the time, long
enough that I had to sweep it out of my eyes. I
made the picture my Myspace default picture.
I fear you, but I love you. I want to leave
this place, but not the way I thought I did.
I was proud of that picture for a long
time.
Frozen. Terrified. I’m terrified. I’ve wanted you since that first depression packed me
into the crevice that first time in the sixth
grade. All I could think about was death for
three months. The fear got to where I eyed the

knives as I passed the kitchen. The one time
I have ever asked for help in my life—My
mother, her cigarette, throwing her arms
up. The gesture of a woman in a commercial fed up with messes lesser commercial
cleaning produces aren’t tough enough to
clean.
In time, the obsession subsided. I
taught myself to sleep again. I’m still not
very good at sleeping, but I’m no longer
afraid I won’t wake up. You drove me crazy over summer break, but less crazy the
next. My constant fear became my fixation. You taught me the lyrics to “Summer
Nights.” I wanted to slip my fingers inside
you and—toward the stomach, you come
at death toward the stomach, spelling her
name with your tongue, your pen, the magazines you cut up in your apartment and
affix to canvas. Hunting for meaning and,
later, when you know better, lampooning
it. The lost cause, Death’s decoupage: if I’d
known we would meet today I would have
brought you the best of poems and paintings I’ve made for you in my home studio.
The writer keeps going and going

and going. The writer keeps going until the
voice again roars, but the second time, I’m
going to fucking eat you, the exclamation
point sawed off from the body. The writer’s
unsteady hand grows curious. An unborn
experience ready to be born. Are you ready?
I cannot father children. The writer envisioned the faces of the good men who fell
before him and resolved to bring the revelation to term.
He opens the closet door. It resists, and
then it doesn’t. The closet door swings open.
Inside, the monkey picks its nose. Red on
his finger from his 365 sinus infection, red
like Montessori art assignments. Careful, we
don’t have much red paint to spare. Here,
mix it this way. See what you end up with.
Who’s judging?
I am going to fucking eat you! The monkey picks his nose, speaks to the red kernel
at the tip of his clumped finger. Threatening
the dead with further death.
D.S. West is a writer, artist, and determined pedestrian from Boulder, CO. His
fiction has appeared in Beyond Imagination, Thrice Fiction, and Crack the
Spine. His poetry has appeared in Gravel,
Lunar Poetry, and Crab Fat Magazine.
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rom the plate-glass window of his tasteful
room, Earl looks down at the Las Vegas
Strip and takes stock: four in the afternoon,
October, gorgeous weather. Earl, perched
twenty stories above this famed boulevard,
inhales glamour. In addition, he imagines
that once nightfall descends the view will be
even more spectacular.
Abandoning the general panorama,
Earl zooms in on an upbeat river of people
on the sidewalk across the street with their
shorts, sunglasses, baseball caps and ubiquitous bottled water. Despite a mild headache,

Earl feels very good about his situation.
Pulling a handkerchief out of his back
pocket, Earl takes off his bifocals and starts
cleaning them while savoring not only the
view from his room but also a feeling of anticipation. Earl will soon be going downstairs
to settle in at a nice bar where he’ll order an

ice-cold bottle of imported beer. He envisions a bar with video poker machines on its
surface, which will allow him to play poker while getting free drinks. But, of course,
there’ll be a tip. He’ll tip the bartender a dollar straight off to insure prompt service for
when he needs another beer.
Earl, having driven from Los Angeles,
subsequently finding his hotel and checking
in, has taken care of everything that needs
to be taken care of. What awaits him downstairs is that first golden sip of the day.
Three quarters through his first bottle
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of beer, Earl’s headache will ease. He’ll continue with beer while playing video poker,
but of course it won’t be just video poker.
There’ll be people sitting at the bar, as well as
passersby who’ll occupy Earl’s gaze. Maybe
there’ll be a TV at the bar with the World Series on, and people cheering for their team.
Earl might even locate a sports bar, which
will offer even more ambiance and more opportunity for conversation and camaraderie.
Earl will switch to a shot of vodka with
a beer back when he begins to feel bloated.
This will give him a second wind. He won’t
throw the shot back. He’ll sip it because he
likes the warm breath of vodka in his mouth
and down his throat.
To break the monotony, if indeed monotony sets in, Earl might stroll around the
casino. He might find another bar where
he’ll order a shot of dark rum with a beer
back, or he might find a lounge with a Polynesian motif and order a Mai Tai. Heck, he
might even go outside and stroll along the
sidewalk in route to another casino where a
whole new array of bars awaits him.
Earl puts his bifocals on and tucks his

hankie back in his pocket. It’s the first day of
his vacation and he’s been looking forward
to this for some time. A smile creases Earl’s
pudgy face as he starts across the room for
the door.
§
At ten in the morning, Earl drinks coffee with milk and sugar in a casino bar. The
coffee comes in a glass with a paper napkin
wrapped around it and secured with a rubber band. There aren’t many people at the
bar, but to his left a heavyset couple has just
arrived. Both the man and the woman look
freshly scrubbed, the scent of aftershave and
perfume clinging to their vicinity. The bartender comes over and the man asks for two
Bloody Marys.
Earl sips his coffee. The Bloody Marys
arrive and they look pretty good. Earl thinks
that he might return later in the day and try
one. Earl doesn’t drink in the morning because if he did he’d be blotto by three in the
afternoon. Earl’s nursing a headache and
he’s thinking about waking up at four in the

morning with his heart pounding and his
body temperature high. This has been happening lately. Earl thinks about an article he
read recently that said that most heart attacks
occur in the morning. Earl threw the covers
off to cool himself down in his air-conditioned room. He was scared. It took him an
hour to get back to sleep and when he did he
had strange dreams that also worried him.
Across from Earl four people belly up
to the bar and order coffees. Earl notices
that all four people, three men and a woman, have ID tags hanging from strings that
are looped around their necks. The night before Earl saw the same thing: people with ID
tags hanging from strings. Earl overheard
people saying, “Who are you with?” Then he
heard things like: “I’m with Tecbuddy. Who
are you with?” The conversations were casual and friendly. Earl can see that the four
people across from him at this island bar are
chatting it up in a similar manner.
Earl thinks about how the previous evening was okay, but it could have been better.
Aside from functional discourse with bartenders, cocktail waitresses, and a counter
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person at a fast-food place, Earl talked with
no one. That’s what was missing from his
evening—amicable conversation.
Earl watches the four people sip their
coffees and talk. He then watches them
leave. They look like they have someplace to
go; they look like they have something to do.
Earl gets the bartender’s attention and
motions for another coffee. When the bartender brings the coffee, Earl says, “Is there
a convention in town?”
“A couple of them, I think.”
“Really? What kind?”
“I don’t know.”
Earl nods. The bartender goes away.
Earl thinks about how no one really
looks at the ID tags. The tags just hang down
about belly-high. Earl remembers seeing a
photo and some printing on the tags, but
what the printing said or what the person
in the photo looked like, Earl couldn’t really
tell.
Hell, thinks Earl, I can rig up an ID tag
like that and put it on a string and hang it
around my neck. I’ll take a shoelace from
one of my sport shoes and use the plastic tag

that’s on my suitcase. I can go to the sundries shop right here in the hotel and get a
roll of Scotch tape and a small pair of scissors. Those sundries shops have just about
everything. I don’t have a photograph, but
I can cut a picture out of a magazine, like
maybe the TV guide that’s in my room.
Earl takes a gulp of coffee and slides
off his stool and heads for the sundries shop
with purpose in his step.
§
Earl’s at the window of his room again,
and again it’s a fantastic view that occupies
his eyes, and again it’s four in the afternoon.
A bottle of beer is in his hand. He’s made a
day out of the ID-tag idea, for after rigging
up an ID tag Earl began to think about what
went with it. Thus, he concluded that he
ought to go shopping. This seemed a good
idea because not only would shopping supply him with an outfit to enhance his convention-ID-tag persona, but it would also
give him something to do.
So now Earl is in a pair of brown leather

shoes, a pair of Dockers, and a long-sleeved
pinstriped shirt with the sleeves folded up
to mid-forearm. He has shaved, and he has
splashed on a liberal amount of cologne. He
smells like a pit boss. This is no accident. He
chose the cologne with the pit-boss scent
in mind. Earl stood in a department store
squirting cologne on his hands, wrists, and
forearms from a collection of samples in the
cosmetics department.
Earl turns away from the window and
goes over to a full-length mirror and looks
at himself. He sees thinning hair, rounded shoulders and a waistline with hints of
a tire. He toys with the tag hanging from a
string that’s around his neck. He’s arranged
the string so that it’s around the collar of his
shirt. The collar is open, no tie. Earl doesn’t
like neckties. In addition, he doesn’t want to
come off as some sort of executive or something. He wants the average-worker look,
the guy in the trenches at a convention in
Las Vegas. This is also the reason for folding
up the sleeves of his shirt. Earl’s a worker,
not an executive.
Earl drains his bottle of beer and heads
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for the door.
§
He’s a big-bellied man and he’s in a pair
of slacks and a dress shirt and he’s wearing a
tie. A string with an ID tag rides his paunch.
His face is fleshy, his hair red. From within
large sockets his eyes bulge. He’s standing at
the bar next to Earl, who is standing as well.
The big man and Earl have bottles of imported beer and are drinking from glasses that
have been twirled in a pile of crushed ice by
the bartender. Neither Earl nor the man is
playing video poker.
“So,” the big man bellows, “who are you
with?”
“Mark and Moore,” Earl answers.
“Mark and Moore? Never heard of
them. Is that a new line?”
“Yeah. We’re a start-up. Just coming on
the market. How about you, who are you
with?”
“Pasta Link.”
“Pasta?” questions Earl. “You mean like
spaghetti and stuff?”

The man looks down at Earl. “That’s
right—spaghetti and stuff.”
“Oh,” says Earl.
“You haven’t heard of us?”
“No, not exactly.”
The man takes in a mouthful of beer
and swallows.
“Top of the line pasta machines and
utensils,” the man says. “We also carry imported pasta, but our forte is machinery and
cooking implements—high-end restaurants,
department stores, kitchen specialty shops,
on-line shopping. How about you? What’s
Mark and Moore’s line?”
“We’re a research organization,” Earl
says. “We specialize in locating markets. Actually, we either finger new markets or invent
new markets. Once we locate or establish a
market, we market the market to companies wanting to expand into new markets or
wanting to exploit new markets.”
The man pours beer into his glass. Earl
pours beer into his glass.
The man says, “What’s the difference
between expanding into new markets and
exploiting new markets?”

“I don’t know. We leave that up to the
customer.”
The man looks at Earl. Earl raises a
hand and adjusts his bifocals.
“You ready for another one?” Earl says
and gestures with a nod toward the man’s
glass.
“No. I have to meet someone in a few
minutes at the front desk.” The man brings
his glass up and the last of his beer disappears.
“By the way,” the man asks, “you’re not
at the restaurateur convention, are you?”
“No. Are you?”
§
Late twenties, shirt wrinkled, khakis
common, shoes Nike. An orange goatee
drizzles from his chin. He’s slim and he’s
wearing glasses. There’s no tie, but there is a
string with an ID tag.
“Anyone sitting here?” he asks.
“No, have a seat.”
The man sits down. The bartender
comes over. The man asks for a glass of red
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wine. The bartender goes away. The man
sets his hands on the bar, which has a video poker machine on it. The man brings his
hands together and intertwines his fingers.
He glances around.
“If you play the machine, you get your
drink for free,” Earl says.
“Oh, yeah,” the man says, and untangles his fingers and gets his wallet out and
extracts a twenty-dollar bill and feeds it into
the machine.
The bartender returns with a glass of
wine and an empty glass with a receipt and
a ballpoint pen in it. He sets all this down in
front of the man and walks away.
Earl watches the man play a few hands
of video poker. Earl picks up his shot glass
and sips his vodka and then picks up his other glass and takes a drink of beer. The man
next to Earl pauses in his playing to take a
sip of wine.
“You have to sign the receipt,” Earl says.
The man reaches and takes the pen out
of the glass and signs the receipt and puts
the pen and the receipt back in the glass. The
man goes back to playing video poker. Earl

watches him. After a few hands, Earl says,
“Who are you with?”
“Gizmos In Your Face.”
“Gizmos In Your Face? What convention is that?”
“The gadgets convention.”
“Well,” says Earl, “I’m with Pasta Link
over at the restaurateur convention.”
The man nods.
“Ever eat pasta?” Earl asks.
“Yes.”
“That’s what I thought. And do you
know why?”
“Why what?”
“Why I knew you ate pasta.”
The man looks at Earl.
“I knew because there are about three
hundred million people in this country, and
there are about three hundred million people who eat pasta.”
The man picks up his glass of wine and
takes a sip.
“What do you think of that?” Earl asks.
“I think that’s great.”
“You bet it’s great. It’s the greatest thing
since the telephone.”

The man is looking at Earl.
“Where are you from?” Earl asks.
“San Jose.”
“I’m from Los Angeles.”
The man nods.
“Well,” says Earl, “I guess we’re both
from California.”
The man continues to look at Earl.
“Have you ever been to San Francisco?”
Earl asks.
“Yes, I have.”
Earl picks up his shot glass and finishes
it off. The man returns to video poker.
“How do you like it out here in Nevada?” Earl asks.
“It’s okay.”
“Have you ever been to Europe?”
“Yes.”
“Have you ever been to Tibet?”
“No.”
“That’s what I thought,” Earl says, and
watches the man play video poker.
“Hey,” Earl says, “don’t feel bad. I haven’t been to Tibet, either.”
The man stops playing video poker and
looks at Earl. The man says, “I don’t feel bad.”
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“Okay, okay. I was just trying to make
you feel better.”
The man looks at his machine. His
credits are used up. He picks up his glass of
wine and slides off his stool and walks away.
§
In Earl’s peripheral vision, there’s a man
who raises his drink and takes a sip. The ice
cubes in his glass tinkle. Earl takes note of
the glass with its amber liquid and no straw.
Earl is at the corner machine at an island bar.
Earl looks at the man, who is looking away.
Earl returns to his video poker machine.
“Looks like you’re doing okay,” the man
says. Earl looks at the man again. The man
gestures with his glass at Earl’s machine that
has over a thousand credits on it.
“Yeah,” says Earl. “This machine ain’t
bad.”
The man brings up his drink and sips.
He is clean-shaven, but there’s a shadow. He’s
dressed a lot like Earl. Earl brings up his shot
of dark rum and takes a sip. The man is Earl’s
age, mid-fifties.

asks.

“You at a convention here?” the man

“Yes.”
“What convention?”
“The gadgets convention.”
“You don’t say.” A grin rises on the man’s
face. “I’m at that convention myself. I’m with
Tangibles. Who are you with?”
“Intangibles.”
“No kidding,” the man says and raises
his glass and drinks.
“You know,” says the man, “we ripped
off your name. You own the West Coast and
we said to ourselves, what the fuck, we’ll be
Tangibles and take the East Coast. We were
so envious it was unbelievable. And now
I can hardly believe it because here we are
in the same town and at the same convention—Tangibles and Intangibles. Of course
we knew you’d be here, but I never in a million years would have guessed that I’d be
standing at a bar next to someone from Intangibles.”
Earl brings a hand up and adjusts his
bifocals. The man smiles. Earl reaches for
his shot glass and drains it and then looks

up and motions with his empty shot glass at
the bartender. The man next to Earl brings
his glass up and drains it and then sets his
glass down on the bar. When the bartender arrives with Earl’s shot of rum and glass
of beer, Earl gestures with a nod toward the
man’s glass. Earl then picks up a dollar from
a couple of bills on the bar and puts the dollar in the glass that has a ballpoint pen and a
couple of receipts in it. The bartender looks
at the man. The man says, “Scotch and water.” The bartender departs.
“Tangibles, huh?” says Earl.
“That’s right,” the man replies.
The bartender returns with the man’s
drink and sticks a receipt in the glass that’s
in front of Earl. After the bartender leaves,
the man looks at Earl and says, “Thank you.”
The man then picks up his glass and says,
“What should we toast to?”
“Coincidence,” says Earl.
“Indeed,” replies the man.
They bring their glasses up and sip, Earl
with his shot of amber rum, the man with
his Scotch and water.
“I saw your booth,” the man says. “It’s
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really something, the whole wall, the entire
west wall. We’re on the other side, the east
wall. In a sense, it’s only fitting. You work
your side of the street, we work ours. But
you know, it’s really the same street, isn’t it?”
Earl looks at the man. The man is grinning.
“A couple of hours ago,” Earl says, “I
met a man from Pasta Link.”
“Pasta Link?” the man says. “You mean
like macaroni and fettuccine, that sort of
thing?”
“Yeah.”
“Noodles,” the man says. “Scraps of
dough. Carved up starch. It’s nothing. Absolutely nothing compared to what we’re into.”
The man picks up his drink and takes a
sip. Earl has noted that the man isn’t wearing
an ID tag. Earl sips his beer.
“Hey, listen,” the man says. “Name’s
Will. Will Fann.”
“Earl. Earl Lawrence.”
“Earl Lawrence,” says the man, while
rolling the sound around in his mouth. “A
beautiful name.” The man extends his hand
and Earl shakes it. The man’s hand is cold.

“Earl,” the man begins, “you and I give We are taste, happiness, and community. We
people what they’re looking for, which is a lot are the health behind vitamins, behind phymore than pasta. Tangibles and Intangibles, sicians, behind exercise. We are the vision
two sides of the same coin, but nevertheless of stocks, the image of beauty, the power of
the same coinage, and what a coin it is. We wealth and politics.”
The man pauses for Scotch and water.
tell people what is possible and impossible.
That in itself is worth millions.
I stand corrected—billions. “We are not the man in the street hawkBillions and billions. We are ing food, nor are we the man slaughtering
not peddling noodles or milk
cows. We’re the people who give the public
or beef or pieces of steel. We’re
marketing hope—hope and the idea of food, the idea of transportation,
fear and power and failure and the idea of wealth, the idea of power, the
success. We are not the man in
idea of good health and bad health. We are
the street hawking food, nor are
we the man slaughtering cows. not insurance salesmen. We are the idea
We’re the people who give the behind insurance—which is fear.”
public the idea of food, the idea
of transportation, the idea of wealth, the Earl sips rum and then beer.
“We,” says the man, “are something like
idea of power, the idea of good health and
bad health. We are not insurance salesmen. this place.” He waves a hand to indicate the
We are the idea behind insurance—which is surroundings.
“We, though,” says the man, “are not
fear.”
Earl is looking at the man’s mouth the dealers and pit bosses and cashiers. We
are this establishment, which is the unabatmove. The man has thin lips.
“We are not pasta or bread or gasoline. ed image of wealth. The whole deal here is
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for everyone who enters this environ to feel
wealthy, because there is nothing as wealthy
as throwing money around. Better yet—
throwing money away.
“But,” says the man, “we take it a step
further. We give them image—pure, unadulterated image. We give them the image
of image. The casino, in turn, turns it into
the image of money, which is the same as the
image of power, the image of happiness, the
image of well-being, the image of beauty, the
image of accomplishment, and the image of
status. It is also the image of sex. We are the
image behind image. Tangible and Intangible, coast to coast, sea to sea, continent to
continent, from the beginning of time. It is
without limits, without flaw. We thrive in
good times and bad.”
The man picks up his drink.
“We are not God,” the man says, “but
we are the next best thing.” The man smiles.
At the edges of his eyes there are wrinkles.
Earl pushes the cash-out button on his
machine and the machine produces a slip
of paper with a barcode on it. Earl slips this
into his shirt pocket along with a couple of

dollars bills that he’s picked up from on top
of the bar.
“Hey, listen,” the man says, “you
wouldn’t happen to have a business card on
you, would you? I’d love to get in touch.”
“I left my cards in my room.”
“That’s a pity, because I think we’re on
the same street, the same block, the same encode, definitely in the same zip code, if you
know what I mean.”
Earl picks up his glass of beer and takes
a swallow and sets the glass down.
“Where are you going?” the man asks.
Earl looks out at the casino. “I’ve got to
meet someone at the front desk.”
§
She sits down and puts some money in
the machine. After a minute her machine
starts making noises. Earl waits, but the machine continues to make noises. There’s a
saccharine zest to her perfume. Earl turns
and looks. She’s early to mid-forties with
blonde hair, but the roots are dark. Her dress
is full-length, but the neckline swoops way

down to reveal a lot of breast. Earl somehow
gets the impression that the dress is homemade. Its color is yellow. The woman is looking around. Earl and the woman are not at a
bar. They are at a bank of slot machines.
“You gotta push the button there,” Earl
says.
The woman looks at Earl. Earl points to
a big button that’s flashing.
“This button?” the woman asks.
“Yeah. Push that button and that’ll start
the wheel spinning.”
The woman pushes the button. The
sounds of the machine change.
“Now what?” the woman asks.
“Just wait,” Earl says. “The wheel up
there will stop and you’ll win something.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
The wheel stops.
“There you go,” says Earl. “You’ve won
a hundred credits.”
“Wow!” the woman says and smiles.
She has a wide mouth.
Earl wonders if this is an act. He also
wonders if this woman has had a boob job.
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She’s definitely wearing a push-up bra.
“A hundred credits,” the woman says.
“Is that good?”
“Well, it’s okay. Not bad.”
“How much money is that?”
“Twenty-five dollars.”
“Twenty-five dollars!”
Earl picks up his drink and takes a sip.
“Hey, Connie!” the woman yells, while
leaning back in her chair and looking away
from Earl. “This really nice gentleman next
to me showed me how to play this machine
and I won twenty-five dollars!”
Four machines down a woman leans
back in her chair and looks at the woman
next to Earl. “Really?” the woman hollers
back “That’s good!” This woman’s dress is
identical to the dress that the woman next
to Earl is wearing, but the resemblance ends
with clothing. Connie is slim with dark hair.
The dress hangs on her frame.
“Yeah! This really nice man showed me
how to work the machine!”
People have turned to look. Connie
nods and goes back to her machine.
The woman turns back to Earl and says,

“Now what?”
“Well, you can either cash out or you
can continue to play with the credits you
have.”
“I’m going to continue to play.”
“That’s a good idea,” Earl says. “You can
never tell. You might hit a big one.”
The woman plays her machine. Earl
plays his machine.
A cocktail waitress cruises by. Earl gets
her attention, and she comes over.
“Dark rum and orange juice,” Earl says.
The waitress notes this on a small pad
of paper and then looks at the woman next
to Earl. The woman next to Earl looks at Earl
and says, “Is that good?”
“I like it.”
“Okay. I’ll try one.”
After five minutes the cocktail waitress
delivers their drinks. Earl tips her a dollar.
The woman next to Earl takes a sip and says,
“This is good.” Earl smiles. When the cocktail waitress comes around again Earl asks
for two more. At the end of the second drink
the woman’s credits run out.
“You know,” says Earl, “I was thinking

of going over there to that bar to have a nice,
quiet drink. Would you care to join me?”
Earl gestures to across the casino. “There aren’t any machines in there or anything like
that,” Earl explains. “It’s just a nice, quiet bar.”
“Okay,” the woman says. “Let me tell
Connie.”
The woman tells her friend, and Earl
and the woman cross the casino to enter
a lounge where they sit down at the bar. A
bartender in a white dress shirt and black
vest comes over and places down a couple of
cocktail napkins.
“What can I get you this evening?” the
bartender asks.
“Remy Martin in a snifter,” Earl answers.
“Water back?”
“Beer back.”
The bartender pauses as if listening to
this. He then turns to the woman.
“I’d like one of those fancy drinks.”
“Is there any particular one you have in
mind?” the bartender asks.
The woman looks at Earl.
“How about a Long Island iced tea?”
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Earl suggests.
“Iced tea?” the woman questions.
“Don’t worry. It’s a real drink.”
“Okay. I’ll try one.”
The bartender goes away and then returns with their drinks. He sets the three
glasses down along with a check and walks
away. The woman’s drink is in a tall glass and
has a red straw stuck in it. She looks at this
as if admiring its elegance before leaning
forward to take a sip. After she swallows she
tells Earl that it’s delicious. Earl smiles and
swishes the cognac around in his glass and
takes a sip.
“By the way,” Earl says, “I don’t think
we’ve exchanged names?”
“Marge.”
“Marge,” Earl enunciates. “That’s a real
nice name. Is that short for Margaret?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Well . . . Marge is a real nice name.”
“What if I said my name was Marybeth?”
“That’s a real nice name, too. Which is
it, Marge or Marybeth?”
“Do I look like a Marybeth to you?”

“A name is just a name. We’re not really
responsible for our names, are we?”
“I’m Marge.”
Marge lowers her head and sucks on
the straw.
“I’m Earl.”
Marge nods with the straw still between
her lips.
“This is real nice,” Earl says, “the two of
us sitting here having a nice drink and having a nice conversation in a really nice bar.
You’d be surprised what a rarity that is these
days.”
Marge has let go of the straw and has
swallowed. She waits, and then she says, “A
rarity what is?”
“A decent conversation—it’s hard to
come by these days. As a matter of fact, I
don’t think I’ve had a decent conversation
since my wife left me.”
“When was that?”
“Four years ago.”
“Four years ago? You mean you haven’t
had a conversation in four years?”
“Well, I work at an auto-parts warehouse. It’s all guys. There’s not much to talk

about. Sports now and then, but no real conversations. And even in bars, it’s about the
same—no real conversations.”
“Do you often drink in bars?”
“Well, you know, now and then, to take
the edge off.”
“Connie and I drink at home. Bars are
too expensive.”
Earl nods. “Yeah, I drink at home, too.”
Earl sips his brandy. Marge inhales on
the straw that’s in her glass.
“By the way,” Marge asks, “why’d your
wife leave you?”
“I honestly don’t know. One day she
was there, and the next she was gone. I think
she was angry about something, but for the
life of me, I just can’t pinpoint it.”
Marge sips her Long Island iced tea.
“Come to think of it,” says Earl, “I’m not
really sure if we had a decent conversation
the last couple of years we were together. We
watched a lot of TV. That’s what I remember.”
“That can happen,” Marge says. She
reaches over and takes a hold of Earl’s ID
tag and brings it up for closer examination.
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Marge’s eyes are brown.
“What’s this?” Marge asks.
“It’s nothing,” Earl tells her.
“Nothing? You got a picture of Robert
De Niro here.”
“It’s nothing. Forget about that. I’ve
been meaning to take it off.”
“What is it?”
“It’s nothing. I… I just wanted to meet
people and I figured that if I wore this it’d
look like I was at a convention and that’d be
a way of striking up a conversation, but all
I’ve managed to meet with this thing on are
goofballs. But now I’ve met you, and you’re
a real nice lady, and we’re here having a nice
drink in a nice bar, and we’re having a nice
conversation.”
Marge lets go of the ID tag and it falls
against Earl’s shirt. Earl takes the ID tag off
and stuffs it in his pants’ pocket.
“Why don’t we quit messing around,”
Marge says, and picks up her drink and inserts the straw between her lips.
“What do you mean?” Earl says.
Marge lets the straw drop from her
mouth. Her throat constricts as she swal-

lows.
“Why don’t we bet on something real?”
Marge asks.
“Bet on something real?”
“Yeah.”
Earl moistens his lips with his tongue
and asks, “Well, what do you think they’re
doing out there?” He gestures toward the casino. “Playing Monopoly?”
“Yeah, I know, but it’s all just a bunch of
games, ain’t it?”
In the bar there are only two other people, a couple at a table. The bar is dimly lit.
“Let’s make a real wager,” Marge says.
“You and me, let’s bet on something real.”
“What is it that you have in mind?”
“How about if you and I put up a hundred dollars, then you bet on whether or not
I have a hairy pussy?”
Earl sits for a moment and then brings
a hand up to adjust his bifocals while looking at Marge.
“First, we show our money,” says Marge.
“Then you say if I got hair on my pussy, or if
I’m bald. You know? Shaved clean.”
Earl continues to look at Marge, at the

pink lipstick on her lips.
“Of course there’s only one way to verify a bet like this,” Marge says.
Earl waits.
“We’ll go up to your room, and I’ll show
you,” Marge says. “You’re staying at this hotel, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, then. What do you say?”
Earl reaches for his snifter of brandy
and takes a sip. After he sets the glass down,
he says, “I think I might have hit the jackpot.”
“You just might’ve,” Marge says, and
opens her purse and gets out a hundred-dollar bill. “There’s my money.”
Earl fishes a hundred dollars out of
his wallet and puts it on the bar and says,
“There’s my money,” and grins.
Marge draws on the straw that’s in her
drink while looking at Earl. Marge’s eyes are
outlined with eyeliner.
“Well,” says Marge, “which is it, hair or
no hair?”
“Hair,” says Earl. “I think you’ve got a
hairy pussy.”
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Marge, who had been smiling, now
stops smiling.
“What’s wrong?” Earl asks.
Marge picks up her hundred-dollar bill
and hands it to Earl.
“You won,” Marge says.
Earl holds the bill in his hand as if not
knowing what to do with it. Marge takes the
straw out of her drink and sets the straw on
the bar. She then lifts the glass and drinks
until there’s nothing but ice. She sets the
glass down on the bar and stands up.
“It’s been nice,” Marge says.
Earl’s looking up at her. “What?”
“I got to get back out there and see if I
can get that hundred bucks back.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You just set me back a hundred bucks.

I got to get back out there and see if I can get
it back.”
“What about going up to my room?”
“What for? You got it right. No reason
to show you.”
“Hey, what a minute,” Earl says. “How
about if we do it again, and I’ll guess wrong?”
“Don’t be silly.”
§
Four in the afternoon, and it is another
gorgeous day in Las Vegas. From the window of his room, Earl looks out at the Strip.
The ID tag along with its string is on a nearby table. Also on the table is a six-pack of
beer and a pint of vodka.
Earl raises the glass that’s in his hand
and sips. Vodka vapor invades his sinuses.

He swallows. He has five more days left before he heads back to Los Angeles.
Earl lowers the glass while gazing out
the window. After an extended moment he
goes over to the table, sets down the glass,
pulls a can from the six-pack, pops the tab
and returns to the window.
Across the street, people are on the
sidewalk. They are wearing shorts, sunglasses and baseball caps. Earl brings up the can
of beer and takes a long, slow pull.
Michael Onofrey is from Los Angeles. Currently he
lives in Japan. His stories have appeared in Cottonwood, The Evansville Review, Natural Bridge, Road
to Nowhere and Other New Stories from the Southwest (anthology, University of New Mexico Press),
Terrain.org, and Weber - The Contemporary West,
as well as in other fine places.
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Connected
Robert D. “Yeti” Bryans

34 yrs old, some medical implants, Born: Casper. Lived in chronological
order: Douglas, Wy. Laramie, Wy, Lander, Wy, Casper, Wy, Fort Collins, Co.
and after another whirlwind statewide tour has settled in Laramie in pursuit
of at minimum a Bachelor’s degree in Fine Art. I hold 3 Associates degrees in
Fine Art, all from Casper College. I credit my parents for always allowing me
the resources to improve my technique and understanding of the artistic process. I credit my friends and family with incredible patience and undying loyalty through some rough times. I think I kinda “get it” now. I wake up excited
that I will create art that someone will form a totally unique and personal
attachment to. They will do this and in return they will help me thrive. And
in return I will continue to provide art that asks them to engage. Find me on
Facebook. Shirts featuring my work can be purchased here!
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Aural Examination

Listen to John’
s reading
accompanied by
Dylan Przygocki

Russell City
T

he Blues laments again
a dying memory,

Russell City

Bulldozed into mythology
too deep for leveling

or Download MP3!

John Wichman lives in Hayward, California with
his wife Tereza where he works as a school crossing
guard. As a member of the Hayward B St. Writers’
Collective, John writes and performs his work in
local establishments. Much of his work is influenced and inspired by the late Gil Scott-Heron
Dylan Przygocki is from Milwaukee, WI but since
he grew up in Wyoming, he likes to consider himself a Laramie native. He has been playing classical
music since age 2 and has a deep love of all artistic
representations of the human condition. An actor, composer and multimedia artist, Dylan has
been performing since a very young age. He hopes
to eventually finish his science fiction trilogy and
continue playing piano, organ and guitar.
How is a radio like a wristwatch?

Russell City
where the pulse that is life
and the smell that is strife,
the things that make
the blood flow
and rhythm go in
Russell City
a place of life considered blight
by stagnant minds.
deemed profane, expendable
for the concrete coldness
of an industrial park

In 1963 Russell City was deemed blight by Hayward
city “fathers” and condemned to demolition.
This poem is dedicated to Russell Cities everywhere

John Wichman

Russell City
longed for guiltily
and remembered now
in the gentrified minds
of those who weren’t there
but pretend that
they wish they’d been in
Russell City
Fading photos in
museum galleries
passed by in
momentary nostalgia
sanitized in black and white
to what it never was
Russell City
What else awaits
the oblivious judgment
of minds fearfully
unplugged from the

bodies’ connective soul?
Organic becomes platonic:
Russell City
becomes a Blues Festival.
The Fillmore
becomes a Western Addition.
And a transit system
can’t name a station
for the neighborhood
it stomped on and
West Oakland
became Oakland West
No justice no, rest
became West Oakland again.
Shame reclaimed the name
but removed the people, like
Russell City
And the Panther dormant lies
yet ready to rise.
Because the Blues laments,
But the Blues never dies,… like…
Russell City
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Lis Anna-Langston

I am the recipient of many awards including; a 2013/2011 Pushcart nominee,
2014 Amazon Breakthrough Novel Semi-finalist, a five time WorldFest winner,
FadeIn, Telluride IndieFest winner, Helene Wurlitzer Grant recipient, Chesterfield
Film Project Finalist, New Century Writers winner and a finalist in the prestigious William Faulkner Competition. My short films, screenplays, and novels
have all been nominated and subsequently won awards including Best Novel and
Best Short Film. I was awarded a quarter-finalist in the International Screenplay
Awards, semi-finalist in the Nicholl Fellowships in Screenwriting, a quarter finalist in the Writers Network screenplay competition and First Place in The American Accolades Screenwriting Competition. I am the Second Place Winner of the
Thomas Wolfe Fiction Award, the Fourth Place New Century Writers Short Fiction Winner and Second Place Winner Best Dramatic Short Tupelo Film Festival,
First Place winner of the 11th Annual Poet Hunt Award, a three time Accolade
Film Competition winner including a Best in Show and Award of Excellence winner, a Screenplay Festival winner and a Bronze & Silver Remi winner at Worldfest. My work has been published in Word Riot, The Blotter, Petigru Review, Hot
Metal Press, The Smoking Poet, Eclectic Flash Literary Journal, Paper Skin Glass
Bones, 491 Magazine, Fiction Fix, The Monarch Review, 5x5 Literary Magazine,
Red Booth Review, Hint Fiction Anthology, Chamber Four Literary Magazine,
Emyrs Journal, Literary Laundry, Barely South Review, Flash Fiction Offensive,
Flashquake Literary Journal, Steel Toe Review, Cactus Heart Press, Per Contra,
Empty Sink Publishing and The MacGuffin Literary Review. You can learn more
about me at: www.lisannalangston.com or www.girlwithcameraphotography.com
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A

Austin Eichelberger

s I crouch behind our cramped apartment’s front door, vacuuming for the
second time today, it flies open and I have to
catch it with my right hand before it hits me.
David’s screechy voice overpowers the
Dustbuster’s hum in our tiny living room. “I
brought Mexican for lunch.”
I twist at the waist and look up at his
sparse, mousy mustache he says will soon
look good. I call over the whirr, “I thought
you were bringing sushi.”
“I changed my mind,” he says, swinging
one of his long, slender legs so his foot hits

On What It Means

to Stay

the door. It slams and the wall rattles, rocking the picture on the wall above me like a
pendulum. Asshole.
I turn off the hand held vacuum and
set it on the green carpet; my guts bubble
and clinch as I stand and walk past him into
the kitchen. Sitting at the table in front of
my cold cup of coffee, I lift my left leg over
the right and shift the round bottle of coffee
creamer along the wood grain on the table.
I sniff, but all I can smell is the dry, stale
scent of a hangover. “How’d you know what
I wanted?”

He blinks his thick black eyelashes as
he looks up at me and crosses the kitchen
to the table. “I didn’t. I just got you some of
those spicy burritos. The meat asiado ones.
You like those, right?” The plastic bags grunt
against Styrofoam containers heavy with
greasy Mexican food as he sets them on the
table, his keys clanging down beside the
bags.
I roll my eyes. Asada, not asiado.
Dumbass.
He tosses his grey windbreaker over
the back of a chair, and it swishes against the
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yellow vinyl seat cover.
As I watch him pull forks out of a drawer, I blink as if something is lodged in my
eye. “Remember this morning, when I didn’t
get out of bed ‘til ten because of my stomach
hurting?” He was supposed to be here last
night, watching movies and drinking with
me instead of at the bar with Saruh and Jessie.
“Oh, yeah. Want a Hot Pocket instead?”
Without glancing up, he pulls out the chair
opposite me and lifts one of the square Styrofoam containers out, opens it and begins assembling his steak fajitas with quick,
swooping motions.
I look down into my mug. “Nah. Don’t
worry about it.” The white chocolate cream
slowly roils in my coffee, the color tan and
smoky.
My mouth has gone dry; my stomach
is too tight to handle any caffeine. I hate his
dopey fucking face.
Outside on the abrupt little balcony,
two city pigeons bring tiny branches, flower
stalks and scraps of hay—where do they find
these things?—to build the pitiful twig nest

I have already ripped down three times this
week. Idiot birds.
David is cramming half a fajita into his
mouth at once. Red-brown juice drips down
his chin and onto his white Oxford shirt.
“Shit,” he mumbles through soggy tortilla and peppers. He swallows hard, his
throat flexing wide and then relaxing slim
again, and pushes the rest of the fajita into
his mouth with one spidery hand. “I’m gonna go change,” he says as he wipes his mouth
with a paper napkin – the metal legs of his
chair squeal along the linoleum floor away
from the table and he walks down the hallway into the bedroom.
I uncross my legs, turn to the right and
stand, then slide the smudged glass door
open and step outside. Fucking asshole.
As one of the dull pigeons takes flight,
its fat little body pulling down the glimmer
of sun on its salt and pepper wings, I brush
the little pile of scrap from the corner of the
porch with my foot. All you little bastards,
nest somewhere else. This is my balcony.
I turn to the kitchen as David walks
back out as he’s tightening a green tie. He lifts

his jacket from the back of the chair with a
swoosh. A drop of dried grease still clings to
his chin.
“Paul, I’m just going to eat this back at
the office.” He looks over at me and smiles.
I nod as he scoops everything back into the
noisy plastic bag, tosses his fork into the
sink from across the kitchen and passes the
ugly blue couch to the door. One sleeve of
his jacket almost gets caught in the wooden
frame as the door swings shut.
I turn and lean on the smooth metal
railing of our balcony, licking the peeling
corners of my chapped lips. I look down the
twenty-three stories at the stained, uneven
sidewalk to watch the glass door swing open
and David stride out. His cell phone is balanced against one shoulder and he’s almost
juggling the Mexican food to pull the grey
windbreaker on over his white shirt. I look
down at the blue veins snaking beneath my
white, white skin. I look sick.
The only reason I went to get tested
was because David started wearing underwear. He had never worn any—no boxers,
no briefs—since we had met. I immediately
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found it sexy, and his lack of undies directly
led to him waking up in my bed. But two
months ago, as I watched him get dressed
from the still-warm sheets, his hips were
hidden by green elastic shorts. “What are
those?”
He turned to me with wide, deliberately blank eyes, as if he had ever been a good
liar. “What?”
“The boxers. Are those mine?”
Face full of surprise, he looked down,
apparently mystified to be wearing underwear for the first time in three years. “Oh.
No. Last night. I got a few pairs. Been getting
colder out.” Then he turned, one black sock
still in his hand, and shut the hollow bathroom door before I could ask anything else.
So, the next day, just to quiet my paranoia—after all, we had abandoned condoms
after the first month or so—I sat in the kitchen and called the city’s free clinic after David
had left for work.
The woman on the other end chimed,
“So are you having symptoms, or just want to
make sure nothing is going on down there?”
I scrunched my nose up and squinted

my eyes. ‘Nothing is going on down there?’
I thought they had to be nurses to work at
these places. “No, no symptoms. Just been a
while since I had a check-up … down there.”
I stepped across the flower-print linoleum to
the sink with the portable phone balanced
against my shoulder and started washing
the day-old crust of linguine from the pile of
cheap ceramic plates.
“Oh, my. Well, that’s no good. No good
at all.”
I paused and raised an eyebrow. “You’re
right, it’s not.” Was she high? Popping other people’s meds between appointments or
something? “I was also wondering, since it’s
been a while, how long do the results take?”
I turned off the water and set my hip against
the counter. Holding the phone with my fingertips and leaning my head into it, I ignored
the rubbery pasta left on David’s plate.
“Well, for the less serious ones, only a
few minutes. We’ll let you know those results
before you even leave the clinic.” I imagined
this woman as Dolly Parton from “9 to 5,”
chipper and completely oblivious. “Now let
me just see when we can fit you in.”

As she flipped pages, I scraped under
my fingernails with the prong of a freshly-dried fork.
“How about Saturday at two?” She
sounded as if she was smiling. I don’t think
I’ve ever smiled in an STD clinic. Nor seen
anyone who has.
“Sounds great. The name’s Paul Williams. I’ll see you then.”
The phone cradle beeped as I set down
the clunky phone and went to the bedroom.
I could feel the dusty quiet of the apartment
crawl along my skin as I sat on the bed and
chewed my already ragged nails for an hour;
they used to look so nice, before I started
getting really anxious. Then I finally dressed
to take a jog and absorb some vitamin D.
Now the light in the kitchen has
dimmed and I glance at the clock: almost
two-thirty. I step inside and sit. The dry terry cloth wrapped around me is scratchy and
rough against my bare skin as I look down
at the maroon cloth clashing against the fine
blond hairs on my arm. Asshole.
My cell phone vibrates on the countertop. I lean my chair back until I can reach it.
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My tip-toes barely touch the cold floor, and
I look at the LED screen. David.
I flip the phone open and stare at the
screen for a few seconds before putting it to
my ear. “Hello?”
“Hey. So I was thinking maybe I could
come home from work early today. Ed told
everybody to take the afternoon off. So I’ll
be home in, say, an hour. Sound okay?”
I lean my head back and stare at the
white ceiling. “Sure. You live here, too.”
“I know, but …” He sounds nervous or
anxious, like someone is standing over him.
“Look, I’ll just see you soon, okay?”
“All right.” I push down the top of the
phone until momentum pulls it closed and
set it on a dark circle in the table’s wood
grain, just beside the bottle of creamer.
I pull at the waist cord of my robe. My
fists are tight, shaking knots, and it grips
tighter and tighter around my torso, which
feels icy and desolate inside. I wrap one thin
arm around myself and reach for my cold
coffee. The fog of creamer shifts and curls as
I lift the cup. I sit still for a long time, picturing my zippered suitcases in the hall closet;

the two bookshelves in the bedroom with
my pictures and books; the last statement
for my empty bank account; Mom’s face if
I showed up back home, half the country
away; David’s mouth as he slept after the last
time we had sex.
I didn’t even tell David I had gone to
get tested. They make you come back in to
get the results—something about mixed-up
paperwork in the eighties and a privacy of
information act. So I sat in the waiting room,
trying to tell everyone with my expression
that I was there for a malaria shot and not
for the same reasons that made them slouch
into the bright plastic chairs. The only one
who seemed to know was the hunched old
man with scraggly grey hair who winked
when the nurse called my name. I sat quietly in the exam room, smoothing wrinkles
out of my jeans with my hands until another
nurse walked in.
“William?”
“Well, that’s my last name, it has an s
on the end, but yes, that should be me. People do that to me all the time, especially in
situations like these, where it’s listed with

my last name first. They always call me William instead of Paul, but it’s actually Paul
Williams, and then most people ask why I
have two first names instead of a first and a
last name, but my middle name is actually
Lynnwood, which is so rare people think I’m
making it—” Her face told me I needed to
shut up. “Sorry.” I folded my hands between
my knees and lowered my chin, eyes trained
on her wood pulp clipboard.
She looked back down and flipped a
page over the silver clip. “Your results are
back.”
The only other word I heard was “positive.” It flashed in my mind like a marquee
with big gaudy red letters: “AIDS” in fucking
Broadway lights. I walked out of the exam
room and back into that ugly crowd waiting for their turn, their news. When the old
homeless-looking guy reached out for my
arm, I slapped his hand away hard and glared
down at him, my breath coming out in quick
puffs as his eyes went big and watery. I was
standing on the apartment’s puke-green carpet with the door locked behind me, holding
the slip of paper labeled “POSITIVE” that
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they make you take, before I even thought
to apologize.
When David saw my red-rimmed eyes
after he got home, I told him a friend’s dog
had died. He thought I was angry about doing the dishes all the time, the bookshelves
he promised to build me six months ago for
the living room, or at least his refusal to vacuum. He had no idea.
I bite the inside of my cheek with my
molars—hard—and stand. I march down
the short hall to the bedroom.
The shelves lining the other side of the
room—all the shiny textbooks that I’m still
paying for, the bestsellers David refuses to
read—are reflected in the mirror above my
dresser, and I step up to it and watch my cheek
bulge as I push my tongue against the raw,
salty spot where I bit it. He would crumble
if he found out. I can almost see it: his legs
limp as he drops to the floor, then he looks
up at me and starts to cry, his eyes smeared
dark with tears, cheeks turned splotchy red
from embarrassment and fear. His keys and
jacket and cell phone would be scattered on
the carpet around him. No more leaving me

here to go clubbing with those two sluts,
no more drinks after work until two a.m.
or spending the night God-knows-where
because he “couldn’t find a way home.” No
need to pack and haul my shit across state
lines.
I drop my robe in a soft pile on the floor
and pull open the top dresser drawer, then
slip out a pair of jeans and lift my legs into
them. I clasp each cold, round button slowly. I reach for a white t-shirt, then pull back.
Fuck it; I may as well look dramatic. I pick
up my wallet from the dresser, pull the folded piece of paper from inside and spread it
open with both hands. The bold capital letters in black ink shine through the creases,
overpowering the rest of the Xeroxed print.
I refold it and slide it into my back pocket.
I stride back to the kitchen and pick up
my coffee mug and the creamer. I move to
the sink and pour the cold coffee down the
drain. The fridge door makes a soft shushing sound as I swing it open, and I set the
creamer on a glass shelf.
I pull the paper from my back pocket
and set it unfolded in the very center of the

bare, wooden table. Even he should notice
that. Moving to the glass doors in front of the
balcony, I face the sun already dimming behind the tops of tall downtown buildings. At
least I had enough time to get ready. I place
each hand on a hip half-clad in denim and
turn my back to the light. The Dustbuster
still sits on the carpet behind the front door,
gleaming grey in the fading sunlight that is
filtering through the living room windows.
Just then, David’s key rattles quietly into the
door’s brass lock, clicking as the gears inside
begin to grind and turn.
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Scenes from the Dynamite Stand:

Joseph D. Reich

						 on the state of america
a declaration of codependence, excess and decadence

I don’t feel safe in America no More!
in a town which seems purely overrun
by condos and malls and maybe even
felt safer back in the day with gil scott
heron and marvin gaye ex-merchant
marine from spain waz his name?
c. columbus ditching andalusia
the queen of spades flamenco
dancers gypsies and glass
blowers decked-out
in his sunday best
in his silk suede
explorer’s beret
and vest in his

Aural Examination

hand-me-down
puffy threads
stuffed with
a whole mess
of love letters
hate mail
snowglobes
compass slingshot
cribnotes chickenbones
crabapples and tchotchkes
made to tempt and trade
in the land of milk
and money land ho
weird new world

lost in old world
ways when it was flat and finally
at last when you got the chance
when you just don’t give a damn
‘when you’re just fed up and can’t
take it no more!’ can electric slide
sleepwalk somersault cannonball!
krash! geranimo! ready or not
here i come! tippy-toe off
the tippy-top of the world
right off the deep end
into the brilliant blue
and brooding unknown
into the stars and smog

Listen to Joseph’
s poem! Read by
Sean Ingledew, accompanied by Nick Prevenas

or Download MP3!
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where the smokestacks
meet the gods
where the angels
meet the monsters
somewhere up there
between heaven and hell
between freedom and jail
no more broken promises
no more betrayals
no obligations
no stigmatization
no strings attached
(no signs conveniently
attached at the start
and end of bridges
asking you if you
feel depressed? suicidal?)
and do a flying wallenda
off the end of the world
at the end of the rainbow
at the end of the stripmall
do not pass go do not collect 200
where they got those used-car lots

and fresh-cut donuts and mountains
Click here for the full text of
of miraculous mulch and old time nostalgic
“Scenes from the Dynamite Stand!”
chinese restaurants never ever got the chance
to haunt or check out that “live entertainment”
-Joseph Reich has been published in a wide variety of
where you can check in but you can never leave
eclectic literary journals both here and abroad, been
I don’t feel safe in America no More! your trigger
nominated five times for The Pushcart Prize, and his
is my cause say no more! say no more! maybe most recent books include, “A Different Sort Of Distance”
(Skive Magazine Press) “If I Told You To Jump Off The
why like the world-renowned spy inspector
Brooklyn Bridge“ (Flutter Press) “Pain Diary: Working
Methadone & The Life & Times Of The Man Sawed
clouseau and kato when the sun goes down
In Half ” (Brick Road Poetry Press) “Drugstore Sushi”
do all those do or die missions through
(Thunderclap Press) “The Derivation Of Cowboys &
Indians” (Fomite Press) “The Housing Market: a comsplit-level home to steal betrothed’s psycho
fortable place to jump off the end of the world” (Fomite
tropics in the hopes to sedate and escape
Press) “The Hole That Runs Through Utopia” (Fomite
Press)
“Taking The Fifth And Running With It: a psychoand go into real life denial (ditch illusions)
logical guide for the hard of hearing and blind” (Broadand fucken forget it all. I don’t feel safe
stone Books) “The Defense Mechanisms: your guide to
the fragile mind” (Pski Porch Press)
in America no More! your trigger is my
cause say no more! say no more! swear
-Sean is an accomplished stewerover of the world’s events and a man who loves a good
to god felt more secure in detention hall
beer with good friends. Even more, he enjoys terrible
beers
with terrible friends, and most of all enjoys drinkin jail in the belly of the whale which gave
ing mediocre beer in Wyoming with exceptional people
me a little downtime to make sense of it all.
whom he hopes will one day be his friends. He loves
to sing and has had the good fortune of living his life
I don’t feel safe in America no More! your
among gifted people from every walk of life, very many
trigger is my cause say no more! say no
of whom bring to the table an endless litany of talents He
is a lucky man, indeed.
more!
-Nick’s info is on page 26!
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