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HYPOTHETICAL FOUNDATIONS of a
QUANTUM THEORY of FAMILIAL
SOCIAL PHYSICS
Joseph Tomaras
THOUGH I STARTED COLLECTING SECRETS AT THE AGE OF
FIVE, it was not until my last year of graduate studies in physics
that I discovered a use for my hoard.
Under another name, I am well-known within a small
community, that of high-energy physics. We are the ones who
send atomic nuclei smashing against each other at near light
speed to see what peculiar entities escape the wreckage. Much as
fiction writers do with invented families: I realized this when
procrastinating on my thesis with a binge of Raymond Carver.
No offense to you writers, though, but how much more
valuable would the data be if it were based on actual collisions,
not your more or less stereotyped models, or your real-life
examples slightly falsified to protect egos and innocents? Once
the basic analogy is made, the fundamental theory almost
explains itself—to those with a sufficient understanding.
For example: Every force that attracts or repels has an
associated wave-particle. The force that binds quarks into protons
and neutrons and binds them into an atomic nucleus is called the
strong force, and its wave-particles are called gluons. Whatever
we call the force that binds parents and children together into a
nuclear family, its wave-particles must be what we call secrets.
This is a reasonable hypothesis supported by preliminary
data. The trouble is, how can we design controlled experiments to
collect the data necessary to validate the hypothesis and begin to
describe this interaction? The quantum mechanics of a secret are
even more challenging to measure than those of leptons.
Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle tells us that the precision of
observed location is inversely proportional to the precision of
observed momentum—the better you know where a particle is,
the less you know about where it’s going. With a secret, the very
act of observation negates its existence as a secret. We can call
this Rosenberg’s nonexistence principle. (Of course Rosenberg is a
pseudonym. My true name is on enough other, weightier
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theorems that the benefits of claiming this one are far fewer than
the risks.)
The only out is that it is possible to observe a secret
providing one becomes bound into the family that it defines and
thus commits to keeping it. An experimentalist would thus need
to join at least a thousand families in order to accumulate a
significant dataset of secrets. By quantitatively observing the
characteristics of secrets and statistically aggregating them, one
could thus keep them even while observing. This is theoretically
possible, though the obstacles to execution are non-trivial. Not
the least of which is, the experimentalist would find it exhausting.
To formulate an experimental protocol we need to have a
theoretical framework, a set of hypotheses which we will test.
Analogical thinking is pre-scientific, but human beings are
evolutionarily predisposed toward it, and I am no exception. Let’s
continue the gluon analogy. Quantum chromodynamics describes
three colors of quark, with corresponding anti-colors. Let’s
assume that a secret, like a gluon, is a dynamic system that, at
limited distance, always works the same no matter how you twist
it around. The quark colors and anti-colors dictate eight types of
gluon, linearly independent of each other—two gluons can’t add
up to a third. The math is complicated—Murray Gell-Mann won a
Nobel Prize for this—so you’ll just have to trust me.
Here are my assumptions: Individuals are analogous to
quarks, nuclear families to hadrons, extended families to the
atomic nucleus, bound together by the residual force of the
secrets within the smaller family units. It would also be
reasonable to assume that there are more “colors” of individuals
than of quarks, but we do not yet have sufficient experimental
data to venture a model, so let’s stick with six for now, and
expand as necessary based on results. That would mean there are
at least eight basic types of secret.
1. The In-Joke: Its humor is apparent only to those within
the local confinement, i.e., the family itself. Examples
could be given, but it would be pointless in a publication.
2. Mildly Embarrassing: The fact that your father always
farts at least once at the family dinner table, your
mother’s habit of collecting Sambo figurines and hiding
them in a locked cabinet, your own comfort with picking
your nose and eating it, but only when seated on the living
room couch.
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3. Seemingly Inexplicable: Your father’s moroseness every
Father’s Day, the fact that you and your wife have a big
fight every year the night before your anniversary, the
collages your teenage daughter makes with the birthday
cards from your in-laws and hides beneath her mattress.
4. Money: The poor always have secrets. So do the very rich.
And sometimes those in the middle do, as well.
5. Race: The fact that you really don’t trust your Latino
brother-in-law, but would never let on. The fact that he
knows anyway, but pretends for form’s sake to like you.
6. Sexual (Non-Abusive): Need not be a direct primal scene
observation, but may also be through indirect observation.
Like that time you found a strap-on dildo in your parents’
bottom dresser drawer, and dare not contemplate when or
how or why it was last used. Can also include past
indiscretions, or unaccepted gender or orientational nonconformity (e.g. the gay uncle whom your grandmother
insists on calling a “confirmed bachelor”).
7. Psychiatric: Obvious. The pills dad needs to take to get
through the day, the brother who alternates between
Bellevue and the Brooklyn Bridge, the aunt with an acute
case of toxoplasmosis exacerbating her OCD.
8. Abuse: The kind that leaves visible marks and the kind
that does not. The kind that could never be prosecuted
and the kind that could be if anyone knew or cared.
With the hypothesis formulated, the onus is now on observers to
provide counterexamples to the model. That, in so doing, you
would risk destroying your closest relationships, ought not to
serve as a deterrent to the truly scientific spirit, but a spur to
investigation. You may call such a loss immeasurable, but what
you call immeasurable is only that which we have not yet tried to
measure.

JOSEPH TOMARAS is locally confined to southern Maine.
When not helping scientists get money to test their hypotheses, or
ranting about the state of the world on his blog
(skinseller.blogspot.com), he leaves traces of prose in any genre or
the spaces between. He also encourages strangers to yell at him
on Twitter (@epateur).
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BIRDY TOLD ME
Frederick Pollack
IF ANIMALS COULD TALK THEY’D LIE. Consider:
they know people know how they suffer
yet do nothing; maybe
(they think) we’d do better
running individual scams.
Crows get tips from pigeons on ledges
on Wall Street, at race-tracks,
exchange them for carrion. Raccoons
promise to police your rain-gutters,
guard your house; eventually
they sell protection. (Dogs keep
their mouths shut, except when eating.) Deer
set up as gurus. They’re so cute and can do
charisma. Are one with all life, with
the Goddess, they say. Whoever
shoots one of us or runs one of us down
will burn. In every city or town
there is within easy distance a vacant
lot or patch of weeds beside
a road. Sit in it, say the deer, sit
long enough in the center of the weeds
and you will be made whole and purified.

FREDERICK POLLACK:

Author of two book-length narrative
poems, The Adventure and Happiness, both published by Story
Line Press. Other poems in print and online journals. Adjunct
professor creative writing George Washington University. Poetics:
neither navel-gazing mainstream nor academic pseudo-avantgarde.
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OTHER SIDE of the FENCE
Anna Tizard
“I SWEAR IT WAS ONE OF ‘EM, I SWEAR.”
"Nick. It's a misty night. Come on."
"Nah, nah - it was her mist. I saw it rise. She's a shapeshifter, I'm telling you."
"Yeah. Just like that frog the other night from the pond at
number six. Right idiot you made of us, getting caught in that
hedge! I'm still picking thorns out of my sweater..."
The voices faded, muffled by the mist as I eased through a
gap in the fence and shuddered the woody grit off my fur. Fences:
most human folk just see barriers, separating devices.
Opportunities, gaps, hidden places, perhaps a high viewing post;
these are the fences held in the eyes of cats, immortals, and
perhaps those two chasers back there, human by the look of it,
their eyes widened by a preternatural curiosity.
If there was still a trace of my own mist clinging to my back
legs, I wouldn't have known it. I was too distracted by the
sponginess of the grass beneath my paws, the newness of it all.
The lowness of the twilight sky, a blanket of slate-grey with just a
glimmer of blue and pink in it, swallowing everything into itself.
To sniff the air was to have those colours wash through me, the
scent of rain one and the same thing as my anticipation, and that
first pinch of hunger.
At the tremor of those clumsy footsteps behind me I scattered
up a tree, startled by my own agility, until those booming voices
moved off, still bickering. For the first few hours of my life as a cat
I didn't test out my new dexterity but sat tensed as a watchman
over those rows of rectangular gardens as the shadows unfolded
themselves like some ancient leather-bound book falling open
over everything.
This is the way I have learned to remember it, running a claw
over the past. At the time I didn't have enough experience of old
books, blankets, or even humans to see it quite that way. But age
and experience can help you piece together what was violent,
fragmented, nothing more than imprints in the mud quickly filling
up with rainwater.
What little I did know at that time spun back to me soon
enough, though, shivering the very dew off my back as I dug my
nerves deep into the branch beneath me.

8
Only moments ago, the shriek of my mother - was she my
mother? - had run its electric current through me and set me
shivering low against the bedroom carpet. It was bad enough that
my forepaws had just flung out in front of me where my hands
had just been, right before that sneezing fit. There was nothing to
do but stare up at their open mouths, my dad flapping his hands
about noiselessly as though someone had cut his sound off.
Those madcap hands of his took on a life of their own as if to say
this is what you should have on the ends of your arms and this is
what they can do, if you just try. Try to be human.
I crushed myself against the skirting board as he staggered
towards me, and that's when I became aware of the centre of
balance pinned at the end of my back, a kind of poled verticality
at odds to my now horizontal manner of standing - which made
perfect sense to me, keeping me parallel to the floor. As fear
gathered like bile into a hiss I felt that dependable tick-tock
swaying from this flexible aerial I came to know later as my tail.
My first clear thought in my cat form, besides panic: this ticktock didn't follow any rhythm except my own. I lived on my own
time, now. Whatever had just happened, I no longer belonged
here.
"The window!" The mother-woman cried, clutching the words
as they flew from her mouth.
He stumbled forward, being that bit closer to the window than
her, but not quick enough. I leapt onto the windowsill, slick as a
thought, and oozed out under the gap like toothpaste from a tube.
That was the last time I ever saw them, up close. But that
didn't stop me from finding a way to make them happy.
For nights I hooked mice from kerbsides, tugged chicken
bones and pizza crusts from bins, until my real shape quivered
back to me along with the horror of the memory. It trespassed
over me through the lull of sleep, closing around me like cold,
deep water.
Memories of the Burrow rattled their cart wheels through my
dreams until I blinked, sore eyed, onto a bright green square of
lawn cast with daylight. I didn't belong here. Darkness was where
I came from. I sat up, twitching back into my cat-form. What a
perfect, instinctual choice of bodily mask this was, or perhaps it
was good luck: as a cat I could live loosely at this world's borders
without drawing much attention to myself. I could hide, I could
slink around the anonymous corners and gaps under rosebushes.
I could nestle down into the smooth cloth of shadow until my
nightmares would subside.
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But I couldn't cower forever. I had to face what I was.
I was a botched spell, a mis-uttered vowel, a glance flung at
the cavern's wheezing door just as the rhythm of the chant
unwound its spool to the very end.
An urden, offspring of an urd, which is just about the lowest
creature in that faery realm; which, by the way, in our
underground taverns and tunnels and burrowed-out holes we they - call homes, is pronounced fiery. This way you know it
means bad faery, faery-up-to-no-good. And because they rarely
have cause to write things down, having so many secrets to
cuddle to their stringy, usually green, chests, there's hardly any
concern about needing to spell it differently. (But if you have to
refer to them in longhand, a flat stroke of the pen over the a will
do just fine, thank you.)
Within this network of burrows squats an ugly jumble of
shops, really just storerooms fronted by leering, putty-faced
hagglers, looking to make a lucrative exchange for anything from
lost umbrellas (humans'), socks severed from their twin (again,
humans'), dropped change (you get the idea), as well as potions
and secret words and things conjured in their own world that
have their own power and appeal.
But there's one alcove you don't want to explore. The
Changeling Brewery.
It's only a brewery because she that lives there happens to be
fond of making cider and root liquor and biting, acrid moss-gin,
and if you knock after four p.m. she will let you in, strike up a
conversation, and happily sell a jar of her nastiest for more than
is decent but less than what will make you roll your eyes and
walk out again. She makes more of the concoctions than she'd
ever need for her own uses, and you might find yourself
wondering whether these yellowing, rag-labelled jars have had a
few words muttered over them to make them glow in that faintly
alluring way. What else would draw your hand into your pocket at
the sight of those well-thumbed containers? It's the way they
catch the quivering candle light and seem to throw it back at you
in a sneer. And how do they manage not to slide off those shelves
hammered askew against her kitchen-bar wall?
Come on a Thursday if you dare to part the throng and the
gusts of oakleaf smoke. The local gossip is varied and laced with
exaggerations too bolshy for your mouth, but what's in the eyes of
every storymonger, even when he's chuckling over his own jokes,
perhaps a little too hard, is what she does with the babies.
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Her own babies, mind. Did I mention she's an urd? Left to
brood and mutter on her own in her cavern, she will selfpropagate quick as weeds and twice as twisted. The brewery
would be packed and jungled with stems and clawing, groping
fingers and toes like roots - strange, shrieking things that would
twirl and wind their way into the upper forests to scare human
walkers and probably fāery ones too - if she didn't do what she
did next, regular as moontide.
A sign goes up on the door when it's time, and the rest of the
fāery tunnels become distracted from that corner and overly
interested in their own business. Only a select few are ever party
to what goes on behind that gnarled wooden door. A week's worth
of basting, laying out to dry, stretching and rolling out means
these plant-beasts are ready for the most dastardly magic.
Don't wrinkle your nose at them. I am one.
The spell she casts is for change. For this she uses the plainlooking jar at the very back behind the others, the one with the
steam-curl of purple in it that you can see only if you squint,
although most of the spell that makes a thing like me is bound to
its power by words. With the blunt-edged, guttural cries crisscrossing into an invisible tapestry over the squirming urdens,
each of these creatures is given the capacity to alter itself and
keep that new form just as long as is required. Even so, the shape
she chooses for them is always the same - the most profitable: a
pudgy, happy-looking human baby.
Later than anyone else cares to stay awake, her agents will
manifest at her door: bony, hooded, long-fingered men that
emerge from the dank underground air like slices of night. They
come with their crates and their drawstrings of gold nuggets to
barter and take the pretend-children away. It goes without saying
that the human babies for which they will be swapped will collect
a higher price than any that falls from that knotted crone's
mouth.
With me, the change she spelled into my seething stems was
made too fluid. It wasn't the intended form that stuck, but my
capacity to change - into any form I knew.
Who would dare walk in to the Changeling Brewery when
there was a Closed for Dark Deeds sign on the door? No, it
couldn't have been a fāery. The one that nudged her door open
when she was arms-raised, rasp-calling, hand-trembling through
the final, knot-tying words was a cat. Her own black cat, nosing
for its supper.
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I glanced down with my almost-human eyes and saw the sleek
way it moved, the question-mark tail feeling for the atmosphere in
the room - which immediately bowled into sourness. My mother
hurled an emptied potion jar at the floor where a split second ago
the cat stood poised, lifted on its delicate feet.
I squealed. Mother Urd flicked back to me, checking me over,
unsure. A spike-toothed grimace I took for a smile.
"There you are. All done."
That's what she thought.
{X}
Back in the tree, I sat up and licked my paws, feeling a window of
midday sun stroke my fur. It had begun to dawn on me just how
free that small mistake had made me. How soon my disguise had
become easy, natural, more comfortable than my real leaf-skin.
Perhaps later that day there'd be time to really mess around with
my power and morph into that bird, this branch, into the air
itself. True invisibility! But I wasn't ready to take risks like that.
For now there seemed just one important thing to do.
I wove my way back to that place, keening after the earthacrid smell, my belly shrinking close to the rain-flattened leaves
on the woodland floor. This hollow - no, that hollow - no, that
wasn't right; I found myself going round and round in slow,
ground-sniffing circles until I realised that this is how they hide:
this is their pathway, at the centre of an invisible labyrinth,
accessible only to those who are fāery, or unfortunates who have
got themselves bewitched. A gash in a buckled old oak, a warm
wind breathing from its mouth. I took one final gulp of fresh,
upper-world air and dived in.
The tunnel didn't like me. It jostled me about, bumped my
bones and worried me with sudden bends until I guessed this was
its magic, trying to make me turn back. When I wouldn't turn it
tussled with my mind instead, plunging me back into my worst
memory, the one I had tried hardest to blot out: the long basket,
seeming to hover in mid-air as it was carried by those cloaked
figures, one at the front, one at the back. In the muffled silence of
the suburban street, I rolled about in a row of other false babies,
their faces staring startled into my own.
As my body fell down that tree-hole I felt myself become blind,
squeezed in the fist of that memory. But I couldn't let the
blackness take me over. I bit down my own scream and decided to
be here and now. Soon the rolling twists of the passageway
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became clearer, louder somehow and less surprising to my
slipping, scattered paws. I managed to take a better hold of which
way my paws were pointing - just as the gap widened and spat
me out onto a dusty platform.
"Why, Iggie, you naughty little thing! What have you been up
to?" A huge, three-fingered hand patted my head roughly but I
shot out from under it, the only direction I knew down that
underground street. Iggie? It must have been the urd's cat's
name; it made sense that a neighbour would think I was her. She
was the only cat I'd ever come across in my short life so far, so of
course my bodily rendition of her would be perfect, untainted by a
mental image of any other feline. I scooted tightly against the
shop fronts and walls, zig-zagging wherever those clunky greygreen toes swung and lifted. So musty in these underground
streets I could hardly breathe. Bad fāeries, you probably wouldn't
be so bad if you had a few more windows to the world above and
drank in a little more fresh air now and then.
Thrown sideways by the roar of a carriage drawn by two
enormous horses, their hairy feet kicking up dust. Passing the
snake-charmer on the corner I had to slow. It dawned on me that
that low, worming flute sound must have trickled under every
door every day of the week, for it echoed back through tunnels of
pain in my head, merged with the first smells and blurred images
I could remember as I writhed in birth, a sound to curl its dread
around my waiting roots.
My instincts tingled. That door in the corner - it had to be
hers. Maybe it was the smell of that place that reached me and
made me sure: the dusty rims of jam jars, that low, wet-earth
scent that at once meant danger and home. The inward dip of the
wood in the buckled door, as though it had already felt the impact
of my bursting through.
I reared up, incensed with the idea of it. Figures leapt aside,
yelling out. I was a horse, galloping towards the door, ramming it
into a small crushed thing with my hoof. Her gasping face was
under me as I rose on my hind legs and thumped her down.
Despite the mayhem still screaming in the street behind me I
heard the air wallop from her lungs. My maker. As she fell I fell,
pity drinking my strength. I slunk into my weed-snarled form at
the sight of her, clawing the ground with my cowardice.
If you don't do this, so many more monsters will be made. And
so many more will be swapped, sold, made prisoners of the fāeries
to do who-knows-what, be their slaves, most likely, in burrows
where they'll never see the sky.
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I slithered, limped across the floor. She rolled onto her side,
her mouth stretching into a gloat, a promise to get me back for
this.
Her own, her own child. I whimpered, softened under the
powerful grip of her tentacled fist around me. The walls of the
cavern swooped as she lifted me off the ground and for a moment
I felt nothing but the blank white shock of recognition. Her hair.
The worms of her green-brown hair, oozing, stuttering, stems
forked into smaller stems which were lipped with tiny mouths,
sucking blindly at the air around her head. She was pregnant
again, and this was her next litter. It was the cold touch of terror
in that swinging basket; it was the misery and madness of human
children yet to come, not to mention their parents...
She squeezed me in the crackling twig-like grasp and I shrank
to an artery, little more than one of the foetal hair-stems
wriggling, too close. An inch thinner still, and breathlessly I
slithered out from her clutch and onto her neck. All I needed was
a moment, a memory, and my body sprung into shape again, this
time pressing my snake's teeth into the trunk of her.
She screamed. She collapsed heavily on her side and I was
jolted through the air by the impact. I had instinct enough to land
on four black paws, knowing without thinking that this was how
best to land - and that was how I stayed.
With that last gaseous out-breath, the source of my spell was
killed and so the magic that gave me infinite changeability was
cut short. In that second of wisdom I became fixed. Cat I was and
cat I would remain.
It was a while before I noticed this, my mind a streak of panic
as I scrammed out of reach of the grappling hands and the shouts
and the stones and glass jars that flew over my head.
I've had time to lick my paws again, to know them as my own.
In some ways my release and in others, my containment.
But how much freedom should a murderer have?
{X}
Ask me now and I'll tell you my name is Fence. I am the narrow
gap where the slice of light bores its arrow through the wooden
shutters. I am the place where the boundary gives, where it lets
things between the two worlds cross over to each other hopefully, good things. Hopefully, change.
Since that day I have made the best of it. There was nothing I
could do to save the other babies that had been swapped with
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litters before mine, but I broke into that world over and over until
I found the one I recognised, the one I was meant to be, and I
kept an eye on her. As soon as she could crawl, I led her back to
that house where I first changed into a cat, to the cries of those
who had mourned her long, but not so long they didn't know her
as their daughter.
It will take longer to do the same for the others, but I am
hatching a plan. If I can just get those two portal hunters to take
an interest in me again, if they would dare to follow me far
enough into the woods... I sit and wait on my favourite branch,
stirring my ideas against the bark with a claw. It seems that
changelings can't tolerate the presence of their human
counterparts after the first exchange and the confusion causes
them to scrunch back into their original form, so all it would take
is to return the true babies to their rightful homes again. Thank
goodness my own changeling-magic is fixed.
"Yowch!"
"What now, Rob?"
"Bloody weeds. Look at this thing, have you ever seen
anything so tangled?"
There they go again. Fascinating creatures, humans: how
your awareness can be so sharp, so keen in your search for
openings into other worlds - and then you only manage to get the
stuff wrapped around your trainers: that's them, the withered,
obstinate weeds of the once-urdens. They're exactly where you'd
expect to find them; where all the best old stories begin - at the
bottom of your garden, by the fence.

ANNA TIZARD

writes because reality is not enough; because
creating a story is like forging a portal into an alternative world,
which other people can then visit if they think it looks like fun.
For a slightly longer excursion, try her novel I See What You
Want, or share your thoughts with her on facebook.com/
annatizard, or on Twitter @AnnaTizard. Go on. You know you
want to.

15

The NEW MOTHER
Judith Skillman
SHE STANDS ON HER DECK SMOKING, LEANING
on those lovely arms. How is he, we ask,
passing, nostalgia welling up
for our lost chunky ones. She stands
and smokes, steeped in her hair,
her face, her jeans. He’s good, his Dad
came home late and took him for a walk.
The secret’s out, she can’t put it back
but she does. I’m fine until 5 but after that,
well, it’s like always being touched,
I can’t even pee without—
We interrupt, our late middle-aged laughter
gnawing at what’s left of September summer.
I remember, I say, I was always ready to—
looking sidewise at a man
I barely remember marrying.
Glancing up at the loveliness of her,
all the elements of home lit
by the kitchen beyond, its canisters
where mystery blends and foments.
I’m fine until 5, she repeats, her faint smile
like the day moon, and we turn away,
see the father heading downhill, the stroller
and blanketed cargo, its selvages
burning like skin meant to be taken
and taken again. That night
we make love until we fall back,
old in faded blue sheets,
sated with too much—like a finger always
touching you she said, it’s like that.

JUDITH SKILLMAN is the author of twelve books of poetry.
Her work has appeared in Field, The Iowa Review, Northwest
Review, Poetry, Southern Review, and Prairie Schooner.
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The HEARTLESS BOY
Ed Ahern
TOM WILLMAN WAS BORN EXPERIENCING NO STRONG
FEELINGS-- in fact, no feelings at all. No love or affection. No
hate or dislike. Certainly no fear. The closest he came to emotions
were pleasing or displeasing sensations.
Tom’s parents, desperate for a smile, had him tested for a
litany of diseases, but he proved to be uncaringly above average.
They quit trying to show Tom affection by the time he was six,
and by the time he was ten were providing only what was legally
required of them.
He ate because the tastes were good and food kept him
alive. He avoided the harmful and the idiotic, so no drugs or
gluttony, but also no designer water or wandering chickens. He
exercised and bathed because his body felt better, and exhibited
an attractive trimness about which he was oblivious.
Girls in high school viewed Tom’s indifference as cool and
his trimness as attractive, feelings heightened once they
discovered that his lack of emotion gave him extraordinary
staying powers. Tom viewed his frequent sex acts as pleasant
consensual exercise.
The person who tried hardest to know Tom best was
Arthur Lausten, the high school psychologist. Lausten, with no
significant life of his own, compulsively coached people on how to
live better. His recurring daydream was perching in a confessional
and prescribing atonements. Tom was required to attend frequent
sessions with Lausten, who toiled through hundreds of hours
trying to etch Tom’s stainless steel persona with the bristles of a
verbal toothbrush.
“Tom, you appear to be neither sociopathic nor psychotic,
but except for satisfying basic biological requirements you’re
completely indifferent to your humanity.”
“What’s your point, Mr. Lausten?”
Lausten was desperate. He pulled out a large folding knife,
flipped open the blade and waved it in front of Tom. “What would
you do if I threatened to stab you?”
“Run.”
“And if you couldn’t get out of the room?”
“Ask somebody to reason with you.”
“And if that didn’t work?”
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“Hit you with this book end.”
“How do you feel about me right now?”
“That question is inane.”
Early in his freshman year a bully had cornered Tom on
the football field. Tom let the boy hit him twice before retaliating,
knowing that in order to avoid discipline he had to have the boy’s
aggression witnessed. Then he broke enough of the boy’s bones
that the boy couldn't be aggressive again for several months. The
onlookers noticed that Tom’s expression had remained calm.
At the graduation ceremony, Tom was approached by
several girls and avoided by most boys. Tom perceived both the
attention and avoidance as irrelevant. An unknown young woman
was among those who approached.
“Mr. Willman, I’m Raissa Pandorapolis. I have a job offer
for you.” The young woman curved aesthetically and looked no
older than he was, although her eyes had the worry lines of
middle age.
“Ah.”
“Am I correct that you’ll be leaving home and are looking
for work?”
“Yes.”
“Am I also correct that you’ve had difficulties with preemployment screening?”
“The human resource departments tell me that I'm
inhuman.”
“Not me. Please join me for lunch while I explain my offer.”
Once seated in the restaurant, Tom began his questioning.
“What sort of job is it?”
“I own and operate a-- call it an entry portal-- and I need
help running it. You’d be a gatekeeper/ doorman to handle the
rush hour traffic.
“It’s night shift work, with the traffic occurring between 11
PM and 3 AM. Outside of those hours you’re free to pursue your
own interests, or do nothing at all. The clientele is a nasty lot, but
can’t harm you if you’re careful. Given your indifference, I’m
hoping that you can ignore their vicious comments.”
Tom’s parents had ordered him to vacate their house
immediately after graduation, so he needed work and a place to
stay. “What’s it pay?”
“$30 an hour, six nights a week. You stay at the house
rent free. Payment is in cash, off the books, so you won’t need to
pay taxes. You merely let the, ah, personalities in and out.
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They’re universally ugly and surly, but you should be able to
ignore their abrasive traits.”
Suspicion was a way of thinking which Tom’s condition
encouraged. “That’s three times minimum wage for a menial job.
What’s the catch?”
“There are a couple niggling conditions of employment.
You’ll swear an oath of secrecy under penalty of immediate death,
and failing to get the commuters in and out promptly is equally
fatal. In other words you treat them like cattle and keep your
mouth shut. You’re really quite well suited to the job.”
“How long would I have to sign up for?”
Raissa smiled. His question meant he was leaning toward
acceptance. “The secrecy agreement is forever, but the initial term
of employment is one year. Oh, and you can’t have any visitors in
the house, and can’t bring in any kind of communication device:
no phone, camera or tablet.”
Having no emotional distractions, Tom’s logical and
intellectual capabilities were formidable. He reasoned that his
expenses would be minimal and at the end of a year he should
have at least $50,000 in cash.
“For that kind of money it must be crooked. I’ve got no
interest in going to jail and becoming somebody’s bum boy.”
“It’s abnormal or paranormal, but not illegal. At worst,
you’d be driven crazy or torn to shreds.”
“Am I the first person you’ve hired?”
“No, there’ve been two others, a vicious sadist and a
nearly-catatonic recluse. They both died screaming in anguish, so
I changed my hiring criteria. Tell you what, I’ll stay with you for
the first week. If you can’t handle it you’ll get paid for the week
and just have to keep your mouth shut.”
Tom was terminally neutral, but sensed Raissa’s sharpedged emotions. He assumed she’d lied and would kill him if he
tried to leave after the first week. It was the only way she could be
sure he wouldn’t talk. But Tom lived entirely outside of human
emotions, and doubted anything he encountered could break
through to him. Raissa needed him. Badly, or she wouldn’t be
making accommodations.
“All right,” he said, “we’ll try it for a week. When and
where should I show up?”
“I’ll pick you up this evening,” she said. And did. They
drove for almost an hour before stopping. Raissa walked Tom into
a house and locked the door behind them.
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Tom looked around at a great room with shuttered
windows that took up most of the ground floor. A large jagged
hole in the floor made most of the room unusable. Tom looked
over the edge, but the hole dropped into blackness with no visible
bottom. On one edge of the hole a large circle and symbols had
been painted on the wood floor. The circle contained a lectern, an
easy chair, and battery-operated lights.
“Where’s the hatch or lid for this thing?”
“It’s, ah, symbolic. Step into the circle and stand at the
lectern.”
Tom did so, and saw two bronze tablets on the reading
stand.
“At 11 PM you read the left tablet, at 3 AM you read the
right tablet. What could be easier? Just make very sure you don’t
step outside the circle before 3 AM.”
He stared at the tablets. The top half of each had
unrecognizable characters. The bottom halves had English
gibberish syllables. He glanced at Raissa.
“The top parts are in Mycenaean Greek, pre-Phoenician
characters. That’s for my use. The bottom half is the pronunciation guide in English. You don’t need to know the meaning,
but you do need to pronounce everything perfectly. Otherwise
you’ll be killed. Not by me, by the commuters. It’s as if you’d left
them off at the wrong stop. Imagine how annoyed you’d be. Sorry,
you don’t get annoyed, do you?”
“No. Okay, I’ll be killed if I step outside the circle while I’m
working, and killed if I make a mistake in either reading. Recite
one of them to me.”
Raissa stepped so close to Tom that he could feel her
breath on his ear as she spoke.
Tom turned his head to look at her. “And you’ve been able
to recite these for a long time without being hurt?”
Her expression deconstructed into sadness, as if she
looked into the eyes of dead relatives. “For a long time. I was just
a happy, inquisitive girl, but look at me now, trapped timelessly
with evil for company, never to know love or have children. Is it
any wonder that I’m testy?”
Tom, emotionally clueless, said nothing. Raissa’s face
wrinkled into what he knew to be anger. “All right, simpleton,
recite the incantations for me until I think you’ve got them down.
Let’s see if you can last the night.”
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Raissa commandeered the easy chair, leaving Tom to
stand at the lectern. By the third repetition he pronounced the
syllables correctly. Tom asked more questions.
“How many of these beings are there?”
“Do you know your Christian bible? Of course not. The
phrase 'My name is legion' has no meaning for you. Thousands,
Tom. Single entities transmute into several, and none. A swirling
porridge of personified evils. Oh, except for one prissy little bitch.”
“Who’s that?”
“The exception that makes everything worse. The hope
that you can endure these defilements. Sorry, of course not you,
Tom.”
“How will I know when it’s exactly 11 PM?”
“There’ll be a gong. You’ll have three seconds to start or be
burned to ash where you stand.”
Tom, of course, viewed death merely as a timing issue.
“Okay.”
“I almost forgot: Once they see that it’s you at the lectern
and not me, some of them will probably double back and try to
shock you into stepping out of the circle. You do, you die.”
“Got it. Do I need to do anything between 11 PM and 3
AM?”
“Stay alive. Oh, and the jug next to the lectern is in case
you have to urinate. Do not, under any circumstances, piss into
the pit.”
The gong rang, and Tom’s mouth strained to utter the
harsh sounds. The pit’s blackness seemed to glisten, then break
into shards. A suppurating odor washed into the room, but
neither Raissa nor Tom vomited. Shapes boiled out of the pit,
changing without pause from deformities to demons to
grotesqueries for which Tom had no descriptive words. They
spoke.
“Fresh meat.”
“A pretty boy this time.”
“Raissa lusts for him.”
“Play with us, pretty boy.”
Tom turned around and looked back into the room, now
filled with apparitions. The shapes had exaggerated breasts and
vulvas and penises. The smells of rutting overrode the aromas of
rot. The shapes were now all pleasing and Tom felt his skin tingle
as tactile sensations seeped through the protective circle.
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He stood without words or expression. The shapes
screamed and distorted themselves into broken, exposed bones
and oozing lesions. The smell of pus ruled.
Tom was curious, another of his few human traits, and
began to categorize the shapes and scents. The hoarse howling
intensified at his indifference, punctuated by ear-shredding
screams. Raissa sat quietly, watching the apparitions swirl. Tom
got the impression that she was acquainted with all of them. After
several minutes they dispersed outward through the house's
walls.
Tom turned to Raissa and noticed her staring at his ass.
“Where are they going?”
“Into your world to inflict pain and terror. There’s never
enough of them to go around. Ah, here comes Miss Prissy, late as
always.”
A slender white shape emerged from the pit. The woman
was gracefully formed, but Tom thought her androgynous. “Who’s
that?”
“Hope. Bitch follows the evils and applies a little zinc oxide
to the humans who’ve just been seared. Keeps them from
committing suicide, which they’d be better off doing.”
A lurking apparition charged the protective circle, spewing
yellow gobbets. But for Tom, the bile was merely sour snot, and
he asked it, “What’s your name, slime-ball?”
Raissa sucked in air. "Careful. Exorcists ask for a demon’s
name, Tom. Doormen just keep their mouths shut.”
The slobbering, evil figure was contorted with rage. Tom
ignored it and stepped over to Raissa. They looked like teenagers
on a first date. "I think you’ve been going about this all wrong.”
“Excuse me!”
“For one thing, Pandorapolis sucks as an alias. Look
Pandy, we don’t learn much in high school, but we do get some
rudiments of mythology. All you’ve done for two millennia is run
these ethereal bed bugs through chutes, when you could’ve been
whipping them into something more interesting. It’s past time for
you to screw with their deformed little minds. You clearly hate the
way you’re doing things now.”
“You can’t talk to me like that! I’m a demi-god.”
“Don’t think so. You’re just a human trapped into being
timeless. I doubt you’ve had sex for several hundred years. We
could fix that though, the chair is big enough.”
Raissa sputtered. “I’m going to kill you right now.”
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“Don’t think so. Let’s let the week run out and see where it
gets us.”
Raissa paused. “What do you mean 'Screw with their
minds?'”
“If you’re bored and frustrated with a couple thousand
years of herding evil cattle think what they must feel like. What
happens if you give them a day off? Or let them sleep in an extra
half-hour? Or let them know they can work at half speed and you
won’t report them? Or, maybe best of all, let them concoct their
own deviltry rather than using an obsolete play book they’re
bored with?”
“My curse is immutable.”
“Seriously? You’re already cursed, what more can happen
to you? If something does happen at least it would be a change.”
Tom reached over and touched Raissa’s shoulder. She
didn’t pull away. “Tomorrow night I’ll talk to one or two of them
and see where we get.”
“You’ll kill us both!”
“You can’t die and I’m indifferent.”
The next night Tom picked out a blobular evil with open
sores mounded like barnacles on an oyster shell. He turned to
Raissa.
“Okay, I can’t control it without knowing its name. What is
it?”
She huddled back in the easy chair. “Alaputrius.”
“Hey, Alaputrius! What’re you tasked with tonight?”
The beast glowered but answered. “Drunkenness that
causes self-maiming accidents.”
“And you do that every night?”
“Yes ape, since beyond memory.”
“Okay, tonight you’re doing initial drug addictions among
middle-aged overweight men.”
“That’s Foulbreathea’s job. She’ll disembowel me.”
“Might be an improvement. But tell her/it that it’s okay for
you to change jobs for one night, and if she has any problem she
can talk to me.”
Like all classic evils, Alaputrius had no sense of joy or
contentment, but he had plenty of greed and thwarted envy.
“Wow. Okay, then. I’m on my way.”
An hour later Foulbreathea stormed in and Tom mollified
her by letting her cause bed-wetting among adolescent girls at
sleepovers. The assignment changes spiraled and by 3 AM over
fifty imps had been short-circuited.
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By the end of the week over 1,000 evils had been
transposed, and even Tom’s considerable analytical powers were
strained keeping track. Hope kept wandering in and out of the pit
in confusion. Raissa had begun laughing at the changes, and on
day five they began sharing the easy chair in post-3 AM trysts.
On the last day of the week Raissa looked down at a
naked Tom. “I’m not going to kill you.”
“I presumed as much. How many of these suckers are
there?”
“More than you can count, tight buns. Call it half a
million.”
Tom noticed that the pit had started a rolling boil,
throwing off steaming mounds of black pitch. “Raissa, is it
supposed to do that?”
“Zeus Rex, no! Watch out!”
An ebon figure rose from the pit and without hesitation
floated into the mystical circle, its voice rolling thunder. “I’ve
received an employment discrimination complaint from Hope.”
“That bitch,” Raissa interjected.
The thunder resumed. “Hope’s pretty dense, but I gather
that you two have been shuffling my deck without permission.”
As the figure spoke the pitch slid off it, leaving what looked like a
nude, fat-saggy Arthur Lausten. “Not much to look at, I know,” it
said, “but it’s the most distasteful image I could find in your
mind. Anyway, what am I going to do with you two rutting little
animals? Killing you creates dysfunction, and if I administer
excruciating pain you’ll lose focus during the procedures.”
Tom’s expression remained calm. “You’re the Deus Ex
Machina.”
“One of them.”
“You’re missing out on a great opportunity.”
Lightning flashed and the almost-Arthur Lausten glared.
“Explain yourself very quickly.”
“For two thousand years the same evils have been inflicted
on the same people, night after night. The humans get used to it.
What we’re doing is making the evils of the world truly random:
The drug addict becomes a miser, the murderer becomes selfabusive-- but just for a night. They’ll never know what’s coming
next.”
The figure could be seen to think. Tom added, “It's the
same amount of evil, after all.”
“Hmmm... all right, take a few hundred years to try it out.
Let Hope in on the action so she’ll get off my back.”
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The figure vanished and the pit resumed its impenetrable
blackness. Tom turned to Raissa.
“For a being that powerful, it’s really stupid, isn’t it?”
“Shhh. Just enjoy things. It’s like a party where we get to
mess with all the guests.”
Tom paused. “You understand that I’ll never feel affection
or love for you, that we’ll always just be sexually active
acquaintances?”
“I’ve been in worse relationships.”
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SCARS
Bonnie Jo Stufflebeam
NATALIE DIDN’T KNOW WHERE THE MUSICIANS CAME
FROM. When she woke from an ill-advised three-hour nap they
were there in her spotless living room, their instruments strung
out like her old college friends all over the brown plush carpet.
The empty carcasses of their instrument cases confused
her. She stepped around them. She did not ask the musicians
why they were there, but she did think it odd that they were not
playing. Their instruments looked lonely leaning against her
dusty elliptical, her empty bookcase – she had sold her books for
cash at the local bookstore – her coffee table with the missing leg.
As she stood in the kitchen door, which looked out at the living
room, and shoveled peanut butter granola down her throat, she
catalogued the instruments: one thick upright bass, one legless
Casio keyboard, one worn acoustic guitar with a blue stripe down
its middle, one tarnished brass trumpet, and one silver
saxophone relaxing awkwardly on the couch beside a man whose
dark fingers strangled its neck.
She looked, blurred by a nappy haze, from musician to
musician, cataloguing them too, trying to place each man to his
instrument. And they were all men, she realized with a start, five
strange men in her home.
The one attached to the saxophone had dreadlocks to his
hips, thick and black and beaded, a squarish face; beside him a
thin man with two scars on his lips the shape of a trumpet
mouthpiece sat with his legs crossed at the upper thigh; a
rounder, cleaner man with the upright’s curved silhouette stood
in the door to the study, his hands pressed against the frame as if
blocking her escape, though the exit to the hallway was clear,
thus that couldn’t have been his intent; a Hispanic man crouched
behind her lazy boy, his hands poised across its back like a
piano. The guitar player with shaggy brown hair covering one eye
and black tape wrapped around each finger she didn’t have to
guess at.
Once she'd emptied her cereal bowl, she stood only a
moment more in the kitchen. All the disarray made her nervous,
so she hid in her bedroom. She cracked her door open and peered
from it, stuck her ear to the wood, but they were quiet. All day
she watched them sitting, leaning, waiting.
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When she could no longer quantify the time she had spent
watching them, the musicians began to stir, as if they had been
under a spell of time that only losing it could break. Their
muscles twitched as they came to. They reached toward their
instruments, and the instruments walked across the floor and
slid into their arms.
They held them like children. It intrigued her, but she
wanted to shut her eyes. Never had she loved an object so much.
Never had she loved a person, either. Never had she wanted a
warm body to hold in her arms like that, and certainly never one
so cold.
They played, and their hands were the keys, the strings,
the brass and silver, metal, metal, plastic, metal, wood. The
music sounded like nothing to her, like white noise, like ice in a
bowl of cereal, like a box of ice you ate every morning alone in
your dark living room, like being taken over by men who didn’t
see you. She wanted it to stop, but when she pressed her hands
to her ears she could still hear it as an echo, as if her hands held
that fabled ocean parents told you lived in conches where really
there lived beasts that could pierce you dead. This was not the
way that home should sound.
Finally they stopped, and she ached for the noise she
hated, a noise of men and toys. Their hands when they lifted
them from the instruments had been transformed. Fingers were
strings, fingers were keys, alternating black then white, fingers
were metal valves. Then it wasn’t just finger – she watched as the
strings spread to veins, visible through skin like paper, coming up
into the eyes and poking out like metal lashes. Brass valves for
arms, a keyboard’s red power button for pupils, the pear curve of
the bass’ body and a hole stretching through the man's stomach.
The musicians said nothing, and she said nothing. She wanted
them gone. She didn’t want them to go. She felt like running out
and throwing her arms around one, screaming stop, stop it, it has
to stop. But she remained instead at the kitchen door, where she
found herself as if she’d been there all along. Her belly growled,
but she wasn’t hungry for anything in her cabinets.
The men did not go away, did not relinquish the space
they had stolen from her, but they were no longer men. The pink
of early sun stretched through the window, and the men no
longer were of breath, their bodies formed of strange instruments.
She went to the keys, then the bass, then the saxophone with its
cold, cold surface. She lifted it to her lips and kissed its cold with
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the full of her mouth. The silver tasted like nuts and sugar and
spit, and she was full.
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FAERIE MEDICINE
Julie C. Day
THE TREE’S QUESTION STARTED WITH A CLEAR PLASTIC
BOTTLE. One of those liter containers of “mountain spring water”
people buy from a gas station cooler for $1.99.
The brown-haired girl poured two bottles of Aquafina into
the hole she’d dug at the base of its trunk.
“But, Molly, Poppa Chris isn’t leaving. He’s not like—” the
boy said, hesitating nearby.
“The water’s for the faeries,” Molly cut in. “Just like Poppa
Chris, sometimes they need help keeping their promises … even if
they swear and cross their hearts.” She lifted a pendant from
around her neck, a cluster of blood-red berries hanging from a
silver chain, and dropped it into the hole.
The tree could sense the children’s mother just a few
yards distant, near the line that divided forest from bog. The
woman had long wavery-gray hair and frowning lips.
“I mean it,” the mother called. “I’m not waiting.”
“For the faeries,” the boy repeated and knelt down beside
his sister. Soon both children were pressing rough handfuls of
peat between the tree’s roots, sealing both the necklace and the
spring water inside.
“Molly? Matthew?” The mother’s voice was fainter now.
“What’s gotten into you? Chris will be waiting for us.”
Molly glanced around as though just noticing the dim light
and the mass of stunted evergreens. “Mom, wait!” Soon both
children were hurrying away into the gloom of the forest.
The little tree held itself still. A low breeze, cool in the
fading twilight, pushed its branches out across the bog and then
back toward the stand of pines. Something felt different. The
water in the peat bog was plentiful, but also full of acids that
seeped up into its branches. Almost worse was the lack of soil.
The tree had to survive on nutrients from the rotting remains that
had settled near its trunk.
From the outside, one hundred and fifty-three years of bog
life had hardly changed the little pine. But, inside, the two liters
of spring water carried with it something new. The tree found
itself suddenly concerned with one particular question: the matter
of its name.
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Concern was something it hadn’t felt in over a century and
a half.
{X}
Some things the once-girl found easier to remember, like Gran’s
Scottish brogue and the smell of their log house, a mixture of
wood smoke and fresh pine sap. When Gran wasn’t showing the
girl how to use a needle or separate the weeds from the garden
seedlings, she talked about the faeries. The “fey folk” Gran called
them.
“Rowan berries are good at keeping them away, almost as
good as iron,” she said while they planted one of the bushes near
their front door. “Milk can make them happy enough to leave you
in peace, but it has to be fresh and unskimmed,” she said as they
left the cream to settle to the top of a muslin-covered jug. “The fey
don’t take to any sign of stinginess.”
Despite her warnings of woodland dangers, Gran often
dragged the girl into the forest. Gran and the girl collected
reddish rocks from the base of the coastal cliffs, lining their
kitchen garden and doorway with the iron-tinged stones. They
carefully marked the trees at the edge of the bog where the
stunted trunks grew unhindered by a single red berry.
“These old trees are all the same,” Gran said, when the girl
commented on the tiny size of the bog pines. “Just like the fey
folk. They can be small as well. Don’t let that fool you. They still
have the waspish sting of a shriveled old woman.”
The girl thought that funny coming from someone as old
as Gran, as though Gran could ever sting. Faeries, though, were
something else entirely. They channeled the power of water and
stone. Some faeries, Gran said, enjoyed smashing through bone
and flesh.
That must mean some didn’t, the girl considered, though
she didn’t say the words out loud.
All those notches she and Gran made in the moss-coated
fur and spruce trunks, marking the edges of the fey, peat-bound
woods. And all that red she and Gran kept near them: the ironlaced rocks, the rowan berries, even the blood that had started to
flow from between her legs. It felt like they were preparing for a
faerie battle, just the two of them, the girl and Gran, trying to
keep the entire New Brunswick coast and all its monsters at bay.
{X}
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The girl knew her history. Monsters were everywhere. The coast of
New Brunswick had always been a place where people thrived
and then inexplicably disappeared. The First Nation peoples, the
Mi’kmaq, hunted and fished along the region’s coastal forests,
built their homes from its trees. Then the Mi’kmaq faded— or
were felled— and the Acadians arrived, farming the rich, silty soil,
holding back the sea with their earthen dams. But, in the end,
the Acadians vanished too, and the British Planters arrived,
taking over the now empty lands.
Of course, some in the colony still disappeared, like the
girl’s own Momma, and the girl supposed, her Dad, though Gran
never talked about him.
The British soldiers liked to take credit for the lost
Acadians. The girl, though, wasn’t so sure. The forests near
Gran’s faerie bogs were crammed with small-trunked pines, so
many they fell atop each other like a crowd of sloppy drunks.
Hundreds, even thousands of small trees. Enough to fill a
coastline of villages and settlements.
“Hidden faces, child,” Gran said. “Never forget the world is
drowning in them.”
The fey folk hid in the small stretches of peat-bound forest
between New Brunswick’s ironish cliffs and the inland woods with
their undergrowth of rowan bushes and red rowan berries.
Women, young women, when the phase of the moon was
just right, carried their own protections; the girl knew that as
well. Maybe that’s why Gran said the faeries, like all strangers,
disliked young women most of all. Maybe Gran just meant the
faeries felt slighted by all that womanly red, keeping them at bay.
And still they wandered the cliffs along the shoreline,
collecting yet another basket of iron-tinged rocks.
“Careful, love,” Gran said as she and the girl watched the
new minister dig for clams in the nearby mud flats. “Not everyone
is who they seem.” The man waved to them and doffed his hat
before turning back to his rake and bucket.
But the girl had not been careful enough. That was her
second thought as the Aquafina started to flow up from her peatbound roots. All Gran’s warnings, and still she’d somehow fallen
to the other side. Forgetting so much— Why couldn’t she
remember her name?
If Gran had been nearby, she would have frowned and
pinched the girl hard, warning her “to mind” next time. But, over
a century later, Gran wasn’t anywhere near the little tree’s peat-
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bog home. Instead, the girl and her small gnarled branches were
surrounded on one side by a length of slowly flowing water and
on the other side by a stretch of peat-bound woods full of
desperate little trees just like herself, still sleeping after tens and
hundreds of years.
Had they forgotten, as well? Or was she the only one? The
only nameless tree awake in the New Brunswick forest.
{X}
One hundred and fifty-three years of sleep had emptied the girl of
many things: the feel of her wool blankets on a cold, foggy New
Brunswick morning, the name of their closest neighbor, their new
minister, their town. Some changes happened quickly; her roots
began to straighten, revealing soft, wrinkled toes, the nails
encrusted with dirt. And still the question remained. Who exactly
was she?
The girl stood naked in the woods, the hair between her
legs a tangle of earth-colored lichen. Fingerprint bruises ran along
her hips and across both shoulders. Her lips ached as though
someone’s scratchy beard had pressed too hard against the flesh.
There was a flash of that nameless minister’s smile and rough
hands capturing her own, the smell of the saltmarsh and an
almost-full bucket of sand-covered shells. Certain memories, the
girl heard a fey voice whisper, along with their makers, deserved
to be left behind in the bog’s acid-filled peat.
She could hear other voices, as well. Human voices.
Moving closer.
“I bet Molly dropped it along here somewhere.”
“Damn it. It was my grandmother’s.”
“Chris, she’s just worried you’ll take that job.”
“Jesus.” He sighed. “Joan, they were just words. Stupid,
stupid words. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Good.”
The woman with long silver hair suddenly appeared round
a bend in the trail, the man, Chris, at her side. Joan wore
trousers, despite the breasts the girl could clearly see pressing up
from her shirt. The man had a weathered, plump face and sad
eyes. Both of the strangers’ footwear was colored in ways the girl
had never seen, some mixture of bees and butterfly wings.
“Oh,” Joan said, reaching up to touch the silver pendant
at her throat. The man, meanwhile, was blushing.
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The girl raised one hand to the red berries hanging below
her neck, while she lowered the other to cover that second secret
place. No, the girl said, thought anyway, words still hard to voice.
She felt her legs turning, ready to run. But the woman’s hand
was on her arm, holding her in place.
“Wait! Please. We won’t hurt you.” The woman’s voice
sounded funny, trembly and not at all like Gran’s brogue, not like
that nameless minister’s voice either, the one who said he liked to
go clamming at low tide.
Meanwhile, the man, Chris, stood a few feet away, holding
some sort of shiny rectangle to his ear. “No signal.” he said.
“Chris, honey, pass me your jacket.”
“Right.”
Such strange clothing.
“You’re just a baby,” the woman murmured, as she held
out the coat. Her voice was so low the girl almost didn’t catch her
words. The woman didn’t seem like one of Gran’s strangers at all.
Come here, he had said, holding out a length of pretty, red
cloth. I thought you might like this, he’d said, smiling in a way that
didn’t seem frightening at all. It was his smile that had tricked
her. Or perhaps he would have tricked her either way.
Now, this sad-eyed man’s coat sleeves hung below the
girl’s hands, the coat itself reaching well past her knees.
“What’s your name, sweetheart?” the woman asked,
slipping her arms around the girl’s shoulders, making sure not to
hold on too tight. “You can tell me.”
Names were important, the girl knew that much. Gran had
made sure the girl could name both the wildflowers that edged
the nearby saltwater marsh and the birds that wheeled just
inches above the ground. Sandpipers. Cormorants. Pigeon hawks.
Each name a one-word explanation. Sandpipers with their long,
sharp beaks and wandering ways, only stopping in one place for a
month or two. Cormorants the ocean’s fisherfolk. And then there
were the hunting pigeon hawks, working together to bring down
their prey.
The girl’s own name was lost long ago, along with that
pretty red cloth and the sense of peace the woods used to offer as
she checked the notches that marked the boundary between the
real and the fey.
It was that man who had dragged them both across the
line. His bones consumed long ago somewhere beneath the peat.
The fey folk were careful in their craft. They planted their
trees in the peat-bog’s almost barren soil. Left them to topple or
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stand as they chose. Leave it long enough, the faeries knew, and
sometimes a broken thing finds its way. Nothing, though, is
guaranteed.
The girl could feel the heat of the woman’s arm across her
shoulders.
Chris’s eyes looked so sad. “My daughter, Molly, is about
your age,” he said. “You’d like her.”
The girl could feel the woman start slightly. “Yes, yes
that’s true.”
“Let’s get you back to the car,” the woman, Joan,
continued, looking straight into the girl’s eyes. She smelled of
lemons and lavender, exotic things. She smelled of new. “We’ll
sort this out at home. It’s warm there, and Molly and Matthew are
waiting. They’ll be glad to see us.”
“Of course, they will,” the man agreed. His face seemed
genuinely kind.
The girl stepped forward for what felt like the first time,
crossing the line between forest and peat-bound bog. She wasn’t
sure about much, but a home, their home, sounded exactly right.
“Rowan,” the girl said. “My name is Rowan.”
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two poems by Daniel Ari

The FALLOW MONTHS
MY HUNGER, LOVE, IS LIKE AN ALIEN MOON.
I know you feel its phases subtly
as tired nights pale from busy afternoons.
The strange globe with its aching liquid pull—
astronomical and inopportune—
has stirred storm clouds lately, love. It grows full
and stirs tides and winds into two hoarse cries.
In here, we’ve battened down, sorted the mail.
Do you remember the last time that eye
closed in satisfied rest in the cocoon,
turbulence muted under the duvet
of earth’s shadow? Did you know sixty-two
moons (nine of them provisional) fly by
Saturn, not to mention the rings? And do
you know how insistent my orbital
gravity winds up? Even typhoons blow!
You’re the sovereign sea, but I’m thirsty, too.
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WHAT’s COOKING
MY GRANDMOTHER CALLED THIS “SNARE-A-HUSBAND.”
She never wrote out the recipe but
made me memorize it before she died.
I’m humming the song of ingredients,
stirring around your name, my bowl, my bird.
Yet your freedom’s what I love most, my heart,
and I’m far too giddy to bake a trap
even if I wanted to. When we part
tonight with our bellies full, night will wrap
its separate dreams around us. My David,
will you dream of me? Earthy smells rise up
layering the edible atmosphere
held steaming beneath the coal-crusted tarp
of stars. If you will be mine, then we’re here
for that purpose. Eat, my friend. Fill your plate.
Two birds told me about the weight you bear.
Swallow that bite then share, please, share your thoughts.
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troupe Wing It in Oakland. He lives in Richmond, California.
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ONE of THOSE WOMEN
Aoibheann McCann
I BROUGHT ON THE BLEEDING SEVEN TIMES OVER THE
YEARS before it stopped altogether. Miriam down the road, then
her daughter, would peer out from the darkness and give me
what I needed.
I could have got my husband to leave me alone, but I
knew he would blame my first lover. My husband was a quiet
man. The other men avoided him, walked by him as he stood in
the dust. The shame I had brought him and he had borne.
Forever the man who had married a woman who bore her first
lover’s bastard.
I am one of these women who from the beginning of time
have known it was not time, not my time, not their time. I am one
of the women who chose. I do not hide my face.
So my son was fed, and the others bled into the ground. I
thought when he grew up and started to be a help to his father
that I would not take the turn down the track for the bitter herbs.
I would have a child I could kiss. My son never wanted to be
kissed. He cried until I picked him up, then he would twist away
and stare out, at what I could not see.
Who am I? Who are these women? Who are the six
thousand from this country that leave to find an end to the notbleeding? Year on year, multiplied by all the countries in the
world. Who are these women who do not seem to know what is
right? Who from the beginning of time have committed this evil.
Continue this evil even as you march against them, stones in
hand to throw at their glass houses and smash them.
It was my husband who would go to find him as he
roamed, we’d only hear of the trouble afterwards. People
whispered our renewed shame. I bore it as I had promised to
when I first noticed the absence of bleeding, the morning lurch,
the heightened sense of the smell of the junipers. Worrying long
into the night, the thought repeating over and over; he is dead, he
is dead. Then he was. It was a relief that there were no brothers
and sisters to see his broken body.
I am the statue at the side of the road. I am the statue in
your churches. My face appeared to you in France, in Portugal, in
Mexico. In the West of Ireland where you pace righteously. I
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appear in the tree stumps and the cliff faces to remind you. I am
not ashamed of what I chose. Let them choose.
You ask me to have mercy on you, you mouth it in your
prayers; Hail Mary, Mother of God, have mercy on me. You pray
to me in your cold churches, cut off from the world of heat,
hunger and dust where I came from.
Have mercy on me, the woman who is now stone. Have
mercy on those who are flesh and blood. They stand before you.

AOIBHEANN McCANN lives on the West Coast of Ireland
where she writes fiction, non-fiction and the occasional poem. In
real life she is the manager of a residential service for cancer
patients. Her work has been published in The Edge, The Galway
Advertiser, Xposed, The Galway Independent, The Galway
Review, wordlegs and Crannóg. She has also been featured as a
writer at The Over the Edge Event and on Galway Culture Night
2013.
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STILL SHOOTING
Todd Pate
I CAME UPON THE OLD JUNKIE at the corner of 111th Street
and 3rd Avenue. Spanish Harlem. He’d just finished shooting up
in the middle of the sidewalk. The thin rope he’d used to cut off
the circulation to his left arm dangled loosely around the elbow.
The syringe lay on the sidewalk at his feet but he still held his
right hand to his left arm in shooting position, pressing his
thumb down on the invisible plunger, over and over. People
passed by with Spring afternoon speed, going in and out of the
bodega, dollar store, fried chicken shack, Cuban or Chinese joint
or liquor store. Never noticing, never caring.
I can’t say I cared, either. I’d quit drinking that Winter, I
cared about very little then. I had no compassion for myself,
much less for that old junkie, in those early months without the
drink. I didn’t even know what compassion was anymore. I knew
nothing about anything in those days. Without the drink,
everything was one greasy unformed thing. The only thing that
made sense was drinking and I wasn’t drinking anymore and the
only thing to do about that was to walk, day and night, above
freezing or below, around Spanish Harlem. The noise in my head
faded a little when my feet were moving. While in motion, I could
forget about the gaping hole running through the center of me,
quit worrying if it would ever close up. I took each step as if they’d
been predetermined. But my feet froze about 10 feet from that old
junkie. Seconds after I stopped, the noise rushed in. I fought to
push it away, putting all my focus on the old junkie…
His eyes were broken windows in his sagging gray face,
curtained by stringy, salt-and-pepper hair. Sparse cactus-needle
whiskers grew around his open mouth that looked to be stuck on
a syllable of a word he’d failed to finish. A skinny and bony
creature, but rogue flab managed to collect about his midsection.
Shoulders rose and fell with each slow breath. Dirty sweater,
holes in it. Dirty pants hanging below a pale ass. Belt buckled in
the last hole, excess of belt swinging about like the withered
remnants of some mysterious appendage. Sockless feet disappearing in tattered tennis shoes much too large.
He took three tiny crab steps toward me as if to balance
against a wind blowing in his mind. Once stabilized, he looked at
me. I looked down. I was wearing a sweater, too. Belt buckled on
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the last hole, too. My green cargo pants too big, cuffs shredded.
The pants I wore the last time I drank. I pulled them up over my
waist and there were my black tennis shoes. I felt the hole in the
right heel. I wore them the last night I drank, also. I looked up
just as the wind blew the junkie again. He crab stepped closer, I
crab stepped further away as if he were the bull and I the
matador. I couldn’t take his eyes anymore so I looked down. The
same pants, the same shoes. But I can’t remember anything else
about the last time I drank. Crab steps, crab steps. I just know
Mount Sinai was the hospital…
…on a bed in the ER. Completely naked. A hospital gown
dangles from the IV tubes in my arm. Bed sheet on the floor.
Pungent odor of urine rises up to my nose. Wet, lukewarm bed.
Everything bright and a million beeps. Blurry figures dressed in
white roam about, maybe looking at me, maybe not. A stout blond
nurse comes into focus, leans over me. She gets a whiff of the
urine, steps back, shakes her head.
“Hmm,…did somebody tinkle?” She kneels down, picks up
the sheet and the gown, stands up, holds it in front of her with
one gloved hand. “Hmm, somebody sure did.”
“When can I leave?”
“At 10,” she says as she pulls the gown over my body.
“I want to leave now.”
“I’m sorry, but you came in an ambulance, you were
admitted, so we can’t let you go until 10.” She walks away,
holding the sheet as if it’s leading her somewhere.
I pull the tubes out of my arm and get out of bed, nurse be
damned. I pull off the gown, drop it on the floor. Feet cold on the
floor. Pale skin covered with the normal, random, unexplainable
green bruises. Nobody notices, cares. I find a plastic bag under
the bed containing my clothes, my tennis shoes. My wallet’s also
in the bag, and my keys, my phone. I smile. I didn’t lose anything.
So many wallets, keys, and cell phones lost in New York City, so
many IDs and debit cards, so many notebooks of songs, poems
and stories, lost forever. But not this time. Nothing is lost this
time. Turns out it was just one of those crazy nights. Happens to
the best of us. I stumble into my clothes, walk out of the ER, walk
to my apartment in Spanish Harlem.
I spend my last bit of money on a pack of cigarettes. I light
the first one and realize I never want to smoke again. But I’m not
going to quit. God I’m not. I finish the smoke, stub it out and light
another. Fuck it. I’m not gonna quit drinking, either. Fuck you,
God, and fuck it all. But in the middle of the second smoke I hear
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a voice. You are going to die or go to jail. Gentle raindrops begin to
fall on my shoulders. Raindrops rattle through the trees. One by
one, raindrops mark the dry sidewalk. After a couple of blocks the
sidewalk’s completely wet and suddenly it’s a rainy day. And cold.
Low dark clouds hover above the city, they ache to rain harder
but only small drops fall. My sweater grows damp and heavy,
then wet and heavier. I’m colder and jail is worse. Block after
block, heavier and colder and jail is worse. I manage to carry all
the icy weight up the stairs into my apartment and where I
collapse and shiver and jail is…
…that mysterious wind pushed the old junkie again, but
this time he crab stepped toward a black lady and her kids. They
effortlessly moved around him and continued onward into the
sunny day. He bobbed in the family’s wake for a long moment
before swinging into the same hunched position and resumed
shooting the invisible syringe. Thumb up, thumb down. The real
syringe on the sidewalk still had fluid in it. In the crook of the
junkie’s arm, little dots of blood where he’d tried to find a vein.
Was he too high to notice he’d dropped the needle? Or had he
managed to shoot in any of the junk? Was he too strung out to
know he wasn’t high? Could he no longer feel the difference
between his heaven and his hell?
The old junkie’s eyes found me again but this time I
returned the gaze. But I realized he wasn’t looking at me at all.
His eyes were fixed on something so far, far behind me. His
mouth open a little wider, that word was nearly out of his mouth,
a word that could possibly catch the attention of whatever he saw
back there, that could possibly compel whatever it was to return
to him forever. But the wind blew again and he looked away. Crab
steps. The spell broke and I walked around the him to the corner
and waited for the walk light.
The sunlight hit me harder. I had to squint. Sweat
droplets on my forehead. The lady next to me and the three little
girls orbiting her waist all wore shorts. Spring had pushed Winter
out of the city once more. The walk light flashed and I darted into
the street, ahead of the other pedestrians. Breathing heavy when I
made it to the other side. I stopped, took a deep breath, let it out
and looked up over the buildings to the blue sky. Then I turned
around. Through the crowd of pedestrians there was the old
junkie, still shooting.
And he’s still shooting today. Thumb up, thumb down.
Forever. Vacant eyes, crab steps, mouth open. That unknown
word. Forever. I know he’s still there, because I’m still standing
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on the corner of 111th Street and 3rd Avenue in Spanish Harlem,
under that hot sun, looking right at him. I will always be there. I
see the old junky so clearly, still shooting, as the endless stream
of brown and black and pink humanity flows around him, crosses
the street and rages through me forever.

TODD PATE
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BREAKERS
J.E. Reich
I WENT ON A DATE WITH A WRITER WHO WAS LITTLE MORE
THAN A RACKETEER. At the exhibit showcasing the works of
the long-dead artist who had once been in exile from an old
country, he read the descriptions of the paintings and wrote down
one word from each on his uncalloused palm. He was merely
borrowing, would save these words for later. I tried to catch them
while I drifted from painting to painting of women and bouquets,
levitating upwards. Exuberant, one might have said, or maybe
exhume. They fluttered and crumpled each time he closed his
palm. The rituals of creative types are only a few degrees away
from felony.
Afterwards, we went to a bar, where the writer told me
that there are two things one is absolutely forbidden to write
about: writers and bars.
I told him that when I was a kid, I used to drink my
mother’s aromatized vermouth straight from the bottle and never
even blinked; how the burn would wear the silk recesses of my
throat, to sever it from the inside-out. I was a young drinker:
twelve, thirteen.
Erode, he said. It would erode your throat.
Yeah, okay, I mean, it would erode it, I guess.
A date between two men or a date between two women
might as well take place on an analyst’s expensive chaise. Here
are the ways in which my life has been harder. Let me count them,
let me hold them up for you to see, let’s both feel bad together.
His username had been HexameterMe; his online dating
profile had listed his occupation under Creative/Writing/Art. So
of course, I asked about it.
Well, yeah, I freelance. He paused. The dark mahogany
light of the bar dimmed for the exchange of ambience. A stout,
unlit candle stood on every table. I also work for an agency. I
database for them. I database during the day. So he, too, wanted
to be his better self.
{X}
On the way to somewhere else, I told the writer that my father
had gone to school in England with Emma Thompson and the boy
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who had starred as the lead in the movie adaptation of Oliver!;
that it was unfair to name me Oliver, too. I was expected to be
filled with song. I wasn’t even sure if I even had one song.
At the next place with the plastic blood oranges, we played
Fuck, Kill, or Marry, including ourselves and two leading men in
our lineup.
Fuck you, kill the first, marry the second, I said, evenkeeled. The writer fucked the second, married the first, and
murdered me.
Don’t take it personally, he said, I just wouldn’t want to
miss out on once-in-a-lifetime. When I objected that I could indeed
be that once, he said, I have a feeling that you’ll be in my phone
contacts for at least a little while.
My tongue curled at every sip of beer. I didn’t remember
the color of his eyes, but I wanted them to remind me of volcanic
glass. I thought of the dim curve of the subway train and the
insensate lull of sleeping alone in my own bed.
The artist whose paintings we had seen had outlived all of
his friends, killed by gas, or tangles of wire, or snow.
{X}
I wanted to go to another bar, this one was getting too familiar, so
we trammeled down Museum Mile to settle on fare at an accentless Irish grill, our hands stuffed in our pockets, thinking about
how we were not touching. Or maybe he was thinking about the
book I was sure he was writing, or the descending newsfeed on
his slumbering phone. We walked under a long wind of
scaffolding that went on for blocks, and had the affectation of a
buttressed cathedral hall. I looked for crumbling gargoyles.
When the scaffolding abated, breaking off at the end of a
block jammed with penthouses, we were met by a slick line of
caution tape, warding us into the avenue. A hunking firetruck
blocked oncoming traffic. Despite the congregation of emergency
vehicles, the officers and paramedics were in groups, gossiping
and cakewalking between each other.
A corpse was on the ground, shards of glass twinkling
around him like ancient funeral wares. His face was washed in a
deadened blue, eyes closed.
Did you see that?, I asked the writer.
See what? I turned and pointed as an EMT crouched and
veiled his head before taking out the body bag.
It was a form of artistry, how little there was to be done.
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The writer halted, turned back, looked, turned forward
again. He blinked or twice with the surety of a camera shutter.
Maybe he hadn’t fallen from very far up, maybe this was a thirdstory affair, he noted.
You didn’t even get a good look, I said. And then: there
was a lot less blood than I would’ve imagined.
The writer kneaded the hair on his chin; he hadn’t shaved
that skein of frost. Then there was an onslaught of questions
that burgeoned like tumors, things like why, and where, and
how. He wanted to tease it open. I wondered if he was the kind
of writer who would leave me shards of poetry on scraps of paper
folded in two, tucked in books I wouldn’t read for years.
So did he fall or did he jump? There’s definitely a bit more
tension if he jumped, said the writer.
I’m not really hungry anymore, I said, cradling my
stomach, like a homeless army veteran plagued with rotgut.
That’s okay, said the writer. In his pockets, he gripped
and ungripped his hands. We can always just sit and talk.
{X}
The cab revved and stopped, leaning towards the whims of the
world. The writer said something about the artist whose exhibit
we had seen; I hadn’t even known that the writer knew who the
artist was. The corners of his mouth were wet. Every morning,
without fail, the first words from the artist’s lips were a prayer for
the dead.
What’s your favorite word?, I asked the writer.
Tactile, he said, his fingers curling into the meat of my
thigh.
{X}
Before I never saw him again, I asked the writer what he would
use the words for, the ones fading on his palm.
To make something better, he said.
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two poems by Lonnie Monka
WANING & WAITING
BULLETS WHIZ
past people’s ears
every day
on city streets;
I have shot
the same gun
others have used
for suicide.
The stop signs have
no gun holes here,
the sun is blocked
from flirting strands
of light, flickering
with the rising
& the setting
of lust-filled days:—
Maybe tomorrow
I’ll find her,
perhaps I will pull
hard on her hair.
Every day
I wake up
a blinded bird
that craves to fly:
Who can resist
the savage pleasure
of pushing hard
against the air?
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EROTICS of SILENCE
IF ONLY—OH! IF ONLY THE BURNING,
scorching bits
of I-don’t-know-what
would stop.

LONNIE MONKA is a U.S. native now living in Jerusalem. He
loves the finer things in life, like reading & writing. Lately, he's
been happily hard at work developing Jerusalism, a literary
community based in Israel.
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BOKO
John Grey
MY REAL NAME IS JEREMIAH STEPHEN DENNIS KUNITZ,
though people call me Boko. My story begins when I had just
graduated clown school and was excited to be entering the real
world of false noses and big stick-on ears. However, much to my
dismay, the circuses were not hiring that year. My gloomy red
smile drooped even gloomier.
And so it was that I spent at least two months pounding
the pavement on my unicycle looking for work. Sadly, many doors
were slammed in my face. If you’ve ever wandered down Fifth
Avenue and wondered why many of the door-knobs are smeared
with grease paint, then wonder no more.
I did think myself fortunate when, after sending in my
résumé, I received a call from Human Resources at Bestial Labs. I
was ushered into the office and steam-bath of a Professor Stamp.
Unfortunately, there’d been a misunderstanding. The company
was under the impression that my background was in cloning.
“Oh no,” I explained. “I’m a clown. I do squirting flowers
and I’m absolutely amazing with a rubber chicken. Oh yes and I
can ride an ostrich.”
Professor Stamp set his cloned voles upon me. I was lucky
to escape with my red wig and pantaloons intact.
Without a job and no money, I soon found myself being
kicked down the stairs by my landlady and almost strangled by
her boa constrictor.
I tried an employment office. The woman assigned to
interview me merely laughed in my face. Now whether that was
because she had nothing for me at that time or she thought
clowns to be hilarious creatures, I cannot say. The bites in my leg
from her pit-bull service dog would indicate the former.
I must confess I was a very depressed clown and I had the
scars on my wrists to prove it. But I refused to give up my dream
and go into chicken sexing like my father. No way I would follow
in anyone’s footsteps. Besides, my size three-foot-long shoes
precluded such a mode of walking. I vowed to stick it out no
matter what. I’ve always believed that people need a good laugh.
Or any kind of laugh. Besides, my head was designed for shoving
in the barrel of a cannon, not retail or banking.
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For two sticky summer nights, I slept on a park bench. No
one bothered me. A serial killer dressed as a clown had been
disemboweling ballerinas up at the dance studio in the Heights.
The lowlifes kept their distance in case I turned out to be the
Baggy Pants Butcher.
On the third night, however, I was shaken out of my shaky
dreams by a cop.
“You can’t sleep here,” he snarled.
“I know,” I replied. “People keep waking me.”
“What have you done to your face?”
“It’s grease-paint,” I explained. “I’m a clown.”
After a few moments of intense and unusual brain activity,
his mien mutated from badger-terrifying lawman stare to gentle,
baby-kissing monsignor of a local parish.
“A clown, you say?”
“Yes. Fully qualified.”
“Where’s your trick bicycle?”
“In storage.”
The cop scratched his chin. “My boy Sherlock has a
birthday next Saturday. Do you do parties?”
At that time in my impoverished life, I would have done
bar mitzvahs, supermarket openings, itch scratchings, blackhead
squeezings, and traffic accidents.
The officer introduced himself as Connie O’Halloran,
scribbled down his address and the date and time of the party,
and even slipped me a $20 bill as a deposit. It was enough to get
my unicycle out of storage in Polarizing Pete’s Pawn Shop. I also
needed a little dog. Luckily, a couple sipping coffee at the Sunken
Boat House had let their mutt off the leash. With a couple of
“Here boy”s, a “Good dog,” and a pat, Boko had his Bobo. Some
colored taffeta around his throat, and a pointed party hat on his
little head, and he was part of the act.
When I arrived at the modest O’Halloran ranch house in
Little Dublin, Connie snuck me into a bedroom while he prepared
the surprise for his son and his little friends. As Bobo and I
readied ourselves for our act, I could hear the partyers in the
background, jamming their faces full of candy while they busted
furniture and shredded wallpaper.
“We’ll have them in stitches,” I assured my tiny friend.
The room in which we waited nervously (so nervously in
fact that Bobo peed in what appeared to be another puppy’s
water-bowl) was Sherlock’s. There were no posters and no
pennants on the walls, only photographs of what appeared to be
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ancestors, all outfitted in police uniforms: Sergeant Colin
O’Halloran, Officer Brian O’Halloran, Captain Michael O’Halloran,
Connie O’Halloran. The frame with pride of place over the
bedstead was empty, and read, “Sherlock O’Halloran,” rank
currently blank.
In the background, I could hear Connie warming up my
audience.
“Have I got a big surprise for you! We have a very special
guest.”
“Deputy Chief Morris?” asked a tiny voice that I assumed
was Sherlock’s.
“No, it’s…”
The front doorbell rang. “You’re on, Boko!” Connie shouted
as he went to answer it.
My nerves eschewed their usual function of relating
sensations to my brain for an impromptu game of leap-frog. My
knees knocked like Mali tribesmen’s drums. Bobo peed for a third
time, on my flapping left shoe of all places. I was making my
professional clowning debut and, even if the audience were a
bunch of dumb kids who would automatically laugh at everything
I did and said, I didn’t want to blow it.
I steeled myself. Bobo steeled himself. With unicycle in
one hand and dog in the other, I proceeded to the parlor stage.
I had been planning my entrance from the time Connie
hired me. Get them on your side right away, was my motto. And,
so it was, I stuck my black eyes, blue cheeks, bright red lips
around the doorway to the parlor, and shouted out, “Hello
kiddies!”
I expected my audience to burst into unrestrained guffaws
at the sight of me. Their reaction instead was a volley of the
loudest screams I’d heard short of being front row at a One
Direction concert. The children were flailing around, thumping
into each other, running for the nearest exit.
“What is it?” one shrieked.
“It’s a monster!”
“It’s the devil!”
In clown school I’d been taught the concept of
coulrophobia, the abnormal, exaggerated, or irrational fear of
clowns. The professor added, just in case any students had been
thinking of using this as an excuse to quit the program, that it
was very rare.
And here I was faced with a veritable outbreak of that
dreaded paranoia. The only one in the room who seemed
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unaffected was a large wolf-hybrid that began to snarl, bare its
teeth, and growl in my direction.
Before I could say “Nice doggy” it leapt at me, aiming to rip
out my throat. Brave little Bobo came to my rescue, or tried to,
but one swift swipe of the wolf-dog’s paw swatted my assistant
across the room, head-first into the birthday cake. The impact
blew out five of the eight candles. The other three lit Bobo’s tail on
fire.
That momentary diversion gave me the opportunity to
escape with no more injuries than a large hole torn from the ass
of my baggy pants. In desperation, I stumbled toward the front
door, barreling into the unfortunate Connie who had just
answered the bell. The two of us crashed forward into his visitor
and all three fell down hard on the path. Something exploded as
the trio of bodies hit cement.
I slowly picked myself up. I was sore but nothing appeared
to be broken. Connie O’Halloran did the same. Unfortunately for
the third member of our collision, he could not move. Nor would
he ever again, not of his own volition. The man’s chest was
centered by what appeared to be a large blood-gushing hole. His
hand gripped a dangerous-looking pistol.
Once Connie had apprised himself of the situation, he
began slapping my back.
“Boko, do you know what you’ve done?”
My red lips refused to open. I shook my head instead.
“You saved my life, that’s what you’ve done.”
The attack dog appeared at Connie’s side. My having
saved his master’s life apparently caused him to look toward me
more kindly. He no longer showed any inclination to leap upon
my body and tear out my throat. He merely growled menacingly.
”Do you know who this is?” Connie continued, slapping
my back a few more times for good measure.
The dead man did not look familiar. I shook my head
again.
“He’s Henry ‘The Bull’ Mozzarella. I got him sent up for ten
years on murder charges. He was paroled today. And on his first
day of freedom, he bought a third generation Glock 17 at the 22nd
precinct yard sale and came here to kill me. If it wasn’t for you,
I’d be as dead as that charred little dog that just flew out the
parlor window. Come on inside and I’ll pour you a drink.”
Connie proved a genial host to a penurious clown like
myself. Even the uproar that brought his son’s birthday party to
an immediate conclusion didn’t bother him in the slightest. He
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explained to me that, the year before, he’d hired a juggler for
Sherlock’s party. One of the little girls in attendance, Sally
Randolph, was still seeing a therapist.
As the afternoon drew to a close, Connie and I pulled up a
couple of lawn chairs and watched various arms of city governance attend to the deceased murderer.
“Not a nice man,” was Connie’s final word on the subject.
“And I should know. I framed him.”
He waved to his colleagues as they attended to business.
“How’s the family?” he asked Doc Holliday as the medical
man greeted this latest in a long line of bodies with his patented
sneer.
“Doing fine mostly, though little Bridgette’s been kind of
suicidal ever since I hired a clown for her birthday party.”
Connie merely nodded.
Mozzarella’s body was soon whisked away. A detective
buddy of O’Halloran asked a few questions.
“Who do you like in the game tonight? Can I use your
bathroom?”
When Connie explained my accidental heroics, the
detective shook my hand.
“It’s a sorry thing to say but we don’t get too many
members of the public like you, sir, willing to come to the aid of
an officer in peril. I expect there’s a commendation from the
mayor in this if we can ever get him sober enough to pin it on.
Maybe if there were more clowns like you, brave and steady under
fire, then kids wouldn’t be so terrified of that weird kinda S & M
look you guys go for. When I was a kid, I damn near shit myself
when my dad hired one of you weirdoes for my birthday party.”
The press arrived and snapped my picture what must
have been a hundred times. The photographers kept asking me to
smile but I had to explain that I wasn’t made up that way.
Television cameras beamed my painted face to all parts of the
city. Reporters scribbled away in notepads as they bombarded me
with questions.
“How did it feel to face down Henry ‘The Bull’ Mozzarella?”
“Were you afraid?”
“Have you ever stuck your head in the barrel of a
cannon?”
“Is that your dog splattered all over the shrubbery?”
I answered as best I could. All this attention from the
fourth estate was a new experience for me. Until that day, the
only time I’d ever been on television was when one of those roving
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reporter types was querying various members of the populace if
they knew the name of the Secretary of State. I happened to be
passing by when a guy got asked. I didn’t stick around to hear his
answer.
I was just starting to warm up to the task of being famous
when a cry from the midst of the press corps turned all heads.
“There’s a melee out on Clement Road! A kid’s birthday
party’s broken up violently! The little monsters attacked the
entertainment! An Austrian polka ensemble! A concertina player’s
reported dead!”
I was just about to explain to the gathered crowd that I
was available for weddings and funerals when it was as if a great
tornado had suddenly blown in and whisked every last member of
the press out of the neighborhood and on their way to Clement
Road. When I finished my spiel, the only ones in attendance were
a handful of chirping crickets.
“Never mind,” said Connie. “Have another beer.”
I did just that. And another. And another. By the time I
somehow zigzagged my way back to my accommodations in the
park, I didn’t know whether I was Boko or Bobo. Some passerby
laughed and called me Bozo but I knew that wasn’t it.
I collapsed on my bench and fell asleep immediately.
An hour or two later, a hand shook me awake.
“You can’t sleep here,” said a firm, deep voice that could
only be a cop’s.
I opened my eyes.
“You’re not O’Halloran.” I muttered.
“You knew Connie O’Halloran?” I nodded. “A shame. A real
shame. He was a good cop. He didn’t deserve that.”
“What are you talking about? I saved his life. I shot Henry
‘The Bull’ Mozzarella.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t take into account his widow, Rita
‘The Cow’ Mozzarella. Soon as she heard ‘The Bull’ had bought it,
she was ‘round O’Halloran’s modest New Dublin abode blazing
away with an AK47. Blew Connie’s head clean off. Shot the dog
too but that ain’t no loss. His boy tried to save him but, by the
time the kid had struggled into his little clown suit and started
painting his face, it was too late.”
The cop burst into tears. I tried to comfort him.
“Thanks buddy,” he said. ”Connie O’Halloran was one of a
kind. No one could clear the Central Park benches of bums like
you like him.”
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The cop pulled out a flask of something indeterminate that
packed the kick of a giraffe with hemorrhoids. We toasted the late
Connie O’Halloran until daylight began to nose around the trees
and the first wind-blown newspaper sections started floating
down the park trails. I grabbed the front page as it hustled by.
Imagine my surprise when I spread it across my pantaloons. The
lead story in the Times was “Clown Saves Cop” and there was my
picture, in full black and white makeup, staring back at me.
Of course, a later edition would update the story with
“Clown Doesn’t Save Cop” but I wasn’t to let Rita ‘The Cow’
Mozzarella and her selective-fire, gas-operated, 7.62 by 39mm
assault rifle cut short my fifteen minutes of fame.
A nearby phone rang. I pushed aside the weeping,
drunken cop to answer it.
A faint voice asked, “Is that Boko, the cop-saving clown?”
“Sure is.”
“My name’s Arty Bailum from Bailum’s Big Top. How
would you like to be part of the rootenest-tootenest circus this
side of Little Cheam, Iowa?”
I must confess that, at the sound of the word ‘circus’, my
heart skipped from 4/4 time to something resembling the 7/4 on
my uncle Ernie’s Dave Brubeck record albums. The words “You
betcha” were hardly out of my mouth when I was on the plane for
Sidesaddle, Wyoming, where the Bailum troupe were in the midst
of a half-day engagement. With that first sniff of sawdust and
elephant dung, I felt as if I had found my true home at last. Arty
Bailum was a chubby and red-faced man with hardened arteries
and wore baggy trousers held up by suspenders that he stretched
with his thumbs as he spoke.
“The Bailum Circus,” he explained, “has been in my family
for a year and a half. We travel from one side of the country to the
other. There ain’t no town too small for us to play. Now there are
a whole lot of big ones that we avoid. But look around you, son.
This dive may not be worth the innards of a dead skunk, but they
love their circuses, yessir.”
I apologized for not having a dog as sincerely as the airline
apologized for losing my unicycle somewhere between Ohio and
Illinois.
“No problem,” said Arty Bailum. “I have another act all
planned out for you. Ripped right outta the headlines as they
say.”
Arty was true to his word. He introduced me to the other
two clowns, both of whom were also called Boko. I’d be referred
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to on the posters as ‘ripped right outta the headlines’ Boko. My
fellow laugh-getters would remain just Boko and Boko.
Our routine seemed simple enough. One Boko would be
the crook with the gun. The other would be the cop who put him
away years before. Crooked Boko would threaten to shoot cop
Boko. That’s when I’d appear on the scene. I’d bravely push cop
Boko out of the way so I could tangle with crook Boko. The gun
would go off and crook Boko would drop down dead and cop Boko
would hug me vigorously and thank me vociferously. It worked a
charm in Sidesaddle. But then again so did the dancing goldfish.
But Spikeapple, Idaho was a whole different story. Not
even the trained Bobcats went over well. And I don’t know what
the matter was with the goldfish but their routine was as sluggish
as a fat couple at the end of a dance marathon. It was up to the
three Bokos to save the day. Now in Sidesaddle, we’d all three
together shouted “Bang!” when Boko and I fought for the pistol.
The audience loved it. But Arty could see that that wouldn’t work
for this tougher crowd.
“Gonna have to use blanks,” declared Arty.
It sounded like a good idea but, unfortunately, the Boko in
charge of the props was a little confused and filled up the
chambers of that revolver with live ammunition. Now, I know
what you’re thinking. When crook Boko and I tussled, the gun
went off and the bullet passed right through that poor clown’s
crying-on-the-inside heart. But what really happened was that,
when the gun did fire, it missed crook Boko altogether and the
bullet struck a peanut vendor right smack in the temple. He
dropped down deader than a singer in a boy band nearing forty.
Under most circumstances, that would have been the end
of my clown career and the beginning of a prime of life spent in
prison stripes. But that peanut vendor happened to be an
escaped convict on the run. And not just any old escapee either.
It was George ‘The Other Bull’ O’Hara, the notorious hit-man.
Once again, I was the hero, the ‘ripped from the headlines’ Boko.
Arty Bailum quickly hired a fourth Boko to be the peanut vendor
clown in the newest version of the act.
This had all the makings of a happy ending until, next
morning, I got my hands on a copy of the Spikeapple Tribune and
Swapper. The big news of the day was that Rita ‘The Cow’
Mozzarella had broken jail and was looking for the clown who
killed her brother, George ‘The Other Bull’ O’Hara. She was
described as armed and dangerous to any poor sucker in
greasepaint. Now if only this damn shit would rub off.
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LEMON LANE
Foust
LET’S GET THIS PART OUT OF THE WAY: I know I look
familiar to you. Believe me, we’ve never met before. I was Krissy
on that TV show “Lemon Lane.” Back in the early seventies. Here,
let me refresh your memory: If I put my hands on my hips and tilt
my head to the side, you might see it. Now, I have to say “Hey!
Don’t look at me.” Yes. I was that little girl with pigtails who was
always in trouble.
I get that look all the time. That “Don’t I know you?” look.
It’s because I was in your house. I was in everyone’s house.
People think they know me. Well, they used to. I’ve almost aged
out of it, but these two little moles on my cheek give me away.
Remember the episode where I—errr, Krissy—tried to sand them
off with sandpaper? And then she had to be in the Christmas
play. And they made me be a shepherd because then I could wear
a beard over where I’d sanded my face.
You know, I was a lot older than Krissy. Most people
thought she was six. But I was actually nine when I got the part.
When I started to get boobs, they fired me. Well, on the show I got
written off to boarding school and my family adopted a little girl
named Brandy who was supposed to be the daughter of a family
friend who died. Her catch phrase was “Are you kidding?” She
had to tilt her head to one side the same way I used to. But she
didn’t have to put her hands on her hips.
Sometimes, I would get called in to make a guest
appearance. Maybe for a holiday show or something. They would
write up something so I could say “Hey! Don’t look at me.” The
studio audience would laugh. And then the writers would find a
reason for me to leave so they could get back to finding ways to
make Brandy say “Are you kidding?”
After “Lemon Lane,” I didn’t get another TV show. I did do
some commercials—remember Fudgy Squares? Or Kiddle Kids?
It’s strange, looking like someone who’s been in everybody’s house. I have two lives that run side-by-side like train
tracks. Sometimes people forget which stories are real and which
are from the show. It happens to me too. But when I remember
something that happened and I realize that I was wearing pigtails,
then I know it’s a show memory, rather than a real one. Those
pigtails were fake. They just attached them to my real hair with
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some water soluble glue. At the end of every day, I had to tip my
head over the sink in the dressing room and spend twenty
minutes washing the glue out of my hair.

FOUST is a writer, printmaker, and curmudgeon. She lives in
Richmond, VA with her lovely husband Melvyn and several
spoiled rescue dogs. She has an MFA from Spalding University.
She goes by one name in order to save time.
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The VIRGIN
Dylan Jackson
SOMEONE GOT SHOT. Or, rather, many people were shot during
a single incident. Some of them died, while others, despite varied
injuries, managed to survive for the time being. He didn’t know
where or when the incident took place, but from the little he
could glean of the broken news report coming over radio in the
front of the cab, Boneface knew that somewhere, people may have
been as sad as him. It didn’t matter though. People die, just as
more are created or brought into the world every day.
He hated getting out. Though, if it was a matter of
necessity, it was reserved as a task carried out under the veil of
night. On this particular evening, Boneface had found himself in
want of a woman. This would be his first. After twenty-five years
of unintentionally chaste living, the decision to procure
intimacy had come almost as suddenly as he was sure to upon
the initial encounter.
All evening he’d been sitting alone in his apartment—as
he’d done nearly every evening of his adult life—pondering what it
must feel like to be touched by another human to whom he bore
no direct relation. The inspiration had come from nearly three
hours of scanning through the titles of pay-per-view pornos that
he couldn’t bring himself to purchase. It was less a matter of
finance, and more an issue of pride, as his mother, and executor,
would be the one to receive the bill. He’d made that mistake
before and found himself wildly aroused, only to be met with deep
embarrassment and shame the following month. Tonight though,
he knew which mistake to avoid, and which new mistake he
would forge.
{X}
Barreling down Andover Ave, he kept his best eye peeled for the
prospect of loose women. In his mind danced the tell-tale signs of
promiscuity. Red leather mini-skirts, halter tops, disheveled hair,
and comically overdone makeup became the beacons he searched
for from the windows of the cab. Never mind the fact that he had
yet to muster the courage to provide the driver with a final
destination. In truth, neither one of the men in the car wanted to
look each other in the eye. There was a finite level of discomfort,
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due to Boneface’s melted appearance and a rather unsightly mole
located just above the driver’s lip. They were a pair.
In his pocket, Boneface crumpled the wad of bills he’d
withdrawn from the ATM. After this cab ride to nowhere, he would
have nearly $460. He assumed that this would be adequate for
his purposes. But then again, there was still a cab home to
consider. He cared little and the newscaster on the radio continued his drone about all the ills of the world. A disaster there was
not a disaster here, Boneface thought aloud. “What’s that
buddy?” the driver said blindly. After a few moments of selfconsciousness, Boneface prolonged his silence until deciding to
proceed on foot. “Stop tha caw, please.” He said loudly. The meter
read $37, and the first awkward monetary exchange of the night
was made.
On Brook Street, Boneface made sport of finding the
darkest spots on the block to walk. Sheltered by awnings and
shadows—the bill of his ball cap pulled low—he eagerly sulked
down the street, salivating with desperation. He didn’t know
where to look for the kind of woman he sought, but he
nonetheless kept peering wildly.
He’d made it nearly five blocks before he noticed how
rapid his pace had grown. It had become evident through his
breathing. Heavy as the weight of his soul, Boneface’s exhalations
prompted him to stop for a moment and sit. He found a stoop and
did so. Gathering his strength, he watched rats explore the curbs
and piles of refuse which made up the dull luster of the block.
Sirens in the distance signaled that violence couldn’t be all too far
off. Somehow this fact made him feel more at home.
After a few moments of contemplative recharging, he stood
and once again stole down the street. As if fate were finally in his
favor, he spotted the first glimmer of sickening hope at the corner
of Brook and Tyler. She stood near a door way, wearing heels,
and looking like a smoker who’d just run out of steam. She wore
a most unflattering parka which seemed slightly unnecessary for
the fifty-degree weather. Boneface was unsure of whether she was
for sale, and decided to approach her cautiously. As he stepped
closer, he made notice that she was fumbling for something in the
folds of her coat. At about ten feet from her he piped up and said
hello, assured that the next move would be hers. His greeting was
met with a scream, like that of his classmates on his first day of
school, and a blinding dose of burning liquid. He fell quickly onto
the sidewalk and covered his ossified face with his hands. He
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didn’t yell. He’d felt worse pain in his life, though the realization
did little to console him. In the calm street he simply listened
as the frightened woman fled the scene. His first attempt, like so
many others, had been a failure.
Ten minutes or so went by as Boneface struggled to regain
his sight. Leaning against the same doorway in which the woman
had stood, he blinked and blinked until his tear ducts had
flushed out a majority of the toxins. When he felt confident
enough with his vision, he rose, turned back to Brook Street and
continued on, a bit shaken. His determination was spiking, but it
was becoming harder for him to carry on. The noxious odor which
his assailant had painted him with caused a burning in his lungs.
After only half a block of walking he was soon doubled over and
coughing uncontrollably. This caused his face to tighten and his
nose to run. His spasms caused an uncertain pain to course
throughout his body. While it did hurt, he let it happen. At least
this feels like something, he thought.
He sat on the sidewalk and waited for it all to subside.
Following a particularly rough coughing spell, one which blocked
all of his senses to the outside world, he neglected to hear footsteps approaching. He shook and slightly cowered when a
woman’s hand touched his shoulder and asked if he was ok. To
his surprise, neither she nor the man who accompanied her
seemed shocked when his face turned up towards theirs’; his
unsightly appearance now boasting a running nose, blood red
tear filled eyes, and a mouth hole which was more crinkled than
usual. By all accounts, he had the look of a broken and bewildered beast.
The woman attempted to assess his condition through a
solid string of questions. She inquired about his health, and if
someone had done this to him, to which he could only reply in
broken tones between coughs. The man who accompanied her
stood silently by, seemingly put off by her concern for the
stranger. Though, after much pleading on her end, he assisted
her in helping Boneface up from the curb, and assisting him
down the block. “Do you need a hospital?” she asked. Boneface
simply shook his head negatively.
Assuming that he was homeless and in need of help, she
assisted him into a coffee shop on the corner of Brook and Stone.
Despite the guarded and watchful attention paid to them by the
establishment’s staff, Boneface and the woman found a seat.
“Whes your frien?” Boneface mustered the energy to ask. “Oh,
that’s—he didn’t want to come in. Had somewhere to go.” She
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replied before quickly changing the subject. Boneface was amazed
that she had not only understood him, but chosen to interact at
all. Thus, he continued his frequent blinking and sporadic
coughs, with the hope that he could soon focus clearly on this
person who had scooped him up and seen him to safety.
His eyes gradually became clearer as he attempted to
drink a bit of the coffee which had been placed before him. He
and the woman sat quietly, and Boneface constructed the image
of a tired but decently respectable woman of about 30. There were
bags under her eyes, and her cheeks sagged a bit more than her
age might have warranted. However, under her protective coating
of make-up, she did seem to possess discernible warmth. For the
next thirty minutes, the two became somewhat familiar, and she
continued to ask questions which Boneface occasionally answered with a lie. He discovered that her younger brother had suffered
a terrible facial injury while overseas as the result of a land mine.
The two compassionately left this fact on the table, shifting to a
brief interlude about the unseasonable rise in the temperature
that night.
Of the little personal information he offered, he successfully made it known that he did not live close by, but did have
money. When she asked if he wanted help getting home, he told
her that he had come to Brook Street with other intentions. Their
conversation began to take the shape of vague bargaining, since
neither would concretely reveal what it was that had brought
them together in the shadows of the city past 10pm. In the end
she agreed to escort him to a nearby hotel that she had “seen
before.” With this in mind, he placed a twenty under his saucer
and followed her to the street.
On the way to the hotel he learned that she called herself
Diane. They slowly became comfortable around each other. So
much so, that she even agreed to save him the embarrassment of
checking himself into the room. This provided Boneface a chance
to flash his wad of cash, and give her a taste of what he could
offer by putting a hundred dollars in her hand so that she could
pay his stay. She seemed more curious than impressed, but his
planting of the seed had taken. With the room key in hand, she
agreed to walk with him to the third floor. He’d told her he was
still a little shaken.
In the lobby, Boneface looked at the floor as they passed
the desk. The clerk had seen this kind of thing before and could
care less. Neither of them spoke as they continued up the stairs.
His vision had grown much clearer, and as she led the way he
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couldn’t stop lustfully looking at the contraction and release of
the muscles underneath her jeans. The anticipation of the next
few moments caused his heart rate to rise as the adrenaline
kicked in. While he was still unsure what was happening, Diane
seemed to know her way around.
The hall of the third floor appeared to be ill-tended, as
only two of the four overhead lights were in operation. Room 304
was on the dark end. Diane fumbled with the key. Inside the
room both were quiet for a moment. “So, here you are. Safe for
the night. It was really nice to meet you Daniel.” Diane said with a
soft smile. With this, Boneface’s heart sank and he knew it was
time to act. “Wate!” he exclaimed.
He had thought to bring a condom, and was thankful he’d
had a chance to use it. For nearly twenty minutes, mostly consisting of him receiving foreplay, he had felt like an angel. Before
the act he’d given Diane all of the money he had left and promised
her that he wouldn’t look her in the eye or try to kiss her. To his
detriment, whilst imagining that he was in the pay-per-view movie
he’d seen so long ago, he thought it normal to border on the
rough side of the sexual spectrum. There was no establishment of
a safe word, and with his hands clenched so tightly around her
throat it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. His sleep was cold.
When he left Diane in the morning, alone in room 304, he
tried to smile before remembering that he couldn’t. Moreover, he
was unsure about what he had done. But, to admit his wrong
would only lead to more face time with individuals and officials
who he didn’t know. It would be uncomfortable. He was glad that
he’d not seen the desk clerk’s face when he came in, and was
careful to exit in the same manner. He knew he’d done something
wrong, and that before it was wrong it had felt so right. This paradox confused him from the time that he hailed a cab, all the way
back to his empty apartment; outside of which there was no place
he should go.
{X}
II
At the time of the accident, Daniel “Boneface” Baker was only four
years old, wearing red shorts and suspenders, playing on the
front lawn. He didn’t know that when he went to pick up the
Frisbee he’d thrown it would cause him to brush up against a
man on a ladder. But as he lay in the yard, momentarily catatonic
in the early morning sun, his only thought was I am dead.
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His parents were able to sue the worker and the company
who they’d hired to etch the window of their humble clerestory (as
a result of his haphazard handling of hydrochloric acid) but even
the lifetime financial freedom did nothing for the bleached and
sickening appearance of Daniel’s face. In time, namely after the
passing of his disfigured adolescence and acceptance of his new
nick-name, he was resigned to living as an emotionless shell. This
was partly in fact because his lack of facial muscles and subsequent stone-like demeanor.
On a particular summer day in 1997, Boneface, then 29,
was sitting inside his condo watching a locally produced afternoon talk show. The subject was bland and involved fathers.
Boneface couldn’t have cared less. He was waiting on groceries to
arrive, as they had every week since he’d moved into the condo, at
3 o’clock; the ending time of the program. TV schedules and
grocery day had become one of his most reliable forms of marking
the passage of time.
As the sob stories continued, Boneface stared on. At the
show’s conclusion, as the overly-tanned host announced tomorrow’s topic, Boneface took notice: Modern Day Freaks. He almost
let himself get mad about the topic, but then remembered that it
was probably just what people wanted to see. Much like the host's
polished appearance--that smile built of snowy veneers, the
slicked and distinctive way his hair held itself in place, and down
to the army of suits which boasted class and superiority-Boneface was lulled on many an afternoon into accepting the fact
that John Dungy was the essence of pedigreed normality and
human success. Were he capable of comprehending envy or
malice, Boneface may have questioned himself more deeply about
why the show's conclusion always caused his eyes to water
subtly, far beyond his control.
When the groceries arrived, he dried his cheeks and set
about the task of stocking the cupboard and deciding what to eat.
His mother was still responsible for ordering his groceries, which
meant that every time there was sure to be some simple surprises
included. Some weeks it was a new kind of cereal, or yogurt, this
week it was a medium-sized bag of apples, a pan, and pie-crust.
Boneface took this as a cue and called his mother who then
walked him through the steps of baking a pie.
He waited a little while until the kitchen got hot and filled
with the smell of burnt sugar, and when the time came, he took
out a mitt and bent down to remove his treat. As had happened
so many times before in the past years, he went about this task
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reflectively; staring into the waves of the open oven and wondering what it would be like if he turned off the pilot and let himself drift. But, as was always the case, he resigned himself to his
project, removed the pie and sat it on the counter.
After a time, he retrieved a knife from one of the kitchen
drawers and scored the pie. He took a slice and returned to his
indentation on the couch. With the first bite his naïve excitement
faded. The food he so longed for tasted like nothing, again. He
finished all but two slices of the pie in silence, and called his
mother to thank her. She didn’t know that he couldn’t taste because, while he had no emotions to speak of, he still felt compassion for the few who’d cooked for him. He understood the
concept of giving compliments, though the catalyst for their
delivery eluded him.
As the afternoon gave way to the stars from beyond his
patio, Boneface stood at the glass door and gazed out, ignoring
his reflection. He liked to watch the people come and go from the
building. For most, he even made up stories about who they were
and where they were going. Where, besides the pavement below
he had seen them; how their days had been; how fantastic their
interactions with others may have felt; what sins they'd
committed; these were his concerns. But tonight was different,
and he could only watch with welling frustration. His hands
refused to stop moving over different parts of his body, touching
every feature he noted on the others below him; save for his face.
When the time came to apply his nightly ointment, he
pulled a chair close to the window. It was the same as usual: the
TV humming in the background, and people with appearances to
keep up going about their doing so underneath him. Boneface
thought to exhibit jealously over their good fortune, but he realized that this would involve effort, and was not worth the time.
It’s not so bad, he thought. A nice place. Too many people to
bother with. Money…this works. This works.
His face twitched, attempting astonishment, at the scene
unfolding below as a white town car unloaded its passengers: a
ravishing young woman, and the familiarly dapper man. As the
couple disappeared from his field of vision, Boneface filed through
the face-book of his mind. John Dungy, he'd decided, was in the
building. He watched the town car drive away, he pulsed with
excitement at the possibility that the host--his host-- was in the
building. He wanted to meet the man who he’d watched for so
many years; the man who'd guided him through so much about
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human suffering. He rose again from his chair and took his medications with a hearty four fingers of port on the side. This made
him feel warm, and alone, and in need of something. So many
nights in his life he had felt this sensation. This ritual which had
always put him in just the right state of wrong was upon him.
Within an hour he’d had a few more drinks, cleaned and
concealed his pie knife in the pocket of his robe, gathered the
remaining fourth of pie in its tin, opened a new bottle of wine and
ventured stumbling through the halls and stair wells of his complex. As he wandered he imagined the things he would say or do
if he saw Dungy. Would he like some pie? Surely. He was in a
mild rage about tomorrow’s show topic and unashamed to be
seen by the public. He wasn’t thinking about his looks, he was
thinking about finding the host and asking what he thought
about “freaks,” really. He wanted to know who chose them, and
what the criteria was for their appearing. He wanted to be included, but didn't. He took the bottle of wine to his mouth and held
the pie tin steady in his palm along his descent. He thought of
more questions for the host, and was finally resigned to wondering if the couple would like his mother's pie, and if he'd be
considered an oddity.
To his drunken amazement, he was given his chance
earlier than expected. On the third floor, around the first corner,
by the elevator, the man he sought stood lip-locked and disheveled with his companion. He watched on with astonishment as
the two gradually took notice of his presence.
“Can we help you with something, buddy?” the man called
down the hall.
Boneface stood silently, perhaps star-struck by this acknowledgment and, for some reason, fuming. He extended the pie
toward the couple and examined their faces as he lurched toward
them. The woman pushed open the door she'd been leaning on
and asked the man to come back in, though the man made it
clear to her that he chose to hold his ground. As Boneface got
closer he realized that in person, the host looked nothing like he
did on television.
“Mis'r Dn'jee, I jus wanen to aks chu abou c’her take on
‘dis pie. An' jur shows.” He said, lacking all eloquence and elocution.
“What? Get the fuck out of here freak.” The man's face
contorted “Go!”
Daniel remembered with his palm why he’d brought the
knife. He dropped the pie and the bottle and realized he'd made a
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mistake, just before he made two more. Tonight he was fated to
make a difference for everyone like himself. Tonight he would
make the host’s next show for him. Even though the man's blank
brown eyes didn't resemble the steely blue ones he remembered
from the promos. The woman's screaming had been so startling,
and the last two slices of pie mixed with the varied shades of red
from his bottle, and elsewhere, and had stained the carpet in the
hall of the third floor. He felt genuinely excited as he rushed back
upstairs to his condo. He wondered how long it'd be before the
news came. He thought about the questions he'd be asked. He
snickered and huffed about the idea of being caught on the
cameras in the hallway. Sitting at the kitchen table he waited for
a knock on the door, wondering if it was finally the time try the
oven on for size.
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two poems by Jeff Laughlin

The WORKADAY WORLD
DON’T LAMENT THE HORIZON’S AFFECTATION,
the sun only does its job every day.
Don’t forget the simpleton orators,
their brilliance has so little say.
Don’t dissuade a boss’s gentle import,
even if they have such brittle ways.
Don’t permeate your intelligence,
it will only give your hair some gray.
Don’t forget there’s little to work for,
you’ll never earn your needed play.
Don’t egress unless you’ve something more,
be penniless as you overstay.
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LUNCH
OH WHAT WONDROUS STORIES AWAIT THE MASSES-oh counterculture, lie down next to each of us
band us together under avarice-torn skies
as we rip to shreds our love of the moment.
This sandwich belies the true ideas of the gods!
Tuna fish! Tuna fish! I hearken to the days when
only seven of you would have fed 5,000 of us.
Now I am still hungry after devouring you whole.
Do you remember when we got an hour? I gave
lunch up for overtime long ago—when the air
was still clean and soda cost fifty cents and oh
when the myth of raises weren’t so horribly stale.
When the old guard still worked here, we drank
all day and cavorted with women all night, but
some of them died and others disappeared, say,
have you heard from them? I miss their candor.
They would never have taken these benefit cuts.
No, they would have painted their faces and boldly
attacked with blind rage! No matters of money or
heart can destroy the will of those ineffable beasts!
Send us the treasonous, venomous lying horde of
office-workers! We’ll crush them, hands wrenching
raw neckbone, blood streaming down our arms, but
I need a ride to the bank first, please, I have overdrawn.
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SAN VICENTE
Robin Wyatt Dunn
THE KUMBAYAH SCENE AT THE END WAS THE BEST PART:
The Jews, and the gays, and the Uzbeks, they all held hands and
danced in a circle, singing pretty songs. I was crying throughout
it, though I knew Janie found it a bit much. Still, it had great
production design, the color was beautiful. I think they’d actually
shot it in 35. It was a shame we had to watch it over the noise of
the generator.
Afterwards we went out to get a cup of coffee from the man
on the street; shootings were way down this month and the air
smelled okay to me, so Janie and I stood there for a bit, drinking
the coffee and sharing a French cigarette.
“What the fuck was that movie about?” she said.
“I don’t know, umm, overcoming personal obstacles.
Empowerment. A new spirit of internationalism.”
“It sucked,” Janie said. Her eyes were hard, and flat.
“Well, I liked it,” I said. “You can pick the next one.”
“Why would you go to all the trouble of making a movie
about a bunch of random people who all hate each other only to
have them improbably embrace, sing and flow their tears at the
end?”
“Well, Shakespeare had a lot of improbable endings like
that,” I said. “What’s the matter with it? Besides, people like it.”
“It sucks,” she said.
“Shall we go home?” I said. “You want me to call a cab?”
“I’ll walk home,” she said.
“You don’t want to walk home at this hour,” I said. “Come
on, I’ll call a cab.”
“No,” she said. “I’m walking.” And she took off. I
followed.
San Vicente got a lot weirder after the revolution. It was
not unique in this respect, I knew, but I knew its weirdness was
unique. For one thing, we had no cars at all now, only jitneycabs.
“Why are you upset?” I said.
“That movie,” she said.
“I’m sorry you didn’t like it.”
“Why did you like it?” she said, her eyes flashing at me.
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“Because it made me cry. The way the Uzbeks and the
Jews held hands and sang, after fighting for so long, it was really
beautiful.”
“I see. You know it made no historical sense. It was
essentially ahistorical, that movie.”
“Who cares? It was a movie!”
While I had plenty of experience walking down dark
streets before the revolution, that was when we still had most of
our streetlights. Luckily it was a gibbous moon. Janie’s eyes
looked beautiful in the light.
“Don’t you care that we’re feeding the masses shit?” she
said.
“The masses? I guess not, Janie, since I’m one of them.”
“Why do we need happy endings?” she demanded.
“It’s entertainment. People work a long day, they want
something fun, happy.”
“Who works a long day in this city these days?”
“You know what I mean.”
“It’s just propaganda,” Janie said.
“So, it’s propaganda,” I said. “What do you want me to do
about it?”’
“I’m just trying to understand. What did you like about
it?”
“I liked the love scene. And I liked the ending. It made me
feel good. I told you.”
“I guess I don’t go to the movies to ‘feel good’ that way.”
“Why do you go to them?” I said.
We’d only been seeing each other a month, Janie and I. I
loved what her passion did to her face, sculpting her brows into
sharp cliffs, and her eyes into knives.
“To learn,” she said.
“Well, I’m sorry, I picked the wrong movie.”
“But I did learn,” she said. “I learned what I’ve been
missing. You know I supported the revolution. And now I see
how wrong I was. No one cares about reality. No one cares!”
“I care,” I said. “I may just be a tie-wearing tool, but I
care.”
“You’re not a tool,” she said.
“I’m not?”
“No.”
“What am I?’
“I don’t know. Kiss me.” She stopped on the pavement,
looking at me.
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I kissed her, in one of those sweet, timeless moments.
“You want to fuck me right here?” she said.
I looked around the pitch-dark street and smiled at her.
“Not particularly,” I said, “Although it’s a nice offer. Let me take
you home.”
“You don’t want to hold my hand, tell me I’ve been a good
Jew, and fuck me?”
“I’ll be happy to do that, on the way home. You’ve been a
very good Jew. Now come on.”
I took her hand and kept walking and she followed, stiffly.
We were at the edge of the small park by her apartment;
the shadows from the moon where huge.
“Why does all art have to be dark for you? Why do people
have to suffer in it?” I said, in a low voice.
“Because that’s the truth,” she said.
“People got enough of the truth here in this city. They got
a whole lot of it the last three years.”
“They don’t even know what it is.”
“And you do?”
“Yeah, I do,” she said. “People want art that’s better than
them. The pretty people, the pretty lives, the happy endings.
They want lies. That’s what they want.”
“I guess you’re right,” I said. “But happiness can be true
too. I’m happy with you.”
She gave me an unreadable look, as we stopped outside
her apartment building. She opened the door, and I followed her
up the stairs, watching her round ass.
Outside her apartment door, she stopped and turned to
me. She said:
“You’re not going to like what you see inside.”
“Not a dead body, I hope.”
“No. But you’re not going to like it.”
She opened the door.
{X}
I understood, later, that the revolution had been, like so many
before it, the little puppet of far larger forces that I could not
understand. I got my public school education and I read the
books they told me to. And I like stupid movies, I admit it.
Movies where the people sort out their problems. Movies where
the actors don’t have leering face-cancers.

73
Inside Janie’s apartment, I understood just a little bit of
that puppetry: the forces that they try to hide when they want to
make you dance.
The apartment was dark, although I could see the moon
through her back window flooding into the far corner of her room,
shining off the polished slats of the floor.
Janie had the most beautiful dark hair, and in that
darkness it was like a rich cloak, and her pale face when she
turned to beckon me inside was the most beautiful face I have
ever seen.
When I got inside the apartment, closing the door behind
me, she began to hiccup, or it was a kind of hiccup, a kind of cry.
“Are you okay?” I said, and I put my hand on her back. It
was shaking, her muscles spasming.
“I need some water,” she rasped.
“Where’s the light switch?” I said, sweeping my hand along
the walls as I walked to her kitchenette. There were none to be
found; the walls were smooth.
“There’s a candle in the drawer.”
I filled a glass from the sink, and lit the candle. I heard
her hiccupping behind me; so fiercely it sounded like retching.
“You want everything to be pretty, don’t you?” she hissed.
“Here, water,” I said, handing her the glass. I wasn’t
entirely glad I’d lit the candle; her face looked totally mad in its
light.
She drank thirstily, and as she did so the darkness of her
apartment seemed to breathe, seemed to swell, as she gulped the
water down.
“Fuck me,” she said.
{X}
I was not quite well after. Nor am I quite well now.
She was as passionate a lover as I had hoped; ferocious,
and greedy, but loving too. Afterwards I lay on her bed, the black
sheets damp, and she stood naked in the moonlight, pinning her
long hair up onto her head. When she turned back to me I knew
something was very wrong; her eyes were not the same.
“I told you you wouldn’t like it,” she said. She sat nude in
the one chair in the apartment, handsome carved wood, with a
narrow back, facing me.
I felt heavy. I tried to sit up but I couldn’t. I stayed back
against the pillows, looking at her.
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“You think you know what you want, a pretty woman, a
hot fuck, but you don’t know,” she said, quietly, urgently. “You
think you know what the revolution meant, but you don’t know.
You don’t know anything. You even think you know how people
are. What do you know about people?”
I made some sound with my mouth, like “unnnh.” I was
unable to form words.
“People are greedy. Like me. People are animals, and they
want copies. Children, of their bodies, and of their minds. They
want empires. Immortality, in a form. Any form coming. You
know that, don’t you? But what you don’t know is what they’re
willing to do to get it.”
Something came out of the wall, like a laser, yellow and
fast, shooting through the air around her head and filling the
room with a diadem of poisonous light, a dead theater.
“I wish I could teach you,” she said, her voice from far
away.
Something in the wall moaned at her and like some
malignant crystal firing light from every surface Janie leaned into
the wall, surrounded in light, and I saw dark blood form where
her calf touched the wall, like it was feeding on her body.
“I’m better than you,” she said, her voice very different
now, masculine, and hollow.
Then the light and the blood twisted back inside of Janie,
slowly, taking their time, like a doll pulling the string into its
back.
She came back to the bed, and curled up beside me.
“You’re not sorry, are you?” she said.
“No, I’m not,” I said.
{X}
We went to different movies after that. Movies that made sense to
Janie, that reinforced her vision of the world, a vision much
darker than mine, and, I had to admit, a stronger one.
We saw slasher flicks that quoted Sartre, and South
American adventure epics filled with hideous flying squirrels that
could destroy cities; we saw religious films with iconography and
rituals I could not understand. The music in all of them was
fantastic; some one-man-band in Argentina was all the rage with
these directors, and he was so Protean, and yet so cutting, it was
beautiful the music that he made.
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When the electricity came back on, the movie house shut
down and they got rid of the petroleum generator; that kind of
fuel was illegal now. Janie vanished along with the movies. She
left me a note, taped to my inbox at the office. It said:
Arthur,
Quit this fucking job, you tool.
It was fun.
I’m moving to Uzbekistan.
Just follow the Silk Road -Janie.
I thought I could never get over Janie, but I did, rather
quickly. And I didn’t quit the job. It was my best and easiest
hope of easing any suspicions at the revolutionary committee,
and besides, I actually liked paperwork. I found it soothing.
I married a woman from the office. Not as beautiful, but
easier to understand. More on my level. Whenever they’re
playing an art movie at the movie house now, I’ll bring her, and
I’ll swear I can smell the petroleum in my nose, and see some
yellow spark as the lights fade, and they raise the curtain.

ROBIN WYATT DUNN
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lives in Los Angeles, even when he
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