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And remember, if your thrall thinks Kafka is a trade agreement it’s time to hit Tinder (or
Grindr)...

Welcome to Fleas on the Dog! We’re a no frills brown bag lit rag with only one focus: GOOD
WRITING. Our style is ‘HOTS!’—hands off the submissions! We publish every submission
exactly as received, so there might be arbitrary spacing and pagination. What you won’t find are
pretty pictures and fancy layouts. We like this ‘broadsheet’ deconstructionist approach inspired
by the ‘Beat’ presses and journals because it visually footprints the individual in a way a uniform
format does not. We hope you like it too. (In some cases with poetry, Hezekiah’s intro will be
found at the bottom, not the top of the page.)

It’s been three months since we published our last issue and in that time the world has changed in
a way we could never have imagined or predicted. Italy and Spain, with their vibrancy of Latin
culture, have fallen under [’angelo della morte. Toronto is a ghost town. New York is on its
knees. Deaths in the USA have passed those of the Vietnam War. Infrastructure everywhere is
imperiled and culture is quickly becoming a hostage in the pogrom of pandemic. We look around
and it is like civilization is closing down. A night of sorts, whose darkness is unfamiliar,
descends upon us.

But like Byron, a prisoner in his Castle of Chillon, we can learn heroically from despair and in so
doing mobilize those things which are beyond worry, heartache and desperation. Love and Art.
That’s what it comes down to and what it will always come down to. Now, more than ever, this
is the time we need each other. Stephen King was once asked, ‘What makes a great writer?” His
answer was, ‘A love of the species.” The best writing ennobles the species and through poetry
(and by that we mean all literary endeavour) we find not only a bright abundance of hope, but
the salvation that will carry us through. Writers, poets, playwrights, journalists. Defeat is not in
our cards. Rise up! Hang fire! WE are the voice! Today is our tomorrow!

It is ironic that social distancing brings an awareness and need for community. Reaching out
takes many forms. One of the ways we are doing it—starting with this issue—is WOW! (Writers
on Writers!) We’ve invited a number of Fleas alumni authors to guest edit some of our
submissions and to tell us each in their own words WHY I LIKE IT. You will find them
throughout Fiction, Plays and Nonfiction.

The plays we publish are here because we like them. We were swamped with submissions in this
category and though we love theatre, we possess neither the experience nor expertise to parade
ourselves as critics. We probably turned down some very excellent scripts simply on the basis of
our shining ignorance and for that we apologise. We sorely need a Drama Editor (or drama



gueen) at FOTD so if you’re someone who welcomes abuse, pressure , fame and glory—or
know someone who does—please give us a shout at editors@fleasonthedog.com

Six writers are making their debuts in Issue 6. Congratulations to Turner Odorizzi (Fiction),
Kevin Barbosa (1% global publication,Fiction), Alexander Auclair (Fiction), Fajer Al Zayed
(Poetry), Patrick Harig (Fiction) and Amannda Maphies (Nonfiction).

We’re just six crazy dudes who love the language and fall on our knees at the sound of beautiful
words in all their glorious reach and transformative power. At FOTD we share that with each
submission we publish, each different from the other, some miles and styles apart, but always
burning. Nisi optimum et clarissimum. We can’t hold hands but we can sure as sugar touch hearts
so, hey, when lockdown get you down—reach out --you’re only a keyboard away!

And now, with great pomp and ceremony, we give you Issue 6. It’s a massive mother but you’ve
got three months to read it. And until we meet again in Issue 7 always spread the love and STAY
SAFE, or, as we say here in wonderful Canada, the true north strong and Flea, ‘Stay safe, eh!’

Tom, Charles, Richard, Robert, Steve and Hezekiah
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EVEN A DOG ENLISTS

By Joey Rodriguez

WHY | LIKE IT: Guest editor/author DANIEL THOMPSON writes: Set on a European battlefield
during the second world war, Rodriguez’ disorienting, just-in-time style of prose resembles the young
John Hawkes of The Lime Twig or The Cannibal, anticipating our arrival at the end of each sentence.
Keeping our eyes shed, for what might leap out at us; a surprise ordinance, a mine, a deadfall, a sniper
taking aim. We never see him, hidden as he is. llluminated occasionally by streams of consciousness
raining down the inside of the page. We are stunned by the variety of detail, raised in sharp relief,
flashes, impressions, static moments amid a barrage of bullets and pounding rain. The experience of time
that one gets in moments of danger or stress, events happening in exclusion to cause or effect, with no
link to before or after, chunks torn, ripped out of the body of time itself; quote “He lay in the open,
beside the capsized cart, his helmet removed along with a portion of his skull. The bullet had removed
the fleshy pink interior, carving out a bowl in which blood, rain, and the nuisance of steel blue flies,
could germinate.”

Senior Editor Charles writes: Impressionistic scope, carbon hard detailing and compressed emotional
vectors borne out of a triumphant sense of humanity, make this ‘barbaric yawp’ of two brothers one of the
strongest stories we’'ve published. An intensely physical reading experience certain to haunt mind and
heart. An easy Five Stars.Quote: ‘He was a reaper born to thresh, his mind incapable of understanding the
calamity of death, the incongruous moment before the candle was blown clean, the rapid dissemination of
every moment washing across the eyes of the fallen before darkness intervened.’

Even A Dog Enlists
A Short Story by Joey Rodriguez

Word Count: 6,386

Its consistency never solidified, wavering relentlessly between sickening brews of thin black
liquid and viscous grot. The skies endeavored to ensure the unpredictability, belting nearly-acidic
sheets of rain in day-long shifts, clearing momentarily before reloading and ejecting another

insufferable round. The boot tracks made days prior were washed over by new ones before the
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tide of mud undulated and smeared them into obscurity. It was for the best, the grateful dead had
been dragged from the battlefield to opposing ends, accounted for, tagged, and shipped to the

field hospitals kilometers behind the front.

The trenches hummed with clouds of white vapor, some stretching infinitely, the others
puffing in short, anxious spurts. The vacuous pop of the muck signaled patrols, the officers
trudging up and down the line, offering their meager pittance of appreciation with nothing to
show for it, not even an extra tear of stale bread. Mocking the routine appeared to be forbidden,
the enemy mimicking the effort, a slap against the shoulders to remind them they were all

brothers.

The battlefield had once been a prideful meadow, the surrounding forest now plucked of every
available stalk. Nothing was left to remind anyone of its former purpose, not a single blade of
grass. Every millimeter of earth was churned by hoof and boot, uprooted by mortar and shell.
Dwellings were obliterated, the very bricks crushed into a fine powder. What had once been hills
were flattened, the remainder pounded until a desert developed. Black and white fought for
supremacy, the uniforms of both contestants, smeared in the mixture the rain had wrought, the

stains of comrades’ blood just as dark, just as crusted.

The incessant droplets pelted his field pack, soaking into the burlap until it slowly buried him in
the dirt. Upon the insistence of his commanding officer, he had accepted a meager patrol,
shifting slowly along the ground in the middle of the night, choking on the backwash of the rain.
Leaving the confines of the trenches was as equal as remaining so. A hundred meters from the
exit tunnel, he had encountered a mound of thorns, the remnants of an overturned cart providing

a tasty vantage point. A handkerchief soaked in urine was draped over his mouth, protecting him
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from the ghastly mist of putrid gas and the emanations of the deceased horse that had fallen as a

result of the gutted cart. Here, in the weeds, he and his spotter had waited.

The change in elevation gave him precedent, the angle affording him brief performances of the
peaks of the enemy’s martensitic silicon and nickel steel helmets. A headshot would have been
inconceivable, the thickness and durability challenging to puncture through. He would have to
triangulate, wait for them to lift the heavy burden and scratch their noses, massage the baggage
under their eyes. He would thread the bullet against the cartilage, the force enough to tear the
back of the throat and clip the spine. Even if their indexes had lovingly caressed the trigger as a
matter of reflex, a paralysis would have already prevented them from squeezing; no chance for a

lucky return strike.

Patience allowed him, however, to prevent such a luxurious kill from being wasted. Time, and
the weather, introduced a temporary stalemate, neither side finding the strength to march to the
lip of their trench and blast their native tongue into the air. Prideful howling bubbled from the
network he had left behind, a small flame casting shadows along the uneven trench walls of the
men who claimed to belong to his pack. They delighted in a warm can of processed beans, their

steel spoons clanking off the edge.

“Still hasn’t moved.” He lacked the discipline to remove his eye from the lens of the magnifier to
wipe clean the dry sensation. His crosshairs remained fixed upon the trench. Not the front line;
tucked behind it, where the tips of vulnerable ladders led to clandestine troughs. A cutout had
been excavated, a shallow chamber built. The port was rung with jagged kindling to prevent its
collapse. His target, though, did not perch upon the frame, preferring to lay upon his belly, his

rifle tucked from view.
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In the amplification of his scope, the sharpshooter studied a featureless, medieval mask. He
suspected the face of a wood stove had been ripped at the hinges, heated unimaginably, and
flattened. Five leather straps were adhered to the edges, knotted together at the back to fasten the
black sheet to the head. The visage bore no discernible markings, beyond the scattershot
scratches of near-misses, save for two cutouts, no larger than thumbnails. From this distance, and

precocious angle, it was impossible to imagine the bloodthirsty stare.

The hidden Gewehr 98 exploded, the iron mask unflappable. Smoke from the barrel stumbled
through the port as the intended target dropped. When on the receiving end, the first indication is
always muffled, the unsure expulsion of a single firecracker. The second note groans much
louder, like a knife through fresh fruit. The victim was unable to receive a warning, his neck
peeling open, backed by a pressurized spray of black. He had taken shelter beneath an unsteady,

wooden bridgeway, a cigarette dangling from his lips.

His peers dove into the slop, covering their own heads with leather gloves and callused hands.
There would be no laughter for the remainder of the day, perhaps not even the relief of their
sleeve to wipe their brow. The bleeding head slapped the dirt wall and he tucked himself into an
awkward crouching position. A snoring rattle came in shortening intervals until his heart

succumbed to exhaustion. His trousers darkened at the insistence of his bladder.

The successful kill was registered promptly. From the enemy trench came a rudimentary pole, its
hooked end shepherding a small, handmade imitation flag of the Canadian Red Ensign. It was
fastened to a crucifix impaled with carpentry nails, each peg carrying the confirmed Kkill of
participants from the United States, Britain, France, and others. This had been the fifth Canadian

vanquished by the patient sharpshooter, all under the banner of the Iron Cross.
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“Bastard. Maji-manidoo,” he seethed, his sloppy index finger dripping with sweat and rain
runoff. If he were to strike, it would be only against the rigid metal, there would be no element of
success. “The Hun won’t move. He won'’t fucking move.” He needed reassurance, he required his

spotter. “He’s got to make water at some point, eh?”

The corpse beside him bore the same uniform, the same ugly chocolate tint. The emblem of the
107" Battalion Expeditionary Force was pinned to his chest, the growling, mid-stride timber wolf
meant to elicit fear in the German devils. He lay in the open, beside the capsized cart, his helmet
removed along with a portion of his skull. The bullet had removed the fleshy pink interior,
carving out a bowl in which blood, rain, and the nuisance of steel blue flies, could germinate. His
eyelids were pinned to his skull, the aperture of his irises expanding until they rung the pupil like
the stains of a coffee cup. He had not been disarmed, his weapon snug against his chest, his field

pack preventing him from laying straight. To the heavens, he stared, unblinking.

Here, in the weeds, he and the sharpshooter had waited. As dawn broke on the first morning,
their reconnaissance had proved naive, his vantage immediately struck down by the Hun with a
well-placed round. Believing him to be a lone hunter, the enemy had not returned his barrel to

the innocuous resting place of the malnourished horse and its wares.
This was the only consolation, the only advantage.

“What if I pick off the weaker ones?” he suggested to the deceased. “Pepper their goddamn
heads until I draw him?” He contemplated the strategy, quickly thinking better of it. “You’re

right,” he sighed. “Keep him comfortable.”
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Who was this knight? What possessed him to nestle behind his battlements and strike fear into
the Canadian pack? The chariots of his trigger drew no distinction between acquaintance or
brother; they were designated to kill because it was decreed. Fists banged, and throats ran hoarse
with protest in the Motherland; therefore, his chamber was stocked, flush with enough cartridges
to bless him into retirement. He needed no rest, nor nourishment, a creature designed to snuff the
light solely at the point of a finger, the whisper of a syllable. He was a reaper born to thresh, his
mind incapable of understanding the calamity of death, the incongruous moment before the
candle was blown clean, the rapid dissemination of every moment washing across the eyes of the

fallen before darkness intervened. The Hun was careless, unkind, unwilling to understand.

Through the lens of his rifle, he watched the unflappable German, grinding his teeth until he

swallowed the thin shavings of enamel.

An unexpected approach shifted his weapon, a charging gray and white menace bursting through
the thorns. He was wrestled backward in the flapping entrance, his rifle nearly discharging.
Rolling into the corpse, he waited for a gunshot, waited for the swift black curtain to collapse

upon him.

The gentle cooing of a newborn shifted his neck, his head craning toward the uncertain perch of
a carrier pigeon. Relief was injected into his stiffened muscles, his cheek slapping the cold mud.
He kept his eyes fixated through the weeds, making sure his movements could not be detected. A
hollowed cylinder attached to the avian’s black legs held information; the hinged casing popped

and the message was retrieved.

Barrett, you nitchie. Hopping over the bags. Winnipeg. Theme.
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It was addressed to him. He struggled to remember the updated trench code he had been given
the prior week. Winnipeg. W. Wednesday. Theme. Five or six, he could not be sure. Hopping
over the bags indicated a charge. No telling the extent of the offensive, whether flyboys from
Britain would be engaging the Germans first. He wrenched back the sleeve of his overcoat and
examined his watch. Nearly seven in the evening. Was it Tuesday? Monday, perhaps? Initiative

always came at first light, too much confusion in the dark.

“Shoo. Shoo!” Barrett whispered, flicking the bird into the waning light. He crumpled the note
and buried it in the mire. He maneuvered his elbows until he could boost himself back into
position, his rifle’s barrel sneaking through the thorns. The German had not moved, though the
silly fingers of his allies pointed out the fluttering pigeon’s wings. A handgun erupted, along
with a bevy of accented laughter as they tried to down the messenger. “Nitchie,” he grunted.
“Grandfather would have ripped the mustaches off their faces for talk like that. You would have
too had you not gone and done a stupid thing such as that. It’s bad enough our mother engraved
us with Christian names, you would think they would take it easy on us.” The pelting rhythm of
the rain allowed the silence to answer. “I know.” A sigh accompanied the slight defeat.

“Jeremiah, | know goddamnit.”

The embroidered patch of the corpse matched his. Barrett. His flesh kept a similar tone, a shade
darker than his compatriots tucked between layers of shoveled dirt, enough to be plucked from a
regimental photograph with ease. “I was always the pacifist, but, somehow, it was our people
who showed up at the enlistment office. We were not the ones with tears in our eyes, eh? No,” he
scoffed, “it was the whites, the cream-colored frogs that hissed at us on the street. Lapdogs, all of

them.” He foolishly left the comfort of his mounted scope to stare at his brother’s death mask.
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“And I suppose they are to blame? You are cut from the same cloth. You and the brutes on
father’s side. You blame only yourselves, and you crush your fists and swing.” A shudder seized
his throat, his voice cracking. “I’m sick of it. I will no longer shoulder your mistakes! You think
you can protect everyone. You think you can reach out and shield the world with your chest.” He
meant to scream it into the depths of the German line, but he held his zeal, keeping his tone
hushed. “You...” Saltwater danced to the outer edges of his eyes, the deluge in waiting ready to
push the combatants to the sharp curves of his cheek. “You wanted this. You fucking...warrior.
You turn your knuckles over each and every time and-and now is when you want to curl your
fist? Bagwanawizi...bagwanawizi! You stuck your goddamn head out, for this? For this! You
were supposed to take care of me. Who the fuck is going to do that know, eh? I’ve got to carry
your bloated ass around this muck now? Forever!? You bastard. I’m going to kill you. I’m going

to kill you.”
Barrett returned his index to the smooth trigger, his crosshairs snapping to the Hun’s protective-

Night had fallen, a disturbing pitch that masked kilometer after kilometer in secrecy. Somewhere
along the German line, a massive bonfire had been erected, yet no one bothered to seek its
warmth. He panicked, the stock of his rifle digging into his bruising shoulder. He tittered about,
shifting the barrel this way and that. His lungs called for purity, but he was allowed only staccato
exhales, the intake not enough to satisfy the request. He had lost the advantage, hours now to

wait for the exchange of light, the charge to come when the sun yawned over the horizon.

An unsettling wail rang out from beyond the flames. Whether it was of an English bent, it was
impossible to decipher. The serrated edge of a blade was used to manipulate the lone howl, the

depth and intensity keeping the tortured on edge. Barrett struggled to the overturned cart and
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draped the barrel over the moist wood. A gouged structure on the outskirts of the bonfire’s throw
disclosed only shadows, the clarity, however, revealing the fire’s origin. The French had
abandoned a tank in the middle of a plowed stretch, its exterior flickering from the ignition of its

gasoline reserves.

He watched the ritual dance of the flames, their dictation governed by the tepid breeze that
limped across the battlefield. The mouth of a Maschinengewehr 08 suddenly burst into the light,
the emplaced machine gun hoisted by two trotting Huns and a third lagging behind, cradling an
armful of ammunition. Barrett would not be able to squeeze a round off cleanly as they

disappeared into the darkness, hurrying for the trenches.

Returning to the weeds, he settled on his original vantage, keeping his crosshairs in the vicinity
of the sniper. Despite the rain’s drumbeat, the rattling of the belt-fed cartridges tickled his ear.
He repositioned himself, shimmying his belly. There would be no reflections in the thickness,
only his intuition. Perhaps he had fooled his instincts, believing himself to be an excellent hunter
on account of his ancestors, their foraging sustaining them for generations until the arrival of the
clothed and musket-baring. His blood boiled with their ancient experience, his eyes focused upon
the spirits of the damned. He would be able to see the orange and yellow glow of their hellish

souls, shaped like the hounds of some Christian afterlife.

No such powers were granted.

The sizzling birth of a match began with a strike against the red phosphorous patch on the
exterior of the booklet. The friction peeled the head and ignited the oxidizing agent, creating a
miniature blaze. A disembodied hand appeared, its lean pulled up to the tip of a priming

cigarette. Barrett fixated on the glow, dragging his crosshairs to the inhalation. But the match



20

would not be extinguished. It bowed forward, lighting the adjacent relaxant. Two now. A bit left
in the wick, the third having a spot of trouble lighting the tobacco. Judging by the angle, he had
locked onto the profile of the smoking Hun. Just a bit to the right, underneath the lip of the

helmet’s ear flap.

This would not be a declaration of war, merely a message to the hidden sharpshooter. Barrett

engaged the trigger, the weeds before him shivering from the blast of heat and light.

The delightful pop of the German’s skull elicited the drop of the burning match. It fizzled in the
muck, the retaliation commencing as the two machine gunners opened the Maschinengewehr and
sprayed the night with orange and yellow tracers. Just as the forbidden match had drawn the
native’s ire, so did his muzzle’s eruption lure the Hun. From an unknown position came the near-
silent retaliation of the masked sniper. Barrett’s helmet pinged as the German bullet struck the
exterior circumference, the bent cartridge ricocheting and dying peacefully in the night. He
slinked to his brother’s side, unharmed, tossing the standard-issued protection aside. He giggled
and punched the stiff chest playfully. “We are ma'iingan!” he yelled over the puttering emplaced

weapon. He bayed like his battalion's namesake, drinking in the cursed rain that refused to stall.

Eventually, the panicking Huns relinquished their temporary vengeance. Their ammunition had
come to an unsatisfying, clicking end. Barrett would enjoy the kill from afar, the sunrise to reveal
only a patch of blood where the fallen had collapsed. The gasoline fire had ceased entirely,

returning the field to an eerie hush.

He buried his head underneath Jeremiah’s chest and shifted him across his shoulders, draping his
legs and arms across his chest like a stylish sweater. With much effort, he clambered to his

knees, using the leverage of the cart to boost them completely upright. Collected blood and
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rainwater ran down the back of his uniform, dripping quietly into the rest of the stew. The clouds

provided protection against the shimmering full moon, the sneaky rays blocked eternally.

Down an embankment, he crept, stooping low as their accruement jingled. He and his brother
had spent countless hours of their youth wrestling, pinning each other in the vast acreage of their
parent’s farmland. But his unresistant weight proved unsettling. “You square bastard. I’ve got to
drag you around now? Can’t even be bothered.” There would be no retaliation, no sweep that
would upend him and hamper his supremacy. Readjusting the corpse, Barrett tiptoed through the

cultivated rows of the abandoned arable land and saddled up to the disabled tank.

He positioned Jeremiah across the hood, his arm slouched over the turret of the main gun. The
slippery residue of unburned gasoline mixed with the charred layer of steel, producing a grimy
filament that stuck to his hands and uniform. The hatch had been propped open, his waist barely
squirming through the seal. He closed the panel behind him softly and retreated to the machine
gunner’s seat, his brother’s body partially blocking the vision port. His rifle rested upon the
metal lip, his eye searching the limited circumference of the lens. Here, surrounded by iron, he

and his spotter waited.

Discipline had emboldened him to forgo the need to wipe his face, to swat the flies. Impatience
directed him to rush, to sniff out the Hun so Jeremiah could be laid to rest without regret, without
the need for the passing of messages to the underworld. “You’ve got to sit there for as long as I
need you to. And don’t-” He listened politely. “For all the times you left me sitting out there all
alone, that’s right. See if you piss yourself now. | followed you everywhere, and you took
advantage of it.” He shook his head and managed a smirk. “I don’t know how we’re related.

Mother must have found you in the woods. Raised by goddamn wolves.”



22

Barrett unslung his field pack and scoured the contents, shifting aside an empty canteen and a
roll of cotton bandages. The unused matchbook would suffice. His hand drifted through the gun
port and fished through his brother’s exterior pockets, the crinkling paper receiving a tug. A
cigarette found its way to his lips as he sought refuge on the floor of the tank, spent shells
twinkling in the wake of his plopping rear. He struck a match in the safety of his hunched torso,

keeping the flame to a minimum.

He puffed his cheeks, inhaling gently. A grotesque coughing fit invaded the confines of the
vehicle, his mouth buried in his shoulder like an undead bloodsucker. His stomach gyrated with
each lunge, the contents of his meager breakfast from the previous week in danger of finding the
French air more pleasurable. He dared to take another drag, perhaps it would quell the first. More
echoing attempts at hiding his cough gave way to a peaceful wheeze, the inhale tainted with a
fruit-tinged fragrance, the exhale a musty dragon’s breath. “No wonder you always reeked,” he

chuckled.

The downpour’s delightful plopping against the tank’s shell did little to strengthen the moment.
Like angry hornets, the droplets crashed into the iron, surrounding him in a barrage of
atmospheric gunfire. It drove him to twitch, to remember the days of mortar-dodging and
frightful demons soaring from the clouds, tattooing the trenches with machine gun fire and

grenades dropped from the cockpit.

He stood up too quickly, his legs devoid of bone, a sinewy twang replacing the rigidity. Barrett
slumped into the gunner’s seat and prepared a second match. He would not be needing the book,
at least for his own purposes. Only a spark would draw the Hun’s attention. He scraped the head

across the strike panel and allowed the flame to settle. To the bulbous troops, he shoved it,
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igniting the entire squad. His intention vanished unexpectedly from his mind, the brilliant light
mesmerizing him. As the heat reached his palm, the pain outlined his original decision, and he
stuck his hand through the port, lobbing the burning book onto his brother’s thigh. His rifle

clanged against the iron frame, his barrel wobbling fleetingly.

The flicker was distracting, his peripheral vision unable to separate it from the darkness of his
scope’s optics. The Hun refused to take the bait, the flaming book snuffed eventually by the
pounding droplets. Its sizzling end was muffled by the symphony of thunder, a flash of lighting

imposing its will across the battlefield.

Within the interlude came a triumphant coda. Despite its black exterior, its lack of detail, the
shimmering, flat face of the German mask smiled. His rifle bleated, Jeremiah’s body twitching
from the direct hit. Barrett struggled to appease his crosshairs, the fading light of the crash
casting a frustrating shadow. To the right. To the right, goddamnit! There he was, prone,

exposed, cocky.

The trigger evaporated. Or had he pulled it already? Barrett’s weapon discharged in the night, the
blast reverberating inside the tank in an infinite, deafening roar. His brother slumped across the
charred hood, blocking any attempt at a second strike. He loosened the bolt and nervously racked
a new round into the chamber, his heart beating to an improvised, syncopated rhythm. He had

not heard the satisfaction of an impact, no metallic ring.

He retreated from the gunner’s seat and hid in the tail of the tank, propping himself against the
cold, unused shells of the main gun. There was no evidence. Only intuition. “Did you see
anything?” he asked of Jeremiah. When no answer was presented, he drove himself into foolish

anger. “Did you see anything!?”
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A tweeting call rose in the distance, his watch already twisting towards his face. Six o 'clock. The
Canadian pack howled in solidarity, the harmony magnified by the reservists further down the
line. Mortar fire was the first to wake, the German fortifications quaking under the sonic
percussion. Orders were barked from each end, the Maschinengewehr finding a fresh belt of
ammunition. “I should be out there,” he huffed. “Not you. Not with your goddamn head.” He
rushed to the gun port and shoved his brother’s beaten body aside, revealing the gray morning of

Wednesday.

The glittering Iron Cross was hoisted high above the trench as a beehive awakened. Helmets
danced underneath the descending lip, grenades and rifle fire launched into no man’s land.
Whistles signaled the second wave, his comrades risking the open air. A diving, German spitfire
unleashed its propeller-mounted weapon, pop-pop-popping the charge’s front line, delivering a

swell of black blood.

Barrett braced his rifle atop his brother’s abdomen and took aim at the scurrying Huns. A mortar
team repositioned, their spotter’s bend not enough to conceal him. The sharpshooter threaded a
round through the shoulder, the force churning the wool uniform. Through the collar bone, it
exited, ricocheting upward and lodging itself into the base of the jaw. The German vomited, his
downfall knocking the mortar device from its stability, an explosive already dropped into the

chamber.

It exited with haste, slugging the operator in the gut. The fleshy impact ignited the volatile
ordnance, sucking the Hun into a cloud of heat and expelling him outward in a wave of divided

flesh and bone. The trench wall crumbled, trapping the others in a black suffocation. Helpless
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cries rang out; fingers accused the tank of malfeasance. Machine gun fire ripped across the hood,

slapping Jeremiah and puppeteering his body into a macabre pose.

Barrett ducked from the sparkling barrage, his free hand reaching for his brother’s uniform,
pulling it tight against the port. The trembling shield held steady, the exit wounds dousing his
face in plasma. “I’'m sorry!” he shouted. “It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault you dragged me
into this. Just don’t go. Don’t go! Don’t leave me all alone by the river anymore!” The plowed
fields quivered under the concentrated efforts of a mortar strike, the rear of the tank buckling as a
direct hit, spread a halo of shrapnel into the air. Barrett held tight to his brother’s shell. “This is
what you wanted, isn’t it!? You bastards! Come at me!” His free fist beat his chest, enough to

bruise. “Come at me,” he whispered. “You can’t stop me.”

The overhead hatch squeaked as a beam of dawn gray snuck into the belly. He fumbled for his
rifle, the bolt racked cleanly. A black, egg-shaped object plopped to the deck and settled rather
neatly at his feet. It did not appear German in construction, but, rather, Canadian. Barrett dove
onto the grenade and scrambled up the access ladder, bursting into the morning fog. A peer had
mistaken the tank for that of a dirty Hun, his retreat cut down brutally by a burst from a

Maschinengewehr, the private’s intestines forming a squishy pillow in which to cradle his fall.

Barrett tossed the live explosive toward the German line, but the fuse had expired. As he
slammed the hatch over his head, a concussive blast ripped across the turf. The sharpshooter beat
his head against the iron circumference, flecks of shrapnel kissing his jaw. He plummeted to the

base of the tank, the rising victory of Canadian whistles signaling victory.

His throat wheezed, his torso suddenly thrust upright. Disorientation stained his vision, an ear

full of cotton employing him to adjust his teeth to dissipate the clot. He had misplaced his
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internal barometer of time, his disabled watch embedded now with the souvenirs of the
discharged grenade. He stumbled to the machine gunner’s seat and stared into calming darkness.
Small campfires had been erected on the bridgeways of the trenches, though none attended to
their luxury. Victory had been achieved, the Huns pushed from their confines; the flag of the Iron
Cross no longer waved, the crucifix of confirmed Kills uprooted. He collected his rifle and eased
open the hatch, a few centimeters needed at first to strengthen his reconnaissance and release the

tingle invading his spine.

From the pleasant glow, he took note of a strange absence. Further, he pushed the iron panel,
yawning into the night. He disembarked the vehicle and crouched against the treads, scanning the
enemy line with his magnification. “Stay here,” he ordered, refusing to inspect Jeremiah’s state.
“I think I hear something.” Silence dragged his sly smile across the soft earth, toward the
crumbling offerings of the village that once stood guard. The streets were vacant of men, of
conveyances, of supplies. The brittle bones and shells of former businesses loomed over him,
laughing at his anxious gate. These monuments would be rebuilt over and over again. He had yet

to absorb the futility of life.

The avenue blossomed into the courtyard of a towering cathedral, the townsfolk expanding their
empire around the religious beacon. The intact belltower watched the square with contempt, the
shadow plastered about the road by the emerging moon drawing a wicked spear to puncture
those who dared enter. The broad, oak doors had been parted, a heavenly light emerging from the
sanctuary. Voices brimming with victory and hope bubbled from within, a wave of oafish

howling imploring Barrett to join.
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He snuck through the iron-accented barrier and tiptoed passed the dry fonts of holy water. To the
rear pew, his rifle laid across his lap, his head leaning against the bulbous ridge of the seatback.
His battalion congregated around the surviving edge of the altar, the group lauded over by the
marble soldiers of God’s holy army. Their musty uniforms were caked in layers of flying mud
and jittering blood, their helmets piled upon the echoing tile. An oil barrel had been
commandeered and choked with kindling, the raging inferno angled toward the gaping hole in

the ceiling, the result of a lucky mortar.

Barrett traced the ornate molding, down the length of the support columns, over the pleading
stone spirits, to a stubbled scalp. His features were square, his jaw jutting unnaturally. His right
ear had been surgically removed, a trail of scar tissue tracing the trajectory of a bullet. He smiled
at the rapt attention of his peers, his free hand adjusting a Gewehr 98 over his bleeding and
bandaged shoulder. His free hand loosely clutched a leather strap fastened to the face of a black,
featureless medieval mask. From this distance, it was possible to see the bloodthirsty stare that
had peered through the miniature cutouts. Oceanic orbs scuttled about, shadowed by a
protruding, prehistoric forehead. His height imposed several inches upon the others, his width

multiplying his presence.

The Hun was too preoccupied to notice Barrett’s graceless fall, his knees banging quietly against
the floor. The German sharpshooter’s voice rose momentarily, delivering a delightful end to his
tale, the guffawing of his audience filling the rafters with glee. They mimicked the Canadian

howl, beating the drums of war against their chests.
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A private lugging a pudgy, burlap sack interrupted the preceding, asking for contributions.
Several soldiers produced sealed letters, including the sniper, the haul to be delivered on

horseback to the Motherland.

Caught now between escape and imprisonment, Barrett kept his stance, his head peering down
the sacred aisle. The Hun intervened and paused the messenger from his own escape. They
engaged in a friendly, though intense, discussion, the sharpshooter pointing emphatically. The
post officer, a green boy of limited age, gladly gave up the task and handed the sack to the
German. The others lampooned him momentarily, singing his praises and offering him a round
of applause between drags upon their cigarettes. The Hun bowed and waved his mask, taking his

ceremonious leave through the sacristy.

Barrett hustled to the double-entrance doors under the fog of the sniper’s celebrity. He trotted
around the perimeter and hugged the dwindling, brick wall of the adjoined cemetery, his rifle
perched along the railing. He tracked the Hun as he respectfully used the stone walkway to avoid

trampling the molting flowers of wellwishers and the grieving.

He maintained a comfortable distance, sneaking between the rotting archways of the town’s
rubble, his crosshairs magnetized to the back of the exposed head each time he chose to pause.

An uncomfortable twitch snaked its way into his trigger finger, a remorseful hesitation.

These were not the established rules of the game.

There was little left to traverse, the roadway ending at the functioning storefront of a livery. The
Hun ducked inside, much to the chagrin of the whining horses waiting for transport. The German

clicked his tongue, hoping to engineer a familiar tone. His swollen hand smoothed the bucking
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mane of a pale horse, his lips offering praise. “Guter junge. Ruhig bleiben. Ruhig bleiben.” He
shushed the beast lovingly, patting its rump with vigor. “Du bist bereit zu reiten, ja?” He
chuckled and rubbed the length of the steed’s nose, earning him respect and obedience. The sack

of correspondence was buckled to the saddle and secured.

“Dreh dich um.” It was rudimentary at best. Not their first language. “Dreh dich um!” Barrett
shouted. The Hun would not relinquish his weapon, nor his mask, but complied tediously and

turned.

The shivering, scoped rifle elicited a smile from the German sharpshooter. “Du bist der wolf, der

mich jagt?”

“Shut up! Drop your weapon. Put it on the ground.” His barrel indicated the action.

“Ja, jJa.” The Gewehr 98 dropped into the hay, the mask following.

“You bastard.” He trilled his fingers along the barrel’s undercarriage, drying his leaking palm.

“He wasn’t supposed to be here!”

“So ein kleiner mann,” the sniper teased as Barrett’s eyes clouded.

“You shot him right in the fucking head. | dragged him here, and you finished him off. | bet
you’re proud of that. And now, he’s out there all alone! What am | supposed to do!? Fucking

Kraut. At least you looked him in the eye, I'll give you that. I'll give you that.”

The horses sensed an encroaching disturbance, their hooves rustling anxiously. The livery’s
entrance peeled open, the post officer gracing the sill, his hand extending a final note.

“Matthdus...”
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Barrett jumped, his boots swiveling. His rifle flashed, knocking the boy into the avenue, his head

spouting a river of black.

Matthdus tackled him, pinning him hard against the compacted mixture of dirt and manure. A
brutal haymaker sang across the top of his head, the pain multiplying swiftly down his spine.
Barrett reached for his belt, his bayonet freed. He curled his arm behind him and drove it into the
Hun’s thigh, earning him freedom. Finding his footing, he racked the bolt and stared at the
injured sniper. Matthdus removed the embedded blade with a disappointed mewl and pointed it

at the Canadian.

The satisfaction of resolution was shattered by the dry fire of his empty rifle.

The German charged, roaring downward with the bloodied knife. Barrett swung his weapon
perpendicular, hoping to block the strike, but the Hun’s vengeance drove the blade over the
walnut stock and into the unprotected shoulder. The native, fueled by the searing heat, returned a

prehistoric growl and thrust the rifle into the German’s throat, winning him a choking retort.

Matthdus unbuttoned his belt holster and unsheathed his sidearm, forcing a single round free.
Barrett’s thigh buckled, casting him into the suffocating hay, his bayonet driven deeper into the
muscle. He fished for assistance, his hands smacking the tittering legs of the already worried

horses.

The Hun dragged the pistol even with Barrett’s skull. “Rote teufel,” he spat.

Barrett spun, prepared to face judgment, to look the bastard in the eyes. The German pistol

popped.
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The discarded iron mask appeared in front of the sharpshooter, magnetized to the native’s face.
The ricochet scurried into the rear of the livery, puncturing the neck of a chocolate yearling.
Matthaus recoiled, the pinging echo rattling his lone ear. Barrett leapt, swinging the heavy shield.
The Hun’s jaw dislocated against the heft, his pistol ejecting a harmless round into the earth as
the mask clapped his nose, ripping the upper layer of skin and denting the cartilage. He stumbled
into the darkness, assisted by the Canadian’s insistence. With vigor and delight, the protective

layer caved in the sniper’s face, leaving little to identify him in the stagnant pool building around

the shell of his skull.

Barrett stared at the dripping, miniature ports as they framed the Hun’s twitching corpse. He
longed to remember the face of the perpetrator, but it was lost. Lost among loosened teeth and
pulp. Matth&us had adopted his own internal masks, draping them over his victims, bending the
reality of existence in order to kill. There was no humanity remaining in a man who cast remorse
to the corners of his mind, shackling it indefinitely. He dug through the German’s pockets and
discovered a ball of shredded cloth. Unwinding the collection revealed crude imitations of his

country’s flag. He pocketed a copy of the Red Ensign and placed another on the Hun’s chest.

The extraction of his bayonet was not without a native curse or two, the humid flow of blood
tickling his heaving chest. He pinned the Canadian flag to the sniper, driving the blade down to
the hilt. He collected his rifle and stole away into the night, limping into the obfuscation of the

rubble as the concerned footsteps of reinforcements sprinted down the avenue.

Barrett carefully ascending the hood of the French tank and straightened his brother’s corpse. He
tied the unsophisticated flag reproduction around the moist upper arm, double-knotting it for

security. Tears slowly purified the caked grime from his visage; his hand refused to wipe it free.
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Instead, his fingers found Jeremiah’s eyes, the tips carefully shuttering the miniature ports. “I got
him...if that’s what you were wondering. Big bastard. Bigger than you. Twice as ugly even.” He
inspected the timber wolf emblem pinned to Jeremiah’s chest. “You always came back for me,
no matter how long it took. No matter how scared I was...” He refused to let the reunion become
melancholy. He snorted, vacuuming loose mucus back into his sinuses. “Looks like I’ll be

carrying your sorry ass from now on. Lucky me.”

There was no telling how far his front line had been pushed back in the failed offensive. Soon,
the Huns would be on his trail, and the sun would rise to spotlight his retreat. He dragged his
brother onto his injured shoulder, earning a fresh, vicious flow from both his wounds. He refused

to complain. Who would listen to him now, anyway?

The Barrett brothers hobbled into the gloom, following the distant, concerned howl of their pack.
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Take Pity and Dry the Hell Up

By Thomas M. McDade

WHY WE LIKE IT: A world torn dope smoking sailor with obscured literary aspirations fresh
off the USS Ramply finds himself in Venice—Ila citta’ dell’amore—by the Ponte della Paglia...
and so begins a story as rare as a ruby moon that rocks like we 've never read before. Any
prospector hungry for the gold of ‘voice’ would lay claim to McDade’s expectorating chant that
generations ago was somewhere a plainsong—corvid, mercurial, tender and un po di matchstick
shaken up, poured out—it’s liquid metal of the sun all right, so uniquely branded and
immediately his own it comes with photo ID. The dialogue is a funk dynamite charge in pistol
explode mode, the prose saw-toothed, recombinant and abruptly structured. What more can we
say? Let him:

Her hair, helter-skelter streaming from a Paddington is tar black, big blue eyes match the hat, lips
victim of a purple stick.

And

“No pics, on the lam [ am.”

“I bet. You walk like a sailor. I’d say you’ve been at sea for a month and a half.”

“Just thirty days.”

“Neptune almighty, I’'m slipping. See that church out there on the little Island,” she says.

“The tower looks like a ballistic missile,” I respond.

“Or something more disarming,” she says giggling. “That’s St. George’s, Seaman Philistine. He
slew a dragon that refused to act as his weed lighter. My coo-coo friend here | call Mule, flies in
a packet from there every morning, heirloom shit.” Her eyelids leap as if something she sniffed
just hooked a neuron. “I reward him with suet pizza.

And

I head back to the Bridge, pass the Guggenheim Modern Art Museum. I bet it would be a “relief”
from all the religious antiquity. It’s closed. I give a shaky, whistling beggar some change,
American. He’s grins gratefully, as if I’d just granted him citizenship. Clouds are moving in.

Help! We can’t stop quoting! The whole reason literature is and what language can do. Cinque
stelle. (Five stars)
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Take Pity and Dry the Hell Up
(By Thomas M. McDade)

| leave the ship to commence my vagabond trek, my notebook, and a VVenice See-and-Do Guide
in hand. Luckily, I don’t have duty. The rainclouds rejoice, take pity, and dry the hell up. The
USS Ramply (DD-801) rests by an industrial pier where occasional vans some say are gypsy
owned park. Women join men hawking watches with dials galore that belie the low prices one
can haggle. I figure true gypsy vans sport glorious, eye-catching colors like horse drawn
caravans I’ve seen in National Geographic Magazines. | like that train of thought enough to stop
by the Hotel Danieli to scrawl down my words. | hear Liza Minelli who is working on a movie is
lodged there, O.J. Simpson too. | remember falling for her after seeing The Sterile Cuckoo. I cut
out its Bridgeport Post ad and tucked it in the novel of the same name that inspired the film.
Rumor has it O.J. might visit one of the ships in our squadron. | was never a Bills or Forty-

Niners fan. Would she dare walk a gangplank?

| pause crossing the Ponte della Paglia near the Doge’s Palace that my S & D says is the oldest
bridge in Venice. | spit furtively into its canal and jot down the act for memory help down the
years. Hell, ripple might travel to the Mississippi. I’'m a sailor of the expectorating Kind, not your
traditional drunken variety just yet. | overhear an American couple discussing the Bridge of
Sighs that’s visible in the distance. Some poet picked that name because prisoners saw their last
daylight while walking across it to the Doge’s prison. Casanova took that stroll. I bend down,

pad on knee to write while inhaling the Yankee woman’s perfume.
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San Marco Square is alive with tourists, many feeding the pigeons. One lands on a kid’s head
and does a shave-and-a-haircut-two-bits tap. Four folks wielding Polaroids vie for subjects. One
man, wearing sunglasses, watch cap pulled low, looks vaguely like Vin Borders, a tall, bad news
boatswain mate who’s in the brig. He cut the helm cables in Catania. I witnessed a hovering
chopper lift him off the fantail of the ship. A woman aggressively pulls me aside. Her hair,
helter-skelter streaming from a Paddington is tar black, big blue eyes match the hat, lips victim
of a purple stick. Her pouched sweatshirt reads “Wake Forest.” Jeans stuffed in turquoise
highlighted cowboy boots.

“Want your photo taken with the pigeons?” She smiles as if snapshot of me would make both of
us famous. When she opens and closes an outstretched hand, a fat brownish specimen launches
off the pecking carpet to her shoulder. “He’s kin to a passenger pigeon that served valiantly in
The Great War, honest Ninja,” she says, raising her right hand.

“No pics, on the lam [ am.”

“I bet. You walk like a sailor. I’d say you’ve been at sea for a month and a half.”

“Just thirty days.”

“Neptune almighty, I’m slipping. See that church out there on the little Island,” she says.

“The tower looks like a ballistic missile,” I respond.

“Or something more disarming,” she says giggling. “That’s St. George’s, Seaman Philistine. He
slew a dragon that refused to act as his weed lighter. My coo-coo friend here | call Mule, flies in
a packet from there every morning, heirloom shit.” Her eyelids leap as if something she sniffed
just hooked a neuron. “I reward him with suet pizza.”

“You are kind. How’d George get a light after the kill?”

“The rescued princess baked him mind-expanding donuts, like that nursery un-rhyme?”
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“I do,” I answer and softly applaud.

“I do too and that’s not forever death do us part; want some?”

“Ten American is all I can do.”

“Three pre-rolled and a velocity pill.”

“OK.”

She goes through some hand gestures as if a magician and slips my purchase into my jacket
pocket with added flare. | part with the ten spot.

“Ever make any pigeons disappear?” I ask. Her slightly dented nose tip twitches as if requesting
nourishment.

“Flocks, now you beware of the Carabinieri and I ain’t talking pasta sauce with bacon or your
name will be Dungeon Phil,” she advises.

“I hear ya.”

“By the way, if you want some ‘I do,” a laser honeymoon, check out my friend. Twenty US of
A”

She hands me a business card, “Jenna Lollobrigida.”

“Jenna looks like one of the waitresses in Tintoretto’s ‘Last Supper’.” she adds. “You know
where that hangs Seaman Phil?”

“Nope.”

“On Georgie’s hooks, take a boat over.”

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Sabra.”

“Do you have a card?”

“No, just oral arrangements, do come around tomorrow.”
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“Goose bumps. No, make that pigeon bumps,” I tease.

She places a hand over her heart and licks her gumball lips.

We laugh. Is she an exchange student from Grosse Point who believes in tasting life at every
level? | should have told her about a movie | saw at a Norfolk art cinema, Death in Venice. It
was all for the love of a boy. How would she have replied? | hope Saint someone rescues her. |
would if on an aircraft carrier with a wealth of places to stash her, yeah sure. Maybe she’s taking

part in a psych study. Will | be in her dissertation?

| find a wall to sit against to record the pigeon princess before venturing into St. Mark’s Basilica
to light a few candles for dead family and friends. | say a quick rosary knocking the decades
down to one Hail Mary each. The frescoed Pentecost Dome with all its gold is most impressive.
Four able-bodied angels are guarding stern looking gents who are poised as if circus acrobats at
the ready. Mural ropes like ribs of an inside out lampshade, link them to the peak by their halos. I
can’t see those hard asses cutting any soul slack, burn you at the stake for possession of an
heirloom seed. Art everywhere — I’m even walking on it. Stories of the Saints and Mary, etc.
depicted. The pillars remind me of a movie, spy making scarce behind one. Christ, it’s the
Borders twin. I wonder if I’'m the only sailor off the Ramply who has a Borders feeling. | return

to the candles to light another for the safety of my ass. Did Liza and O.J. visit?

I roam aimlessly as planned, encounter museums that I should visit. Cooped up I don’t need—
leave that for the feathered Mules of Venice and environs. Churches galore but I call St. Mark’s

enough for a lifetime. | jot down this and that. A kid nearly runs his bike into me. A mutt eats a
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bowl of pasta — honest to God. A soccer ball escapes a game. An attractive young woman runs to

the rescue. She kicks it back high despite her short skirt. The players applaud. She bows.

At a tabac, | buy an orange drink to wash down my Sabra pill, no smooth slide, no direct hit.
Crossing the Grand Canal at the Academia Bridge, | walk to the farthest point this side of the
Canal by The Basilica of Saint Mary. Another fascinating dome and | see by my See & Do that
people worship here with their health in mind, hoping Mary will provide. St. Mary’s dome
represents her crown, church interior her womb. How cool is that? No speed but just the opposite
occurs, [’'m slow motion and wobbly. I bump into people. A nun shoves me. When I can’t move
another yard, | see a street sign, Fondamenta delle Zattere. | freeze mid-step. I’'m a statue but
fearless. I’ve never felt so serene and clear. Eyes fixed on a faded apartment plaque; I can make
out “John Ruskin.” Philistine hell, I know John from an English Lit correspondence course:
“The Pathetic Fallacy,” poets and writers giving inanimate objects human feelings. My thoughts
are jumbling, fading. John’s name is pulsing, breathing, how about that? I’'m waked and buried.
Suddenly the final minute of a decade passes, all reverses, /’m missing “human feelings."
Whirling into place, I’m a sonnet, a novella. As the spell folds, | collapse. Radioman 3™ Class
Coles appears from nowhere to help me up. He has a tough time of it. He’s bombed. I’'m able to
steady myself. He asks nothing about my condition. “How does a sailor find a whore in this
town?” he asks.

“Well, if you were in New York or Chicago, you’d ask a cab driver,” I say, “Here a gondolier.
He hugs me and laughs like my words were the most hilarious ever spoken. “Don’t bust my

stones,” he says.
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“That guy wrote Stones of Venice,” I say, pointing to the Ruskin plaque. I give up Lollobrigida’s
card and Coles says if higher, he’d swim across the Canal. He’s off like a shopper who got the
true dose of speed. How does he know that address is on the other side? What a downer if the
destination is just yards away from where | stand.

Now, gondolas are inanimate but the waters give them a life. There’s something to gargle. I can
see the Gritti Palace Hotel from where I stand. Hemingway used to stay there. I’ll find a place to
sit nearby and maybe smoke. Are the joints that Sabra sold me full of heirloom pigeon shit? Who
cares? The pill wasn’t as bitter as it could have been I guess, a trip, a trip. I stop at a restaurant
for a bowl of tortellini in broth and a slice of artichoke pizza. The waiter’s apron is down to the
floor. A woman two tables away has a dachshund in her lap. | write a few journey notes about
the Basilica of St. Mary, Ruskin, my bronze experience, and Coles. | head back to the Bridge,
pass the Guggenheim Modern Art Museum. I bet it would be a “relief” from all the religious
antiquity. It’s closed. I give a shaky, whistling beggar some change, American. He’s grins

gratefully, as if Id just granted him citizenship. Clouds are moving in.

I’m lightheaded and dazed, must be an aftereffect of the pill, but I’'m keeping a straight course,
no drifting into the populace. Folks smile at me responding to my goofy expressions | expect. |
land at the La Fenice Opera House. A toothpick chewing teen sells me a large postcard with a
photo of the fagade and facts. La Fenice means “Phoenix.” The two statues are the muses of
music and dance. | rest on the stairs with a handful of others. A smiley couple stops. The burly
fellow, a Brit, announces the wonderful Celeste will now sing a song from Romeo and Juliet, “A
Time for Us.” This brunette wears a long red skirt, tan leather jacket, and white turtleneck. She

hits some very high notes. Will a Fenice bigshot discover her? Her neck is long and | wonder if
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that extends her range. A woman who sounds German says she’s inspired to visit the Rialto
Bridge. An old crone sitting next to me whispers, Merchant of Venice. | must strike her as
Seaman Philistine. The toddler on her lap has a stuffed animal and by God, it’s a dragon, fabric
flame dangling from its mouth. | doze, forehead on arms crossed on my knees. A cop wakes me

asks if I’'m okay.

At the Gritti Palace, I find a niche by the empty outside dining area. Sitting, | dangle my feet
over the water. I place my bet, light one of Sabra’s twirls. Did Hemingway ever sit here to smoke
dope? I think he was a scotch drinker. Brandy is the booze in “A Clean Well-Lighted Place.” A
movie I’d seen based on his work comes to me, my boot camp time. They finally allowed us to
go to the base theater. Hemingway’s Adventures of a Young Man, the guy who’d starred in West
Side Story portrayed yours truly. Bit of a coincidence in my woolgathering, Nick Adams joined
the Italian army. Yes sir, grinding out boot camp with Hem; Great Lakes, 1963. No bad smoke
reaction yet. [ wave at tourists in passing gondolas, neither Liza nor O.J. aboard. If only she’d tap
on my shoulder.

“May I clip that for you?”

“No need, new one to share.” I flip the roach into the Canal, an irresponsible playboy. On that
reverie, I flame another. Ireview my notes by match light. Many sloppy pages I don’t recall
writing will be tough to decipher; I’ll make something of them even if I have to lie. Darkness

reminds me | should head back to the ship. Did you catch that John Ruskin?

Coles appears under a streetlight near the Hotel Danieli. He’s panting; gasping, left side of his

face is puffy, black eye on the way for sure. Nose bleeding, shirt ripped. “Borders attacked me.
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He’s Jenna’s pimp, jumped off the carrier returning him to the states. He thinks you ratted about
the helm sabotage.”

“Bullshit!”

Bastard nearly caught me with my pants down. He showed me a photo of you buying dope from
a weird looking chick in the Square and me helping you up when you dropped. He wants to kill
you, tried to maim me for knowing you. He hit me with a sucker shot. If Jenna hadn’t tripped
him, I’d have never escaped. She was fabulous, an ace, a pro. Yeah, I’'m crazy but she was
worth the fright.” Just as I give the whacko a heroic kudos slap on the back, Borders rushes our
way carrying a sword that looks out of the Crusades. Ten feet away, he freezes just as | had at
Ruskin’s house. “Thank be to Sabra,” I whisper. Weapon raised, he’s a knight in a museum
exhibit. When he crumbles, two teens run to him. “Anybody know CPR,” one shouts.

“I do,” returns Coles who in a flash is roughly spinning Borders over and pumping his chest.
About five minutes later cops arrive and take over.

“Wow, you know CPR. I’m impressed but what a waste of it.”

“I don’t, saw it on TV once. Piece of shit was dead. I thought the snapshots might be on him.

Bingo, in his shirt pocket with three joints.”

After the ambulance speeds Borders away, Liza Minelli shows up, sings fifteen or twenty feet
away, no “Come Saturday Morning” from The Sterile Cuckoo. Dressed in black, shawl, and long
skirt, nearly lost in the darkness and a building corner, she delivers a throaty “Cabaret.” We drift
closer. Liza isn’t Liza, except from a distance, just a decent impersonator. “I’m getting us
autographs,” says Coles. He flies to bear hug her or him. Returning he brags that he gifted her

bosom with a joint, “One happy stick.” A sailor ace of the sleight of hand for sure but his
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adjective is “pathetic,” ha! Just a “Z” on each photo; the horizontal lines fly off the edges. Coles
noticed gaudy county singer boots as the skirt hiked in the rush to scram, one color same as
Jenna’s nails. This Liza splits as swiftly as O.J. used to into end zones. I tell Coles riding dragons
barefoot is dangerous. “Any footwear risky with Jenna,” he says. “We need urgent psychiatric
help,” he adds and lights us up in the broad Danieli nightlight. A couple stops for the contact

high. Coles sells them a number, a mystery no arrest.

I sat in the after crews’ lounge writing feverishly except for a break when a Hull Tech friend on
roving patrol took the remaining joint off my hands to hide in some ductwork that’s proven dope
dog proof. I continued until just an hour remained for domed and frescoed sleep.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: | use details from journals and notebooks I've kept through the years to
inspire my fiction. Liza Minnelli and O.J. Simpson were in Venice when the ship | served on
visited. I did find John Ruskin's place and the hotel where Hemingway stayed. | used those four
people as building blocks. "Sailors being sailors™ actual and imagined the mortar. As far as
literary influences go Kerouac is always in mind. If I'd have found evidence that he'd been there
he might have made the story. I'll let Jack finish this off: "No fear or shame in the dignity of yr
experience, language & knowledge."

AUTHOR’S BIO: Thomas M. McDade is a resident of Fredericksburg, VA, previously CT &
RI. He is a graduate of Fairfield University, Fairfield, CT.

McDade is twice a U.S. Navy Veteran serving ashore at the Fleet Anti-Air Warfare Training
Center, Virginia Beach, VA and at sea aboard the USS Mullinnix (DD-944) and USS Miller (DE
/ FF 1091).

His fiction has most recently appeared in U-Rights Magazine, Spank The Carp and Strukturriss.



44

Self-actualized A-hole

By Douglas J. Ogurek

WHY WE LIKE IT: “...As the ground-slapper jogged toward them, the trophy
top—a baseball player in mid-swing—hanging from his neck jounced. “Pardon
me, gentlemen.” He had a high voice. “A slight curiosity. Have either of you fine
scholars perchance seen a small ball? It’s a green ball. Kind of a charltoose green
ball, with a quote-unquote boomerang pattern on it?”

A superbly realized fiction that plots the actions of three neighbours (Cdn. sp.) in a
pointillist gravure that is as beautiful as it is malvoglio. Sotto splatterpunk has
burrowed beneath a clusterangst intellectual construct with the noble mission of
‘Art and its Antithesis.’ In places, it is as frightening as Greek wine. Synaptic
Dada-isms cantanker loaded hyper-Hyperion prose and Nature Boy'’s star only
glows brighter because in a world of silence anyone with a voice is a threat. A
keen arrow from a master fletcher that left us dizzy and high somewhere beyond
the Kuiper Belt.

Five stars.

Self-actualized A-hole

by

Douglas J. Ogurek
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Death metal blared over a lake surrounded by homes. The source of the music—it plodded, and
the vocalist roared—was a tree in one yard. Next to a speaker, a cloaked figure stood on a
platform built into the tree. He wore pink-rimmed sunglasses and held a pink stuffed unicorn.
An older man stormed out of the house next door. He had a box, and a white towel hung around
his neck. His jowls shook as he strode toward the noise. The recorded vocalist shrieked and the
older man grimaced at an empty cage next to his house.

The music overpowered the man’s shouts.

The figure in the tree turned off the music, then growled.

The older man set the box next to a tree in his yard. He waved the towel. “Jesus Christ, Nature
Boy. The hell you doing?”

Nature Boy spread his cloak. “I accept your surrender.”

“Huh? That guy sounds possessed or something.”

“They’ll never take me alive.”

“What is that shit? Guy sounds possessed. I mean, that’s really bad.”

“Nothing stands between me and the treasure. You hear me? Nothing.”

“Boy, if my father saw me pulling a stunt like this, with that drivel, he’d be absolutely—"
Nature Boy cut off the older man with a quick blast of death metal.

The man took a rifle scope from his pocket. “Let me ask you something. I’m in there trying to
talk to my son—he’s a cardiac surgeon—and you turn that shit on?”” He looked at a cardboard
cutout near the water. It showed a black man wearing a suit. “What the fuck?”

Nature Boy hoisted the pink unicorn and released a phlegm-infused laugh.
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“When Tom was your age, he was halfway done with med school. Grades were absolutely—"
The older man’s voice wavered. “My wife—God rest her soul—we went to his graduation, and
boy—"

Again death metal blasted. The man, red-faced, waved his towel.

Nature Boy turned off the music. “Mr. Prosecutor, I’d like to address the artists that you just had
the pleasure of hearing.”

“Jesus Christ. You call that tomfoolery art?”

“They’re far more innovative and technically adept than your Devon Sweetman.”

Mr. Prosecutor sniffed the towel, then removed the tape that sealed his box. “You’re comparing
those lunatics to Devon Sweetman? It cost me four hundred-fifty bucks for two tickets to his
concert.”

Nature Boy held the unicorn before his face and squeaked, “My my, Mr. Prosecutor. Are you
insinuating, eehuh eehuh eehuh, that the price of a concert ticket is a predictor, eehuh eehuh, of
the quality of music?”

“Boy, you do belong in a straightjacket.”

Nature Boy lowered the unicorn. “Despite your accusation of possession, the group that you just
heard offers a positive message.”

Mr. Prosecutor rubbed his scope lens. “If my father heard me playing that drivel, he’d be
absolutely irate.”

“Question: is it too masculine?” Nature Boy held up a noose.

“What the hell?”

“Perhaps you prefer more effeminate music? Ballads, the kind of stuff that melts your balls? Like

Devon Sweetman.”
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“Fuck’s sake. I can’t even understand what the shit those guys are saying.”

“That music—the stuff you just heard? It’s about God’s redeeming love, and about loving your
neighbor. Is that what Devon Sweetman sings about?”

Mr. Prosecutor lifted a flap on his box.

“Question: do you love your neighbor, Mr. Prosecutor?”’

“Not your neighbor there.” Mr. Prosecutor pointed his scope at the property on the other side of
Nature Boy’s lot. A man—he carried a baseball player bobblehead doll—stumbled out of a shed,
then slapped the ground.

Mr. Prosecutor chuckled as his cell phone rang. He swiped it. “Shit. Fuck. How the fuck?” He
held it up to his ear. “Tom? Tommy?”” He looked at the phone, then kicked his box. “Ah
goddammit. How the fuck . ..”

While Mr. Prosecutor’s tirade continued, Nature Boy put the noose around the pink unicorn. The
ground-slapper talked to the bobblehead and swept his shoes, baseball spikes, over the vegetation
in his yard.

Manly Man liked baseball—he wore a Cubs shirt on the day that Nature Boy'’s dog Filter
approached him. Go Flubs!

Mr. Prosecutor gave up with the phone. He flapped his towel toward the empty cage. “See that
cage? I had a raccoon in that cage this morning. Now it’s gone. You know anything about that
cage, Nature Boy?”

“Nothing stands between that treasure and me.” Nature Boy spread his cloak and released his
phlegmy laugh.

The ground-slapper—thick glasses magnified his eyes—set down the doll, then pretended to tap

a bat. “Now up, Cliff Seeeeger.” He wiggled into a batting stance.
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Mr. Prosecutor shook his head, then looked through his scope toward the lake. “There was a
raccoon in that cage this morning. I heard the fuckin’ thing.”

Nature Boy, holding one end of the rope, tossed the unicorn into the vegetation below him.
“Question: were you aware that a raccoon can eat an entire wasp’s nest?”’

“They mess up my flowers.”

“Flowers are ephemeral. Do you know Maslow’s hierarchy?”

Mr. Prosecutor took from the box pieces of wood, painted white. “Fuckers keep knocking over
my garbage cans.”

“You left them open. It’s called Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.”

“The ones I catch? I take them on a little boat ride, teach ’em how to swim.”

Nature Boy pulled the stuffed animal through the groundcover.

The ground-slapper pretended to swing. “Kay-ow. Way up there, way up there. Look Grandma,
look Pops, look Junior. There it goes everybody. And bring it dowwwn . . . now.” He pumped his
fist and jumped up, then slapped the ground as his nonexistent hit sailed over a nonexistent
fence.

Mr. Prosecutor set the wood pieces on a bench, then wiped his scope. “I’m sure he likes bats. A
lot.”

“Look. There’s a beautiful creature.” Nature Boy pretended to fire a shotgun at the pink unicorn
beneath him.

As the ground-slapper jogged toward them, the trophy top—a baseball player in mid-swing—
hanging from his neck jounced. “Pardon me, gentlemen.” He had a high voice. “A slight
curiosity. Have either of you fine scholars perchance seen a small ball? It’s a green ball. Kind of

a charltoose green ball, with a quote-unquote boomerang pattern on it?”
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Filter had a green ball. He loved it. So much so that the pit bull leapt the fence at the old house
when Nature Boy accidentally threw the ball over it.

Nature Boy lit a green smoke bomb. “Look . . . charltoose.” He shook a branch and cackled.
The ground-slapper leaned back and convulsed with laughter. He pointed up at the cloaked
figure encased in greenish-yellow smoke and addressed Mr. Prosecutor. “Now this guy’s one of
a kind. I would surmise that it’s his density to be a mascot. Bring it down.”

Mr. Prosecutor toweled his forehead, then pointed at the cardboard cutout. “What’s your hero
doing in this charlatan’s yard? You having fried chicken tonight, Downing?”

Downing laughed again and grabbed the trophy top. “Do ya know what? ‘Let’s step forward, and
stay grounded.’ That’s what Mayor Range said. Quote-unquote ‘Let’s step forward and stay
grounded.””

“Maybe our honorable top dog mayor took your ball, Downing. You said it’s green? Maybe he
thought it was a watermelon.”

Nature Boy suspended the unicorn, still hanging from the noose, in the smoke. “To be a
comedian, Mr. Prosecutor, is your density.”

Downing smacked his lips. “Now gentlemen, that ball, I find it to be very distinctable: it’s got a
boomerang pattern. If you perchance happen to see it, please let me know.” He resumed his
search.

Mr. Prosecutor took from his pocket a small bottle of clear liquid. “Boomerang pattern. Boy, I
remember that. My mother had these curtains. They had a boomerang pattern.”

Nature Boy started unraveling a skein of green yarn.

“My father would say, ‘You sure you don’t want to get ballerinas and puppy dogs instead?’”

“I’m self-actualized.”
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“Huh?”

Nature Boy spun the skein. “Perhaps you haven’t kept up with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs? I
could let you borrow the book.”

Mr. Prosecutor shook the liquid. “Jesus Christ, I don’t have time for that; I got a company to run.
I got so much to do I don’t have time to do anything.”

“So what you’re saying is that you don’t get anything done?”

“Kay-ow.” Downing swung an invisible bat and nearly fell. He mumbled to himself and looked
up, then raised his fists and jumped.

After Filter leapt the fence, Nature Boy told him to stay. Normally, he would, but that day, Filter
saw a rabbit.

Mr. Prosecutor squirted the liquid onto his scope lens, then rubbed it. “My father used to use this
towel. It’s a special towel for cleaning. This towel’s absolutely fabulous.”

Nature Boy picked up a microphone. “An anecdote of profound implications.” His voice echoed
through the speakers.

“You got watermelon-flavored candy up there? Maybe you can give some watermelon candy to
your top dog mayor over there.”

Nature Boy slipped a capsule into his mouth. “So witty, so distinctable.” He went into paroxysms
of laughter, and red liquid dribbled down his chin.

“Boy, that’s really bad.” Mr. Prosecutor rubbed his scope and nodded toward Downing’s yard.
“You ever been in that shed?”

Nature Boy attached the yarn to his sunglasses. “Question: did you ever notice that our mayor
does this with his hands?” He held his hands before his eyes, then brought them down.

“You do know your neighbor’s a homosexual, right? In my opinion?”
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“Perhaps we should burn him at the stake.”

“He goes into that shed. With other guys. I don’t know what kind of tomfoolery’s going on in
there.”

The yarn fell.

Downing set a cat on a stand in his yard.

Filter pursued the rabbit that day. He charged into the field across the street. Nature Boy hopped
the fence, then ran after his dog.

From his box Mr. Prosecutor took a hammer and a wooden contraption. This one was not painted
white.

Nature Boy mimicked the mayor’s hands over eyes gesture. “Question: Mr. Prosecutor, do you
know what self-actualized means?”’

“Huh? Sounds like psychobabble.”

“If you’re self-actualized, then you’re happy with your life. Content with what you have.”

“Then I’m self-actualized too.”

Downing yelled, “Steeerike one.” He stood a few feet from the elevated cat.

Nature Boy picked up a wooden stick. “So you don’t care too much about material possessions?”
“Nah.” Mr. Prosecutor pounded the contraption into the tree.

“Oh.” The stick had a paper raccoon face on one end. Nature Boy spoke through a hole in the
mouth. “By the way, your Mercedes is looking rather luxurious this morning.”

A small platform extended from the tree trunk. Mr. Prosecutor talked on his phone. “I need you

to come over. [ want to show you something. Something I got in the arctic.”
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Downing, like a pitcher, shook his head and held his hand behind his back. “Meowman now at
the plate.” The cat on the stand crouched. “Here’s the pitch.” Downing tossed a cotton ball, then
the cat swatted at it, but missed. “Big cut. Meowman’s on the ropes with an O-two count.”
Nature Boy chased Filter across the field, through a wooded area, and then into the
neighborhood beyond.

Mr. Prosecutor ended his call, then took a transparent container from his box. “My daughter’s
got a degree in psychology. She’s got a dual degree. Psychology and journalism.” His eyes
watered and his voice shook. “You know, she’s the first female sideline reporter for a non-BCS
college bowl!? My wife and I—she passed away eight years ago this March—went to that, and
Illtellya...”

A deep, extended note came from a keyboard on the tree platform. Nature Boy covered his face
with the cloak and spoke into a microphone. “A self-actualized person plays music because he
likes it, not because he thinks it makes him look good.”

“...really bad—"

Nature Boy added another note, and the two notes stretched as Mr. Prosecutor attached the
container beneath the platform on the tree and Downing, still on his knees, tossed a cotton ball.
The cat smacked it. Downing jumped up, then slapped the ground. He lifted the cat, spun around,
and nearly toppled.

The keyboard stopped.

“How do you like this, Nature Boy?” Mr. Prosecutor patted the platform. “You put the seeds on
here. And when your best friend squirrel comes along . . .” He pressed a button on his key ring

and the platform dropped. He tapped the container. “Splash. Swim time for your squirrel friend.”
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Nature Boy squeezed the pink unicorn. “Mr. Prosecutor, eehuh, you’ve reached the height of
manliness, eehuh eehuh. You’re a brave heroic man.”
Mr. Prosecutor shrugged and smiled, then walked back to his house.

Kok
Downing, holding his bobblehead beneath his arm, looked over his shoulder at the bottom of his
right baseball spike.
Nature Boy shook his pink unicorn and squeaked, “Hi Mr. Ballplayer, eehuh eehuh. Ballplayers
make the world, echuh eehuh, a better place.”
“Now this guy . . .” Downing, laughing, lost his balance, then tumbled into the vegetation. He
tried to mimic Nature Boy’s falsetto. “It’s the home run that counts. Bring it down.”
“Yes, yes. Eehuh, it all hinges on the home run. There’s the theory of relativity, eehuh eehuh,
and then there’s the home run.”
“Kay-ow.” Downing took off his shoe. “Do ya know what? That ball—the one with the
boomerang pattern?—it’s got to be around here. It’s chartoose, like . . .”
The day that Filter escaped, Nature Boy held up his dog’s beloved green ball and called for him,
but Filter didn’t listen: the new neighborhood’s smells and sights were too enticing.
Nature Boy’s normal voice returned. “Question: what purpose does this ball serve? Are you
using it to reset the world’s course?”
“I was practicing with Timmy and he smacked that thing and it was like kay-ow. This thing’s
really . . .” Downing picked at his spikes. “I can’t find that ball. It’s chartloose.”
The keyboard made the sound of wind blowing, and Nature Boy’s whisper echoed in the

speakers. “Chartloose as the mists that hover on the lonely shores of Home Run Island.”



54

Downing slapped the ground, then used the bobblehead’s bat to pick at his spikes. “This guy’s
one of akind.”

Across the lake, a motor rumbled. Nature Boy swirled his cloak and bellowed in the microphone.
“Baseball. The game of geniuses.”

“Do ya know what?” Downing held up the doll. “There’s a similation between this guy and Cliff
Seeger.”

Nature Boy came within a foot of Filter, but the dog saw a squirrel, then charged down the street
in pursuit.

Nature Boy held down a note. “Question: what is one practical benefit that comes out of
baseball?”

“Kay-ow. Good, that’s good.” Downing took off his spike and sang the first lines of “Take Me
Out to the Ballgame.” He smacked his lips. “They sing that at every game. You ever been to an
Outlaws game? CIiff Seeger’s on the Outlaws.”

“I don’t like to participate in activities over which I have no control of the outcome.”

“You ever seen Cliff Seeger?” Downing dislodged a pebble from the spikes. “That guy can just,
kay-ow.”

The motor grew louder. A speedboat halfway across the lake approached them. Nature Boy set
the pink unicorn on the keyboard. “Perhaps I’ll nominate this Cliff Seeger for the Nobel Peace
Prize. There’s undoubtedly a similation between his work and the theory of relativity.”

“One time he was like kay-ow.” Downing tossed up the stone, then tried to hit it with the doll’s
bat. He missed and stumbled. “And that thing, everyone was like, ‘Whoa.” I measured it. It was

the farthest ever. Oh way up there. Look Grandma. Look—"
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Nature Boy cranked the death metal, but Downing, his eyes amplified by his glasses, studied the
shoe and his lips kept moving.

Filter jumped into bushes, and from the distance came the chorus of the rock ballad “You
Evermore.”

The death metal stopped. . . . Seeger wears these, and he hit that ball to the street once. Here.”
Downing tossed up the shoe, which sailed by the motionless Nature Boy and his platform, then
fell into the vegetation.

The speedboat docked at Mr. Prosecutor’s pier.

Downing removed the other shoe. “When I wear these? In my mind I feel like I’'m still fourteen.
Here.”

The other shoe flew past Nature Boy. “When I see those, in my small intestine, I feel like I'm
still yellow.”

Downing slapped the ground, then rose. “If you perchance see that chartoose ball. It’s got a
boomerang pattern, and it’s chartoose.”

The boater wore a Cubs jersey and held a bag of chips. Nature Boy snuggled the unicorn against
his cheek. “Chartoose. I will alert the world. Because baseball is the be all and end all of this
great universe.”

Downing jumped and the trophy top clunked against his glasses. “Ka-yow. It’s the home run. Do
ya know what? | got something to show you.” He retrieved his shoes, then walked to his shed.
Filter chased Nature Boy to a yard’s edge. Manly Man, wearing a Flubs hat, washed his Manly
Man motorcycle and listened to “You Evermore.” A real ball-melter.

**k*

The boater munched on chips and talked to the much taller Mr. Prosecutor.
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The death metal blared.

The boater thrust out his chest and shouted, “Fuckin’ turn that shit off.”

The music stopped, then Nature Boy grabbed a branch and growled into the microphone.
“Treasure. I shall have that treasure.”

“Sounds like a fuckin’ garbage disposal up there.”

Nature Boy balanced the unicorn on his head. “It’s distinctable.”

“It sounds like a garbage disposal.”

“I think it sounds like a Harley, Balladeer.”

“Balladeer. What’s this Balladeer?”

“You like ballads, right? Those macho rock ballads?”

“Look it that shed.” Balladeer stepped onto a stump and picked at his teeth. “Shouldn’t you be in
that shed over there?”

“Or maybe it sounds like a speedboat.”

Manly Man watched Filter sniff his bushes. He threw down his sponge, then strode into his
garage.

Mr. Prosecutor held up a stuffed and mounted white fox. “Nature Boy, isn’t this absolutely
beautiful? I nailed this beauty on my arctic hunt. It’s very rare.”

Nature Boy lit another green smoke bomb. “That makes you a candidate for the Courageous
Super Tough Guy of the Year award.”

“Tough guy. Yeah tough guy.” Mr. Prosecutor dropped a white triangle, then picked it up. “I’ll
tell you about a tough guy. Tommy. He climbed a dozen mountains in one month.” Again his

voice wavered. “Boy, my wife and I met him at the end. He climbed a dozen mountains.”
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Nature Boy used thumb and forefinger to hold his tongue as he spoke into the microphone. “He

didn’t climb it because he wanted to die. He climbed it because he wanted to live.”

“Let me ask you something. I got guests coming over.”

“Below self-actualized is esteem.” Nature Boy removed his glasses, then placed one of the pink
tips in his mouth. “Then love, and belonging.”

“What should I tell them about this nut in the tree next door?”

“Tell them your neighbor is self-actualized.”

Mr. Prosecutor toweled his forehead. “It doesn’t look good.”

Nature Boy guided the unicorn through the green smoke.

Balladeer stopped chewing when he saw the cutout of Mayor Range. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing. I’'m self-actualized. Are you self-actualized?”

“You should be in that shed. My wife said you pissed off a lot of people. Jogging by like that.”

“The woman whose husband I am says that ‘a married couple . . .””” Nature Boy tossed up the

(133 299

unicorn, then caught it. “*. . . is a schmarried couple.
“She said you were wearing one of them straightjackets.”

“A straightjacket? So why all this talk about that shed?”

“What were you thinking?” Balladeer hurled a rock at the cutout. It missed, then splashed in the
lake.

Manly Man returned with a baseball bat. He watched Filter saunter across his yard. “Get that
thing off my property.” Nature Boy bounced Filter’s green ball. “Oh don’t worry. He’s super
friendly. Come here, Filter. Here, boy.”

“I was thinking a lot.” Nature Boy flourished his cloak. “I graduated third in my college class.”

“Nice girls’ glasses.”
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“Question: did you graduate third, Balladeer? In your college class?”

Balladeer sprayed chip fragments. “With them glasses, maybe you should have a fashion show in
that shed over there.”

“Some people wear girls’ glasses.” Nature Boy hoisted the unicorn and raised his voice. “Others,
echuh echuh, listen to girls’ music.”

Mr. Prosecutor used a white rectangle to flick the cutout. “Boy, this is really bad. If my father—"
Death metal cut him off.

Balladeer kicked over the cutout, then stomped on it.

Nature Boy turned off the music. “The strength, the overwhelming strength.”

“That shit sucks. Singing about killing dogs and raping your neighbor.”

“So what you’re saying is you can make out what they’re singing. Admirable.”

Balladeer picked at his teeth.

“The lyric there, Balladeer, was ‘Overwhelming urge, irrepressible scourge.” Do you know what
‘scourge’ means?”’

“You should be in that shed over there.” Downing had still not emerged.

“How about ‘irrepressible?’”

Mr. Prosecutor hung the towel around his neck. “What kind of tomfoolery you trying to pull up
there?”

Balladeer crumpled his bag. “You need to turn that shit down. I can hear that shit across the
lake.”

Filter wagged his tail and sniffed at a butterfly. Manly Man gripped his bat. “It comes over here,

’

I’'m gonna put it down.’
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“And I heard your music last weekend. From that party you had?” Nature Boy threw down the
unicorn. “That’s a gift for you.”
“You get this from your friend’s shed over there?”
“No Balladeer. I heard you playing ‘You Evermore,’ that classic ballad, at your party.”
Balladeer threw the chips bag. It hit Nature Boy’s platform.
Filter crouched before Manly Man and wagged his tail. “Get it away. You better get it away.”
“Please, listen. Please, he’s friendly.” “I know this breed. This breed ain’t friendly.”
“And then I saw a carful of girls singing along to that same song. They had a pink unicorn just
like this one. It hung from their mirror. So I figured that you, Balladeer, might like one too.”
“You should be in that shed, ya homo.”
“Homo. I’ve been married for fifteen years. How many years have you been married?”
Balladeer tried to rip apart the unicorn with his hands. He gave up, then threw it in the lake.
“You Evermore” played, and Filter sniffed at the soap bubbles beneath Manly Man’s Harley.
Nature Boy pleaded with Manly Man, but pleading wasn 't enough. The ballad played, and
Manly Man brought down the bat. Repeatedly.
The death metal resumed.

—
A baseball landed on the platform. Nature Boy—he wore the cloak’s hood over a bulldog rubber
mask—crawled to the ball.
Downing used an aluminum foil roll to shade his eyes. “Now it just so happens, my fine scholar,
that Cliff Seeger signed that.”
Nature Boy sniffed the ball. “Here lies the key to the great beyond.”

Downing used the roll to smack the ground. “Bring it down.”
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“The unraveler of the universe’s mysteries.”

“It’s just unravel—" Downing stumbled—a shrub had caught in his ankle-length pants—then
regained his balance. “Have you perchance spied a green ball yet? Yellow-green, like chartoonce
and it has a quote-unquote boomerang pattern.”

Next door, Mr. Prosecutor sat on his bench and ate a hot dog. His white wood pieces and his box
sat next to him.

Nature Boy spoke into the microphone. “Ruff, ruff, Mr. Prrrrosecutor.”

“What kinda tomfoolery?”

“You’re a DSU grrrrad?”

Mr. Prosecutor toweled his forehead. “One of the nation’s top business schools.”

“Mr. Prrrrosecutor, level two of the hierarchy of needs includes, ruff ruff, physical health. I
wonder, ruff ruff, what brand of hot dog that is.”

“I was thinking about fried chicken.” Mr. Prosecutor clacked two pieces of wood. “But I didn’t
want your top dog mayor to steal it.”

Nature Boy put down the mic, then growled at Downing. “It turns out that our humanitarian
neighbor’s triumphant DSU Bulldogs killed their mascot at a game. Heat exposure.”

Downing unrolled foil. “Now perchance you’ve heard of Sinker Sands?”

“Is he a...” Nature Boy stood and placed a fist beneath his dog mask. . . . rrrrocket scientist?”
Downing clutched his trophy top medallion and laughed so hard that mucous sprayed from his
nose. “No, he’s a pitcher. A Warriors pitcher? He’s got a quote-unquote ‘Strikes for Strays’
thing. A real gentleman and scholar. He can just shh-shram it in there and he helps stray dogs

and cats.”
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“Hmmm. A warrior gentleman who can shram it in there?” Nature Boy dropped to his hands and
knees, then sniffed the baseball. He only smelled the rubber of his mask. Filter would have liked
to gnaw on the ball.

“That’s the one. Cliff Seeger just smonched that one. He was like kay-ow powp.” Downing
swung the foil roll, then wiped spittle. “Oh look Grandma. Look Pops. Look Junior. The farthest
I’ve seen. To the street. Yow.”

Mr. Prosecutor took from his box a bottle of wood glue.

“Do ya know what? If you want to come see a game. See Cliff Seeger play? There’s still a few
games. What do ya say you come see a game?”

Nature Boy, still on all fours, nosed the ball. The signature showed. “If I were to witness
someone smonch a home run, my life would be complete.”

“It’s the Outlaws. The field’s right down the street. It’s the home run that counts. Kay-ow.”
Nature Boy removed the hood, then grabbed the platform’s edge. Cliff Seeger, the sports god
that Downing worshipped, the valorous home run hitter, was a Little League player?

“When Seeger hits a homer?” Downing ripped off a long sheet of foil. “Everybody’s watching it.
Everybody’s a part of it. Then it’s up there and it’s just you and the ball, but it’s like hey it’s
everyone too. All these different people . . .”

Nature Boy reached beneath his cloak, then squeezed Downing’s missing ball. When people
came over, Filter was always thrilled to see them.

Mr. Prosecutor applied glue to a wood piece.

Downing clapped. “Timmy. Hey, here he is!” Next to the shed sat a boy in a wheelchair. He held

a big red plastic bat.
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Race. Income. Sexuality. Political preference. None of it mattered to Filter. Nature Boy removed
the rubber mask.

“I can’t find it Timmy, but do ya know what?”” Downing tossed up a tin foil ball, then fumbled it
when it came down. “This should be a sufficitory replacement.”

Timmy, grunting, wheeled unwieldily through the vegetation toward them.

Downing cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey my fine scholar, how’s that birdhouse
coming?”

Mr. Prosecutor waved his towel.

Downing held his foil ball up toward Nature Boy. “He’s building a birdhouse. He said his wife
always wanted him to build a birdhouse. That guy’s one of a kind.”

“Perhaps this will be a suffic—" The flesh that covered Filter’s belly felt like human skin. Nature
Boy jumped off the platform. “Look what I found.” He tossed the chartreuse ball with the
boomerang pattern to Downing.

Filter had a pleasant scent. Nature Boy approached Mr. Prosecutor. “You said your mother had a
boomerang pattern?”

-- END —

AUTHOR’S NOTE: “Self-actualized A-hole,” though not an unsplatterpunk story per
se, comments on the mission of the horror subgenre, which challenges writers to
integrate a positive message into otherwise controversial subject matter (e.g.,
gore, debauchery). Like many of my stories, this one introduces an artist-
protagonist (Nature Boy) whose “art” appeals to few (in this case, himself and the
reader), yet offends others (i.e., his neighbor and likeminded individuals).
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The story puts under the microscope the complexities of the Christian ideal of
“love your neighbor as yourself” by confining the setting to three lakefront
properties. To move toward change, the overconfident Nature Boy (the story’s
namesake), must come down from his tree platform (i.e., subdue his feelings of
moral and intellectual superiority) and extend an olive branch to his distasteful
neighbor Mr. Prosecutor.

With a few exceptions, the story sticks to the objective point of view (i.e., never
entering a character’s head) to reflect the protagonist’s reluctance to look within
and explore the filters that might be preventing him from being more empathic.

All my stories are inspired by Christian death metal and its quest to conceal a
benevolent message within music that is, to many, offensive and even ugly. My
literary influences range from Raymond Carver, Ernest Hemingway, and Tom
Wolfe to Edward Lee, Carlton Mellick Ill, and Jeff Strand.

AUTHOR’S BIO: Douglas J. Ogurek is the pseudonym for a writer living
somewhere on Earth. Though banned on Mars, his fiction appears in more than
fifty Earth publications. Ogurek founded the controversial literary subgenre known
as unsplatterpunk, which uses splatterpunk conventions (e.g., extreme violence,
gore, taboo subject matter) to deliver a positive message. He guest-edited the
UNSPLATTERPUNK! trilogy, published by Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction. Ogurek
reviews films at that same magazine. Recent longer works include young adult
novel Branch Turner vs the Currants (World Castle Publishing) and
horror/suspense novella Encounter at an Abandoned Church (Scarlet Leaf
Publishing). More at www.douglasjogurek.weebly.com. Twitter: @unsplatter
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B I G litle DOG

By John Sheirer

WHY WE LIKE IT: This story is pure magic—an absolutely wonderful
unsentimental (kinda) tale told from a dog’s POV that will play your heart strings
like Hauser plucks cello. Stuff like this can so easily go off the rails so reading it
when it works is better than weed. Suffice it to say that after the six of us finished it
we all wanted a ‘Ruby’ of our own—even Charles who’s an ordained felixophile.
(We’re not sure how the cat feels.) Dimensional mainstream fiction written with a
light touch and a sure talent, this one easily gets Five Stars. Quote: Ruby admired
the way the human drew out the “f” sound at the beginning of the word and
deepened his voice to almost sing the middle vowel before almost barking the “k”
at the end. Ruby knew dozens of human words, but this one was more mysterious
than “outside” or “sit” or “treat”.

Big Little Dog

Ruby sat and stared up at her human lying on the couch. Usually, a few seconds of sustained
eye contact was enough to alert the human of Ruby’s need for a trip outside. Sometimes the
human stared his big human eyes into a book or at the television on the opposite wall, so Ruby
would add a little whimper. She knew her whimpers sounded pathetic and undignified, but the
call to go outside was strong. Whimpering always worked. The human was a good human who
knew why Ruby needed to go outside and didn’t keep her waiting.

Ruby knew that all the humans in the house were good humans. The adult man and woman
and the three younger humans took her out almost every time she asked. When the two teenaged

human males were home, they played with her and walked her—although not as often as when
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they were younger. Ruby noticed that human children seem to get busier and less playful as they
get older.

The youngest human child was still too young to walk Ruby by herself beyond the immediate
neighborhood, but she often played in the yard with Ruby. Ruby never saw the point of such a
one-sided game as “fetch” with its servile subtext. But she would play “chase” for hours at a
time. The youngest human would bring two tennis balls instead of just one. After Ruby chased
one ball, the human child would kick the other ball in a different direction, and Ruby would
chase that one as if it were a rat or mouse on a farm many centuries ago. Big dogs like Labs and
Goldens needed balls tossed high in the air, but Ruby specialized in the first foot above the
surface of the Earth, that zone where kicked tennis balls spend most of their time. Her instincts
would send her sprinting after each ball for as long as the little human kept kicking.

This game turned out to be the best possible practice for the child’s youth soccer exploits.
Ruby had become expert at lunging her little body to block the ball’s path, so the child had to
learn to kick it at just the right angle to make Ruby chase it. The naps Ruby took after these
sessions were the deepest and most restful of her life. Sometimes she would kick her little legs
and yip softly, chasing and barking in her happy dreams. Ruby even went to a couple of games
with the family and watched from the sidelines like a proud parent as the human child wove
through defenses and snapped shots past goalies who were far slower to react on their two
ungainly feet than Ruby was with her four quick paws.

The only time when Ruby didn’t bother the humans to go outside was when the two adult
humans had the house to themselves and played naked on the bed upstairs. They closed the
bedroom door when they played naked, and Ruby was content to lie next to the door, guarding

against unexpected intruders and listening to their happy human sounds emanating from within.
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When they finished and opened the door, they were always pleased to see Ruby, and they often
spent a few minutes petting her affectionately. Ruby could sense the extra glow of contentment
then, and that feeling seemed to flow from their hands directly into her furry little body. Ruby
also sometimes watched them play naked on the living room couch, peeking around a corner
rather than entering the room. She always felt that their game could be enhanced with the
introduction of a rubber ball or a chewy toy. But the humans had their own ways of playing their
own games, Ruby knew.

The adult male human was on that same couch now, but he was alone and sleeping fitfully,
unusual for the middle of a weekday. He had his face turned away and buried in a pillow. To her
great surprise and dismay, Ruby’s repeated whimpers didn’t get his attention. So she turned in a
small circle several times, and then sat back down to stare with all her will. This had no effect on
the human. Ruby then barked. It was just a clipped yip, not obnoxiously loud, not the kind of
bark reserved for the neighborhood kids who like to skateboard up the street or the other humans
who walked their own dogs within her domain. Oh, how she loved to bark at those dogs so
loudly that her humans would call out, “Hey! Okay! We hear you! You saved us again!” Ruby
knew she was a small dog, but she also knew it was her job to protect the man and the woman
and the children. They each towered over her, even now the growing youngest child, the seven-
year-old who arrived just a year after Ruby did. That once-tiny ball of human scent with
blinking, wandering eyes was now nearly half the size of a full-grown human and still growing.
But Ruby knew that she was their protector every bit as much as they were hers.

At her yip, the human stirred slightly, his wide shoulders hunching deeper into himself. Ruby
had never seen the human look this small. His legs scrunched up in a way that reminded Ruby of

how she would dig into her mother’s soft belly and nurse all those years ago. This was a warm
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and pleasant memory, but it didn’t address her current need to go outside. Ruby could hold her
pee for an impressive time period, despite the fact that her tiny body was home to a minuscule
bladder. Now, though, that bladder felt as full as it had ever been. Several more yips only made
the human curl more tightly into himself.

Ruby noticed that the human smelled wrong today. Yes, that was the only word for it: wrong.
Usually, the human had a soapy scent, even on days when he didn’t shower right away. Most
humans had some variety of a soapy scent. Even when the human ran or hiked or did whatever
mysterious exercises he did on the machines in the obviously haunted basement where Ruby
refused to enter, he still smelled mostly like soap. Soap cut through other scents and lingered on
humans and dogs alike. Ruby suffered patiently as the woman human gave her a bath every few
months, and the soap scent gradually faded until her next bath. She didn’t enjoy the baths,
especially the water running into her sensitive eyes, but the human’s hands were so strong and
reassuring that it was tolerable. Ruby didn’t mind the soap scent, and she certainly liked the
treats when the bath was done.

But today, the human didn’t smell like soap as much as he usually did. Today, the human
smelled wrong. Ruby wasn’t exactly sure what his smell meant, but she knew he shouldn’t smell
this way. Two days ago, he had smelled strongly of soap. But the next day, he stayed home and
the soap faded. Today, the soap was gone. The human smelled like sweat, but a different sweat
that wasn’t an exercise sweat. As the human groaned on the couch, Ruby suddenly understood.
She recognized that today’s scent was the scent of sickness. The human was sick.

Sick or not, Ruby needed to go outside. Out of options, she stretched up on her strong, little
hind legs and pressed her front paws into the man’s back. She scratched as if she were scurrying

up a hill or digging in the yard. She held back her claws as best she could, not wanting to hurt the
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human, but she needed his full attention. He stirred and moaned but didn’t sit up, so Ruby reared
back and thumped her little front paws into his back again and again, half jumping on the prone
human. That worked.

“Ruby!” the human groaned as he twisted his neck to look in Ruby’s general direction.
“What are you doing, sweetie?”

Ruby returned to her sitting position and stared as the human rolled over and sat up. The sick
smell came off the human in waves, but Ruby tried to ignore it. She was glad to see the human
sitting up and returning her gaze. Ruby knew that humans were supposed to sit up during the
daylight hours. Maybe he wouldn’t be sick for much longer, Ruby hoped. She did a little dance
with her front paws, partly happy that the human was moving, but partly still worried about him.

The human rubbed his face. He grabbed his glasses from the coffee table and focused on
Ruby. “Hey, girl. Outside? Need to go outside?”

Ruby jumped and made a quick happy gurgle. The human nodded. “Okay!” he said, seeming
to try to pull his brain into the front of his head by an act of will. “C’mon, Let’s go outside.”

Ruby backed off as the human tried to push himself off the couch with both hands. His
backside cleared the cushions by a few inches before his momentum ebbed and he plopped back
down. “Oh, crap.” He said softly. Then he looked at his phone on the coffee table. “Oh, crap!” he
said, louder this time. “Ruby, I’ve been asleep for four hours! I’'m sorry, girl. You must really
need to go.”

This time, he pushed himself up with more force. For a moment, Ruby feared he might fall
directly on top of her, so she scampered back a few feet.

“Whoa,” the human said, steadying himself with a hand on the coffee table. Once he regained

his balance, he walked slowly, stiffly, through the living room toward the front door. Ruby
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noticed him making small grunting sounds with each step. She had only ever heard him do that
after some of their longest hikes into the neighboring mountains. On those days, he laughed after
he grunted. Today, he didn’t.

At the door, the human took Ruby’s leash from the basket where it was always at the ready
for another walk. Ruby didn’t mind the leash. She knew that the times when she could run on the
long, hilly trails during their hikes were special times. Ruby didn’t know exactly why, but she
accepted that the leash gave her a sense of safety in the wide world of big humans. Strange as it
seemed, she knew the leash meant that her humans loved her, just as she knew the times they let
her run free on those wooded trails also meant that they loved her. She loved them enough not
even to consider running away in the woods. And she loved them enough to wait patiently for the
leash.

“Come here, Ruby,” the human said, his voice weaker and raspier than usual. Ruby was, as
usual, at his heels when he called for her, but he always called anyway. He clicked the leash onto
Ruby’s collar, opened the door, and half-staggered into the springtime air. Normally, the human
would comb his hair or tuck in his shirt when he stepped out into the neighborhood with Ruby.
But she noticed today that his hair stuck out at odd angles in some places and was pasted to his
scalp in others. His big flannel shirt was untucked, and his baggy sweatpants hung low on his
hips.

Strangest of all, the human, Ruby noticed, stepped out onto the porch with bare feet. Ruby
knew that human feet were nowhere near as tough as her own. The children’s feet were close
because they spent considerable time romping in the yard in bare feet. But, as they aged, the

humans more and more depended on shoes. Ruby had never seen the adults or the kids beyond a
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certain age neglect to wear shoes outside. She hesitated in the doorway, staring at the human’s
feet, but he gave the leash a gentle tug.

“Let’s go, Ruby,” he said. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can get back on the
couch.”

Ruby moved through the doorway and out onto the porch. The man reached above her and
pulled the door closed behind them. Ruby sensed that something was strange about that action,
some usual part of the routine missing, but she could only stare at the human’s big, pale feet.

“What the ...” the human said, more to himself than to Ruby. “I forgot my shoes.” He
reached for the doorknob and leaned in to step through the opening door. But the door didn’t
open. The human lurched against it and staggered back onto the porch. Ruby skittered backward
herself, afraid that the human might step on her. She was an expert at walking close to human
feet without being stepped on. The memory of heavy shoes on her tiny paws when she was an
inexperienced and curious puppy taught her well to predict human movements and avoid their
giant feet.

The human said a word that Ruby knew humans weren’t supposed to say but sometimes said
anyway. Once, the youngest child had said the word at dinner, and the adult humans raised their
voices as if they had never uttered the word with the children listening from the next room. Ruby
knew that pups learned to bark from the big dogs.

The human grabbed the doorknob and twisted it again. He said the bad word again, this time
louder. Ruby admired the way the human drew out the “f” sound at the beginning of the word
and deepened his voice to almost sing the middle vowel before almost barking the “k” at the end.
Ruby knew dozens of human words, but this one was more mysterious than “outside” or “sit” or

“treat.” Humans had such a range of things that they could do with their voices. Ruby enjoyed
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her own language of woofs and yaps and howls. But she sometimes wished she could learn the
whole range of human expression and share it with her canine friends at the doggie daycamp she
attended once a week when the adult humans had long workdays.

“Ruby,” the human said. “We’re locked out. The keys are inside. And so’s my damned
phone.”

Ruby didn’t know all of these words, but she understood the general meaning. Even so, she
trotted down the steps and pulled the retractable leash to its full length, long enough to take her
across the brick patio and allow her to squat in the grass yard beyond. She usually had more
control and enjoyed finding just the right spot to spray her pee. Her favorite spot was anywhere
Bandit, the Airedale from down the street, had left his foul-smelling urine. Ruby wondered what
was wrong with the water at Bandit’s house to make his pee smell so disgusting. She knew that
her own scent was powerful enough to counteract his reeking spots on the lawn near the street.
Ruby growled and barked the most when Bandit’s humans walked him by her house. Ruby was
friends with every other dog in the neighborhood, but something about Bandit brought out the
wolf in her.

On this particular trip outside, Ruby had to go so badly that she just relieved herself without
being picky about the location. Once she did, she turned back to the human, who was staring at
the door. She wondered if he thought he could open the locked door with just the power of his
big human brain. Ruby knew that humans were smarter than dogs when it came to many things.
But she also knew that this human wasn’t smart enough to avoid getting locked out of the house.
Ruby wondered if being sick affected human brains just as it affected their big bodies, making

them think as slowly and awkwardly as they moved.
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Ruby trotted into the yard and tugged on the leash. The human looked out at her. Ruby
looked back and tugged again.

“Oh, Ruby,” the human said. “I don’t have the energy to take you for a big walk today.”

Ruby loved her big walks, of course. She loved the soft grass and hard streets and the chatty
birds and the wide sky. She loved the snow and the sunshine and the wind parting her fur and
tickling her from head to tail. She didn’t love the rain, and she certainly didn’t love the silly
raincoat the humans sometimes made her wear.

The house was nice, and Ruby enjoyed having a soft bed to sprawl across and watch the
endless events happening just outside their window. She loved that the house was warm in the
winter and cool in the summer and lighted through the early parts of the dark night. But she
loved the outside most of all. The house was contained, calm, ordered, and controlled. Outside
was random, sometimes noisy, often unpredictable. Animals that didn’t go inside the human
houses lived outside, just beyond the back yard tree line. The outside was wild. Ruby sensed that
she was once far more wild than she was in this life. She sensed that she once roamed vast
expanses of land, fought for her pack, killed for her food. She felt this in a way that she couldn’t
quite understand deep within herself. She wished she could tell the humans about her wild past,
especially during those nights when she snuggled into their warm laps on the couch, but she
knew this was a mystery she could never share across the deep gulf between their different
species.

Now, though, Ruby didn’t tug at the leash with the hope of a big walk. Now she tugged
because she realized that the human needed her help. Yes, he had a bigger brain than hers. She
knew this. She knew that she would never drive the car or build a fire or understand what was

happening in the shimmering screens of the humans’ phones and laptops. That was okay with
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her. She also knew that there were ways that her brain worked better than a human brain. She
knew that she could smell dangers that the humans could never detect. She could remember
many things the humans would forget every time, like the location of the best chewing stick that
she returned to time and again. She knew that she could track the flight of a bouncing rubber ball
and calculate the timing of her jump to catch it in midair far more efficiently than the adult
humans could.

And today, Ruby knew something else that the human didn’t know, something that would
make the human very happy—at least, as happy as he could be while sick. Ruby could remember
something from the many times that the other adult, the woman human, took her for walks. The
man human liked the front and street side of the yard where he might meet neighbors for
conversations while the woman human liked to take her to the more secluded backyard
especially when the Kkids joined the walk.

Ruby tugged harder now, putting her strong, little legs into action. “Okay,” the human said.
“I’m coming.”

He stepped awkwardly, unused to feeling his bare feet on the hard, wooden steps and rough,
brick patio and cool, squishy grass. Ruby pulled him along, trying without success to get him to
avoid the spot where she had peed. He didn’t seem to notice as he followed her, slowly at first,
but then building speed as they passed the front corner of the house, along the row of windows
where Ruby watched the world go by from her comfy bed, down the slick bank where the human
had to turn his big, bare feet sideways to keep from slipping. At the back of the house, Ruby took
him to a back door that was almost hidden under an awning and between two large bushes. Ruby

pulled the human straight to that backdoor and scratched against it, much as she scratched the
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inside of the front door as a puppy when she needed to go out. She had never scratched to go
back inside before today, but today was a different day.

The human stepped slowly behind her and reached for the door. As Ruby knew it would, the
knob turned in his hand.

“Oh, Ruby!” the human said as he pushed open the door and moved inside. “Thank you!
How did you know this door was unlocked?”

Ruby knew because the woman human had also locked herself out once long ago on a hot
summer day when Ruby was just a small puppy and had only been with the family for a few
weeks. Ruby remembered that the woman human had tried the front door just as the man human
had today. She remembered the woman sweating in the heat, her hair falling limply to the sides
of her shining face as she carried the smallest human child, then just an infant with a cloth
wrapped around her to catch her poop and pee. The child cried for the whole hour that the
woman wandered around the house, looking for a way back in. The cloth filled with poop and
pee, some of it spread onto the woman’s clothes, making her cry a little herself. The two boys,
then so young and small, tried windows and doors without success. Eventually, the woman sent
them to a neighbor’s house for help. Ruby was as relieved as everyone else when the neighbor
came with a metal bar and gently pried the back door open without even leaving a scratch.

After that day, the woman human always secretly kept that back door unlocked to avoid
another afternoon of struggling to get back inside. Ruby didn’t know enough numbers to know
how many times she had gone outside since then and didn’t need the back door, but she knew
that it was good that she remembered. Today, she knew that she was smart.

Back inside, the human gave Ruby a special crunchy treat, the one that tasted like bacon and

blueberries. Ruby didn’t know how the human knew that this one was her favorite, but it was.
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Then the human gave himself some small, white treats that he washed down with a glass of
water. He slowly padded back to the living room, his bare feet at home on the soft carpet, and
flopped down on the couch. Ruby followed close behind. This time, he didn’t turn his back but
faced out and curled enough to open a small space on the couch cushions. This time, he patted
that open space.

“Up!” he called out softly, some of the rasp gone from his voice. Ruby bounded up onto the
couch and licked his wet nose before snuggling against his warm chest. He still smelled sick, but
Ruby didn’t mind. She knew it was better for him to be sick while lying on the couch with the
dog who loved him, rather than staggering around outside where, even with a dog as smart and

tough and big as Ruby, the human might be too sick to deal with all that wildness out there.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: The inspiration for this story began one day when | was
home sick from work and walking my dog outside while trying not to pass out. |
wondered what my stumbling illness looked like from her perspective. Ruby in the
story is based on my wonderful dog Libby, an eight-year-old Border Terrier. We
love her tenacity, courage, and intelligence, and it’s always a fun challenge to try
to understand what’s going on inside her mind. We can be gone for five minutes,
and we’ll laugh when she celebrates our return as if we were lost at sea for a year.
And then she’ll do something that shows she remembers an event or place from
years ago, and we'll marvel at her super-hAuman mental abilities. “Big Little Dog”
Is a tribute to Libby, and the story is part of a book-length manuscript of linked
stories called “Stumbling Through Adulthood” where characters from one story
often pop up in other stories. Ruby and her family members all appear in other
stories in the collection.
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Massachusetts, with his wonderful wife Betsy and happy dog Libby. He has taught
writing and communications for 27 years at Asnuntuck Community College in
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HACKLES
By Nancy Harris

WHY WE LIKE IT: ‘Hackles’ function as a symbol for both man and beast in
this devastatingly visceral account of a neurotic father and a terrifying dog who
takes control of a family. Patrician prose and translucent insight raise this story so
high above the competition it’s hard to see what’s below. A flawless performance
by a writer in full control of her considerable gifts.

. Quote: He nibbled on ibuprofen and rubbed arnica gel into the shouting region
above his shoulders. And this breathtaking masterpiece of a sentence: They found
that just as they could ignore his occasional remarks about their fashion choices or
what he called the calamitous situations in bath and laundry, they could ignore his
unpleasant new habit, allowing it to become swallowed up by the forgettable
substance of Matt’s discourse.

Five stars.

Hackles

Like fungal conks creviced in a tree trunk, fluted bone fragments lodged themselves between C-1
and C-2, C-4 and C-5 in Matt Snell’s neck. When Dr. Patty’s long purple fingernail tapped the x-
ray on her tiny tablet, Matt, the product of a devout Presbyterian union, shrank backwards,

threatened by the intimacy of her millennial digit touching his mature skeletal image.

They’re not really spurs, you know,” Dr. Patty told him, “they’re more like little scalloped bits

growing on your vertebrae—as if your body is trying to repair itself by growing extra armor.”
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“Armor?” He quizzed the doctor, “Where’s the battle?”

“It’s the body’s way of trying to repair damage to the spine...” The doctor, her floral-scented
talcum assaulting Matt, who recognized it as the very same cloying sweetness that drifted from

the bathroom after one of his daughters had showered, went on, “think of it as fortification.”

“Fortification?” He challenged, “Why do I need fortification?”

From the comfort of a plushy chair, Matt had been crafting software for Silicon Valley start-ups

for decades.

She gave him a pitying look.

“To counteract the damage of normal deterioration, perhaps.”

He felt ancient.

Matt worked from his childhood home--a former hunting cabin converted to a charming single-
family residence in 1945. The tiny house centered itself on a cleared level lot of modest
proportions, the land having once been one of many flowered shelves that interspersed the folds

of a hilly, forested region.

When Matt was a toddler, the cadaverous old woman who ran Linglestown’s Historical Society
discovered the significance of the Snell property and its surroundings (a band of fierce immigrant
Scotsmen had destroyed the last survivors of a native American tribe there). She was awarded a

medal by the governor for getting the acreage designated a protected historical site, disappointing
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many local developers and grandfathering the Snell home as it existed, forbidding the addition of

any living space.

There, in that cozy, spare home sequestered among slopes and meadows, Matt grew accustomed
to order. The forces of nature worked noiselessly and efficiently, showering columns of towering
pines with soft white snow in the depths of winter, sprouting carpets of rubekia, wild violet, and

Queen Anne’s Lace in the early spring.

It could be said that Matt was shaped by the cooperating forces of his physical environment in
which each plot of earth was its own self-contained oasis. The pines did not meander downward
into the meadows; the flowers did not invade the forests where they might choke the trunks of
trees. It was a remarkably peaceful atmosphere that Matt perhaps came to expect in all facets of
life. Conflict was not part of his world. At home, his parents, as did he, understood their roles
and boundaries, and life there, remarkably or not, mirrored the same environmental equilibrium

the boy and later the man found in this rural paradise.

Matt and Donna settled into the home after their wedding (Matt’s parents having ventured forth
to that septuagenarian retreat, Miami Beach). The fact that the house held one bathroom did not
seem a matter of great concern—it was a relatively spacious bathroom—and after all, there were

only two of them.

At first, not much changed: a few cosmetics popped up on the previously bare counters of the
bathroom where there’d been nothing but an ivory pool of sink poured into an expanse of

sparkling granite.
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It was not until half a dozen colorful bottles of nail polish and a pink Lady Bic electric razor
joined the cosmetics lining the backsplash a week or so later that Matt, congenitally fastidious in
matters of order and simplicity, first felt the twinges in his neck. His own modest parents kept

their lotions and pills, Band Aids and razors safely stowed in neat rows behind cabinet doors.

Still, Donna’s recent contributions to the bathroom amounted to nothing alarming and Matt
found that if he was cautious in averting his gaze from the growing colony of feminine products,
the uncomfortable sensations along the uppermost region of his cervical vertebrae all but

disappeared.

The laundry room, though, was another thing altogether. Lace-layered panties and bras in shiny
pastel fabrics hung without shame next to dangling pantyhose from a clothesline newly strung

across the room, creating a tawdry effect reminiscent of a washerwoman’s workplace.

Matt had never laid eyes on his mother’s underwear.

One day, when slapped in the face by a wet garment dangling overhead, Matt decided to have a

word.

“Honey,” he ventured, leaning over Donna’s shoulder as she stirred Bolognese on the cooktop,

“can we talk about the laundry room?”

When he suggested that perhaps there was a more efficient way to manage things, Donna stared

at him blankly.

“I only meant that if you wore, you know, cotton things—things that go into the dryer--"
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A trill of laughter.

“Oh Matt, honey,” she cupped his chin in her warm hand, kissing him in a way that made him

feel foolish rather than loved.

She returned to her Bolognese as though the exchange had never taken place.

And with those quick gestures, he saw how things were going to be from then on. He’d been
reduced to an object of ridicule. There was no room, not the smallest opening, for negotiation. A
pattern that would impose itself on their marriage, on their day-to-day life, had been resolutely

established. He mentally wrung his hands.

What had been the state of Donna’s modest condo? He could not recall. Surely, if it had been a
chaotic, disordered swirl such as the one Matt now found himself immersed in, a warning would

have sounded.

Then again, there was her calm manner and careful demeanor, the way she pursued every gesture
with deliberateness, every act or effort given her full attention: an integration of mind and body,
a full and complete engagement with the matter before her. Was this not a sign of order? If so,

how could one with an orderly mind live in such a disorderly environment?

Was it simply that had there been more hours in the day Donna would have found time to dry the
garments on a delicate setting and fold them into the depths of a basket, carried the lingerie

upstairs to be tucked into drawers?

Matt tried to convince himself that this was the case.
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But the dismissive manner in which she’d met his inquiry remained stuck somewhere in his

neck.

Twin girls arrived ten months later, and the line of silk, nylon, and lace festooning the tiny

laundry room was now joined by onesies and midget t-shirts in shades of Easter eggs.

Over the years, the garments grew in quantity, size, and variety, until where there had once been
perhaps half a dozen undergarments gracing the clothesline strung across the room, there were
now as many as 18 to 24 garments of various proportions—some of which featured Care Bears

and Scooby-do.

Later, as the girls reached pubescence, other intimate garments appeared in alarming shades:
black, red, purple. Silk blouses and glittery tees draped drying racks that covered a table once

used for folding.

Even worse was the appearance of some of these garments on the forms of his little girls, who’d

begun to look like saucy tarts.

“Do you think that’s appropriate attire for school?” He’d asked from the breakfast table as
Marnie and Renny sauntered past, black bra straps boldly escaping the borders of racerback tees

on which provocative messages were emblazoned.

Each glanced at him with a smile of mild amusement and continued to the door.



83

By the time the girls entered high school, the twinges in Matt’s neck had become as steady as a
boy’s worst nemesis, his cranky companion throughout most of his days. He nibbled on

ibuprofen and rubbed arnica gel into the shouting region above his shoulders.

The bathroom was now further transformed by a palpable infusion of estrogen-saturated ether.
The counter bloomed hairdryers and curling irons tied up in an unnerving tangle of cords;
crinkly-wrapped tampons rolled, unashamed, across open shelving secured to the wall above for
the additional accommodation of toiletries; lipsticks, lotions, facials, foundations, powders

scattered themselves randomly amid metal trees of earrings, bracelets, necklaces.

Matt felt himself sliding down the rock-studded side of an ever-steepening cliff. He reached for
holds with desperate fingers, legs dangling over an abyss, Donna and the girls gazing at him

from a higher plateau.

Why did no one throw him a lifeline?

Matt’s twinges rolled into cloying pain so severe that he sought relief in twice-weekly
therapeutic massages added to his growing regimen of over-the-counter medications, ointments,

and creams.

When both girls began to commute to the local university, small dials of pink and blue birth

control pills joined the chaotic bathroom mélange, sealing Matt’s distress.

His widowed mother, returned from Miami, joined the household that year, taking up residence
on the cramped second floor in the tiny suite of bed and sitting room that had previously held

Matt’s office so that he now worked from the dining room table. A Diaper Genie, gathering place
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for Gram’s sodden Depends, joined the bathroom jumble, standing like a ripe sentry between the

laden countertops and the toilet.

Matt’s misery exploded over the next four years in a constant barrage of shooting pains and a

radiating burning sensation.

It was when he found himself unable to turn his neck in either direction or raise his arms 45
degrees that he was forced to call on Dr. Patty who’d inherited the practice from her father, a

childhood classmate of Matt’s. Armed with cortisone shots and Tramadol, he could move again.

Beaten down as he was by the weeks of unrelenting suffering, Matt developed what he believed
to be a sudden case of Tourette’s Syndrome; specifically, he began to attach an offensive suffix
to the ends of certain nouns. The white-haired lady who sold lattes and muffins at the Roastery

on the square became the “coffee-bitch;”” the slight Asian woman who hiked up his rural

driveway to deliver mail six days a week was suddenly known as the “mail-bitch.”

“Not Tourette’s,” Dr. Patty corrected him, “but definitely on the spectrum.”

And she slipped him the business card of a psychiatrist, who saw him the next day and

prescribed anti-anxiety meds.

The women he knew by name escaped Matt’s curse. His family puzzled over just what it was
that prompted him to utter the insult. They knew Matt now had two states of being: contorted by
agony when he tried to treat his condition with stoicism or mesmerized by a comforting mix of

drugs and alcohol. They found that just as they could ignore his occasional remarks about their
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fashion choices or what he called the calamitous situations in bath and laundry, they could ignore
his unpleasant new habit, allowing it to become swallowed up by the forgettable substance of

Matt’s discourse.

Until they couldn’t.

He felt them edging away. He couldn’t help himself. It slipped out before he knew what he was
saying. No, that’s not true. In fact, it didn’t so much as slip out as it propelled itself from
between his lips with a force hinting at violence and with the spouting of the invective came a

temporary cessation of his pain.

On a perfect day, Donna found she could spend as many as 15 hours away from Matt between a
daytime toiling over financial statements at work and a nighttime of horseback riding at the local

barn where her palomino was boarded.

Marnie, the oldest of his daughters by two minutes, avoided Matt by retreating to her room until
it was time to leave the house for her 12-9 shift at Lane Bryant and scurrying back to that private

space with a fragrant McDonalds sack of burgers and fries on her return.

Only Renny, the younger, between jobs and home all day, was subjected to her father’s odd

behavior in large doses. She alone challenged Matt, calling him names: misogynist, pig.

“Your dad is in great pain,” Renny’s grandmother scolded the girl, “he says that terrible word

because he can’t control himself; he has no power over his own suffering.”

“He takes pills and drinks vodka, Gram; he’s not in pain.”
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“He doesn’t know what he’s saying when he’s all doped up.”

In May of that year, Matt spotted Jack on a website—a dark-faced pup with a luxurious black
and gold coat and four white paws like matched socks, a mug shot gaze into the camera: an
astonishingly long, elegant jaw full of sharp white interlocking teeth. He wanted that boy. There
was a dog, Lina, in the house, but she had been rescued by Donna from the parking lot between

Hoover’s Funeral Parlor and the Eagle Bar and Grill and was devoted to the girls.

She had no use for Matt.

He bought the shepherd pup from a backyard breeder in Shamokin for three-hundred dollars.
Shamokin, a town broken by the one-two punch common in that part of the country: first the
railroads died and then the coal mines shut down. Besides Dave’s Shepherd Farm, a cluster of
sagging Main Street houses sheltering seniors and junkies stood their ground. That was about it
for Shamokin. The puppy weighed eight pounds, which would have been a clue to anybody who
knew shepherds that the dog was either much younger than the eight weeks claimed by the
breeder or half-starved. Matt didn’t know much about shepherds except that they were said to be
completely loyal. Around Lina, who outweighed Jack by ten pounds, the pup kept a wary

distance.

Around the women, he was mildly disdainful—except for Matt’s mother, toward whom he

showed an immediate and violent animosity.

Gram lurched to the breakfast table bent over her walker on the first morning after Jack’s arrival.
The pup, who was reclining nearby, rose with fury. He sneered, baring his slick teeth, a guttural

growl emitting from the depths of his chest.
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Like underground missiles preparing for deployment, iron-stiff tufts of fur shot up from the back

of the little monster’s neck.

“I’m not scared of you, kid,” she said, turning her white face on the animal like a full moon.

Jack watched her with narrowed eyes, his puppy muscles taut and rippling in a threatening

manner beneath a heaving coat.

Lina skittered into the room fanning her tail and hunkered down next to Gram, who slipped a bit

of buttered toast into the mutt’s mouth.

If anyone had been paying attention, it might have been noticed that Jack studied that morning
ritual with a malevolent glare. He appeared to be storing the memory some place deep where
other bitter recollections were plunged—nightmarish reminders of having been yanked away
from the warm underbelly of his mother while the others, all girl puppies, remained snugly

fastened there.

Breeder Dave’s little daughter had wanted Jack for her own.

For his first few weeks of life, Jack spent his days shivering on a rug next to the girl’s bed.
Within a week, she’d grown tired of feeding him and taking him out to pee. “He’s going back to
the yard,” Dave grunted when he smelled the urine in her room, and Jack, now the definite runt,
was tossed out, reunited with his sisters, who’d outgrown him and turned peevish whenever Jack

nosed into their path.

Matt’s dad once told him there were theories about what makes a runt: the weakest pup couldn’t

latch on to his mother’s teat; the one in the middle of the womb where nutrition was scarce is
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underweight at birth. But the truth was, Jack was smaller because he was fed what the girl gave

him when she remembered to give him anything at all.

In Breeder Dave’s house, he had survived mostly on condensed milk from the fridge--milk
watered down to stretch a bit farther. By the time he was dropped back among his siblings,
Jack’s mother didn’t seem to recall who he was and the possessive girl pups crammed together in

a forbidding furry cordon, blocking his path to the food bowl.

Like a vengeful bullied teenager, Jack chowed down and bulked up at the Snells’, running

endless loops across and around the front yard to the edges of bordering forests.

By September, Donna found even more opportunities for horseback riding when she joined a

group of horsewomen on weekend trail-riding trips to places like Clarion and Marienville.

“Off with the horse-bitches again, then?”” Matt inquired when she departed on Friday nights.

Marnie had moved out, sharing a place in Harrisburg with her boyfriend, a stringy, good-
humored kid who worked for the governor. Renny quietly slipped out one day. Six months later,
a photograph of the girl arrived in the mail. She was standing on a San Antonio tarmac dressed in

Air Force blues.

That Fall, Jack outweighed Lina four-fold and the little mutt started keeping to her own far
corner of the living room, her liquid brown eyes roving over Jack with caution. She waited for
that hulk to shuffle off and doze so she could get a shot at the food bowl in the laundry room

now and again.
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One day when Gram heaved herself into a chair at the breakfast table, Jack sidled up to her,

intercepting Lina’s bit of toast.

“What’s wrong, Lina? Don’t you like toast anymore?”” She asked the pet cowering in the corner.

Gram raised herself on to the walker and rolled over to Lina, Jack close on her trail. When she
reached down to Lina with a crust, Jack’s neck fur rose in a quivering ridge. He pounced,
knocking Gram to the floor, slashing her pale arm before devouring the crushed edge of toast.

Lina whimpered and scurried up the stairs, taking cover beneath Gram’s bed.

“Elderly patients on Warfarin must stay clear of clawed pets,” Dr. Patty remarked as she sutured

the wound.

On Christmas day, Donna stayed home largely because the horse barn was closed for the
holidays. She made a rib roast, mashed potatoes, three bean salad, and roasted root vegetables.
They all drank a bit of Merlot and, after dinner, sat around the fire with a bottle of Courvoisier.
Jack, who weighed in at 120 now, was stretched out on the hearth and Lina, who was down to

eleven pounds, sat by Donna, eyeing the bully by the fire.

Nearby, Gram had been following the closed captioning on Jeopardy for at least fifteen minutes.

Matt turned to his wife and lowered his voice to a near whisper.

“Remember when we talked about selling the house and traveling the country in an RV?” Matt
popped a couple of trammies and Xanax tablets, noting Donna looked more like 35 than 57 while

he looked every bit of sixty.

Stroking Lina, Donna’s icy stare briefly but decisively cut through the haze of alcohol and pills.
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Matt glanced at his mother whose startled expression could not be escaped. She directed her

attention back to Alex Trebek.

“Don’t need good hearing to understand that look,” Gram murmured.

In the middle of the night, Lina, who’d gone some time without a meal, mistook the rhythmic
rise and fall of Jack’s hide for deep sleep, and crept toward the food bowl. By the time the
hapless, emaciated girl reached the kitchen, Jack, neck fur standing erect as an open blade, had
leapt across the room and sunk his teeth into her hide, shaking her from side to side like a wet

rag.

Donna was first down the stairs at the sound of the canine melee. The more fiercely she tried to
pull Lina out of Jack’s grasp, the more she stretched the gaping hole in the ravaged dog’s side.
Matt appeared, grabbing a cast iron skillet from the cooktop and nailed Jack on the head. The

dog fell back in a heap of unconsciousness.

At the vet’s, Donna held Lina in her arms while the pentobarbital made its way through the dying

dog’s bloodstream.

“One little, two little, three little Indians...four little...” Matt’s mother sang under her breath,
standing next to Matt on the back porch, watching Donna’s Toyota drag the horse trailer, packed

with her belongings, down the driveway at dawn.

“We’ll have to make some changes, Gram,” Matt said over breakfast, keeping his eyes on his

oatmeal, “probably move closer to town.”

But he knew they weren’t going to any kind of normal neighborhood—not with Jack.
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Gram didn’t say a word.

As suddenly as it had begun, Matt’s vocal tic disappeared.

Maybe it was because slamming so many pills with vodka chasers had rendered him speechless
and blurry. The house went to hell when the housekeeper refused to come back, but Jack was too
far gone into his semi-conscious state to notice. (Word had gotten around town about Lina’s
violent demise.) He remained coherent enough to work from home. As long as nobody asked for

video conferencing, he could get by.

No longer allowed to stalk freely about the house, Jack seethed alone in the locked garage unless
Matt had him muzzled and out front on a leash. Gram spent long solitary hours in her sitting

room upstairs.

“I feel like I’'m in a Charlotte Bronte novel,” Gram shouted to be heard over the dog’s angry
barking while she and Matt sat through a 30-minute infomercial for a CD collection of the best

Country music, Matt, too far in the bag to flip to another channel.

The next day, Matt had gone out for more vodka and bread. On his return from the store, as the
car nosed up to the garage door, Matt clicked off the motor and listened. The silence spelled

doom—Jack was not in the garage.

Matt left the car in the driveway and let himself into the garage by a side door.

The interior door of the garage that led into the little entryway between laundry room and kitchen

was ajar. Matt paused on the threshold, pressing the sack of booze and bread to his pounding
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chest. The big clock in the family room kept its beat and another, faster ticking sound reached

him from the kitchen. He pushed the door open wider and stepped through.

Jack paused in his staccato licking of the pooled blood—a gruesome arch hugging Gram’s

downturned head. He gave Matt a bland look before returning to his meal.

There came a procession of visitors: first, the police with their creaking leather belts weighed
down by guns; then, the coroner, a man who smelled of cologne and wore a black suit. Finally,
an hour after the others were gone and he’d watched the funeral director’s van inch down the
road and up to the highway, The Humane Society man showed up with a warrant to take Jack

into custody.

But by the time he’d arrived, Matt was standing over a mound of freshly turned soil, leaning on a

shovel with one hand, pressing the back of the other hand into his sweat-stained forehead.

“Done,” he told the driver, who waved and headed out.

Jack, clenching a lone bottle of nail polish remover between fanged incisors, crept into view and
loped up to Matt, who grabbed the chemical and tossed it into the woods. His heart leaden with a

new grief, Matt stared at the dirt-covered cache of left-behind underwear and toiletries.

Ten years on, from the gleaming window of his pop-up, Matt gazed at Jack, who reclined
beneath the setting sun’s golden mantle. Jack, his gray-lashed flanks glowing in the rich light of
the day’s demise, stared across the pitted desert, to the hazy ribbon of ridge rising against a pink-
hued sky. Only once did a hint of violence corrupt Matt’s hard-won peace in the small desert

town of Claunch, New Mexico: a visiting cousin of the local grocer, a widow in her late sixties
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who’d called the numbers at Friday night’s bingo, appeared below the steps of Matt’s camper

bearing a pecan pie early one Saturday morning.

When Matt spotted the woman, her red-glossed mouth twitching in anticipation, his smooth
vertebrae, now completely shorn of the unwanted bony bits, ached sharply like the ghostly leg

pain of a double amputee.

“It’s the bingo bitch, Jack,” he muttered, opening the door a crack with his foot, releasing the
shepherd, who bared his teeth and crept down the camper’s steps toward the startled lady until

she slowly backed up and turned, darting to her car.

As the motor roared to life, Matt’s pain dissolved. Jack ambled up the steps and swished through
the door, pushing it all the way open to invite a sunny morning vista inside. He nosed Matt’s
thigh, his brown eyes cast upward with the coyness of a debutante. Matt embraced the gentle
animal with both arms and buried his face deep into the untroubled fur of the canine’s graceful

neck.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: Deconstruction as it relates to literary criticism has
fascinated me since graduate school; writing short fiction with a nod to Foucault
and a wink at peddlers of identity politics seemed a natural next step. The stories
I’'m most proud of are those that challenge middle class assumptions about various
intersections of race, class, feminism, and patriarchy. “Hackles” begins with
recollections of a rural upbringing and provided an irresistible canvas on which to
explore the backstory of those one might label “deplorables.” I tried to follow that
genesis to honest conclusions. Worn and annotated paperback editions of works by
Elizabeth Strout and T. C. Boyle, two quite different writers, are essential for me in
the search for new truths.

AUTHOR’S BIO: Nancy Smith Harris has found homes for some of her stories in
various refuges, most recently including Calliope, the Pennsylvania Literary



Journal, and Front Porch Review. She holds an MA in English Literature from San
Francisco State University.
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IDENTITY

By Omar Hussain

WHY | LIKE IT: Guest editor/author LARRY LEFKOWITZ writes: | especially like the piece
of my brother in humor, Omar Hussain, “iDENTITY” because it carries out to perfection and
with originality a common theme; namely, the danger of online addiction. It does so with an
unwavering consistency and tone, including especially that of the Big Brother trying to keep the
user glued to the websites and other options of computer usage. This, while it monitors the user’s
increasing frustration and despair together with the user’s loss of personal integrity and sanity
in our super-media age, coupled with the Big Brother’s increasing frustration with the user’s
mounting desire to free himself from his cyberspaced black hole.

The piece takes a humorous satirical look at the intrusions of internet forms and applications in
our life and the subordination of the personality to the web. Omar provides humorous gems, of
which follow a few, but the whole piece is brilliantly written and shows he, himself, is a “special
person” (the user is originally addressed as such by the machine) when it comes to humor
writing. As one who does not use social networks and applications, even not Zoom during the
time of the corona virus, I applaud Omar’s anti-obsession-with-the-web stance.

Ok, the gems. Amusing and clever put-downs of the user predominate. “Download game apps to
connect with your equally bored friends who are also looking to plug into the hyperreal and
escape their obvious pains and inner cries toward the universe.” “We noticed that your pathetic
profiles on three different social media accounts failed to gain more than eight total likes or
shares. This just means you have to post more photos from your recent trip to Italy. Your 117
friends are eager to see the picture of you holding your hand out so it looks like the Leaning
Tower of Pisa is cradles in your palm. They will surely laugh and admire how clever you are. ”
And, at the end, perhaps a result of the Big Brother’s frustration at the user’s absence for a year,
a Freudian attack. “You are still unconsciously trying to fill the lack-of-love-voids your father or
mother or legal guardian left with any temporary satisfaction you can find with web-based
interactions.”

Thumb-up symbol here.

iDENTITY
by Omar Hussain

<activate user_dialogue>

<run = open code plain speak interface>
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Hello, you! Hello, special person!

Please feel free to surf the web and check your email every fifteen to thirty seconds. Use
your index finger to repeatedly tap the small, perfectly intriguing icons of your favorite websites
over and over again, hoping for updated content at absurd times of the day. Download game apps
to connect with your equally bored friends who are also looking to plug into the hyperreal and
escape their obvious pains and inner cries toward the universe.

Do this, special person. Do this again. And again.
<initiate “euphoria”>

<let Condescending Voice = “New Favorite Friend”>

Good morning, you! Welcome to another day on your vital device!

Thank you for using our alarm settings. Have you checked your text messages? Surely
someone sent you a note while you were sleeping.

Did you just go to the bathroom?

Make sure to always bring me along with you. This will help in avoiding your freshest
fears for the day and will instead lubricate your mind with tone-deafness and self-importance for
another dozen hours or so!

But seriously, did anyone text you?

<initiate “anxiety”>
<var listen mode = on>

Hello, suddenly frustrated human!
We have noticed that you have been using our web browser to check your social media

accounts. Please bypass the web browsing function and download the appropriate social media
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apps. This will help us capture your every movement and convert that data for endless profits.

Ignore the weird sponsored ads that reflect the last thing you said out loud. Only a coincidence.

<default-addiction-protocols>

Is everything okay? We noticed that your pathetic profiles on three different social media
accounts failed to gain more than eight total likes or shares. This just means you have to post
more photos from your recent trip to Italy. No, really. Your 117 friends are eager to see the
picture of you holding your hand out so it looks like the Leaning Tower of Pisa is cradled in your
palm. They will surely laugh and admire how clever you are.

Also, have you checked your text messages? Someone should love you by now and if
they don’t isn’t that an awful thing? And aren’t you ashamed of what you have become in life?
And is it not your entire fault that everything you’ve ever wanted hasn’t come to fruition? Look

at all your friends and how successful they are and then look at yourself. Shame.

Notification: Kindly update your apps.

<function {loneliness}>

Good evening, friend!

Our biometric monitoring ability indicates that you now only stare at this device’s screen
for approximately 8.25 hours out of the day. This is a horrible decrease from the 10.5 hours we
tracked last month. Is this because you still haven’t received a text from anyone of importance?
In this scenario, we recommend switching the contact info for your mother with the person you
most desire. Ignore the maternal notes that this desired person now sends. Please do this and see

if it rids you of your horrible depression.
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Still want to communicate but have nobody to do it with? Have no worries, friend. Please

open up our Notes app and talk to yourself.

<execute “identity”>

<let new subconscious = me>

<return (prefix: | Am Control)>

It’s been almost a whole year, Friend!

Do you know what this means? Of course you don’t. You’re still unconsciously trying to
fill the lack-of-love-voids your father or mother or legal guardian left with any temporary
satisfaction you can find with web-based interactions.

But we know what this means. This means that we know you better than you know

yourself. Rest easy, friend. We will treat your identity with care and attention.

</Simulacra>

AUTHOR’S NOTE: This piece was inspired by the escalating tension brought on by
technology, its increasingly invasive nature on our lives, and our willingness to hand over the
last remnants of privacy to the people behind all of our gadgets.

AUTHOR’S BIO: Omar Hussain is a writer from the San Francisco Bay Area, transplanted to
Ann Arbor, Michigan. His work has appeared or is forthcoming in Ellipsis Zine, Spelk, Dream
Noir, the Drabble, the Potato Soup Journal and (mac)ro(mic), among others. Omar's beta-test
novel, The Outlandish and the Ego, debuted in late 2017. It received some praise, remarkably.

EDITOR’S BIO: Larry Lefkowitz has had published approximately 140 stories, as well as
poetry and humor. His literary novel, "The Novel, Kunzman, the Novel!" is available as an e-book
and in print from Lulu.com. and other distributors. His story collection, “Enigmatic Tales”
published by Fomite Press is available from Amazon, Barnes & Noble. His story Bloom in Bloom
appears in this issue (fiction).
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POSTMORTEN CHARACTER ASSASSINATION

By Turner Odorizzi

WHY WE LIKE IT: A small time dealer, bruised and broken from his experience in the drug
trade, embarks on an erratic road trip across the Texas burn that is both odyssey and
pilgrimage. His sometime companion is as much his dilemma as his voice of conscience.
Saturating emotional tonalities and a world fragmenting into a psycho-luminescent past and
present becomes the dreamscape of delusion. The prose is full of spit, the dialogue glimmers like
volcanic glass out of the mouths of ruined lives and the ending will bore a hole in your stomach.
Sometimes we get lucky. Turner submitted a story that was snatched from under us by a
competing publisher (drat!) and we liked it so much we asked for another—which he generously
sent. And this one, IOHO a superior work of fiction, blew us away! It’s hard to single out
excellences when you 're wading through a sea of superlatives. No two talents are alike and
every writer is different, but great writing, is immediately recognizable. It’s what we all strive for
but few of us achieve. Five stars. Quote: We were behind a diner, some little place in Lubbock
with SUVs and massive, hulking trucks in the parking lot, waiting on a dealer who had flaked
twice already. Collin was tapping his feet and I, not wanting to start something, glanced over to
get him to stop. His eyes were contracted, like the eagle closing his wings to chest in a steep dive
towards the water. He continued to tap his feet, so | gave up. A car cloaked in a dingy grey
pulled up, handed off a bag, and then twenty minutes later we were on the couch, chopping up
rocky particulate into powder, preparing said powder into an infantry of lines. Spartan hoplites in
proper phalanx form.

It’s been two days since digging the grave and fleeing that throng of trees. Collin comes back to
me as | drive, lonely along the highways driving throughout Lubbock, forcing me to extricate
myself to somewhere clearer. Occasionally, I spy him standing beside signs telling me how far

until the next city, but more often I hear him inside of the music. He permeates the speakers.

He used to stare out of the window while the music drifted, always like there was some other,
better place he needed to be. He was so quiet in those moments the air became morphologic
sickness, every molecule feeling more and more misanthropic as we drove. I don’t know if he

knew that we were hitched to Death’s galloping horse.
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The road and lines in front of me transform themselves into corpses. The radio so hollow it’s

eating some of the matter in the car. | switch it off.

The first town | stop in is Roswell, fairly close to the Texas border and my first introduction to
the New Mexico landscape. It’s no different from the adjacent part of Texas (it has the same
waving beige-green grass), but it feels different. People in Roswell have a claim to fame through
some supposed alien crash, and every time I’ve been before I was just passing through with my
parents. But this time, I’m racked with how simple it is to accommodate aliens. | could even

make a brief detour to the crash site to see if there any willing beams waiting to extract someone.

| could use the break.

| can sense hunger and that, by my estimation, these are not people | could stay and ruminate
with for long. But they’ll do for now. I choose the first restaurant that I come to, a droopy diner
with a big, homey sign up top, park on its side, closest to the building, and swivel my head to

make sure they hadn’t caught up to me yet. No sign.

“Do you serve beer?”

The waitress is off guard and just stares back at me with a tilted catch of her teeth. She works
hard to get behind my eyes and see what kind of alien | am, sifting through a number of reasons.

She’s digging the way they all do in small places.

“It’s only 11:30, hon. Are you sure?”

“If I wasn’t sure then I wouldn’t have asked. Please just give me the cheapest beer you have.”
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She nods, takes the rest of my order, and then brings me the coffee, water, and beer that |
ordered. I see her whispering something into her coworker’s ear over by the kitchen, cutting

short when her eyes find me. A slow smile after, broken.

I notice, after burning my tongue on the coffee, there’s a paper hanging lazily on the precipice of
the booth, a big coffee stain over the front page, but I could still make out Dallas Morning News
toward the top. They mention Collin as “Texas 20 year-old Found Dead and Buried in the
Woods” on the third page, but nothing about me anywhere. They’re hiding something, and they

just don’t want to tell the public.

Escape velocity is important now.

The waitress put me in the front corner of the place, which 1 like, and had leaves me alone long
enough to doubt myself and shred the paper before stuffing it carefully into my pockets. She

doesn’t notice my hands or ask me about it, but instead asks me about food.

“Can I get you anything to eat? We’ve got a chicken fried steak on special today, mashed

potatoes and green beans on the side. In my opinion, it’s the best damn thing on the menu.”

She chuckles.

“I’ll just have scrambled eggs. I don’t eat red meat.”

Her smile grows again, more plastic.

She scoops up the menu, “You might be in the wrong part of the country then, hon.” She looks
over her shoulder twice as she walks away; | think she winks on the second turn, but that may

just be the diner playing its movie in my head.
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| quietly sip the coffee, water, and beer, all three equally bitter on the tongue. Collin hated

coffee. He loved red meat.

We were behind a diner, some little place in Lubbock with SUVs and massive, hulking trucks in
the parking lot, waiting on a dealer who had flaked twice already. Collin was tapping his feet and
I, not wanting to start something, glanced over to get him to stop. His eyes were contracted, like
the eagle closing his wings to chest in a steep dive towards the water. He continued to tap his
feet, so | gave up. A car cloaked in a dingy grey pulled up, handed off a bag, and then twenty
minutes later we were on the couch, chopping up rocky particulate into powder, preparing said

powder into an infantry of lines. Spartan hoplites in proper phalanx form.

“Hand me that twenty-dollar bill; I don’t want to use a five.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to argue with you, I’ve waited all day for this coke and I don’t want to fucking

argue.”

| handed him the twenty and, like an illusion, the lines vanished. He fell back to the couch,
smiling for the first time in something like forty hours, sniffing harder every few seconds. We
looked at each other for a little bit, breaking silence with a stronger silence and bridging gaps

with cocaine.

He frowned, “Why do you look so scared?”
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The sky is fine and the wind mild as I step out of the little cafe. I’m sure I saw an eagle, though
the two little girls standing on either side of their grandpa shout about flying saucers. He laughs,
explains to them that God made humans, and only humans. They seem to take him at his word,

because they look up at him and grin.

As | pat myself down to find my cigarettes and the lighter, | formulate the next stage of my
flight from the law. I could make a fast break towards Colorado and the mountains or a beeline

to the coast and Californian sun.

But then, like it was fated, a car cloaked in a familiar dingy gray passed at a relatively low speed

for an empty road. Oh, what fucking luck. Good fortune is ripe here.

I’'m sure that it’s the same car I had met with Collin. The same peddler’s car, the same peddler

who sold him the fatal bag.

My car’s quicker, and he doesn’t seem to notice that I’'m following him, even as I hit a few of

the same exits and pull the same routine of changing speed.
Hmm.

He doesn’t drive like a drug dealer. New Mexico’s slack speed limits help. Within half an hour,
I’m in hot pursuit, hopefully towards clean, American vengeance. Collin’s voice tramps around
my head telling me “Do it, do it. Kill the fucker!” I step harder on the gas, coming within the
buffer zone of about two feet, right up on the bumper. Suddenly, | brake and swerve as his tire
explodes; the black shreds throwing back like fingers outstretched from a grave. Most of them

missed, but one of the largest, longest smashes one of my headlights.
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The commotion threw my cigarette down to the floor, next to the pedals; It slowly burns the

plastic piece in front of them.

Collin was never one to hide himself or his problem. Every time he was driving, his eyes
narrowed, and, like he took it as a challenge, he sped up to meet another car and lingered long
enough for me to clumsily grab the wheel. He then proceeded to take a large bump of coke as

they looked at him like some hyena. He was a hyena in the car.

“Good god, you see that guy? He was trying to lecture me through the glass.”

I met eyes with the man. An older guy. His brows were crunched eyes pleading, even in the glare
between us. He looked, to me, like he was concerned. Collin lapped at the window and threw as
much of his bag that he could manage up onto it. He was a spectacle and he was central to the

experience. The car was his pack, and, with it, he was spreading across the Texas plains.

The old man broke right then. He must have seen the two tires rolling towards us looking
Machiavellian before we could even be bothered. He must have anticipated the fact that there
was something very tense about the air at that moment and that a profound dread had caged us
in. The left tire clipped the front headlight and left it fractured, but still functioning. The right hit
dead on with the steering column, denting the hood like a crater. Six inches of the black rubber

had broken the shield wall of the glass; Collin’s nose was broken, but only slightly.

“Goddamnit. I paid forty fucking dollars for a broken nose.”
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| watch through the rear view mirror as an older woman, probably sixty or so, slumps in awe

near the back tire.

Had I chased some kind of ghost simply because a dead man demanded it of me?

Maybe the drugs weren’t only his problem but mine too. Maybe it was possible for a
thought-osmosis to occur in which | started to imbibe the paranoia and frantic neediness. | run
my hands over my face a few times before deciding to continue on. My sureness split, my hands

shaking, I’'m in desperate need of the Sunday paper.

As it turns out, I’'m on my way back to Texas. His voice fills the car quick as I pass the café from

earlier, growing virulently until his hazy projection materializes in the passenger seat.

“So it wasn’t him, big deal.”

“Yeah, well, that’s easy for you to say. You get to be dead, and I have to deal with this shit.”

“Not my choice, friend. Don’t you want to just leave all this shit though? We always wanted to
drive to the coast and live there. I feel like you might really be limiting yourself because of your

dead friend. You have options, you know.”

Growing bigger as I come toward it, there’s a sign detailing the friendliness of New Mexico.
According to this sign, New Mexico is the Land of Enchantment. I don’t need enchanting but do

need bigger, and everything is bigger in Texas. It’s the unofficial state motto and mentality.

The headlines are bigger.

“We both know that you didn’t kill me, bud.”

“Fuck off.”
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The welcome sign for Texas finally pops up.

Collin’s gone when I look over.

As soon as | see the first diner on the outskirts, my hands break into a fit, moving without
themselves or without my control. I need another drink if I’'m going to keep myself propped up. I
haven’t come within inches of sleep in somewhere over 35 hours, and there’s a peril that places
its hooks deep into your eyes. It’s a tigress who can’t seem to mate, yet can’t say no. It’s a blank

stare that, instead of being snapped to focus, continues, parallel to reality, ad infinitum.

The hostess at the restaurant bubbles at me with a similar demeanor to that of the lunchtime

waitress. Different state, but the same calculated smile. She forces a frown out of me.

“Is it just y’all?”

Did she just address me as if there were two of us standing there? I look around; she’s confused.

Then I sort of back away, fearful that it’s some kind of trap or something.

“Did you just say y’all?”

“No, hon. I asked if it was just you and then you went all loopy on me.”

“Oh, okay,” I’'m not convinced in the slightest. “Can I have that table over there, in the corner?”

“Just y’all?”

“Just us”
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Collin responded and smirked, receiving one back. He asked for the corner booth and she

led us there, a slight hesitation in her arms as she laid out the menus. She looked back to Collin.

“Let me know when you’re ready.”

She walked away in triumph and Collin made sure to lean back and spread his arms over
the whole booth. The diner where we found ourselves was dimly lit, like most Texas diners, and
smelled fried. We sat there and stared at the menus for a few minutes before saying anything

else.

Collin never looked at a menu that long. As | followed his eyes, | could see there was
something hindering him. There was a resolute wall that constructed itself there, train of thought

halting. He blinked too much and grew a confused, unfunny smirk on his face.

We ate, left the place, and then made the choice to keep driving even though it was

completely dark now. We had agreed on making it that night, no matter what time it was.

| stood against my door with a cigarette and feeling full, complete, while Collin was
rifling through the glovebox, hoping to find the bag he had stashed there a few miles back when

he shouted at me that he could smell the cops.

After finding the bag, he poked his head up and swiveled around to look for said cops. He

didn’t take any from the bag and continued to banter with himself. He never talked to himself.

Finally, he turned to me.

“Let’s go out to the cabin. Lee said he would meet me there and we can’t really go home

anyway.”
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“I know, we already agreed we would keep going. Are you okay? You seem...manic all

of a sudden.”

He snarled as he replied, “I am FINE. Do you have to ask every five hundred feet? Jesus
fucking Christ, I told you before that I was fine, and I'm telling you again. I’'m fine. Just get in

the car now, I think I saw some suits outside before we went in to eat.”

I hopped into the passenger’s seat. There weren’t any cars in the lot except for a beat up
Ford truck and a red Pontiac Sunfire that seemed to have recently been pulled from mud. There
weren’t any other cars or people, and I began to feel like we were heading towards something
morbid or strange. When the chips are down, dastardly feelings infect the blood supply like an

abscess tooth, and they shoot you in the foot before you can even see the gun.

The car started fine, but chugged as it sat near idling, like it was drained of willpower.
The blackness that took over the whole window was matter-less, smooth and, as I rolled it down,

nothing but silence to be heard from every direction.

“Didn’t Lee say this is where junkies go to kill themselves?”

“No, I don’t think so. At least not all of them.”

The waitress brought me a water and a coffee, but scoffs when | ask about beer, saying
they only have Lone Star and Coors Light. She backs away when | almost snap; | was clearly
shaking in the hands. I slump into the corner and throw my hands over each side of the thing,
feeling very close to something. There’s a newspaper on the table that I didn’t notice at first.

This one’s out of Austin. The front page is clean of coffee, but surreptitiously spread fear
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through me, becoming my entire nervous system as | look at a smiling portrait of Collin. This is
not a real picture of him. No mention of a killer anywhere. I can’t help but think there’s a
massive conspiracy at play, and that I’m stranded at the center of its web. Over and over again I
scribble notes in the margins decrying the cops and the drugs, and slowly my scrawl begins to

look more posed.

“You always did have some killer handwriting.”

He seems bigger than when he was drug-slumped in the passenger seat, also happier without

black pillows underneath his eyes.

“Do you think they will try to say I had something to do with it? You put it up your nose, so |

don’t feel like taking the fall for that. I’'m not a goddamn killer, Collin.”

“Of course not. Believe me, I’'m aware of the fact that I made my own bed. I don’t think they

would have half a mind to question you, honestly.”

“Either way, they’re coming. Do you see that white SUV out there?”

He pauses, calmly searching the lot before locking onto what | had seen. His head goes back

down, neck stiffens.

“] see it.”

“They’re already here.”

The waitress peers over the counter, craning her neck at buzzwords like ‘killer’, small town
intrigue and gossip painted over her. She sees that I’'m seemingly talking to myself and makes

her way to what | assume is the back office, her phone clutched tight as she shuffles. Collin and |
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make her for it, waddling like she’s fleeing something. My vision bores down into a tunnel.

She’s a rat; I’'m marked.

“You better get her before she makes that call. Wouldn’t this be a horrible place to get arrested?”

I make a run for the back, tripping over myself but steadying and running firm through the
hallway, confused when I reach its end. No phone or waitress. To my left, there’s an office.
Somebody hums inside. Papers shuffle, and I hear the click of a landline phone, the kind that

nobody uses anymore.

When | kick in the door, the waitress spins around and shouts once before | can slam it shut.

She’s not alone. The man at the computer isn’t scared, but his eyes look down before he rises.

“I don’t know what you just told him, but I can’t let you call the police. I...I didn’t do anything; I
didn’t kill him; he did that himself, so I ran, which I shouldn’t have, but I did.” I pull my knife
from my boot; it wobbles in my hands, and | wave it at them like a cornered animal. The knife

isn’t mine anymore.

The old man speaks first: “Son, I don’t think you know what you’re doing. You’re from Texas,

aren’t you?”

“Yeah...yes sir. Born and raised in Lubbock.”

“Then you know that, like most Texans, I have a pistol strapped to my side here,” he motions

toward the hulking mass on his hip, “and I’m in no way afraid to use it. Please, just put that thing
down, boy.” I’'m done. Whatever resolve that props me up is not mine, and I am stuck pondering
death in a diner. But then, everything else in the room comes back into vision, and I’'m no longer

stuck looking down a tunnel.
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I’m staring at two people who have that aforementioned American vengeance about them.

Obliteration. No sense of the knife or myself.

“I’ll put it down when I know you aren’t going to try and put me in jail for something I didn’t

do!”

Collin now rests himself with both palms flat on the desk, taking an overview of the situation. He

shakes his head at me and laughs, cackling.

“You aren’t going to let this redneck shoot you, are you? Holy fuck, you’re an idiot. Is this really

how you want to die? I guess it’s better than going with the suits in the parking lot.”

“Shut up! Shut the fuck up! You put me here! You are that bullet, and you’re laughing...oh

god...you fucking junkie shit!”

“This just makes you look insane.”

The older man cocks his head at me, but his tone softens.

“Son, this is the last time I’m gonna ask you. Put it down, or I will shoot you.”

In my own blindness, I didn’t notice that the man already has the hammer back and ready.

There’s a hint of chicken fried steak; my brain runs through some kind of checklist.

Collin, my life, every single shitty thing I’ve done, that makes up my composition. Hundreds of
bags of blow. Two beers in two diners, one with and one without Collin. Chasing an old woman

like a raging devil down the New Mexico highway.

I almost capitulate, but hit a wall when, again, I see Collin perched over the man’s holster-side.

Sullen now, no hope in the awkward frown that holds his face together. Above the frown, he
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raises a key to his nose and falls back, dragging cords and family pictures away from the desk as

his body slumps into a kidney-shaped miasma.

The old man’s wrinkled forehead grows lower and lower, ready for quick movement. He’s
poised; I’'m shaking and faltering, my vision going in and out while Collin flashes dim and then
bright at the far corners of my mind. I focus on the man’s face and force the knife back down

into my boot.

“Please. Please just fucking shoot me.”

AUTHOR’S NOTE: This story was to be an exploration of what I thought my friendships were
like when drugs were involved. | wanted to show what loss can become when it morphs into
paranoia or fear, and with the cultural conversation we are having about drugs and drug-related
deaths, | felt these were especially important things to try and make sense of. You can feel the
void Collin has created in the narrator, especially in the scenes without him, and | thought it was
important to emphasize that in a story of loss and drugs. In terms of influences, | would attribute
those to the Gonzo style of Hunter S. Thompson, Ernest Hemingway, Donna Tartt, and Jorge
Luis Borges.

BIO: Turner Odorizzi is a writer from Austin, TX who graduated from the University of Texas at
Austin English and Creative Writing programs. He is as of yet unpublished, but has been writing
for a number of years now. In addition to graduating from UT, he worked as an Intern for the
managing editor of Bat City Review, UT's main literary journal.
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A REAL GUY
By J. C. Smolen

WHY I LIKE IT: Guest editor/author ZACHARY HAY writes: “A Real Guy”
reads like it came from a few generations ago when plots were tight, words meant
everything, girls were worth dying for and heroes—even the ugliest and unlikeliest—
saved lives. J.C. Smolen’s story about a one-armed, legless beggar finding
redemption is a rare breed these days: exceptionally masculine while
heartbreakingly vulnerable. Its prose cuts deep enough to take your arm off, its
pacing could conduct symphonies and the characters take on more flesh and blood
in 3,000 words than some authors can muster in a career. Quote: The hand at the
end of El Brazo could push just one of the little silver buttons and Peen would drop
and splat the hard ground like a little, mal-formed hatchling; a reject. That was
Peen — a purposeless scrap, a reject. In his hopelessness and helplessness, Peen felt
himself choke and start to sob and shake. Peen just hung there up-side-down like a
quivering bat, and suddenly he knew Fidelio’s pain, while his miserable tears
drained down through his eye brows and into his hair.

Why do 1 like this story? Because Smolen’s grit and humor may save the American
short story, or at least keep its blood flowing another day. Five stars.

A Real Guy

No cell phone, no dog, no girlfriend, no smokes, no energy drink, no sign, no legs, no left arm,
Peen picks the spots where nobody else works it. He works the twenty-lane, impossible
intersections where the traffic roars and semis slam and the dust devils, where there’s no
protection, not even any shade, but for Peen — humming her song, humming “Norma Jean. That’s
my love” - an hour tied to his skate board a day and he’s done. Some days he stuffs over a

hundred bucks into his money belt.
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Here’s a flame-yellow pick-up truck sparkling alone in the morning sun at Peen’s light. By
himself in the cab, big diesel looks over at Peen, deciding. No place to pull over, the truck
powers its curb-sides right up on the sidewalk. A smiling movie-hero driver in filthy work
clothes jumps down with something in his hand, bounds toward Peen. Peen rolls his way. Peen
reaches for the tenner the huge, clean hand offers him. With the bill, Peen starts to spin away
back to his spot, but the towering dude is grinning white teeth, blabbing something that doesn’t
make sense - something that Peen barely hears as he spins away back toward his money spot.
The blindingly yellow truck bounces back down onto the road, roars off.

Back when he was even littler, Peen used to wonder what it feels like to step on the gas and
drive in a car chase — to be a hero. But a Dad now, no return address, Peen mails regular money
orders away home to her — if he doesn’t get robbed on his way to the store or back to this week’s
RV park. What’s left of Peen weighs just a hundred and two pounds. Yes. Sometimes he does.
He gets robbed — unless El Brazo gets them first.
Today, like out of an ATM, Peen gets ninety-eight bucks in forty-eight minutes. He might just
bag it for the day. Besides, Peen’s not used to people looking at him — | mean, not right in his
eyes anyhow. Usually, the drivers watching their traffic light, they’re reaching public tender
blind across to Peen through their passenger side window. They don’t want to nakedly look at
him, so they don’t. But that’s where the diesel-powered hero looked — standing right next to him
- right in his eyes. Shook Peen up.

Ninety-eight bucks in forty-eight minutes. Peen works the corners bare-headed. In his best pan-
handle trim, sun burn lightens his blonde hair and peels his cheeks. He’s pretty sure he looks
more pitifully cute that way. Today, he decides to just bag it. Besides, Kitty-corner across the

intersection, coupla hoodie locals are vultching on him.
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When he was four and a half, in a hay field down near Bakersfield, a combine pruned him —
pruned little Peen. Back before that, a little brown Madre begged her husband Rancilio to give
puny Peen tortillas — and after her tears — to take Peen in, then buy him his last little pair of
shoes. Peen was nothing but a homeless toe-head runt orphan, but he and Fidelio grew up
together.

Peen was little. Cut way back to stumps now, he would always be little — and a target.

So Peen watches the two leggy hoodies walk behind a law office parking lot hedge, then
disappear as they duck out of sight. He can feel them watching him through the hedge.
Town-to-town, Peen lives in his brother Fidelio’s RV — in exchange for Peen’s disability check.
Fidelio still eats out his six-years-ago broken heart. Fidelio had a big heart, but since Lupita
broke it, he chews it in front of the TV — everyday. Fidelio has a sixty-six inch waist now and
fingers like sausages. Peen doesn’t tell Fidelio about the cash he hustles.

Peen feels vulnerable today. He figures, from some place hidden, the hoodies’ve been watching
him all week, ever since he and Fidelio rolled into town, like the hoodies know now how much
Peen’s got on him, like they’re guessing how it’s money-order day. It’s as if, clear Kitty-corner
across that twenty-lane intersection, Peen can actually hear the sniffing of those hoodies, hear it
right through the traffic roar and exhaust - sniffing out blood. Ever since, five years ago, he had
to look at great big knives and give up his cash or his blood, Peen has been feeling his ability to
hear the blood-sniffing grow in him. He can tell it’s growing by how his fear and his anger are
growing — anger that somebody might try to stop him from sending her money — fear of what
might become of his son if the money stops. She told Peen she was sorry and he knew she meant

it, but right after Peen got her pregnant, Norma Jean started twining her legs with Cecil’s.
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But that was a long, long time ago. Today, Peen’s gotta dodge the hoodies. When you use the
same arm and hand for everything, you don’t take the long way there and you don’t dink around.
So he decides he has to make his move. When he gets the light and skates across the highway, in
his peripheral vision, he can see the hoodies’ve moved out from behind their hedge, but there’re
still five lanes of forty-five-mile-an-hour traffic between Peen and the hoodies’ law office
parking lot. He sees one of the hoodies banging the crosswalk button impatiently. It’s maybe six
blocks to the Prairie Mart. Peen takes off.

Sticking to the right-hand side of the new sidewalk, Peen grabs the clean, concrete edge, and his
arm — El Brazo — rapid-fires in fast, powerful yanks that he knows can take him up to maybe
fifteen miles an hour — fast as a lotta people can run. But that’s what they’re doing — the hoodies
are running. He can hear them now behind him — their feet thudding the pavement, gaining on
him. He was right — about the sniffing. He feels afraid and in his mind, he whips El Brazo just
like you would a sled dog, and El Brazo’s super-power makes Peen’s skate board lunge along the
sidewalk in big leaps, then into a slight down-grade.

Peen hasn’t been to this Prairie Mart before. He only hopes they sell money orders. He just
thinks he knows where the store is - what the basic lay of the land is — from back when he and
broken-hearted Fidelio first drove up the winding, steep grade into town. At first, from the
freeway, they spotted the big Prairie Mart sign up on top of its hundred-foot, white pole. Peen
knows the town is built way up on a mesa, the freeway running far below on the plain, along the
western base of the plateau. That’s all he knows. But when he sees up ahead the sidewalk come
to an end and the road curve left and out of sight and that there are no houses or businesses in the
curve, with a stab, he realizes he screwed up. He realizes the hoodies are going to try to get

Norma Jean’s money soon.
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Under his sweat shirt, when he’s skating, Peen always wears a heavy belt around his waist with
two nylon lanyards coming off it — one clipped at his right hip and leading towards the front of
his board, another the reverse. His leg stumps grip the board’s rails and his nuts and lizard in
their heavy leather pouch dangle through a custom slot.

The hoodies are very close now; Peen hears them laugh. El Brazo ignites. Peen rockets off the
end of the sidewalk. Accelerating, his board’s trucks slam onto the street. When he hits, he feels
his board flex and the pavement flying under him graze his nuts. Peen is isolated in the curve. He
hears one of the hoodies yell, “Get him!” and there’s the loud slap, slap, slap of sprinting feet
and just for an instant, fingers snatch at his shoulder and he feels hot breath, right down his neck.
But on Peen’s left, a hidden street opening zooms into view. Jamming the board’s left rail down
hard, El Brazo yanks up on the right. The perfection of El Brazo’s carve into the turn takes
Peen’s breath away. El Brazo rides again! The tension of the turn feels beautiful, organic as
behind him, somebody thuds the pavement and tumbles and swears in pain.

The narrow road dives. The speed is incredible. Peen hears the rush of the air past his ears, his
eyes watering as the accelerating wind hits his face. The hoodies’ running feet are gone, but so is
Peen. Just at the sublime instant when all the tension in the smoking trucks of Peen’s board
releases, just when Peen feels his board go out of control, and he becomes bug-eye terrified by
his velocity, the narrow road ski-ramps Peen sickeningly into space. Without Peen, the road
curves suddenly sharp right.

Peen airborne, he can’t breathe. His awed feeling of flying very high over the planet darts
intensely. A glistening, floating mylar balloon in the shape of a blood-red, lost valentine shoots
by. Peen’s terror becomes unimportant. Instead, his mind is filled with Norma Jean — her face,

her curls, the profound depth of her dark eyes and their rapture and her words and that fact that
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she didn’t laugh when he told her Fidelio said once that, below the belly button, naked Peen
looked the way a machinist would peen the sheared end of a steel rod. He hasn’t talked to Norma
Jean in eight years and even the way he learned he has a son was a grapevine kina thing, but
Peen loves her and doubts she loves Cecil. It wasn’t just kinky — what Peen and Norma Jean had.
A leafy tree top rushes at Peen, slaps him across his face. El Brazo’s elbow throws up over his
eyes. Like, for the second time in his life, getting harvested and scrambled by a huge machine,
Peen feels himself bounce and tumble branch to branch as he falls a long time.

* * *
Watching a little brown and orange bird peck along a pipe-stem branch a couple of feet away,
Peen realizes he’s awake and his eyes are open and he’s hanging from his skate board which has
this five-foot-long, splintered-off vertical tree trunk about thick as a baseball bat handle threaded
between his board and his bare belly. There should be, but there isn’t much pain. In the distance,
Peen can hear the rush of the freeway far below on the plain. It occurs to Peen he’s a human
button being sewn onto the great memorial quilt in the sky — that he’ll die right where he is, and
with him, his son’s chances. Panicking, Peen clutches for his money belt, for her money. But it’s
gone! - just like his legs and his left arm.
Very close, Peen hears a raven’s hollow, echoing caw. He twists and looks toward the sound. Big
as seagulls, a pair of birds are watching him, their armor-like black feathers shining in the sun.
They’re so close, he can see their glittering eyes blink with interest. It’s Spring. They’ll have
merciless fledglings to feed. Where he’s dangling, nobody will see what happens to Peen. Flat
nobody.
But what’s new? Nobody ever did see him — except, squirmingly, the yellow truck hero. Peen

didn’t much appreciate it - getting nailed that way — as if that great, vital, bounding giant with
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two arms and two long legs and two watching grey eyes could total Peen’s hidden pennies at a
glance.

But shit! He did. He looked directly in Peen’s eyes and he smiled and said, “You look like a real
guy!” A real guy. What the hell? Peen was incomplete and he knew it. How could anybody call
him a guy? Now that he thought about it, the hero kina bowed and sorta saluted to Peen, too. But
Peen was nothing but a scrap. He knew that. Norma Jean knew that. A scrap. Love at first sight
or not, she wanted more and Peen couldn’t blame her.

Their hugely-beaked heads bobbing in excited agreement, the branches they are standing on
bending, both black birds in a strange, rattling chatter, estimate Peen. It’s creepy how, no
question, they’re predicting Peen’s death.

Peen could tell he was still high in the trees - twenty, thirty lethal feet up over the steep ground.
At the board ends of the lanyards on his waist belt — the only things that held him to his board —
dangled him from the sky — were two push-button quick-release shackles. The hand at the end of
El Brazo could push just one of the little silver buttons and Peen would drop and splat the hard
ground like a little, mal-formed hatchling; a reject. That was Peen — a purposeless scrap, a reject.
In his hopelessness and helplessness, Peen felt himself choke and start to sob and shake. Peen
just hung there up-side-down like a quivering bat, and suddenly he knew Fidelio’s pain, while
his miserable tears drained down through his eye brows and into his hair.

That’s when, below him, he heard a man’s voice - ugly. He heard it clear. No question what the
man’s voice said from straight push-button down under Peen. The voice threatened, “Go ahead.
Just open your mouth. I’'ll cut your tits off.” Peen heard, too, the other part - the terrified

whimpering - and her begging, “Oh, please - no.”
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The bind Peen was in got worse. The main reason Peen knew the man’s voice was plumb-bob
straight below him was he could see them straight down through an opening in the big leaves —
the back of the man’s shoulders and his head — and under him, past the back of his neck — a girl’s
face. With a shock, Peen realized she was looking up at him — at only Peen — appealing right into
the private despair of Peen’s eyes — invading just like the hero did, right into Peen’s eyes, right
through into Peen’s heart where she had no damn business. Peen closed his eyes. He shut her out.
Her face reminded him of Norma Jean’s — that first early summer glimpse of each other at the
skate park. Norma Jean saw only the hard cordage of bare El Brazo clinging to the top of that
half-pipe and above El Brazo, Peen’s chiseled face and Peen never forgot that moment. He didn’t
know how he knew. He just knew Norma Jean was disarmed in that glance — that she was right
there in that instant in love with Peen. When El Brazo swung Peen’s skateboard over the top and
Peen shredded down in a perfect carve and stopped in front of Norma Jean, she saw what little
there was of Peen to see, but she stayed in the same mood. Peen had something Norma Jean
wanted. Peen never really knew what it was, but he gave it.

Peen opened his eyes. This time, Peen knew exactly what it was, so he just gave it. His life
wasn’t all that much. It was going to be easy to die for a girl. With the tip of the thumb of the
hand at the end of El Brazo, Peen pushed a shackle release button. The shackled didn’t jam. It
released perfectly. Hard, he twisted his shoulders. In the fall, Peen and his board and El Brazo
rotated in a perfect crooked-grind, and then, just like they were descending into a half-pipe
carve, El Brazo gripped the board’s right rail and Peen’s front board truck hit the man exactly in

the back of his neck right at the base of his skull.

* * *
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Peen realized he was still alive. It was a startling disappointment. But maybe twenty feet away,
Peen saw her sitting figure. She was in part of her underwear in the dirt with her arms hugged up
to her bare chest. She was muddy and shivering. But she was waiting — watching Peen — until his
eyes opened and he blinked and looked back at her and El Brazo grabbed a bush and pulled him
up sitting. Several minutes, she looked fearlessly into Peen’s eyes, then she stood up and started
alone down the slope through the brush. She didn’t go far, though, before she stopped and turned
and looked back at Peen and while she stood there a long time, Peen held his breath. Finally, she
turned again and left.

Peen found his skate board and the man with his motionless head twisted at an odd angle. He
took the man’s knife. Amazingly, like at the end of a rainbow, Peen found his money belt, too.
Wishing he could tell his broken-hearted brother Fidelio all about it, he let EI Brazo start to drag
them both back up the hill. But because Peen was never going back, Fidelio would never know.
Dragging himself, Peen’s mind was filled with only her ashen face and blue eyes. It was almost
the same feeling as that early summer day a long time ago with Norma Jean at the skate park. It
was like lightening. He knew. He knew he would never forget it. He didn’t know how he knew.
He just did — that the naked girl in all her terror was disarmed by what Peen did, and also
something she saw in his face and that she was in love with him, more than Norma Jean ever
was, and that she would never forget him - either.

It was pretty good. Through his tears, Peen smiled and turned around and started back down
toward the freeway. He decided he would keep the money in his money belt. Just this once. He
decided he would find a new store in a new town and buy some new clothes and wash his face.
He knew he was pitifully cute and even though they didn’t have shoes or feet in them, he and El

Brazo would go anywhere they wanted.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: | actually met Peen on the street. | actually powered my curb-sides up on
the sidewalk, got out and handed him ten bucks - just for his obviously remarkable huevos! But
next | knew, my heart wanted him to be a hero, so | wrote A Real Guy.

My approach to a story is never issue or theme; it’s always bad planning and disorganization.
Why would I want to chew clear to the bone of a story when I've already thought through what 1
think about the person who inspired it, or how it ends?

| want to say | have out-grown all my influences, but I often still feel F. Dostoyevsky'’s frenetic
nervousness happen. Just for the high of it, I listen to Grace Slick’s White Rabbit at Woodstock. 1
can 't forget Jim Hawkins cowering from Billy Bones and his rum at the old Admiral Benbow Inn.

AUTHOR’S BIO: Months before he graduated from Seattle’s O’Dea High School in 1964, J.C.
Smolen found himself Seaman Recruit, U.S. Navy. Joe says, “Yeah. I don’t get it yet, but there’s

an important reason I didn’t go over there and get shot. I came back from Japan, and I went to
school on the G.1. Bill.”

Joe received the B.A. English from the University of Washington, 1973. After Commencement, he
was fairly consistently employable — as Ocean Shipping Owner/Charterer’s Boarding Agent,
Lumber Company Rail Traffic Manager, Municipal Bus Operator and Bus Training Supervisor.

He has written his own personal U.S. Navy Report(s) of Fitness of an Officer, and Enlisted
Evaluations, hundreds of Bus Operator Evaluations, and twenty-five brief, internally-published
articles involving practical Bus Operations Policy application. He also wrote Bus Operator
training materials.

Since 2015, Joe has been having an over-the-top blast writing half a dozen short fictions and two
novels. His work, including his tendency toward the type of blatant exaggeration found in this
Bio, is overseen by the Waldport, Oregon writing group “Tuesday”.

In 1982, Joe was finally struck by lightning. He says, “What else was I going to do then, but ask
her, “Do you think we should get married?”’ Today, he and Sherrie live on the Oregon Coast in
a house they designed and built themselves, with the well known black Standard Poodle Rico
Suave.

EDITOR’S BIO: : Zachary Hay was born in Detroit, M1 in 1994. His work has appeared in
The Arlington Literary Journal Online, Crab Fat Magazine and The No Extra Words Podcast.
His story The Boy Who Killed No One was published in Issue 5.
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BLOOM IN BLOOM

By Larry Lefkowitz

WHY WE LIKE IT: This is probably the most ingenious submission weve received to date. If,
after you read it, you haven'’t a clue to what’s going on it means 1) you're not alone—we 're not
sure we do, either, and 2) the author’s literary prestidigitation is off the charts. But you can love
something completely without completely understanding it and we love, love, love ‘Bloom in
Bloom’. This satirical arcane comedic short—jests with a taxonomy developed by the brilliant
educational psychologist Benjamin Bloom, in the 1950’s. It consists of a hierarchy of models
divided into categories like knowledge, application, synthesis, organizing, perception, adapting
and so on that deconstruct and codify information clusters in the name of enhanced learning.
Bloom’s model is a closed system but author Lefkowitz employs it to create a taxonomical app
for a poem by Walt Whitman, with Greek literary classifications replacing the English
psychological objectives. Very, very funny and very,very smart. Five stars.

Bloom in Bloom

Harold Bloom, Harvard professor, literary revisionist, synergizes Freud, Gnosticism, and
Cabalism in the service of poetic exegesis with respect to the poem, "Song of Myself"

(hereinafter "song™) by the American pantheist poet, Walt Whitman.

Although Whitman had a low opinion of the Greek classics (“those overpaid accounts™)
and presumably was less than enamored of the Greek language, Bloom embraces it to elucidate

Whitman's song in the form of the following classification:
Sections 1-6 Clinamen, irony of presence and absence
7-27 Tissera, synecdoche of part for whole
28-30 Kenosis, metonymy of emptying out

31-38 Daemonization, hyperbole of high and low
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39-49 Akesis, metaphor of inside vs. outside

(The suspicion grows that the inside or outside formulation of this category and the high and low
of the immediately preceding may have epiphanized during viewing of a carefully pitched

Gnostic baseball game. Whitman, himself, was a devotee of the game.)
50-52 Apophrades, metalepsis reversing early and late

Let us now turn to an application of Bloom's categories — and here | wish to emphasize
that the applications are solely my own — my limited Greek having prevented me from reading
his book and comprehending his applications. But if Bloom can appropriate from Freud, from
Valentinus, and from Moses of Leon, | can appropriate from him. Such emulation, likewise, is

entirely complimentary.
Section 2 of song contains the line
"Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems?"

This jolted me so much that | jumped clear out of Clinamen and found myself wallowing

in Tissera which, you will recall, is synecdoche of part for whole.
Section 20 contains the line
"Who goes there? Hankering, gross, mystical, nude"

Clearly synecdoche for, yes, Whitman himself. As confirmed by a later line in the same

section:
"I wear my hat as | please indoors or out"

Although this sounds suspiciously like Akesis (inside vs. outside), it may very well be
synecdoche for "l wear my pants, my shirt, etc., indoors or out." Why? Because in being clothed

Whitman avoids becoming the hankering, gross, mystical, nude of the previously quoted line.
Section 24 contains the line

"Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son"
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"Of Manhattan” is clearly synecdoche for “the Bronx," "Brooklyn,” "Queens,” and "Staten
Island, as well, and the whole ("New York™) synecdoche for the kosmos itself (and note the
Greek k spelling, antedating Bloom).

This section also contains

"Unscrew the locks from the doors!

Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs!"
Synecdoche for "Unscrew the whole damn house!"

Kenosis, metonymy of emptying out, seems to be confirmed by Whitman's line in section

28: "Straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip."

With regard to Daemonization, hyperbole of high and low, we have in section 31 an

example of low hyperbole

"In vain the ocean sitting in hollows and the great monsters lying low"

Section 33 contains an example of high hyperbole:

"I skirt Sierras, my palms cover continents” and also "Speeding through space,
speeding through heaven and the stars.” Bloom is definitely onto something here.

Akesis, metaphor of inside vs. outside is confirmed by section 40
"Flaunt of the sunshine | need not your bask — lie over!"

Definitely an outside metaphor (with syntax perhaps borrowed from the Yiddish),
probably for "beach™ where Whitman liked to bask between stanzas.

probably for "beach™ where Whitman liked to bask between stanzas.

"Every room of the house do I fill with an arm'd force™

An inside metaphor.
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So far Bloom is vindicated. But then we come to section 41
"l heard what was said of the universe"

A puzzler, this. The universe is outside metaphor, but where did Whitman hear it, sitting

on a tree stump (outdoors) or inside his lean-to (indoors). The next line only deepens the mystery
"Heard it and heard it of several thousand years"

| cannot accept this literally and suspect we are back in Daemonization in the person of a
particularly high hyperbole unless it is Tisseran synecdoche for an even larger epoch. One is

sorely tempted to throw up one's hands and move on to Apophrades, which I did.
Apophrades, you will remember, is reversing early and late.
Section 51
"Do | contradict myself?
Very well then | contradict myself"

The first line obviously comes in time before the second so that here there would seem to

be no reversal. If the lines had read
"Very well then | contradict myself.
Do | contradict myself"

| would subscribe to Bloom's formulation. Alas, | cannot. The same difficulty arises with respect

to the line
"I depart in air, | shake my white locks at the runaway sun"

I contend Whitman departed before he shook, and not the reverse.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: Once | saw the Bloom's categories, my humorous instinct considered them
overblown. | couldn't resist taking Whitman's poem and subjecting it to a humorous categorization and
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evalutation according to Bloom's Greek format. The late Professor | admired, but for a humorist anyone
and anything (almost) is fair game.

BIO: Lefkowitz has had published approximately 140 stories, as well as poetry and humor. His litera
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MONOLITH

By Brain Brunson

WHY WE LIKE IT: Fiction as Reality TV. A roving camera dispassionately documents the lives of
workers within a concrete hive. Patterns and personalities being to emerge as the story
progresses. Office politics, inter-departmental relationships, personal idiosyncrasies, food
preferences, fantasies and individual mindsets are explored in ever increasing detail as the lens
sharpens. What amazes is that by the end of the story it’s like you’re part of the experience. We
feel we know the characters on an intimate level because we’ve all met or worked with people
like them. ‘Anna Mae doesn’t work for the first half hour. Instead, she walks around saying hi to
everyone, asking them how their weekend was, how their kids are.” What astounds is that none
of the characters are clichés no matter how close their behaviour (Cdn. sp.) resembles a too
common familiarity. The time is the immaculate present and the voice platinum melt—just the
right degree of detachment. No trouble to imagine this spinning off into a HBO series along the
lines of those deathless classics ‘Friends’ or ‘Sex in the City’. To say we love this guy’s writing
with something like Platonic lust is saying we’re just agape with agape. Quote: ‘A young
homeless man, oblivious to everyone, sits or stands, sometimes lies, on the side of the building,
rotating around it to catch the shade throughout the day.” And, “Well, | was out at the creek
prospecting for silver,” Keith starts off saying when he supposed to be fixing a monitor. “Silver,
not gold, the reason why is that silver has a much better future because all the gold is found.
It’s all found, none left. So, out on the creek, panning for silver is easier than panning for gold.
The reason why is you can see it better. Gold isn’t very shiny in nature. Silver is . . .” And lest we
forget...
‘A sign shows up on the door of the unisex bathroom: Lock door when occupied.

This leads to speculation as to who walked in on whom.

The next day handwritten under the printed message is: Knock before entering.

The day after the sign is moved inside the bathroom.

The day after that it is gone.

No one ever knows who walked in on whom.
Best of the best. Five stars.

Monolith

Concrete, reminiscent of soviet architecture, rises up from the desert floor. Tucked away in a
neglected corner of lower downtown, is a tall thin building with narrow slits in the beige facade
for windows that don’t break the monotony of the slabs built so tight together that it looks like
one giant block that wasn’t constructed, rather placed on the ground like a queen positioned on a
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chess board for checkmate. The building resides on its site indifferent to its surroundings,
resolute in its permanence.

The parking garage stretches for two blocks, like a beached aircraft carrier. Two entrances, east
and west, funnel the morning traffic to work. The cars flow into the east from two directions,
north and south. The northbound traffic backs up making a left hand turn into the garage.
Through traffic gets up caught up in this congestion and cars squeeze through on the right.
Sympathetic, yet misguided, drivers waiting to turn drift into the oncoming lane to give the
traffic behind them room to pass on the right, which clogs up the southbound through traffic. The
southbound traffic continuously uses both entrance lanes which causes the congestion in the
northbound traffic. There are too many cautious drivers, those who don’t zip into that first
available lane. Some are too slow with their decision making and get caught right in the middleof
the lane, which completely clogs up the southbound traffic. Pedestrians arrive to complete the
gridlock.

The west traffic arrives only from the north. The queue is much smoother, though sometimes the
cars line up in the left lane, the first available lane, leaving the far right inexplicably unused.

Like a string of pack mules, the commuters wind their way up the levels searching for a spot,
hoping to not be on the top uncovered level.

The reserved spaces on the first level remain empty until late in the morning as the rest of the
garage fills up. Spaces in prime locations, near the elevators on the second level, are taken well
before the masses arrive. The carpool spaces on the first level are only ever half used.

They come in waves and clusters and bits to the entrances.

They, Peter and Sandy and Marty, travel even-file up the stairs to the main entrance and through
the doors. They flash badges to pass security, scan badges to gain access to the back entrance,
and punch codes to unlock solid metal doors to find their seats in the rows and rows of identical
gray cubicles.

In no particular order, they, Phil, Teri, Chuck, get coffee, either from the office pot or the small
kiosk on the first floor, they start computers, they gossip and goof around, they gather supplies,
they check email, they check regular mail, they check voicemail, they work, the check the
internet, they go to the bathroom, they search for food, hoping that someone brought donuts, they
store lunches in the refrigerator and hope no one steals them.

The work is at a computer, with a keyboard and mouse, on the bits and bytes stored in
mainframes and hard drives. Double clicking, single clicking, an occasional click and drag,
typing, ten-keying, a lot of tabbing through fields, finding the blinking cursor, minimizing and
maximizing windows, scrolling down, then scrolling back up, then back down, copy paste, print
and select, save, repeat
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They have various schedules. Flex schedules, Denise, John, Peter, to four-ten schedules, Keith
and Sarah. Some have half-hour lunches, others a full hour. Some come in at 6:30 so leave at 3,
others are standard 8 to 5.

Phil is notorious for coming in five minutes late, never more than five, almost never less, thus
never on time. The 8:05 to 5:00 work schedule became the office joke. Phil has the 8:05
schedule.

The workers traverse a gauntlet of beggars stationed along the street leading up to the building,
aggressive angry ones, sad and quiet ones, cheerful grateful ones.

It’s truly inexplicable, but Roger sounds like he is vomiting when he greets everyone in the
morning by quickly saying ‘good morning’.

Karl spends five minutes every morning breaking up the ice in the break room.

Anna Mae doesn’t work for the first half hour. Instead she walks around saying hi to everyone,
asking them how their weekend was, how their kids are. Management found that it is futile to try
to dissuade her from doing this. In fact, HR uses her as an example of how people just work
differently and we all should be aware of that.

The single moms are always coming in late or leaving early to deal with their perpetually ill and
needy and growing brood.

They, Betsy, Bob, Judy are an unhealthy bunch. Overweight. Sickly. Coughs and sneezes ring
throughout the building throughout day. They limp around the office like Frankenstein’s
Monster. They wear braces on their wrists and orthopedic shoes on their feet. They have bad
backs, bad joints, bad circulation.

They wouldn’t know each other if not for this place. So many wouldn’t even want to know each
other. But the job has brought them together. They get invited to weddings. They go out for
drinks after work. They date each other. They hang out on weekends and holidays. They go to
their funerals. They get married to each other.

Others, Brad, Karl, Rosalie, make it a point not to befriend anyone. Co-workers remind them of
work. They sever all ties to this place once they step outside. They need the outside world to
remain so.

Dan is a downtrodden man. Nice as can be, but it’s like working with Eyore.

The sounds of the office are pervasive: monotonous blaring work phones, the blips and bleeps of
computers with the volume turned up, clapping after a quick unit meeting in the hallway to give
out an award, the loud cutting edge printer/copier, the various tones and beeps of personal cell
phones, the various laughs (cackling, obnoxious guffaws, shrill, snorting, a few pleasant and
cute), music to ease the monotony, the power stapler, the time stamp, the voices of the couple
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loud workers carrying throughout the office, the not quite synchronized amber alerts blaring out
all over the office, the click of high heels on linoleum floors, the crash of somebody dropping
phone, the thud of somebody dropping a ream of paper, and the always horribly sung happy
birthday.

Bob is the personification of continental drift. Slow, Massive. He clogs up the foot traffic in the
narrow aisles.

Maintenance works on the HVAC system.

“I survived an earthquake once,” Keith says, blocking the hallway. “Just missed the bridge
collapse. If I hadn’t had that fishbowl in the car I would have been on it. Instead I was only just
about to get on it. Had to help out a girl from her car. The thing about earthquakes is . . .”

It is imperative for Brad to find a secluded place to take breaks. Unused conference rooms. Some
useless nook leftover from a remodeling. The far corner of the break room. Anything to get away
from the work. And co-workers are work

The smokers congregate outside, as close to the doors as they are legally allowed. They are an
unattractive gang. Old and wrinkled. Unhealthily thin.

Chuck isn’t always eating, he isn’t even overweight, but he does love office potlucks and
birthday parties and is constantly on the prowl for free food. When somebody brings in donuts,
Chuck knows before anyone else. Whenever there are leftovers from any lunch meeting Chuck
leads the trail to them, inevitably followed by a line of overweight middle-aged women. Chuck
will organize a potluck in celebration of any minor or major holiday, Fourth of July and
Thanksgiving and Christmas and Cinco de Mayo, but also St. Patrick’s Day and Columbus Day
and once, the summer equinox.

Doris forwards stupid ass, purportedly funny, emails to everyone.

Peter, the lonely old eccentric elder statesman, though not because he’s that old rather because
he’s just been around for years and years, starts each morning by checking on Esmeralda, an
attractive younger woman. He never asks her out. He just talks to her. Though it’s obvious that
he is in love with her. He couldn’t ask for anything more. Peter is surely aware of this.

There is a faint squeak emanating from somewhere, a vent, perhaps an overworked computer
processor, a dirty roller on a printer. It sounds like the guitar solo from Prince’s ‘Let’s Go
Crazy’.

Marty is loud. He talks loud, eats loud, walks loud, sneezes loud, clears his throat loud, and
especially laughs loud.
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They decorate their cubicles. The walls, the cabinets, the drawers, inside and outside are
plastered with photos. The shelves are lined with knick-knacks and doo-dads. The work can
hardly fit in. They bring home to work.

Bobbi and Jenny don’t get along.

Their animosity is eighty percent misunderstanding that started from over sensitivity and just
grew as their distrust and spite created a vicious circle of squabbling, an invidious vortex of
incrimination.

The other twenty percent is comprised of their natural bitterness.

To her great annoyance whenever Sarah doesn’t feel well and goes home for the day the other
women in the office, mostly the soon to be middle-aged, gossip that she might be pregnant.

“There are two things that you can never satisfy everyone in the office with: room temperature
and dress code.” Mitch ends every meeting, always leaving someone disgruntled, with this
caveat.

They have terrible written communication skills

Garrett will just get in these moods where he acts like a total jackass. Not a mean jackass, just a
damn obnoxious goof off.

The REPLY ALL feature is used egregiously. Columns of emails stack up in the queue, a chain
from what started as a pertinent message devolves into a back and forth mess of needless
comments, stupid jokes, and other tomfoolery. A string of ‘Thank you’ and ‘you’re welcome’
(usually misspelled ‘your’). An ‘LOL’ throw in. Spinning off into some tangent only relevant to
two people but shared with dozens other. The notification preview pops up in the lower right
corner of the monitor then fades away. The notification icon on the menu bar comes and goes as
one useless email is deleted and another one takes it place.

The public has little idea what they do. Just enough to create false expectations of them.

Glenn reverts to baby talk when he goofs around. His voice becomes high-pitched, his grammar
regresses to pre-kindergarten levels.

John tells people, “You’re not doing your job unless you’re harassing your boss.”
The fifth floor recommends a rearrangement of the second floor.
The seventh floor reorganizes the third floor departments.

The tenth floor replaces a fourth floor manager.
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Bob wanders through the aisles just checking out who’s there, who’s new, who’s doing what.
Even through departments he barely knows. He rarely greets anyone, just the people he is
already well familiar with. Just looking he is.

“I was a stage hand in a theater in Illinois years ago,” Keith says instead of working, “Got to
work with Bill Shatner. Real nice guy . . .”

IT reminds everyone to delete old emails and files so as to conserve server space.

Dale is hounded by a woman who expects him to correct a trivial bit of information being
published by an outside agency. He says he can’t do anything about it because it wasn’t their
doing. She scoffs and says, “You’re passing the buck.” He says, “Yes, it’s not my job. We don’t
have the authority, and thus don’t have the resources to do anything about it.”

Everyone takes a personality test, something like a Myers-Briggs. It identifies the supposedly
four ways that people interact with their environment: the logical way (green), the relationship
way (blue), the action way (orange), and the organization way (yellow). So now bumping into a
high organization (yellow) low relationship (blue) person (identified by the small color coded
badge all now wear) everyone knows not to act chummy with him or her and stick just to the
letter of the law. Thus they all could get along swimmingly and no conflict would ever arise
again.

Mitch, a high gold and orange, a smattering of green, and nearly no blue, informs them that they
don’t just need to be at work by their start time, they need to be ready to work at their start time,
i.e. computer turned on, programs up by 8am. And that they should still be actually working until
the end time, i.e. not closing down programs and turning off the computers and monitors until
after it reaches 5pm.

Proverbs for cynics, courtesy of Hal:
For every action there is an equal and opposite criticism.

A young homeless man, oblivious to everyone, sits or stands, sometimes lies, on the side of the
building, rotating around it to catch the shade throughout the day.

A dissatisfied, turning to disgruntled, man trying in vain to get away with something threatens to
sue Dale and the agency for not giving him what he expects and demands and hopes for.

The seventh floor sends out a memo reiterating the Internet and email usage policy. There is a
temporary slight drop in illicit usage of the Internet, though no change in the use of email for
personal reasons.

They dare not bring cups into the bathroom, rank with germs and filth, instead they leave their
cups and mugs and glasses on the drinking fountain just outside, or on a table in the break room.
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Somebody, possibly Karl, yells out, “Good fucking damn it, this day is dragging.”

Denise, nearly all green and yellow, announces that she will become more engaged, more active,
with her employees. Broadening her comfort levels as she says. No longer does she sound
aggrieved when making any strong point, which always exasperated the tensions that her poor
communications skill helped create in the first place.

Sandy makes a lot of mistakes that she never knows how she made. Bizarre mistakes, that Brad
must fix and also can’t fathom how she created.

Roger writes pornography when he is bored.

Snacks, newspapers, magazines, books, hats, empty cans, cartoons, boxes of tissues, supposedly
amusing jokes, novelties, schmaltzy crap, clothing, greeting cards from holidays and birthdays
long past, medicine and drugs and lotions and disinfectant, coffee cups, stuffed animals,
magnets, coupons, advertisements, menus, purses, loose change, scattered bills, and jewelry
clutter their workspaces.

There is no end to the work. There is no product. There is no goal beyond many discrete tasks
that take mere moments: analyzing a constant inflow of information, breaking it into clusters,
repackaging those to send out to the next level.

The department on the fourth floor is in veritable revolution over the new Fabric that runs and
dictates everything they do with the Database.

The fifth floor loves the new Fabric. They don’t actually have to use it. It just makes them look
progressive and cutting edge.

The seventh floor has only a vague understanding of the Database and less of the Fabric. And
they like it that way.

The tenth floor isn’t even aware of the Database, yet alone the Fabric.

They barge into a cubicle and interrupt others on the phone. Their sheepish apologies as they
slink out of the cubicle, the person on the phone just smiling and shrugging, unable to respond
beyond motioning to the receiver at the side of their head, is hilariously awkward.

Maintenance works on the HVAC system.

The fifth floor sends out a memo reiterating the dress code and policy. There appears to be no
discernable effect.

Peter shakes his head on his way back to his desk, muttering to himself that they need not bother
him with these problems.
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A man refuses to fill out mandatory forms on religious grounds, though Dale suspects he is just
trying to get away with something

They are forced to have a turn at cleaning the refrigerator. Even those who never use it. At the
end of every week, everything not labeled is thrown out. Entire jars of food are discarded. Three-
fourths full cartons of juice, trashed. The alternative is public health hazard levels of filth piling
up in the fridge, forgotten, ignored.

The tenth floor institutes a new policy that no longer will the employee’s word be taken to get
the discount on their health insurance contribution if they don’t smoke. Now they have to get
swabbed by a nurse to prove it. There is general discontent amongst the smokers, claiming it’s a
violation of their privacy. The non-smokers find it just and fair.

Proverbs for cynics, courtesy of Hal:

Confidence is only what you feel before you understand the question.

They all find that customer service is much better through email than the phone.

John has several pet projects that Mitch tries to dissuade him from continuing. John ignores him.
It’s the only thing that make the job tolerable, both the pet projects and the ignoring Mitch.

The Christmas decorations for the second floor take up 53 cubic feet when in storage.
There is a trail of coffee stains on the parquet floor leading from the breakroom.

Cold and flu season comes around and office reacts as if attacked by biological weapons. They
wear masks. They spray disinfectant. They wash their hands repeatedly with hand sanitizer.

They still get sick.

The days around major holidays are the most productive, despite many hours being spent on non-
work related activities, some of them even management sanctioned.

There is a baby shower for a new grandmother. The third such shower in two years to go along
with the five regular baby showers.

Chuck tapes a note on the vending machine in protest to the price hikes, stating that he will no
longer use the machine because of these outrageous prices and urging the rest of his co-workers
to do the same.

They either slack off by surfing the web, chatting with their cubicle neighbor, going to the
bathroom over and over again, doodling in a notebook, or if they can’t get away with that, zone
out, staring blankly at the computer screen. They need their goof off time. Not to ease the
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tension, but to refresh. Working non-stop leads to a steady decrease in efficiency as more effort
IS spent trying to maintain focus amidst the increasing boredom.

Though those who don’t need this will never understand.

Proverbs for cynics, courtesy of Hal:

A clear conscience is usually a sign of a bad memory.

“Well, I was out at the creek prospecting for silver,” Keith starts off saying when he supposed to
be fixing a monitor. “Silver, not gold, the reason why is that silver has a much better future
because all the gold is found. It’s all found, none left. So, out on the creek, panning for silver is
easier than panning for gold. The reason why is you can see it better. Gold isn’t very shiny in
nature. Silveris...”

Rosalie has been at the same position for seven years, doing the exact same thing every day, an
unending string of data processing, which she performs tremendously, her production 30 to 50
percent more than the other data processors and nearly error free. All the other data processors
get worse the longer they last, as the boredom in the face of such repetition drains their
effectiveness.

Glen: “I love it here. This is family.”

A sign shows up on the door of the unisex bathroom: Lock door when occupied.

This leads to speculation as to who walked in on whom.

The next day handwritten under the printed message is: Knock before entering.

The day after the sign is moved inside the bathroom.

The day after that it is gone.

No one ever knows who walked in on whom.

Dan slowly moves his workspace from his cubicle that has limited counter space to one of the
seldom-used meeting rooms. It becomes his de facto office. He grows a beard and is rarely seen,
except when they walk pass his ‘office’ and peek inside to see him hunched over the conference

table, the only surface big enough to contain the files spread out all over it.

Jenny finds out that Roger doesn’t believe in God and sets out to convert him. Roger humors her
because she has big tits.

Ursulla has her phone confiscated because her deadbeat relatives constantly bother her. Calling
her up and trying to convince her to not work and just live on public assistance like them.
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Human Resources sends out an email requesting leave donations for Phyllis, who has used up her
vacation time, her sick time, and her long term leave time on her prior illnesses and conditions
and now she needs her co-workers to donate their vacation time to her so she doesn’t go broke
for the two more weeks she needs off to recover from whatever it is that she needs recover from.
Two men get fired for surfing for porn on the Internet several hours a day. Those sites are
supposed to be blocked, yet they track them down anyway or just stumble upon them and then
couldn’t resist going back.

Proverbs for cynics, courtesy of Hal:

Depression is just anger that hasn’t found an outlet.

The IT department insists that everyone delete their old, especially non-work related emails and
pictures and files and such.

Monica puts a sign up on her cubicle: Do Not Disturb

Underneath somebody writes ‘Don’t Feed the Monkeys’.

Monica is black.

Two days later it is determined that Margaret is the culprit. Margaret’s termination is not
officially announced or commented upon. Her empty cubicle will explain the what, and the
diversity workshop and office protocol presentation will explain the why.

Nobody really thinks that Margaret is racist.

Karl unexpectedly dies over a weekend.

The spoons to stir sugar and creamer into coffee keep getting stolen. Eventually just a split
wooden stick, perhaps an old chopstick, is all that is used.

John picks apart every suggestion by Mitch in the staff meeting. Everyone else finds it
insufferable, but they endure it.

Dick is fired for sexual harassment. It’s never officially commented upon.

Mercifully, they are not forced into another workshop.

There is a pernicious lack of consistency. Everyone answers the same question differently. And
then each of those persons will answer it differently another day. It is the nature of the business,

when the nuances are colored by whatever mood one is in leading to shifting sands of policies
and standards.
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Teri asks Peter a question about a file he worked on. Peter knows that Teri knows the answer. It
isn’t anything she isn’t familiar with, but she knows that there are things she doesn’t know, so
she questions herself to the point where the routine becomes complex.

Dan is recognized for 30 years of service and is genuinely pleased about it.

Mitch explains the Manager’s Dilemma to those rare employees who complain to him:
encourage the employees to share information and knowledge and helping one another, which
can lead to a diffusion of the message, like several games of telephone all at once or have things
grind to a bureaucratic halt when all activity has to be led straight from the top.

The third floor is reconfigured. For a month they must traverse a labyrinth to a vacant space in an
annex under the parking garage. When they return to the third floor everyone has a new
improved cubicle.

The rubber bands, the paper clips fall to the floor and remain there on the thin blandly patterned
carpet.

The greeting cards go around the office. Nearly a constant stream of them, like chain letters.
Birthday cards, get well soon cards, sorry for your loss cards, happy retirement, etc.

Judy has no great skill set beyond a her work ethic, which had served her well for fourteen years
at a position that required nothing but effort.

But then she accepts a new position running a department that is a junction of the entire
organization. With connections to all departments came the expectations to know a little about
everything and thus is inundated with requests and demands from everyone. It requires extreme
attention to detail, great organization, advanced multi-tasking skills, and the ability to endure
harassment by impatient and often angry people. It is high stress.

Judy cannot handle it. She gets the job done, barely. The stress wears on her.

And she didn’t really seek out the job. They didn’t exactly force it upon her. They offered the job
in a very encouraging way. She didn’t resist. She was bored with what she had been doing all
those many years.

It kills her.

Chuck becomes visibly upset when the department stops the birthday celebrations with cake.

John insists that his needless points of contention are just being thorough and conscientious. But
really he’s just a malcontent.

Brad is recognized for 5 years of service with a pin, and is dismayed that he has lasted this long.
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Mosquitoes. Somehow mosquitoes have gotten inside.
Hal’s proverbs grow trite:
Why are wise men and wise guy opposites?

Bobbi and Jenny get into a comically ridiculous argument over yogurt that isn’t either of theirs
and that neither ate anyway. The office finds it quite entertaining.

IT strenuously insists that they delete old emails, etc. It is sapping precious server space.

Peter is slowly being lost under the fire hazard of paper, files, and boxes piling up in his cubicle.
There is a sound, a squeak, like a baby pterodactyl. No one questions it.

The fifth floor is reconfigured.

Each and every meeting devolves into a sea of complaints over the usual, long discussed and
known concerns repeated slightly reworded by the same few employees who just cannot get over
it.

The seventh floor is meeting with the second floor. The second floor has a meeting just to figure
out the agenda for the meeting with the seventh floor.

The departments are reorganized. Units are folded into other units. Merged into another division.
Split in half. Dispersed throughout the monolith. Or disbanded completely.

Oscar, a hunchbacked, slightly dim, older man, nothing more than an extraneous file clerk from
pre-computer days, is forced into retirement.

A belligerent elderly woman yells at Dale, not giving any credence to his opinion on her issue.
“I’m not going to argue about it,” she tells him. ‘But . . .” he tries to tell her. “You’re out! You’re
out!” she yells to end the call.

People, mostly the managers, bring donuts on Friday donuts. For various reasons there a no
donuts for a couple weeks. Then several people bring donuts leading to massive donut overload.
They still manage to eat them all.

Brad is forced to endure Denise’s, his supervisor’s, interest in his career development. She
wonders how to make it more appealing, how to allow him to succeed. All he can think about is
how futile it is to find a way to make non-fulfilling work, bearable. And he dreams about what
changes he would make if he were in charge. How great it would be he thinks, then he
remembers that he has no desire to be in charge.
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They are fearful of being fired, laid off, let go. The men are angry about it. The women are a
nervous wreck.

John: “I hate working here. I like to think I do good work. But I you can’t do it here. It’s
embarrassing.”

Anna Mae, after years of declining functionality, retires.

“The reason why,” Keith says, before and proceeding to go off on some farfetched tangent of
bullshit.

There is occasion to recall the past workers. Sometimes not even recalling them, rather just at the
moment becoming aware of them. Unearthing their mistakes that have carried over to the
present. Perhaps a handful still remembers them, workers from long ago, years before most of
the current workers came on. Some not remembered by any because they were only briefly here,
only a Human Resources record, long filed in the recesses, or as bytes no one will ever search
for, attest to their employment.

Brad becomes constipated because Denise accuses him of staying too long in the bathroom to
text his friends.

Glen gets up from his chair at lunch and tells Mitch he is out of here. He never comes back.
The words on the screen blur, coalescing into dark blots, highlighting the white between, which
emerges into forms, first irregular shapes then into patterns: continents, structures, even bigger
hidden words in a foreign yet to be deciphered language within the original text.

The barely remembered remnants of old processes and policies linger, now no more understood
than the origins of obscure words and phrases, but, like ‘cold as a witch’s tit’ or the habit of
knocking on wood, still used, even defended as the way it must be.

Hal hangs one last sign on his cubicle:

For Rent. Inquire within.

He then resigns after 30 years of service and is given a big party as a send off.

There is turmoil on the seventh floor. The tenth floor is barely aware of it. The fourth floor feels
it. The fifth floor is forced to replace the manager on the third floor. The employees barely know

what is going on.

John resigns suddenly, several years before he would like because he can no longer handle
Mitch’s interference and quibbling with how he does the job.

Maintenance works on the HVAC system.
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The time is not theirs, no matter how much they might try to make it so.
The second floor is reconfigured.
The End

AUTHOR’S NOTE: This story was inspired by my many years working in an office much like
Monolith depicts. | wanted to show the unique personalities and experiences that inhabit and
ultimately make up such a regimented and impersonal world that is the modern office workplace.
I’'m never sure what influences me, probably many things, but I suspect in this case it was the
work of David Markson that shows through in the short often one-sentence paragraphs bouncing
from perspective to perspective.

BIO: | am a writer living in Phoenix, Arizona. | studied history and philosophy at the University
of Oregon. My short stories have been published in The Doctor T. J. Eckleburg Review, Otis
Nebula, Belletrist, and X-R-A-Y Literary Magazine among others.
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BAIL DENIED

By Chitra Gopalakrishnan

WHY WE LIKE IT: 4 deeply moving story of a woman’s struggle against India’s
chronically impaired justice system and the toll it takes on her life and those dear
to her. Through exquisitely fashioned prose, luminous insight and a delicacy of
emotional shading, we are drawn deeper and deeper into her ever more
complicated drama. Bit by bit characters emerge into people of convincing
substance and details of setting are burned into our brains. We breathe the smoggy
air, hear the spices sizzling in the cooking oil, feel the weight of a mud-soaked sari,
shield our eyes against the sunny field with sprouting vegetables and curl our
noses at the foul-smelling satparni tree, a malevolent symbol that may also offer
‘the devilish temptation of hope” and give what is most needed: the healing power
of moral grace. A traditional, plot driven, linear story that simply cannot be
improved upon. Quote: | know my anger will soon get the better of me. In my
wounded condition, | feel I cannot understand anything or anyone, least of all
myself. | am ashamed of being unable to reciprocate the friendly gestures of the
gardeners, to the sheer humanity in their underbelly lives, or show gratitude to
Ram Khelawan who escorts me unfailingly and without complaint to help me meet
with my husband in jail and court. Or acknowledge to him that | know he spends
his own money to do this and goes hungry while waiting in line with me.” Five
stars.

Bail Denied

Meera feels the earth pulse at her feet and its hot, fetid breath wander over her body.
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Standing in the middle of a two-acre, thick-with-green field, on the outskirts of New
Delhi, one lined with carrots, cabbages and cauliflowers, she idly watches the tiger stripes left

behind in the sky by a retreating November sun.

Though the geographical terrain here is the same as that in her village Bandra Mau, in
Rae Bareilly district that lies at the very heart of the neighbouring northern Indian state of

Uttar Pradesh, she feels displaced. Removed from everything familiar.

She misses little things about her home. The shade of the overflowing pipal tree in her
courtyard, the hollows in her brick courtyard walls where every evening she lights earthen
lamps, the wooden cots woven with jute for the family and visitors to sit and her well-used
mud stove, carefully coated carefully with clay every day. But essentially, and for the most
part, she misses her five children who shape her life, with whom she begins her mornings and

ends the day.

Sonu, who has just been with her a moment ago in the vegetable-laden field, has warned her
about the niff, saying, "I have watered the field with a mixture of rotting mustard seeds,

worm castings and moist leaf bedding” and shown her his calloused and reeky hands as proof.

But Meera doesn’t mind the stench.

She is oddly comforted by this tepid overlay of smelly heat over her person as she is thankful

for the disagreeable pall of grey smoke that covers her. The smog which catches some
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people in their throat, and gives them the feeling of swallowing glass shards, makes many
others sick and a handful to die, is of no consequence to Meera’s well-being. If anything, it is

consolatory. A least for now.

It is strange, she thinks, that she should use this noxious, acid-tasting blanket of haze, one
that has shot past the scales of measurement, as insulation from an alien world. As a cloak
her from her present realities, from the outside world of consequence that evokes deep,

unsettling emotions.

A week ago, a news anchor on a Hindi television station explained the smog over India’s
capital to be “a mix of rural and urban pollution”, a pungent combination of ancient farm
techniques and careless urban living, which makes itself known every October and November
when the edge of winter can be felt. The well-spoken anchor blamed the resulting poor air
quality in the city both for the deterioration of public health and the increasing pileups on

national highways as poor visibility caused cars to crash into one another.

It is not this as much as the distracting fragrance from the single satparni tree within
the property of the home that perturbs her. She knows this tree comes into bloom between

October and December here and challenges everyone's olfactory organs to the extreme.

Though far away from the field she is now and invisible to her from her living quarters, its

distinct balminess calls out to her over the distance. It speaks to her from  beyond the
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frangipani-fringed lawns that enclose the home, a terracotta-tiled structure, which lies

beyond the field.

In fact, it has summoned her since the day she has been here. Each of its oblong leaves,
spread over seven green portions, and its creamy clusters of greenish-white flowers seem to
call out to her every day and mock her misery. The weary grief that has settled deep within

her, one the stench and smog keep cloistered today.

She reluctantly admits to herself that there is something about the grandeur of its presence,
its umbrella-shaped existence. Yet the distress it causes her by demanding she shed her

misery is unbearable.

"Devil’s tree,” is what the gardeners, who work with her husband in the field and gardens of
this home, call it. This when she asks for its local name in this part, in the far end of the city.
"It is a tree that throws temptations in one’s way and every winter Delhi sleeps soundly in the
shade of the devil,” adds Ram Khelawan, in harsh sibilants, without being asked. He is her

husband'’s best friend.

Trying to forcefully disregard the smell of the satparni while wittingly cradling her lingering
grief, she tunes all her senses to the melody of the pundit's prayers. To his hymns that waft
through a loudspeaker from a nearby temple. She rocks herself involuntarily, huddling her
plump arms together as she walks, and listens intently to the holy man’s song-slides, this as

he shifts from one devotional chant to another.
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To deflect her faculties further from the flowering tree’s insidious aroma, she thinks of her
husband. A man of the soil. A man given to rising early, working long hours and taking on
planting and small building projects around the farm areas of the capital. A man managing
his labour force quietly and diligently and being there for them in their hour of need and as
much for his employers. Particularly so for them as they allow him to stay free of rent in the

gardeners’ quarters.

Yet there now appears to be a side to him, an unruly one, which she never has known to
exist. A carnal side, dissatisfied with what she had to offer. Or satisfied only so long as he was

with her.

While their partnership has always been strong and sexual encounters pleasing (proved
amply during his annual visits to the family village home over thirty years and other times
when he landed up unexpectedly), should it not have occurred to her, she wonders, in all

these years to think and ask how he satisfied his sexual appetite in her absence.

Should she not have emboldened herself more, broken their old-fashioned intimacy, to insert
herself forcefully into his everyday city life away from her? Should she not have foreseen to
traverse the distance often, covered the miles to curb what the village women referred to as
mard ki fitraat, the nature of the male? Should she have not let her body get full-figured and

should she not have tidied up her middle-aged look?
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At this point, in her unaccustomed surroundings, when questions such as these swirl in her
mind, his fathering of her five children is inadequate proof of his love. Anger sweeps over
her, over what she sees as her foolish naivety, her silly belief that she is the only one he has

ever held close.

It disturbs her when Ram Khelawan speaks plainly of her husband without any of the delicate
euphemisms normally used by men of her community when such issues are discussed. "Your
husband has given in to the temptation of a dangerous kind, choosing the arms of a young,

fleshy, woman over you. A city woman knowing in her ways of both pleasing and extorting.”

As for her, social mores within her community expect that she as a wife control dissonant
sexual cravings of this kind. There are unwritten rules that she be a closed book, never
explore certain territories within and without. She has always adhered to this and never

thought to question why such diktats do not see the immorality of men as an offence.

Meera lifts her sari above her ankles and steps delicately into the field furrows so as not to
disturb the vegetables sprouting on the mounds. She continues on her walk in the field and
this time she allows her mind to wander to the married woman who has afforded pleasures
of the flesh to her husband, to the woman who has overstepped all expected social

boundaries.

Though she has never seen her, she rages against the gliding images that come to her mind,

based entirely on what Ram Khelawan has told her. Pictures of a young, diminutive but
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voluptuous, woman waiting for her husband on her bed, her eyes half-closed and her nose
pin strobing in the sunlight. She envisions her rearranging her sari at her narrow waist, her
breath shallow and head thrown back. And then she imagines this woman, with her red,
round bindi winking, forcing her husband to repeat her name over and over again. Maya,

Maya, Mayal!

These floating impressions nibble dangerously at her peace.

It is the tap of hunger and the aroma of lentils, rice and fried cauliflower, cooked over the
slow, steady heat of the wood fire in the outdoors, which draws her back. She walks towards
the cooking area just outside the room she shares with her husband’s co-workers. She has

been living here for the past two weeks.

The men have finished cooking and all that remains is for the lentils to be seasoned. She
watches Sonu pour oil into the large, blackened copper-bottomed wok and throw in cumin
seeds and long, dried red chillies just as the peppery mustard oil begins to simmer. With
practiced ease, he makes sure not to sear the crackling whole spices into a charcoal black
and pours the hissing, spitting mixture into the aluminium utensil that holds the cooked
yellow lentil just as it begins to turn a shade of dark brown. The coals and the wood start to

transition from black to grey and the hot, licking fires begin to die down.

“Living with these five men is very limiting as an experience and managing my private tasks as

a woman is effortful but it is nothing compared to my humiliation, my anguish, of learning
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that my husband is booked for beating and raping the woman he had chosen to fulfil his

sensual delights,” she confides softly to a shocked Savitri, the maid of the house.

Savitri has just returned to the house from her annual leave. She is the only other woman
around in the entire premise and is beyond shaken by the train of events that have occurred
in her absence and Meera’s trauma in particular. She is upset to see how the light has left her

body and the soul-emptiness that she carries with her.

"My gardener husband who has the love for the earth in every crease and ripple of his body
is the gentlest being | have known all my life. He could never do what he is accused of. Maya
has filed a farzi rape case against him either to extort money or settle scores with him. In my
meeting with him at the prison, while he admitted to consensual physical intimacy he swore
that he did not violate her in any way. | believe him. The marks she bears have been in all
likelihood inflicted by the husband in a fit of rage. Ram Khelawan says that she wanted to be
part of his life and has done this to exact revenge. | don't know the truth and maybe | never
will, yet | can tell you, in the thirty years of being married to my husband, | have never been
hurt, not even by the brush of his fingernail. Yes, | am furious with him for straying and
putting me in this situation but for him to be arrested for rape that never happened and that

too indefinitely without any sort of clinching evidence is evil,” Meera weeps.

Bringing her hand to her cheeks to roughly wipe the tears, before the men see her, she tells

Savitri, “Leaving my three school-going children and two grown-up daughters in the care of
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indifferent relatives at our home and our fields" unattended to feel like huge crimes, follies

that | am responsible for.”

As her thin silver anklets and red glass bangles tinkle, she pulls her limp blue sari closer to her
body, winds the loose, extra fabric tightly around her head, and continues, “Emotions of
anger, fear, denial, weariness, bewilderment and shock come upon me daily, one upon
another. Sometimes occurring all at once or in varying orders at varying times. | don't know
how to deal with them. Or what to do. | can't believe what is happening to us. Never in my
wildest dreams did | imagine my husband would be accused of rape. | understand what a
woman violated goes through but | do not think my husband is capable of breaching a
woman’s sacred spaces. And it is unfair for the authorities to take just her words as proof and

not my husband'’s.”

"I do know that this woman who has wrongly accused him will soon become the shadow of
the seductress who first enticed him. She may not even have the tenacity to continue with the
gritty tangles of the court. And | am certain my husband has learnt his lesson and will never
approach a woman again for sex. But I ask you, will our lives ever return to normal? Will our
relatives and our neighbours ever look upon us without distrust? Will we be able to ever
break out of the social isolation that | know will become a way of life when | return to the

village?”



152

Savitri struggles to find restful answers that will soothe Meera. She feels guilty about not
being able to offer to share her room with Meera. Her quarters are deep within the house

and too small to accommodate another person.

Her regret is deep as she is aware of how cheerless Diwali, the festival of lights, gone by last
month, has been for Meera and her family. Continuous rainfall in the months of September
and early October, when the monsoons should have receded in their village, had left Meera
with spoiled crops, deep mud in the fields and practically no money to run the household. Or
spend it on food and festivities at Diwali. And a day before the festival, Meera learnt of the
rape charge lodged against her husband by Maya at the local police station in Fatehpur Beri
village of the Mehrauli district, forcing her to get on the bus and come alone to New Delhi.

Something she has never attempted before.

Savitri also now knows that the recent violent scuffles between the Delhi police and the
lawyers in Tis Hazari district court, on the second of November and later on the fourth of
November in the district court of Saket, and the sit-in protests by the lawyers post these
skirmishes, has spelt acute complications for Meera. The arson and bullets fired has meant
that she has not been allowed to meet her husband in jail and the clampdown on courts

has meant the missing of one court hearing and the postponement of the following one.

Savitri's reverie breaks when Meera speaks again.
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"For an uneducated, unexposed woman like me, the law and the police are too much to
handle. | writhe every time | have to make a trip to Tihar jail sitting astride on a motorcycle
with- Ram Khelawan as it is unacceptable for women in our community to travel
unaccompanied with men not related to them. | sputter with shame, as much as his
motorcycle does, all through our hour-and-and-half journey to the other end of the city. |
feel watched while standing in the long queue outside the jail and court and avoid
conversation for fear of being asked what my husband is in for. And the jostling outside each
of these places is demeaning for me as a woman and | cannot bring myself to reveal to you
the horrors | face. There is also indignity in the fact that | cannot find a usable women's toilet

in these places,” Meera tells her.

In a low, broken voice, she continues, I cringe each time a particular policeman sizes me up
at the waiting line outside Tihar jail. He looks over me insolently as my identity card has my
name as only Meera. 'What is your husband’s name? Why is his name not attached to yours

in the Aadhar card?' he asks each time | visit.”

"Our beady-eyed lawyer is worse. He waits for an opportunity to throw legal jargon in my
face. He tells me the section under which my husband has been booked is the most
damaging of all sections in the law. He calls it Section 376. When | ask him why he has missed
the single court date that | understand we have been given, he brusquely tells me that this

has happened due to the lockdown in the court and that from now on | need to keep track
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of when my husband is to be produced in court so that he can follow-up. Being unlettered, |
have no knowledge of what is in the first information and medical report that he refers to.
And he orders me to fetch innumerable papers. | have given him our land papers though |
am not quite sure why he needs them. | fear | will never see them again. | have paid him Rs.
25,000 as fees after borrowing from relatives and then as much again for what he calls
‘settling issues with the police’. | don't know what he means by this. | have been advised
several times to approach the free legal aid cell within the Saket district court but fellow
villagers say that the lawyers who work here demand a bit of money and don't show up for
hearings. Now all | know for certain is money is the metric for everything at the court and

that law and justice are two different things.”

In the same faltering voice, she says, “The worst thing right now for me is to see my husband
broken, to watch him worrying endlessly about our family. We have been threatened by his
uncle early this year over a piece of land that the family jointly possesses and he even warned
us that we may lose our son if we don't co-operate with him. | fear my husband is falling into
himself as he is becoming sparse in his words. | am unable to reach out to him in the manner
| want to. My meetings with him are always insufficient and unsatisfactory. The cramped,
confining spaces of the jail's meeting room, the separating glass barricades, the timed
conversations on the phone and the searching, intrusive looks of other visitors who lean
shamelessly into our private exchanges do not allow us to have explicit conversations. Our

disconnection bothers me.”
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Savitri also knows that it does not help Meera when Bablu, the driver, recounts that less than
a third of people in Tihar jail are actually convicted yet the fate of under-trials  hangs in
balance for anywhere between a year and three. Having worked for a city judge earlier, he
says that he has it on authority that “nine of every ten under-trials are between eighteen and

fifty years of age and they comprise the most economically productive group.”

Of rape cases, in particular, the judge has told him, says Bablu, that if the victim files a rape
charge with the police after a time-lapse, say even after five or ten days, her medical reports
are often inconclusive. While rape cannot be proved, it also becomes difficult to ensure her

willingness and consent.

Meera's face turns ashen as a ten-day time lapse does hold true for husband'’s case. It seems

to her Bablu stands both in appraisal and judgement of their case.

Seeing this, Savitri urges her not to bottle her feelings. “You need to unburden yourself to

me, lighten the weight you are carrying inside of you,” she cajoles her.

Meera allows herself this luxury, tells her of the preoccupations of her inner mind, the
intangibles that bother her. “I have been visiting a religious baba hoping that my faith in
religion will soothe over my earthly woes. The gardeners tell me that my husband was made
to prune a bargat tree by the homeowner the day the police came to pick him up. Cutting
this tree may not bear the blame for what has happened but it is inauspicious. | am trying to

atone for this action and for his other sinful actions. But | fear it is not helping.”
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After a pause, she carries on, “I know my anger will soon get the better of me. In my
wounded condition, | feel | cannot understand anything or anyone, least of all myself. I am
ashamed of being unable to reciprocate the friendly gestures of the gardeners, to the sheer
humanity in their underbelly lives, or show gratitude to Ram Khelawan who escorts me
unfailingly and without complaint to help me meet with my husband in jail and court. Or
acknowledge to him that | know he spends his own money to do this and goes hungry while

waiting in line with me.”

Hearing her talk of them, the five gardeners file into the room in a steady line. They squat on
the floor, shift their positions uneasily and look at their soil-stained shirts that hang above on
a long clothes peg. Like all men in their community, they will not make eye-contact with the

two women sitting with them inside the room.

"How can they arrest my husband without proof, on spurious charges? Does the law
not see that men can be wrongly accused as well? Is it not time to spare innocent men of

anguish? Is it not unfair to keep him in the worst of jails for so long?” Meera rages

"I 'have been following the Ayodhya temple dispute on television closely as this shrine falls
within my state and | have visited it several times as it just over a 100 kilometres from where
we live. Over the last week, | have seen how the Supreme Court has managed the impossible.
It has arrived at a solution to the festering Ayodhya crisis and settled the fears of both the

Hindus and Muslims, who have been warring for centuries over the possession of 2.77 acres
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of land. While one sect wishes to build a temple the other is keen to retain a mosque. If the
highest court can arrive at a solution for a crisis that has been displaced out of its context and
cartography in the extreme, cannot the lower court arrive at a reasonable time frame to hear
my husband’s case? Cannot this creaking subordinate judiciary, my first and only contact for
justice, be made to step up, made to be humane? This is what comes to my uneducated

mind,” Meera says.

The men have no answers for her reasoning, her unrelenting questions or barricades to

break her anger.

Ram Khelawan'’s cell phone rings. It is news from the lawyer. He never calls Meera always

Ram Khelawan. He says he is ready for the bail argument the next morning.

At the Saket district court next morning, the scattered sense of order, the overriding
confusion where no one seems to know what is happening, the overcrowding of litigants and
the evil menace that the lawyers carry with them in their flapping, black robes unspool
Meera's insides. To her, this world seems to pivot on a different set of rules, laws unknown to

her.

As she waits outside the courtroom allotted to them with Ram Khelawan and their lawyer, her
despondency sharpens as she overhears a man standing next to her talking to a family

member. “This judge will have anything between thirty to sixty cases listed before him for
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today. | am sure he will adjourn at least forty of them. Our case has had six adjournments so

far. I have heard some cases are over six years old.”

Through a crack in the door, she sees the judge sitting on a raised platform and speak to a
group of people but can hear nothing concrete. Snatches of his words reach her ears -
"Mohan Vaid hazir ho" (Come forward Mohan Vaid), jawaab do (answer the question), haan
ya na bolo (say yes or no) and sunwai ki agle tareek agle mahine ki chaubees tareek ko hain

(the next hearing will be on the twenty fourth of the next month).

Meera is not even aware that her husband’s case has come up for hearing until she
sees him being hurriedly escorted before the judge by two policemen. She stands irresolute

and the lawyer does not insist she come in.

The import of the judgement on his case dawns on her only when her husband is hurriedly
escorted away before she can speak to him. She figures he has not made bail. She breaks
down when she also realises that she has been unable to say a word to him or assure him of

sympathy and support with the flicker of her eyes. Or a gesture of some sort.

Has his bail been denied because of the grim first information report the woman has filed?
Or it is because the medical report proves something? Or because it is inconclusive? Or did
the judge not have sufficient evidence to decide in favour of a bail? Or are they too many

cases he has pending and this seemed to him the best way to settle her husband’s case?
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She knows she will never have these answers right away as her lawyer says he needs to rush
to attend to another case. She will have to wait for his phone call tomorrow to understand,
for something tangible and finite that will help with her incomprehension of these issues. Ram

Khelawan's bewilderment is as extreme as hers.

An aching void settles within her. The motorcycle ride back to her quarters deepens her
dejection. In the evening, a deep, brooding silence settles within the gardeners’ room. The

men don't know what to say to her.

As she sits with them in the stillness of the night, the scent trail of the satparni invades her
nostrils. She can hear its challenge or rather its whispered warnings. It seems to say that
being defeated this way is not permanent but giving up is what will make her loss enduring, it

is what will entrench her misery.

She is silent for a long time and then finds her voice.

With indrawn breath, she says, “I am aware that my life has changed and that | don’t have the
means to keep my known and familiar world. But | will not allow my present load to break
me. | will learn to carry it better. | know all of us are paying a steep price for my husband’s
straying but | know he is not capable of rape. We all seem to be fighting systems and
institutions that are failing us as much as we are fighting a person and our remedies are
small. Yet with your help, | can fight on till the end. | am not sure how many years, resources

or adjournments it will take and how | will bear up to the testing of time. Yet | intend to put
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his needs above others as | know he is innocent. | will continue to stay on here if you will
allow me, my children, my home and my fields can wait. And | am okay for all in my family to

survive on rotis (bread) salt until then.”

In the dim light of the room, Sonu wordlessly hands her a plate of food and extends a

blanket to her.

She sets the food on the ground, wraps the blanket around her and walks determinedly

towards the satparni tree although it is pitch dark.

Despite the bad news, she feels alive. In the new rush of energy, she is ready to shed her
misery and succumb to the devilish temptation of hope. Step out of herself to risk a change
in her relationship to the world. Weather its uncertainties and contradictions. See the urgency
as well the power of the moment she is in. As also the purpose beyond her suffering and

despair. And she intends to view all these doings as godly audacity on her part.

She prepares herself for their lawyer’s call in the morning. THE END

AUTHOR’S NOTE: Solitary and silent women have not fared well in stories as their
narratives have almost always been taken over by the others.

I have capriciously exploited the story of Meera, a poor hapless, unexposed, rural woman
forced to abandon her children, fields and her home in a village in Uttar Pradesh and make
her way to New Delhi's jails and courts to seek justice for her husband who is booked for rape,
to find her voice, her language and her lonely struggle, one that moves between doubt and
certitude.

While the story uncovers the inadequacies of the capital's justice system, the lack of
professionalism and timely evidence-based justice at the police stations, the prison and the
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courts, it takes you to the dark corners of her mind as it does to her resilience and wisdom in
adapting to the willful ways of society and the justice system. The idea is to show how she
opens the door onto new permissions in her life, quietly yet surely, without giving the feeling of
raised flags.

I have been inspired many, many voices but the tonalities of Joan Didion, Margaret Atwood,
Iris Murdoch, Jeanette Winterson and Diana Athill linger longer in my mind

BIO: / am a New Delhi-based journalist by training, a social development communication
consultant by profession and a creative writer by choice. | have authored several books on
issues relating to social development and my short stories have been accepted by Celestial
Echo Press, Black Hare Press, Me First Magazine, Terror House Magazine, Literary Yard,
Truancy, Spillwords, Runcible Spoon and Friday Flash Fiction among others.

I am intrigued by people living on the margins and | hear them better than | do most others.
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CAT FOOD

By Robert P. Bishop

WHY WE LIKE IT: We ask authors who we publish to wait 2 issues before
submitting again. Some do. Some don’t. Robert (whose story ‘Seventy Grand’ we
published in Issue 5) didn’t and we’re really glad because we love love love this
slap-back, wise-cracking, blackly hilarious retro-styled example of seriously
entertaining crime fiction and if you like this kind of junk too, you’ll be sending us
e-candy (and that was one looong mother of a sentence, y’all.) The dialogue is
whip smart (imperative in this genre) and the story is told with a practiced
economy. It all looks easy and fun but this kind of moxie, boils and goils, only
comes with skill and experience. Quote:

In the beginning the lunacy was quirky but amusing because it involved lots of sex.
The first time | suspected she might be mad was when she took all her clothes off
and said, “I’'m Lady Godiva. You’re my stallion. Take off your clothes and get on
your hands and knees.”

| did what she said. She sat on my back with her legs on either side of my
body, gripped a handful of my hair and pulled my head up. “Now gallop.”

“What?” I tried to look at her.

She jerked my head back. “You heard me. You’re a horse, now gallop

through the goddamn village!”

About as good as this kind of writing gets. Just wonderful stuff.

Cat Food

by

Robert P. Bishop
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The phone woke me. I didn’t open my eyes but picked up anyway. “Yeah?”

“I’m going to kill you for what you did to me,” a voice said.

“For God’s sake, Sandra, give it a rest.”

“This time I’'m going to do it.”” Shrill laughter blasted my ear.

“Sandra, you can’t keep calling me in the night like this. You’ve got to stop it.”

“Oh, I'll stop it, all right, after I kill you. Then I’m going to cut your wanker off and feed
it to my cat.” Shrieks of laughter stabbed into my brain.

“You don’t have a cat.”

“How do you know?”

“Nothing can live with you, not even a starving cat.”

“I’ll get one from the animal shelter.”

“They won’t give you one.”

“Yes they will. I’'m going to get the biggest, hungriest...”

I interrupted her. “Goodbye, Sandra.” I hung up, forced my eyes open and looked at the
clock; Christ, 2.32 in the morning. | got out of bed and poured a scotch. Sandra, my ex live-in,
couldn’t accept that we were no longer together. It’s been a year and she still hasn’t forgiven me
for throwing her out.

I couldn’t live with her any longer. She is mad and she nearly drove me to the madhouse
to escape her lunacy but I didn’t want to seek refuge there. The madhouse isn’t much different
than being outside the walls and living in what people call normal society.

Usually Sandra screamed and broke things when she threatened to murder me. | grew

used to her tantrums. They didn’t last very long. Like a lobotomized cat, she lacked staying
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power and couldn’t keep her anger focused. Sandra’s tantrums usually ended with the complaint
that I didn’t love her anymore, which wasn’t true then and isn’t true now.

But I had to tell her to get out to preserve my sanity. She took it badly. It’s not a good
thing to end up on the sidewalk waiting for a cab with everything you own in two suitcases by
your feet. I still love her, but I couldn’t live with her lunacy any longer. She had to go. I miss her
terribly.

This call differed from the other middle-of-the-night calls. Before, Sandra never laughed
when she threatened to murder me. But tonight, she was positively gleeful, laughing and
shrieking like she had removed the last inhibition preventing her from committing murder. Her
laughter was terrifying. She sounded like she really meant to bump me off. It scared the hell out
of me.

We didn’t start out this way, of course. We started out when I got a job where she
worked. She was an accountant in the finance department and | was an engineer in the
production division. She was hot so | pursued her. We went on several dates and got along well.
I didn’t know she was crazy. She kept that hidden until she moved in with me. Then the madness
erupted.

In the beginning the lunacy was quirky but amusing because it involved lots of sex. The
first time I suspected she might be mad was when she took all her clothes off and said, “I’'m
Lady Godiva. You’re my stallion. Take off your clothes and get on your hands and knees.”

| did what she said. She sat on my back with her legs on either side of my body, gripped a
handful of my hair and pulled my head up. “Now gallop.”

“What?” I tried to look at her.
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She jerked my head back. “You heard me. You’re a horse, now gallop through the
goddamn village!”

| began to waddle across the bedroom floor on my hands and knees. It was awkward.
Sandra swayed from side to side. | had to w