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Vacating the Premises
David Engelhardt

During the ten years it took me to make partner in one of
Washingtonds most profitable | aw
surrenderedhis half of the family home in the divorce, asdid it

might betime for him to find a little place near me, after sixty years
without leaving Pennsylvania for more than the occasional week at the
Jersey Shore. He never booked a cheap flight to London while | was
studying abroad, never trusted the tires on any car he owned to reach
Boston, where wasslumming between college and law school, and

rarely stayedmorethan 24 hours in Washington, becaute radios

around here neveplayedthe same high schofbotballgameghat he

could hearback homeBut all he needed wasajobine f i r mds c
room, ormaybethe mail room, or anywherthat wasa little more like
takinbder easy and a | ot l esd | i ke
hoped he was joking, but his eyes were earnest, and | lowered my own

| hustledup our walk around my new neighborhood with my
old retriever. It was safer to run owdur time togetherby asking about
the deer season that ended a few months prior. | thought it might
please him to address a topic that caas the disappointment:duit
hunting after one day ofsitting on a log in the woods behind my
grandparent sd tr hdcdusermy feeat frozehimsideP o ¢ ¢
rubber boots that cut off my circulatiorHe blamed me for lacking
toughness irthe toe region. | blamed him fdorgetting to take me to
the Army-Navy store until toesmall was the only size left at the
closeout speciaNow he likedto exaggerate the size of every Kill that
he saw curing on a hback komeHe oftan nei g
told me how he supervised the butchering from a seathencooler,
where he would remain until he was handed a roast wrapped in
newsprint as the price of sending him home.

He asked me, ORemember Ronny F
so big, he needed help getting it
his shirt with a lighter from his pants, thegrumbled abouimissing
the butchering for lack of invitationHe said0 T h tellymeit was his
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sons who hel ped hi mwhdnevdrdid teugrerd hi s
up his toe region, and now owned a retriever whisimpered beneath
a bed as soon abe heardhfirecracker o the Fourthof July. No deer
would hang from anyorchin my neighborhood, where none of the
homesarrived on their own tires, and workinglass men were seen
only when theycame tarim the hedges

My father should have hated that neighborhobdhould have
hated that neighborhood, for which | was selling my best years by the
billable hour. But on that sparkling Sunday morning, the famous
cherry trees behind the White House could not compete with our
winding suburban lanes, where overgrown azaledispered pink and
screamed purple beneath dogwoods bemt by white blossoms and
yellow bees that sparkled in the sunlighbncededy hundredfoot
oaks that would not leaf out for another month. Througte blooms
at the end of the lane, | could hear but not see the traffic on the grand
avenue that fed me to the cutthroat meritocracy each morning, and
often returned me past midnight, like a ghost in the suit that | might
have worn to my own funeral.

| nevercomplained to my fatheaboutthe exhausting hours
of exacting work, the nervousuking that sometimes overcame rire
l uxury hotels in the wee hours be:
in yet another city that | would experience only through the windows
of limousinespr the wasteof the ambitionthat | discovered in college
writing workshops.l knew his advice without needing to hear Ttell
the boss to fuck himself up his ovithastine always worked othis
bosses, and | was sometimes teetpto try it on mine.

He said, o0l t 0 s yoapicked foreyounfenilyg hb or
SonoéHis tonesuggestedhat my interest in deer seasavas no longer

fooling him.

| took a knee and scratched the retriever behind her golden
ears. | did not raise my eyagh e n | asked, OWashir
these years & .6

He knew | meant t oHes atyg!l do gmd ,ng
haventtheardofmy | at est adventure. 6 He g

confirm that he would omit a woman from his stogmd a shittier
wink to remind me that hevould lie in answer to every question. Then
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he rapped my sternum with his knuckles to assure me that this
adventure was so epic of plaand sdold of executiont prepared him
for anything that Washington might throw at himin fact, he signed
up for the Republican Cub6s excursion to a
Branson, Missouripncehe realizedhat the bitch was divorcing him
for real this time

He personally never heard of Branson, but someone told him
he could see every country singer they had out there, until someone
else told him he would need to take a shuttle, because the motel was
two exits short of the theatres, because tlsaved ten bucks a night
on the rooms But the shuttle cost five, and even if wasfor a
roundtrip, it wasstill daily, which gave him an opportunity to beat
somebody 6s as sevaryday, justfby dittingpeolsideu ¢ k s
which he pronounced witthe satisfactiornof having an opportunityo
pronounce it. Plus, the motel had a vending machine that carried most
of the majorcategories o$nack foodEven ifitdidlackP e nnsy | vani
famous Tastykakedis travelstaught himthat there were brands of
cupcaken this countrythat tasted so similar, no one knew they were
missingout.

One afternoon he invited thmaid to join him forsnacksand
beer by the pooWhen she clocked ouand sheplayed him country
music on the radio on her cart. Then he told me to stop having a dirty
mind, because nothing | was thinking ever happened. But all in all he
had to admit that it was definitely wonderful experience, the best
part being the naps he took on the bus, with a footrest that he could
fold down if his feet needed it,
johnny where everybody did their business without stopping the bus,
which was impdant, because they had a keg of bearthe busand
once everybody dpped in, everybody had to drink up before
everybody else beat them tq @nd that was a lot of pissing, if | would
excuse his French

Every fact sounded likermther symptom of the small town
that haspassd down our generations like a geffigr a wasting disease
No matter how carefully worded, any truthful reaction to his story
would have amounted to calling him a dumbass, and he would have
responded by silently blowing smoke over my head, or inspecting his
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fingernails until he found one that he could pare down with his
pocketknife so | had to stand there fuming a while londechoked
down the questions that came to me by professional habit:

You return from a great adventoitell me about a footrest?

Okay, qu saved five bucks actathe shuttleuBdid yowget one
thin dimeds worth of entddspgerad? nmen:
Not counting Johnny Cash or the ondseohlaw how many
country singers could you name before the trip? And how many can you na

now?

I hopedthat some redeeming expressiovould overtake his
face, like an extr@rooked smile or an exaggerated wiakdnod,
anything that said he was only fucking with me, and maybe gathering
material for a barstool kneslapper about the time he duped his
overeducated son into believing such acidous story. My hope died
upon seinghis tongue search his lips for memories of the tastes and
textures of Cremdilled Swirlies, whether they dropped from the
vending machine or t bnepedmaslidd ash bl o
time his sad voice igidemy speakerphonmld methat he lost another
job, then raised that voice to the heights of triumph as he quoted the
latest burst of profanity that got him fired by yet anothasshole for
abosswho, he assured me, was too dumb to run the business that he
ownedfor forty years, and therefore should not have offamdfather
a few pointersat the end of his first week of being the newpatt-
timer on the saledloor. | have advised CEOs arorporate mergers
prepared deans of business schools and heads of computer science
departments to testify as expert witnesses, and contested billions of
dollars with my mouth and pen, but whenever | considered the
possibility of counseling my fathet became mute, when | would have
preferred to be deaf

He took a heroic draw on his cigarette before announcing

Her eds Ithimkeit @@ atli. me to slide me in
But no one retiresothis place, wher@veryoneas an asshole
for a boss, and there is no such

document a liquid milliofjust to be invited tothe real estate showings
where they servedlecentchampagne Working in the copy room
would not pay my father enough to live any closer to Washington than

10
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the panhandle of West Virginia, where nigwn guylived. That was
eighty minutes to my home and thirty more to the offiéevenat that
distance, my father would be too close to his impressionable
grandchildren. lwanted tocurse himfor making me ponder tht ugly
truth, but | felt more like crying when b pointed ata SALE sign
among the dogwoodson t he nei ghborhoodds o
OHow muc h Mjttle jointtike thisrki (aht cost a man
It was the last of the original homes on the lane. The next
owner was sure to knock it down, because it was as small and dated as
the family homéan Pennsylvania, from which the police evicted him
when he refused to vacate the premises on order of the divorce court.
He loved telling that story, especially when he added a tense standoff
with the cops. Sometimes he boasted that it could eaaedbady for
him and them both if he wasndt sc
time he admitted that they werenly a couple of mall cops who got
themselves deputized to serve court papeng day a week, because
the fulltime deputies were too busy with real police watis sad voice
never sounded so close to genuine as it did when he adntitathey
di dndét even have guns.
| did not correct him when he later reverted to thense
standoff. Nor did | tell him that his half of the marital assets came to
less than one percent of tlestof the knockdown he was eyeingy,
that the realtor probably had a list of cash bidders who were half his
age, that some of the bidders would be women, ianslich a liberal
city, some ofhose womemight havewives However many ways they
sinned against m ythe fwiarting biddérs woglde n s i b
present their credentials while drink§ wine on some n gdtis, and
when it was my turn to honor the Washington custonywould tell
themwhere | went to school, and where | went to school before that,
and why I lived awhile in London, and why in Boston, but never where
I was born and raised, because if anythingarnedthere mattered to
me here, | would not be here.
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Still Life
Marie Gethins

Our new neighbors stood up without saying goodbye. Your splayed
pomegranate at the table centeembled.

Earlier, you vicegripped my elbow as | carried a basket of
sugar cookies across the street. My practiced smile rigid while you did
the intro. Welcome to the neighborti®adt her ¢l ose today
come over fioed tea

Sogeni al. So smooth. Youdve al w

| pulled two lemons off the backyard tree, curled leaves
clinging to stems. You rubbed a thumb across their pocked skin and
told me they signify soul purification in Medieval art. When you
pressed one against my temple, | inhaled the sharp seémat sins are
you hiding?

The couple arrived carrying my basket, now full of
pomegranates. Glistening pink and red. You received the gift with a
laugh How fortunate! Hades tempts Persephone ond&/egstiled
around the table, sipped from eatystal glasses, lemon slices grazing
our lips.

The fresh audience tempted you into an academic surge.
Dutch brush techniques, use of light, the symbolism of objects and
fruit. Shadows lengthened, masking faces. From my seat at our table,
| looked out at the street. A jogger and his Labrador. Two chéidron

roll erblades. And further, the ne

our roof to set those windowisnow their windowsi aflame. |

remembered how it turned the previ
The Pomegranat e, symbolic of |

conquest and victory. A tough skin always will yield when sufficient pressur
is appliedYou tore a ruby fruit apart, scattering seeds, juice pooling
like blood.As true today as in Ancient Gxemegrasped my shoulder,
five finger points staining my blouse.
And then, we were alone.
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Undulation Senses/ Tiziana Rasile
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Blue Girl
Stan Kempton

In the side yard the birds chirped
one lick about any of that. She was too busy gasping for oxygenated
morsels through pursed lips, absently staring beyond the old furniture
on the porch . .breatk. . .her potted plants . .breatk. . .the uncut
grass. . .breatk

Finally she did.

Staring at her shaky fingers, she fished a cigarette from a pack
but waited to light the flame until stripping the nasal cannula away
from her nose. She stayed perched on the edge of her seat, elbows on
knees, an empty hand cupped in the shape of an gshfte blue
smoke seductively trailed off the end of her cigarette, steadying her
nerves long enough to wipe her cheeks on her sleeve, and sniff several
times before calling9-1.

OHell o, 6 Joan croaked. ol need
ltds my daughter. Shebds-hdleadSheé¢dwm
her bedroom right now, hanging fr
outside waiting for them to get h

Between puffs on her cigarette and hearing the swish and thump of her
breathing machine just inside the sliding glass doors, Joan stared at
the detective seated across from her.
oDid you say something?6 the d
OMi ght have, 6 Joan specul ated.

Getting old aindt pretty. 1 tds ugl
what you asked and what | told vyo
watched the detective eNatIcfhmnIgayn
my cards out on the table. And 6r
had come home, | et al one what he

The detective was a woman of L

one way or another, just as long as she spoke English. Detective
Martinez was her name, her stature on the short side, with wide

20
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birthing hips, oval eyes, and a caring smile. Her police parfnea
blond lanky fellafi was on the phone in the yard, pacing. Uniform
police officers stood watch on the perimeter. And before the detectives
and cops had arrived, it had been the paramedics. Now the coroner was
inside EIl ads bedroom staring har
before.

All the fussing around with the questions had worked Joan up
to a thirst.

oDetective, 6 Joan asked, cover
you be a dol l and fetch me a Coke

The detective didndt appear pu
she stepped over the oxygen tube and brought back a cold drink.

0OYou should have got one for 'y

0Thank you, but no. Trying to
Martinez popped the tab on the can of Coke and handed it to Joan.
O0Your daughter wasno6t | iving with

0 N o. .she was not. What can | do? Huh? Ella is twenty
five...0 Joan produced a confused gri
That s not r i g-sixtthis p&hAgril. Amilsl® towee Nt y
exact. A grown woman. Thatoés what
from time to time. Thatds why | ke
fancy. Just wanted her to have a place to rest her head if she had too
much. o

0Too much?96

0Too much of .whadldanobtokbédeotff
breath, motioning with a bent wri ¢
didndét have it easy. I't started w
stepfather. ¢

0St ar t eldtinghdown Pates.

0The-offomch had his way with h
nodded at the trauma as i f it had
prison for what he did. Got what
help EIl a any 't didndt rJoant or e
caught the subtle slip in the det
but Joan snagged it from the air.
Right? Candt throw a rock around



Sunspot Literary Journal Volume 7, Issue 3

Not hing new. Hell, | had an wuncl e
what we are. Just a bunch of broken people feeding on one another.
But thatds a different story for

Daryl planted the seed to what happened intlkeddk r oom. | & m
it Ella was never right in the h
Detached herself. Gained weight. |

Joan steadied a cigarette between her lips as she readied the
lighter. The detective nervously watched the unlit cigarette twitch up
and down as if it were trying to chase down a flame. A minute later
the cannula was safely stripped off her nostrils.

0 Ms . St ewar t, when do you thin

Joan shrugged. oOoHard to pin at
house at night after Bucket died.

OBucket ?0

OMy #&wgryone | know is getting
what it used to be.o6 Joan shifted
where a rock marked a fresh grave.
at night to include silenscimthe!l do
bedr oom. El'la may have | et hersel:

0OAnd you didndt hear her?56

Joan shook her head.

0She didndt come in your bedrc
there. o
oLike | said, | left her a pil

Neighbors had congregated on the fence line.

0Ms. Stéewahret detective said.

Joan saw her smoking friend, Holly, mixed in with the few
who had gathered. Holly uncrossed her arms and sent Joan a
sympathetic wave.

0 Ms . Stewart?06 the detective
finished. 6

OEll a sure didnot deserve what
toward Holly, then turned back to
was that you were saying?é

oJust, 6 the detective shook he
happened to you. 6
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oWell, | thank you for that.o

The detective gathered her thi
her bedroom and the rest of the hi
Did she | eave one with you?6

ONo, 6 Joan whispered, oOshe did

OMaybe she said something t
spoke, 6 the detective fished. oPe
time, but now it-6

oDetective Martinez, | |l eft he
may have spoken over Christmas. But that was over six months ago. |
can barely remember what | did last week. Whatever Ella was going
through..6 Joan paused to breathe, 0st

From the |iving room came Det e
sympathetically sent Joan a slanted smile as he passed. The coroner
paused at a section in the living room where the couch and chair had
been moved aside, giving enough room for the paramedics to
maneuver the stretcher. Both the swish and thump of the oxygen
machine and the clanky caster wheels on the stretcher took on a
tangible form not of this world. It was hammédiows and rocks
moved. Joan winced at the chaos slowly rolling past, making i ar
ignore what showed itself from the black bag. As if a head being
berthed from a vagina, EIlIIl ads bl ue
a different version of what had been pushed out twesixyyears prior.
Out came a white nose and blue lips. Outneaeyes left open
possessing a vacancy lost in a map of popped blood vegsalknow
what to dothis new Ella whispered, her passing voice dovetailing off
the swishing sound of the oxygen machimet 6 s what you ¢
d one b.Mbake driglt Thé moment has already passed for me, but
not for you.

0 Ms . Stewart, 6 Detective Marti
you. 0

Joan watched the stretcherds f
into the back of the ambulance. From her shaky hands, the detective
kindly dislodged one of the cigar:
lips, and lit the end.

23
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After the authorities left, Holly came over and hugged Joan. They
shared a cigarette before Holly left and returned with the hard
ruination of a bottle of whiskey. They talked into the evening about
what had happened, about what the closet doorknob ensremed
what the black body bag had hauled away. The liquor helped to
shorten tears and bring up a laugh or two. Close to ten, Holly stumbled
back over to her boyfriend and children, leaving Joan with the phrase,
oOoHol l er i f you neeit. anything, 6 as
Hol l yds bottle was a dg-bavaed gi f
your-back sort of gift. But the letter Joan had folded in her pocket, the
one she told the detective she di
before she turned into the Blue Girl, and Joan knewtthag i f t was
kind.
Not the sort of person who liked being alone, Joan heated up
a frozen dinner in the microwave. She pressed her hands to the
counter, drawing in those measured breaths as she waited for the
appliance to ding. Behind her, half the house was dark.
Youdre probably right behind
But |1 dm too busy trying to breathi
It took two trips bringing in her dinner, fork, napkin, and her
iced down Coke into her bedroom. She had to rest on the bed before
slipping off her shoes. The cannula was there, shoving oxygen in her
nose that never was enough. Joan gazed at her closeddmedioor.
The oxygen tube ran under the gap at the bottom. On the other side
the machine swished and thumped out in the other room.

ONow | etds see whatodés on, 6 she
TV.

Joan had her series she liked to watch, but each bite on her mac
and cheese was accompanied by the presence of the Blue Girl.

Joands imagination made the BI
longer content in her bedroom but now possessed with the urge to
travel through the dark house and press, with her cold finger, the off
button on the oxygen machine. Joan waited for it to happen. She
waited for the Blue Girl to drag in fresh rope and hang herself all over
again from Joand6s doorknob | ike &
envisioned the Blue Girl crouched outside her door in the hall, pulling
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on the oxygen tubewhispering, Go on Momma, look cl@enysad

words | t6s a page rubbed with guilt
Sliding her halfeaten dish to the side table, Joan took out the

letter from her pocket. She had found it in the morning on the kitchen

table, the stack of bills and medications had been pushed aside so it

woul dndt be overlookedor &8bef L obdl

reading the passages about the pain of memory, and how hard it is to

live with such cruelty still so close to the skin.

The next day, Joan woke early and started the tedious process of
breathing all over again. There was morning coffee on the porch, later
a few beers and nearly a pack of cigarettes in between. Joan was
getting anxious. Sunset was five hours away and shedetire Blue
Girl 6s visit.

Joan set the cigarette on the side table, and despite her promise
she would never contact the man, dialed Earl. After three rings, what
do you know, the scwf-a-bitch answered.

OWhy | 81l I be damned, 6 Ear |l ans

0That sounds about right. ¢

0l dm sitting here watching Fo>
word one about Hell freezing over
di dndét come back his way. oJoan,
venom?o6

Joan wheezed bef or e . Hsalfrezeoves ugh e
is right, and no one noticed but me. Can you come by some time or
another? Things arendét too pretty

0Joan, sit tight. 1 6m up and o
my hand. 0

Twenty minutes later Earl crushed the gravel in her drive
with the tires of his Ford truck. Joan watched Earl when he got out,
as well as the labor involved in making his way to the porch.

Joan had known Earl for forty plus years. They dated off and
on when younger. And Earl cheated on her off and on with equal
proficiency. Of course, all that drama was before Earl started losing
pieces and parts off his body. Earl explained it to Joan ad#eback
when both had parked their widening butts on a barstool.
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ONot three days-O6after Peggy | e
0And this is your third wife,©©
0The very same, but after she
a pinky toe rolling on the kitche
oYoudre kidding. What did you
ol | o o k e d-of-ahitch thdrdaats if it were a traitor.
Probably the same look | gave Peggy and the dog when both had
paused at the front door with two
0You think her | eaving and t he
connected?6 Joan asked, knowing f

most men collected cars.

O0Mi ght have been, 6 Ear/|l consi d
that toe, especially the small est
0Thatés the spirit, you old ch
oDammi t Joan, | messed up. | k
l eft side of wugly, but | mi ss her .

But ten years have passed since they had last seen or spoken
to one another, and what appeared from the truck, Joan quickly
realized more than just a toe had gone missing.

Earl hobbled out on two wooden crutches, with his blue jeans
rolled and clipped just below the right knee.

oWel |, dondt yoavelrooskhilti,kée Jwoaar
from the porch, then coughed.

0lt doesndét appear youbve fair

She pulled her nasal cannula away and lit a cigarette, watching
Earl s process of turning and adj
before pairing the crutches to the side and making a controlled fall into
the cushion.

ol f we took our good pieces &
mused, oOowe might have a whole per.
Earl chuckled. After a moment of eyeballing one another as if
trying to remember what they had once looked like, Earl stared toward

the house where the oxygen machine primed and thumped.
OWhereds Bucket ?6
Joan only pointed back behind Earl toward the spot of earth
under the tree.
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00Oh, Jesus, Joan. 1 06m sorry to
dog. ¢

0l dm surprised you remember hi

ol do. | surely do. Must have

0OYou might be right. Bucket w

cancer . o6

o0oCancer. Thaotabs tarm. e\Ainld «nm ck
scanning his surroundings for som
avoidit despiteitt aki ng down my dad. 6

0l do remember that.o

She nodded at the dead air. Watching the orange glow on the
tip of her cigarette, she nervously fiddled with her cannula parked in

her lap.

OHaving a dog is a better prox
said. oBring in a mideédl eman for m

OEar | , |l i sten, | need to confe

He curiously eyed her. o0l thou

0Thought so what?56

OHow you -Mi ssed me

O0Ahh, for fuckods sake. 6

0That youodre stildl in |l ove wit

ONow Earl, those right ther e
somet hing heavy, and could i ft i
head of yours. o

0Therebds that woman | wused to

00h, shebds i.BuheEarla) |l |l dmghei n
about Ell a. o6 She | ooked out at her
0l put Bucket in the ground not a
El'la in the same ground in the da

0l dondt understand. o

0She hung herself. o

A stunned Earl blankly stared back at Joan, either sizing up
her lack of grief or the effort it took to avoid it. Then he whispered,
OWhere?6

oln there,d Joan motioned with
to her closet doorknob and | eaned
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Earl shook his head with the weight it carried. His eyes
wi dened on those things he didnot

ol know that me and her had ou
saw some of that. The fights we had.hell, starting way back in the
seventh grade. ¢

OHow many times did she run?o9o

Joan shrugged as if the numbe
before her sophomore year. Not long after that, she just quit coming
altogether. Carried on with the d

ol hate to.dgddy iat t rhgaemdy, but
of relief. o

OMaybe, 6 she said, and didnot
that took EIll ads pl ace

oWhat is it?0

ol donot Kknow, 6 forcefully sm
cigarette and reattaching her canrt
effort. Doessitde Lt hameanreal |y

O0What can | do to hel p?b6

0l need to visit the funeral h
out a coffin. Make all those arrangements no one ever wants to make.
Ear |l , I could use the company. 0

0Say the word. ¢

0OAnd a ride. | dondt trust mys

oJoan, |l said I6Il do it.o

oWwel |, I thank you Earl. I rea
time today?o0

0l have nothing but time.d

oLet me grab my purse and swit
machine. 6

0Thatdll give me enough ti me t

Joan was thinking that for Earl, it must feel like old times: radio set to

a country station that actually played country music, both of them

sitting side by side, the raised
0l 6m not supposed to be doing
Joan slowly turned toward Earl with a confused look.
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0This right here, 6 pointing to
bet you didndt even notice me usi
rejigger the pedal s. o

0OYou mean switch them around?¢

0OAnd it aindét cheap. So, | qui ¢
driving with a criminal, Joan. 6

OMy whole |life | O0¥veéfeachlatr acit e

Earl chuckled. At the stop sign, he asked Joan which way.

oltds out on Hwy 316. | dondot |
the road when | see it.o

0Sounds | ik a plan. 6 Earl gav

oOBut [ do have tol shgdsE bﬁVe b
| i f e, | could tolerate you bes 0

0That al most makes me feel goo

oDaryl was the worst. o

ONo arguments there. We came t

dating. ¢
oDar vyl didndét say anything abo
ONot too much to tell. 't didr
day, I still dondét know why you K.
It was that quiet appraisal that by living with Daryl, she
avoided food stamps, low rent housing, poor school options for

Bringing out her pack of cigarettes, Joan just held it for a while
before sifting one loose, and even then, the solitary cigarette stayed
unlit in her finger.

o | had my issues, 6 Ear/|l rehas
tucked in the past. 0Therefs no d
have treated you like he treated you. Okay, he was a bletbging man.
| grant you that. And he had money. Money | certainlgdn 6t hav e.
the way he talked down at you like you were beneath him

Earl was right about that life Daryl had given her, about the
looks and money; all of it did make her ignore what was going on
with .

SaymynameThe wind hissed when Joan cracked the window
after lighting up her cigarette.
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0Joan, your tubel! o
0Ah, shit,é Joan pulled her i
cannula. 0l guess | 6m trying to bl
ol f it went quick, might not b
Again the cracked windowsayhi sse
myname.
Ellal 6 Joan quickly said.
OWhat ds that?06 Earl asked as t
OEI I a, 6 s he...she phbhadheatso sufteted when
I was with Da

ryl.o6 Joan felt Ear/|
and mistruths before its threads got tugged on, exiting out the cracked

wi ndow. ol brought Dar vyl i n. That
Ella...t hat s on hi m. 6

oOWhat -di d he

OHe tampered with her, Earl . 6

OThatofabon ch. o

ol didndét know! o

Liar, the air countered.

ol mean | found out, 6 Joan st a
happened. 6

Tell the truth

Joan flicked the hakmoked cigarette out, then quickly rolled
up the window, leaving the whispers on the wind.

Earl s knuckles were white as |
wheel. His lips pressed tight. His eyes vacant.

OEarl, | ook at me. 6 Earl|l didnor

oWhat is it?6

OWe <could have been different
mistakes. | was already pregnant with Ella when you and | met. You

knew that and didn6ét care. And ma
wander to other beds, it could have been you who had raided!tsd
right way--0

0So, this is my fault? Youdre
me . 0
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0God no, Ea
who did it. |t
following a broke-6

Joan stopped midsentence. They had been travelling on 316
for a good whil e. Both shoul ders
watchful eye for some time, and now there it was, a white bus with
prisoners plucking trash from the medium like sharecroppers.

Joan turned around and watched the crew from the rear
window.

OWhat did you see?6 Earl asked

oltodos him, Ear | . El'l a was righ
left me. She must have seen him out on the highway yesterday; light
duty and good behavior. The only thing next for him will be a signed

Om not Dbl aming
st

rl . 1
6s ju how it all/l

piece of paper that | uespaoledeEalas b
Turn around up here. 6

0Why?6

OEar | , just turn around. | f no

ol take it wedre not going to
casket. o

ONot for Ell a, 6 Ear | turned an
eyes. OYou with me?6

Earl checked his sights, engaged the blinker, and did what
Joan wanted him to do. Earl must have known. He must have smelled
it in what I|ittle air they shared
just a driveby and a wave out the window. They both knew that
nothing was ever right in the world unless you made it right.

0l dm afraid to ask, 6 Earl said
over the situation.

ONothing needs to be said al ou
got to do it right. ¢

0l 6m not sure | d&m gonna do it

oYeah, you are. We have too mal
or robbing us of air not to know what we should do. Pushed in the
corner , thereds no other way out |
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Maybe Earl checked the dead space where his leg once had
been and had briefly searched out God before his heavy thoughts
descended on his left foot and against the accelerator.

oOWhich one of the white dots i
his seatbelt and taking the wheel with both hands.

0Second to the front, o6 Joan s
seatbelt. O0Thatds if wedre gonna
ORi ght . That 0s i f weodr e gonn.
di stractingly | ouder as the dista

and Daryl quickly began to shrink.

What little breath Joan possessed was snatched away as Earl
quickly yanked the wheel and veered into the grass. The truck left the
road, lifting a few feet of f t he
edge, bending down to retrieve a Wklart bag when theruck came
down hard, smashing him underneath before kicking him out of the
culvert. Earl and Joan got wrapped in the noise of crushed steel,
broken glass, gravity momentarily lost. Seatbelts cinched down tight.
Upside down, strands of her gray hair hungrass her face. The nasal
cannula had been ripped away; the oxygen machine shattered. Earl was
doing the same; still strapped in and dangling like a puppet who lost

his strings.

oOoEarl !'é Joan moaned, lightly t
OEarl! You awake. o0

Earl didndt budge; both of his
head.

In the cracked windshield there was a section whole enough
to see out. Twenty feet ahead in the grass, Daryl lay crumpled. His
legs were crushed, his face bloody and caked with grass, but he
wiggled a bit and moaned even more.

Joan was tired of ghosts and attempts at redemption. Tired of
blame and guilt, heroes, and villains. She called out to Earl repeatedly
but Earl just hung there. Her body ached as she chased after air
through pursed lips, strapped in, trapped.

She heard voices of other people before seeing the Blue Girl.
Like a dark angel, the Blue Girl slowly made her way through the tall
grass. Daryl had been bleeding a good bit on his own, but she saw how
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the Blue Girl helped that man bleed a little bit more. Whether she used
teeth or fingers Joan wasndt sur
toward her. Both the Blue Girl ds
with the sinner 6s hlsaboa ttie hood,starieg t e d
back from an image transposed, reversed, flipped. Then the Blue Girl
moved through shattered gl ass, pr ¢
mouth, sharing just enough air to hear the word$prgive you

e
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CDMX / Eileen Nittler
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Obstruction / Jamiel. Smith
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Hiroshima A / Jamiel. Smith
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The Old Man at the End
Mark Wagstaff

Hate the country. Been on the road long enough to know nothing goes
straight in the country. This village, like hundreds strung along the
dust roads: shanty housestpre, for what they make or trade bolts

of cloth, axe heads, ropes to bind; a little dirt hole, to drink yourself
blind. Slim business for me. But when you transit, town to town, you
scratch up in sores like this. Nearly evening, sick and tired of walking.
Sickness makes me tired. Mine dagveryoné. Couldid catch a ride

not two, three daysNo one goes your way in the country. All the
same, these places: wombs for the dead.

Not cautious, not hiding. Why would 1? Town clothes, dusty
with road; travele® skin, longtime hate in every crease, tells tales,
shouts me out, from every barn and attic. They knew there was a
stranger before | got here. Why hide? In plain sight, where everyone
sees, | walk the length of the village, for dogs and local curses.
Introduce myself in silent parade: up the street and back, up and back,
till everyone sees. Till they come out their houses to see. Tlian |
ready.

Everywhere, in the country, got these dirt holes: drinking
holes. Counter, few rough tables, maybe some game: of force, not skill.
The usual human bonfires sat round, drinking like it upsets them. Like
they card stop. All the old men at the end of their use, swilling filth
and harking back to what they cdmemember. Old men. The owner
glares me down against a wall of silence. Noise stops when | walk in.
Good. They better know me from the ggb: | dorii care, Bn a
stranger too often. Let the whole vilige come, then @& done. Then |
dond have to get tired with new hate, new sickness.

The owner, he doedhwant town money. Makes out he
doesid know it. Hef rather something bent and clodden, sprung from
spongy earth. That country money these hardads make of scraps.
He juggles the coins like they burdNot this. | caré have thisd

dt & exchangé.

oNot propero
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dt& exchangé. So long doing this, | know the looks of
scarecrow eyes probing my stiff back. A traveler, here, is always a thief,
whether by night in the hayricks; in distant smoke on the road; or in
ragged uniform, taxation in both barrelsd not any of that. But@n
still a thief. H&S right, for the wrong reasons. Th&my favorite joke,
on cold nights in town alleys.

The rest gawp, hairy jowls slack from beer, from long played
out hard times. &n not unfeeling: ther& no rest out these ways till
they lime you in the pit. The§e done their turn, working muscles
long wasted away. | got charity, generosity for that; when it daisn
cost. The oldest, bloodiest, worst starts up: swampy voice sucking
words out the ignorance of years. "You traveler?"

No point wasting breath on what | aniPassing. Going to
town.0

dPassing quick®

Not quick enough for their slow daysiStaying tonight,
maybe. There rooms heré?

ANot for this moneyd

Dond blame them, wanting me gond.d work: a day for a
night.6l1&e seen enough road to look like a man who works his turn. |
keep strength in my back pocket, like those colored ribbons towners
say make you bulletproof.

AoNo work hered

I@n not without understanding. Nothing happens in these
places. A day, a year goes by and nothing happens. A stranger
threatens entertainment, a rat for dogs to worry. If they dowant
my work |@ stay idle. But Bn staying.QAll done is itD

A stir of old bones, going nowhere. Twenty years back, tiiey
have been up, pushing my shoulders, digging my chest. Making waves
by moonlight. But now &n young in a room of remains. Young some
ways. They stir and mutter, dim old minds lost for some power against
me.

AoNo work hered

A fine night, and no road where every door is bolted. Back of
the village, fields rise in silver waves to echo a vast moon. In towns,
you forget the sky, only see it drenched in rain. In wilds, the sky
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reaches down, to touch, almost, the cowering earth. Easy to know, out
these ways, trouble comes from above. Alone outside. Fear,
exhaustion, tomorrovi chores, keep the locals home nights. But word
spreads, quick as plague, on unseen tongues, in unheard voices, down
the street, in every cottage. They all hug their fireside; they all know
I@n here.

| &e drank enough rain, breathed enough i@ ¢lean of local
emotions. Under a moon and night all my own, sickness fades a little,
as a sense of strength comes on me; strength to rope this place up tight
with my presence. Them: inside, watching their fires, counting their
fingers, splitting bread tdast one day more than it can. Tied to these
fields and what little grows. But | have the night, the wide country,
the world beyond their imagining. If they want fear, they can fear me;
I@n outside.

Find a shed of ruined things; make my bed on old sacks.
Hunger and cold, always; no worse than anywhere. My village lies
below, uneasy thoughts fracturing its sleefininot reckless: | reach,
almost gently, for what worries them by night. Taste the gleaming air
for what dark poison keeps them late when they should be early, tired
when they should rest. | sleep, cold and hungry, knowidigrhake as
a man for whom days and roads are the same.

First place | knock, a stubby, angry creature makes fists on
sight; says ther@ no work. Second kno@&a nervy woman, greying
hair pressed in a tumorous knot. Says to ask her husbari&lirhéhe
fields or something. Says she ddrelp. Whatever it is, she céirhelp.
| swagger the length of the village, so they can despise me some more.
|&e seen these places through and through, huddled to the dust roads.
But this scrap of nowhef®& no accident.@n called.

Young men, brought from chores early, by the same inaudible
warning that projects my presence all over. The fear that multiplies
me, from the road to the fields to the hills, tifih a brigand army come
to bleed their lives of everything they ddrnave. A squad, but they let
me surround them, scared if | see a way through their ranks,dhey
split to cinders.

aGoing?

d.ater6
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In the second it takes them to look at each other, | know
they@e no fight. But | knew before. If they were strong, they wouidn
be here.

oYou dori start nothing,6 says one, like thef& anything he
might do.

I&e been run from places, hard; seen crowds with hands
aflame. Felt stones in my back. Heard gunshots. In towns, where
there® nothing but enemies, hate bubbles up through cracks in the
road, elemental in the ruins. The wilds, chained by frost and rain, by
the fetish of harvest, are sick on fighting nature. Nervous of their
thresholds, they face war prone. They ddmow what to do with me;
they drift, making threats that mean nothing. Women watch and know
their men have no stomach.

I knock here and there, where | need to, enough to the end of
the village, the patched and spattered cottage with boards for
windows, neglect instead afesperation to survive the weather. |
knock.

A small creature, wasted from bigger n@&mones, fusses and
rubs his fingers. His ridged, disrupted face flees daylight. His eyes are
dull, even for here.

0ls there work?06

No words: a strangled sigh.

0l can fetch and set. Bridge a
His arms crackle in a starved arc.
oad | wor k for a crust . A swall o

Does he know me, to let me in his door? Or does my breath
push him back? The weight of my stare, roll him like a punch from
these strange fists? He crumples, needing the wall for a sgindndre.

0l make good and mend. Tie end

I walk, he follows, his wheezy lungs a creeping fog behind me.
In towns, there are places with cloth on the floor, pictures on the walls.
But these country hovels are bled of comfort, his worse than most. A
table of blocks; a sacking bed; a chair, hardlggd. All dust, except
that: the metal box. Metal, so rare. The wheezing gets harsh,
struggling itself to words.

ONo work here. 6
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All of it formed from the same lack of substance as himself. All

needing a spine. o0l could fix tha
o0Noo
0l could wash the walls. 6

His skin, starved of shape, a rag sheet giving nothing of what
he once was, before he was hollowed, shrunk and collaji#edeen
enough not to trust skin.

odl start here. Have you tool s
0l..no..o6
0Shal | wiheld fastonith?a@ieck of worlre not seen

in along time: a thick, oblong slab lock, needs two keys. Not iron: steel,
its turned insides, its springs and rollers, the most intricate craft for
miles. The young men who failed to close me down would have seen
nothing like it. I giveitak nock. ol s this a probl
axe?o0

I smell his sudden panic, ripe as a juicy fly. He twitches,
trembl e gools.06NoO

OMi ght be something use. 6

He® scared, anddh no more cruel than | need to be. Find a
rabbit snared, @ always break its back.

0l can mend. Shape®Gamnad ftdim blo
OMend everyt hi ngS&dllo&ttauadem g, | i
ONot all. Not at once. Bit by

A shiver of his jaw, a ricked drag to his wasted throat brings
a flash of light on cratered skin. He smells of terror, feces; stinks of
flesh and blood. White flesh, red blood. In folds of dead tissue | catch
the spark: a chain round his neck, fine anctdrmetal, and two shiny
keys. When | lift it clear he stumbles, as though the chain had held him
up. | watch him flail for the wall, no more than a husk and windpipe,
rasping. | know bones; l@&near the end.

The keys kept brighii | dond want to know howi but the
lock& mistrustful. The keys have to be turned opposite ways the same
time with equal pressure: hard for an impatient man; impossible for
him. oO0You not opened this | ately?

No words: a starved gasp.
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I@n impatient, | jab and twist, mistake it again and again. Need
to remember: discipline; rigor with care. Bunched over the lock,
cursing, while he watches, clawed to the wall, the remains of his ribs
rattling with narrow breath. He flinches, so do |, as@us metal thud
rebounds from some other time.

0NooO

Too late: | crack the lid.

I@n not sentimental; how could | be&é had years of road.
Real years. To open this box defies memory: looking inside, | look in
myself, seeing what most reminds me of safety, of distance travelled
alone. The communicator: dead of course, its channels long silent.
Radiation monitor. Oxygen nter. Here from the day they were
hidden, in fading hope of resuscitation. The helmet: its tinted visor, its
life support inputs for lives other than mine. This gun: a gleaming
scrap of some brave time in the last bistmar® centuries, brought to
places foolish enough to think th@ydone with all that. Not me: | like
guns. | feel its balance, its weight: nothing without the armor pack; the
shot, as these men say. I show it

He has no color, no shape. The dirty puddles left for eyes wet
his lunar face. His shroud of baggy flesh, once pinnacle of its race. We
had different training, different adaptations; we call things by other
words, but our lives were the same. We could tafkunquestioning
duty; we could compare our science. Conquerors of what these men
used to call gravity.

His chest, his throat, churning; crippled mouth, aching for
wor ds. ..0lloth gwaasg o. 0

0 Y e d¥e &eenl dust roads, ruined towns. These villages,
stinking of fear.

OYou kobowis | ips chew and shak
cleanl i ned cheeks perished. o0lt was

Oh yes: them. Hard for them. He chokes to be heard.

OHar d whe.nt hweer eg.od

0OThere?6

0That planet. o

This strange sound: planet. Not heard in so long.

0 Ther e wa s.nothiogtwh knewgabout. .other. . 6
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oLife. There was nothing you Kk
language better than he does. They didirsten, and didd see, and
didnd know anything.

ONo one .edx pkeicst eddones sing, his
one knew. 0

OWe thought wars were over .o
over . OWe thought you were frienc
story we were told. But anyone who remembered what our
grandfathers lived through knew that for a lie. It was impressive, what
one shipof these men could achieve.

OWe thought we wer.alnaetxtpecked. 6
eyes are bronze moons. OWe were s
we were kings . .heroes. The first human beings to walk on another
world, in the light of another star. Everyone wanted to know us, to be
us. There was. . 0 The words, ol d wor ds.
television. Int. . .int . . .internet, all over the world. The launch was
the most watched event in the history of humanity. Humanity. Ninety

7

seven percent of the world wditce d . 6

OHow many watched the | anding?
ONo one. 6 He | ooks desperately
equi pment jammed our signals. ¢

Not on purpose, but | let him think it. It was what the cltme
techies would call a functionality thing.

OWe were out of odknow why.tThasL ost .
why we were wary. Intraining.6 He r ai ses a hand,
training we talked about system backup .radio silence. But no one

thought everything would fail.o
How like these stupid, hopeful people.
0Our systems were good. They w

We came down blind, deaf 6

Stupid. Hopeful.

OYoubdéamow. 6 A |ick of <cdlor f
know what it% like to stand on a new world alone. We were frightened.
We@l not trained for that. o

He means the first to stand on a new world and not know
where they were going. They really were explorers.
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00Once sys.tbenvworfdasi,| strange wor
goes. Dol know whatdl give next. Wewered sur e we coul

Not all of them left. We made mistakes: our guards, badly led,
lazy, unprepared for action. Out of the habit. Perhaps if @ihey
challenged the intruders in a form they recognized. There migght
been talk, assistance, some fleeting fraternity. Both sides: scared,
hasty. But it was our earth they
ot her survivors.©o

OHel p me to the chair. o

| watch.

oPl ease. I need to sit.o

Take his arm: fragile as the stone bones in our museums. An
old mar&é stutterfi swift feet and no movemeiitan age to sit him
down. Near the end.

He | ooks with molten ey
Youde scientists,you..peopl e. You wat c
We watch, but not as we used to.

0 We t h o @grhake awreport. For discussion. To

l ain...about the dead. dé6 The wr

d. OHow coull dbewet hiha W& t her e

Far away, on our little greenisisilver speck of platinum rock,

we watched. To know that creatures, advanced enough to shoot you

dead, lived somewhere else was compelling. We watched, mesmerized.
0Panibc He cl oses hi.s.Fighiing.€No O Th ¢

one knew what to do. The story got out @ebe invaded. We were

blamed: the heronen whdil flown to the stars. Blamed for bringing

down a plague. .thefear...t he war s. 0

The wars of the starmen. We watched it unfold, relayed
through the cloud of broadcast clutter @ealways ignored before. Till
the broadcasts stopped. \Wesuccessors to so much gifiehmazed at
how wars spread.

oln the e¢énd voice fractures. (
Broke everything. Every scrap of everything, in the war of believers
and unbelievers. Some wanted the starssome wanted death. And
they broke it all. Look outside. You know. This is all we have. Dirt

es. oYo
h the s

exp
han
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roads. Wood shacks. No light, no heat. No science. The fist rules. The

gun...t hose who have them. This is w
A tiny loop in the computer controlling this skindin fixed in

brings his words into my main brain. | dd@meed to refresh, to replay

that last sound pattern. | know his language. This man: the last of

them, that | spent years to find.
ONot | ike us.d6 Shouti g, hiem ewk
Something lights his face, some t

You. . .landed here? You have medicines? Yes? You have medicines?

They hung the doctors. Last government we had. They hung all

science. To make it better. You could take me? Take mehere? |

could say. . .sorry. If youwant W& e astronaut s. Br ot
0OYou killed my brothers. ¢

OWe were frighten.ebdd,Heansdt atrheesy.
look. . 06

| can breathe this air but itiles me. See in this light, enough.
| can eat and drink, walk and fight as these men do. On hind legs; bone
fisted. IBn sunk deep. Butiih not his brother.

Still he goes on. 0 Yo.up lheaavsee .ad
Reaching out his withered hand, trying his withered self against age
and sickness.

From my pockefi as though &e had pockets and uses for
pockets all my lifé | slide the smooth black slate that sweetens when
things go sour, thad rectified them all who came that day. No matter
how they were hiding. No matter how deep.®lthe last. The old man
at the end.

0ls thatdesome? To call your sh

OWe had to find these. I n memo
to find these again and make them
In our halls, our assemblies, cautions, doubts were raised. Learned
discussions were had. But not me: | like fighting. | litkext the old
days came again. For our worlds.

He coll apses, finished, empty.
scaly eyes. OKill dmmal readiyt deladol
I no more cruel than | need to be, and | think: let him live,

leave him to his pain. This is punishment: he should suffer. Bet |

h.
a
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killed the rest. | cafi accept an untidy process. | do the favdm Inot
without charity, not some alien monster.

In the box, I find his badge torn from a suit long shattered.
Maybe they hung it, in effigy of hanging the sky that rains endless
trouble. | lay the badge on his chest: still bright, the pretty bigieen
planet crisscrossed with brave accelerant linesov8hg . . . what®
their word? Atoms? Like the weapons, still hidden somewhere. We
could have learnt peace together. But not me: | get things done.

The same nervy faces watch me go.

0OYou | eaving?b6

0Going to town. 6

oOoThsatright. You keep going. 6 Br
who& already walking.

| let them have my swagger, my strong, steady stride. Let
them think from my clenched fists | could be back anytime. Down the
dust road, in light that, to me, is hazy gresjlver, | stop. | look at the
sky. Where | cafi go. Severed from home, on a suicide mission. fidon
miss the cities, the endless talk, the politics: @hdbr civilians. | miss
my comrades, but not much: we volunteer; we die. Could complete: my
slate, my discarded skin, puzzled over by archaeologists in some long
distant future when these apes come again. But not @mend suicide.
I @ off mission. | know more than anyone else in this world. My power
is immense.dn going to town.
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Beneath the Mask/ Wenqging Gu
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Threshold of Remembrance/ Wenging Gu
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The Eternal Embrace of Nature / Wenqing Gu
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