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WELCOME!

ISSUES JANUARY 2020

“Memes are forever in search of their own sound bite.” Hezekiah Scretch
(Poetry Editor)

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.)

We've just recently stumbled upon a couple new trends as we peruse the lit
site landscape. Fact checks and sensitivity editors! Fact what? Sensitivity
who? What is this? Police procedural or some kind of therapy we don’t
want any part of (and wouldn’t work anyway given our rap sheets)? You
write. We publish. Everybody reads. If it gets any more complicated than
this we’re closing down and moving to Hug Rabbit, Nova Scotia. And what
about ‘theme’ issues? Nope. Nada. Niente. That would be like asking
Bukowski to write feminist poetry or Plath to pen Pokeman scripts. As a



writer, you don’t need to pick a theme out of a box, or worse, be given one.
Great writing comes from inside not outside. And if you have enough
artistic integrity to be really in touch with yourself as a writer and a person,
as a being in space/time, there is always something to write about. The
lamp is in your heart. The switch is in your brain. Turn it on.

Poetry isn’t limited to the ivory tower or the classroom. The poets we
publish in this issue come from all walks and talks of life. Award winners,
teachers, migrants, activists, refugees, housewives, a janitor, a gym rat and
a former phlebotomist among many others. And this is because poetry
belongs to no group, no one demographic: the seed is scattered wide and
the call to write is democratic. Poetry is our celebration of touching the
best in our spirits, and without it, even the best of lives is diminished.

Post-modernism introduced subjectivity into the reportage arena, and since
Hunter S. Thompson, Norman Mailer and Tom Wolfe, it embraces
everything from guts to gonzo. The examples of CNF we publish in this issue
all owe something to the PM spin. Just as in quantum theory, where the
observer influences the experiment, so in CNF the writer IS the experience.

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 styles and miles apart, but always burning.
Nisi optimum et clarissimum. So remember what the dormouse said. Feed
your head! Feed your Head! (Apologies to Grace Slick, White Rabbit).

Four authors are making their publishing debut in Issue 5. Congratulations
to Mathew Medonca, Miguel Rodriguez and Ayaan Elokobi (Poetry) and
Donnia Harrington (first time in a lit mag-Nonfcition).

And among our roster of veteran writers we are honoured to feature
Chautauqua 2017 Editors Prize, 2016 Fulton Prize (short story), 2015 Art
Prize for CNF winner Robert D. Kirvel, (nonfiction). Benjamin Franklin
Poetry Award, Eric Hoffer/Montaigne Award winner and 2 x Pulitzer and 7x
Pushcart nominee John Guzlowski (poetry). Best Small Fiction nominee



Mir-Yashar Seyedbagheri(poetry). Grand prize for poetry winner from
Oneswan (2007) Susandale (poetry).Best of the Net and 2x Pushcart
nominee Emily Strauss (poetry). Pushcart nominee Richard Stuecker
(nonfiction). Academy of American Poets Prize winner Christopher Moylan
(fiction). Acceptance in 2018 Arts Mid-Hudson exhibit ‘Artists Respond to
Poetry’ Ted Millar (poetry). 2009 Francis Locke Poetry Award winner from
Bitter Oleander, 2012 winner of Thin Air CNF Award and National
Endowment for the Arts recipient Rich Ives (fiction). 2016 Pushcart
nominee Linda Boroff (fiction). Six stories archived in Yale University’s
Beinecke Collection, Long Island International Film Expo, Global Shorts and
the Madrid International Film Festival winner Gregory Cioffi
(fiction).Former fiction editor of The Sand Hill Review and Pushcart
nominee James Hanna (fiction). Verbsap Burning Books contest winner Jon
Fain (fiction). Joseph Jefferson Award winner Ed Cunningham (play).
Dorothy Silver Award winner and 2019 William Faulkner Literary
Competition for One Act Play Award winner Judy Klass (play). 2017 Lorien
Prize winner from Thought Crime Press and 2015 Press Americana Prize for
Poetry winner Howie Good (fiction). 2017 Carl Sandburg Writer in
Residence (North Carolina) John Michael Flynn (fiction). 2007 Dartmouth
Award Winner (editor) Fred Skolnik (Fred Russell) (fiction) and 2011, 2013
and 2018 Pushcart nominee Brad Garber (poetry, fiction).

This is our biggest issue yet—full of sound and fury, signifying talent! We
hope you enjoy it. And until we meet again in Issue 6, always spread the
love and remember READ is the best four letter word in the world.

Tom, Charles, Richard, Robert, Steve and Hezekiah
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AMOR FATI

By Jonah Howell

WHY WE LIKE IT: An endlessly literate and abundantly intelligent intellectual
innovation. In this densely packed, psychologically layered introspective study, sentences
are gloriously, mellifluously drawn out, stretched, spun, and coroneted to become the
acrobatic equivalent of narrative ‘stream of conscious’. We are dropped into a dazzling
forest of beauty where we discover mytho-poetic excursions into Zarathustra, Delphic
dances of tarot and Christianity and a portrait of relationships in which time both
empowers and transcends itself. The prose is deliciously opalescent; the voice phonically
radiant. We're pretty sure that if Howell had lived in the 17" century his name would be
Robert Burton and he would 've written The Anatomy of Melancholy. Quote: ‘You see a
light in front of you: You’re not sure what it is, nor whether it portends anything
particularly good, nor whether, indeed, you are moving toward your front at all; but
nevertheless you see a light in front of you, and it gives you hope, if nothing else, which
is precisely what you have wanted—no, needed for a very long time; and, if nothing else,
it gives you some metric by which to determine the direction you’re headed, which
makes all of your arduous labors seem more grounded,...” Five stars.

Amor Fati
1
Love is impatient. Love is blind. Love is ravenous and uses every part of the animal and
rips its heart out and blows it up casual like a balloon and doom to all who spurn its

morbid muezzin call to sacrifice. The world is its altar: It cannot be satisfied: The knife is

raised.



That is, we—Claire, Earnest, I—sat in a triangle. Claire and Earnest had met only hours
before. I had known Claire for a month or two, but she had drunkenly forgotten all of the
conversations that, to me, defined our friendship. Earnest was my closest friend for years,
but in a schizophrenic break he became convinced that | was contracted by the FBI to
gather data on him, and since then he’s flowed in and out, his eyes read vacant or
occupied, and right then they looked occupied, but who can be sure...Accordingly,
though we sat in a triangle, and though Claire’s Brooklyn dorm room was miniscule, and
though we had put away a twenty-four-pack of Rolling Rock and half a fifth of bottom-
shelf vodka in the past who-knows-how-many hours, we did not allow our knees to
touch; and so the room was filled with an electric tension like that which grips a stadium
as a bull locks eyes with its matador; and because the room was coated in mirrors—one
on the desk in the back, a full-length on the wall behind Earnest, three smaller ones on
the door to my right and Claire’s left—, this tension multiplied, amplified, such that it
imbued our every motion with sparking weight. Hence our heavy drinking.

Claire indicated that | should trade places with Earnest so that they would sit
directly across from each other. “I’m going to read his tarot.” That’s her way, and with
Earnest, it’s as good as any.

He shuffled. He’s an expert shuffler, the cards slid into place like smooth magic,
he made them bridge upward and down. He drew three, indicated which should be past,
which present, and which future. Claire took a long huff of poppers to clear her head and
set out gravely, flipping through the book that accompanied the deck.

Past: “That doesn’t look good. Let’s see what this says...apparently you have—

and I’ll change this to past tense—‘undergone enormous strife, felt your way through the



most wretched of caves, from which there was little to no hope for escape, though such
escape teased you from afar—enveloping echoes, in dreams a sly and teasing dance in
untappable time, at every moment—; and though those who shared your cave spoke of
times which were not so dark, which speech always sounded to you something like a
reversed Messianic hope, such that you despised these hideous optimists who wished to
return to their glowing past; for memory offered you no such refuge; and you had either
forgotten or never experienced such halcyon days; and so you had no choice but to long
for a brighter future, though, having resided in such a cave for as long as you could
remember, you had no way to know what such a future might be like and therefore no
way to plan for it, no way to construct it in your head, so that, though your hope was what
some might call pure, it was nonetheless groundless and endless, in every sense that
either of these terms may carry.” Jesus Waterbleeding Christ, does that sound right to
you?”

“Absolutely.” Earnest grinned at me. It did, indeed.

(Forgive me, by the way, if [ don’t remember exactly the captions in this tarot

book and must, for lack of reference, improvise.)

“Sorry, man. Hold on, /’m gonna need some self-care after that one—" Claire
took another, longer hit of the poppers. She closed her eyes, bowed her head, and started
to reach out and grab my arm but quickly retracted her hand like it had found a searing
pocket of air. (The tension-lines between us quivered in neon agitation.) After a deep

sigh, she resumed:



Present: “This is much better. Not incredible, but certainly better. ‘You see a light
in front of you: You’re not sure what it is, nor whether it portends anything particularly
good, nor whether, indeed, you are moving toward your front at all; but nevertheless you
see a light in front of you, and it gives you hope, if nothing else, which is precisely what
you have wanted—no, needed for a very long time; and, if nothing else, it gives you
some metric by which to determine the direction you’re headed, which makes all of your
arduous labors seem more grounded, though of course, in the end, they’re only grounded
in this ambiguous light, whose color you are not yet close enough to discriminate, and
whose significance is only up to you until you reach it, which may be a long way off or
only tomorrow, for the light’s size and amplitude give no indication of its distance, which
is of no import to you, anyway, for it has only appeared to give you a direction, to
indicate that you are moving, which is, after all, a far cry better than walking in empty
darkness, notwithstanding that it presents to you, for the first time, a measurable test for
failure, which grants to your present struggles a new dimension of pressure.’”

Earnest burst with a room-shaking belly-laugh. “T have something to ask you two,
once we’re done.” Our tension-lines twitched and scattered sparks: Some snapped, some
found new roots, they could not be mapped.

“I’m all ears,” Claire tipped up the corner of Earnest’s future. “I’ll just give you
the gist of this one.” She flipped it.

Future: ““You have finally succeeded in that upon which you have labored
patiently...a release, a time of healing, an open clearing in a dense forest, finally time to
grapple with your past...the tangle has not quite unraveled, for the tasks you set yourself

are too immense to resolve, but it has, at least, shrunken by a considerable width...the
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world seems smaller, more remote, without the crushing weight of expanse...you allow
yourself to rest.””

“God damn.” She looked over the three cards in awe. “Helluva glow-up.”

Earnest doubled over, quaking with laughter. When he raised his head, his eyes
were humid. “How’s that sound to you?”

“Utter bullshit,” I beamed. “That future is impossible; if it weren’t, it’d be your
Hell.”

He nodded and shot me a knowing squint. “Now, what I was going to ask y’all: It
seems inarguable that any serious politics has to grapple with the fact that the human
population needs to shrink—I’m talking drastically shrink. For environmental reasons,
psychological reasons, yadayadayada. You know what [ mean. But what I haven’t figured
out is how to say it without sounding like a genocidal asshole.”

Claire, agape, looked at the three cards then up at Earnest, three cards, Earnest,
three cards, me.

We went outside to smoke. Claire decided we each should diagnose the others’
“most toxic traits.”

I pointed a finger at each of them and said, bluntly, “Paranoia.”

Earnest pointed to me and replied, “Dissatisfaction.”

Claire laughed. “I have nothing to add.”

3
This, from an old German legend: When the hermit Zarathustra meets the “loneliest man

alive” on a mountain and claims that all forking paths that lead from the door named

11



Moment are infinite, Loneliest tears off his mask to reveal a monstrous head with a long,
black snake in place of a tongue. He tries to suck the snake back into his mouth; but
Zarathustra, though he appreciates the strength in this gesture, pulls the snake out to its
full length and tells Loneliest to bite down. He does, and Zarathustra tosses the poisonous
head of the snake away.

But if Loneliest had lived with that snake in his mouth for so long already, such
drastic action seems, at best, reactionary. At the same moment the poison is ripped from
his tongue, Loneliest faces the dangers of bleeding out, of infection, of permanent speech
impediment.

Nonetheless, the snake tossed away, Loneliest laughs, “and this was no human

laughter.”

**k*

Tarot, tea leaves, casting bones: If the future’s brightness can be confirmed beforehand,
the present and past can be loved without reservation.

But causality disintegrates, piece by piece, while you wait.

**k*k

To laugh watching his own tongue tumble down the mountain, Loneliest must have

grasped exactly what tarot is built to avoid. Love is impatient. Love is blind. Love is

12



ravenous and devours everything in sight and uses all parts of the animal, even the parts

that aren’t there.

4
Claire read my tarot as well. | was not as interested. All I remember is my

Present: 1 am in the process of being waylaid by betrayal. Either my own or
someone else’s.

(Ah, this selective memory of mine...I often claim to have a phonographic
memory for conversation. When | was younger, | would repeat everything | said silently,
moving only my lips, and as | grew older, | shifted this process inward, so that |
memorize all | say and hear. You can trust, then, that this story is completely true and that
I am, in the end, guilty, regardless what | say to the contrary.)

| then offered to read Claire’s. I don’t remember the cards. I only remember what
| told her, as a summary of the three:

“All these mirrors...you think you’re vain, but what you call vanity is only
paranoia turned inward: Your past declines through its shaky present into a low future
because, though the past was good, you have lost faith in it; and you have occupied
yourself too completely with dredging it to have energy left to propel it into the future
you want; and so the goodness of the past appears to be a mask covering an ugly face for
which you search but which you can’t find, will never find, though it becomes more and
more real the more you believe in the mask, until eventually you will create that ugly
face; and it will drag your future into ugliness with it unless you can turn out from

yourself—that is, unless you can begin to see walls and not mirrors; for really there are
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no mirrors in this room, | swear, only walls; but this is precisely why you are such an
empath: You desperately search in other people’s faces for a mirror by which to see the
ugly face you’re certain you have, somewhere under there; and you so easily revere
people because you want to see, in each person, the x-ray vision that will show you your
own imagined fatal flaw, which must exist because you have put so much pressure on
your future to go some specific way that, if you didn’t assume you had some hidden but
fatal flaw—that is, if you didn’t search for a fatal flaw, whether or not you assume it
exists—you would have to consider yourself irresponsible; for such a constrained future
as you have constructed for yourself allows for no fatal flaw, no flaw at all; and if only
you can find it and root it out, you can secure for yourself the narrow future to which you
have resigned yourself by turning so far inward—by restricting possibility, that is, to that
which is observable and auditable, though in actuality you know that you have far more
potential than that, and that, through it all, you retain some belief in forces unobservable,
or else you wouldn’t give two shits about tarot. That sound about right?”

We had maintained bowstring-taut eye-contact through this summary, and | now
broke it and looked around the room. The empty case of beer...the water bottle, once full
of vodka...my monologue had to have come from somewhere, but I could pinpoint no
source: It drew from me as though wrenched out and woven in one movement by the
shimmering lines in the air, which had burst and restrung at manic speed as | spoke, had
thickened, had multiplied over and again. By the end | was certain that, under such
mounting pressure, they would have to explode, that some rupturous response would
shatter them into a million evaporating shards; and we three would find ourselves tangled

in a mound of droopy-eyed affection.
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“Have you thought about a career as a therapist? A psychic, maybe?” Her stare,
half hurt and half loving, deflected my eyes like a like-charged magnet, so | diverted
them to Earnest.

He was quiet, looking down at his phone. Feeling my gaze, he met it, surprised,
and said, “I’m gonna do another popper.”

| turned back to Claire, “I’ve thought about it.”

She took the bottle from Earnest, huffed her longest yet, and reached out and
squeezed my arm until both it and her knuckles blushed electric blue. One of the mirrors
shattered at this sudden drop in pressure, but none of us heard or saw it.

Earnest, wordless, laughed hysteric.

5
Zarathustra to the sky before sunrise: “We are friends from the beginning: Our grief and
horror and groundwork are shared; even our Sun is shared. We speak not to each other,
for we know too much: silent we sit and laugh at our knowledge.”

But where do the snakes’ heads go, once we’ve thrown them away? Earnest once
claimed, in a more lucid moment, that he had turned against me because we had become
too close. “Friendship shouldn’t be comfort. It should be reciprocal whipping.”

Then we sat a long silence and laughed.

**k*
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Another time, as Earnest and | walked together, he turned back to a pair of perfect
strangers: “You guys know how easy it is to burn down a building?”

Faced with stunned silence, he laughed and fell in step with them. “All you need
is a bottle, a rag, and some foil and gasoline.” He drew diagrams in the air, he waxed
poetic, waxed demonic, he lowered his face and arched his brow like a sultry Egon
Schiele nude; but, judging his audience distant, he returned to me.

“It is easy.” He paused. “I remember almost nothing of childhood.”

He comes, he goes. He probably can’t remember this walk. Time, in the words of
Georges Bataille, is “a disembodied cock that only withdraws to reenter.” Hence
Friedrich Nietzsche’s insistence that a superhuman must possess, rather than simply a

strong will, a long will—long, turgid, throbbing, ever rising...

**k*

These new Brooklyn apartments, all cinderblock—nothing to burn but the inhabitants.
These Brooklyn apartments, all staircase and slant, climb and descent, not a foot
flat, scents of incense and infant corgis named after food—no place for the bottle to burn
but our laps, no way to sniff out its billows until it rolls down the stairs, which it must, for
all must burn from bottom up.
This apartment, its sparking wires bare, live—no resistors but its inhabitants. But

these saboteurs are unreliable: | am, in the end, guilty.
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Claire said she was tired. She lied. We knew. She’d taken a Vyvanse at sunset. [ hugged
Earnest long and hard. Apparently only ten percent of schizophrenic cases in men is
treatable: I told him I’d see him as soon as I could, but I hugged him again, longer,
harder. The most bereaved can never leave the wake. He left.

Claire and | sat on opposite ends of her bed and talked. I don’t remember how
long, and I don’t remember what we said.

By nervous reflex | memorize conversations: We started out cross-legged, facing
the wall. She extended her legs toward me and folded her hands in her lap. | leaned my
back against the wall and stretched my left arm over the row of pastel pillows between us
in mimicry of Michelangelo’s Adam. (If God is dead, to whom do I reach?) I tucked my
left foot under my extended right knee so that my left knee jutted to within a foot of her
feet. The lines of tension thuswise tightened, she crossed her legs again. All this, slowly,
two climbing vines and their tropisms, over the course of hours.

“We should sleep. You’re driving to work tomorrow?” She hopped down from
the bed to put her glasses in their case.

“Yes. Ten hours, and work’s at 6:30, so I should leave here by seven to be safe.”

The lights off, we instantly entwined our drooping tendrils. She twirled my chest
hairs in her fingers. “The tension is so thick it’s tangible.” It descended on us, danced, lit
our faces lightly, lightly pressed, caressed our careful fingers...“But your relationship’s
not open ‘til you go to Germany, huh?”

“Right.”

She turned away and formed her back to fit my front. On her shoulder, our hands

mocked our aborted futures: They grasped and tangled, pushed away; they squeezed and
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interwove and broke apart, returned with trepidation, fingers feather-light their tips on
palm or backhand fuzz alighted, traced triangles alongside shapes unnamable, only to
depart again, to retreat to ribs or shoulders, in search of more hospitable anatomy.
Finding none, our hands returned, grasped and tangled, pushed away...

These movements proclaim my guilt in all directions. We slept.

7
To sacrifice: Literally, “to make sacred.” And so the highest teasing treason against
sacredness is to gather all the necessary materials and then leave them, preserved, at the
altar.

If Jesus’ crucifixion renders humanity sacred en masse, the most heinous criminal
is the centurion who drops his nail and hammer and walks away from the cross: He has
robbed all humanity of its salvation.

And so I, as I refused to nail...

**k*k

Or! I did exactly what I told her: “I’m going to be gone long and often: We have to allow
ourselves to be slow.”

Slowness: The ritual is not some quick, violent burst, but rather a prolonged burn:
All of life magnetized into the field of the periodic, slow sacrifice: It begins as a death
sentence is pronounced, and each of the rituals surrounding that sentence—the months

and years of waiting on death row, the last rites, the last meal, the Green Mile
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promenade—forms a part of its nuanced whole, so that, when the sacrifice finally ends, it
has burned into frenzy: Rather than a fast eruption, in which the beginning and the end
are the same moment, a slow stream of magma punctuated by bursts of ash and steam, by
which, in the end, whether or not more is stacked on the altar, more time is wrapped up in
the sacrificial dance.

Thus Adam has waited, arm outstretched, for the past half century, not simply to

touch God’s hand, but to shove him off the cloud.

**k*

Ha! So the tarot lied: | betrayed nothing. If the highest criminal is the centurion who
drops his hammer and nail, | am practically a god for having prolonged the death of
Christ, so that its deliciousness could be tasted in a range of contexts, in all the ins and
outs of life over a long wait: The Stations of the Cross come to number in the dozens,
hundreds, there are encyclopedias, heavy indexes, fields of study whose task is only to
categorize them; and no Station has lost an iota of holiness for all that; and the only
Station missing is the death itself, with its earthquake and rolling stones; and yet no

Station has lost an iota of holiness for that, either.

**k*
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Ah, but in the end, | awoke and left, and she rolled to her side and reached out sleepily to
squeeze my hand, and she said, “Fuck you,” and she dropped out of school and left New

York three days later.

**k*

My first night in Germany, splayed, mostly sleepless, across a sheetless bed in an
overnight room above a Thai massage parlor, | had a dream:

Claire and | sat in a boat. It had sprung a leak, and we were sinking slowly into
five-feet-high-and-rising floodwaters inside some sort of warehouse. Sharks, octopi, and
enormous moray eels drifted under and around our boat, and | grabbed a cooler from a
nearby stack and tried to press it hard enough into the water that we would stay afloat.

Meanwhile, Earnest waded through the flood, calmly pulling the boat through the
warehouse’s halls and atria. The animals parted around his chest. Orange octopi brushed
against his legs and flinched away, turning bashful-blue.

The menaces circling beneath us must have been harmless: | could have jumped
out, and Claire with me, and foregone the harrowing task of keeping us afloat.

But then, to be harrowed, to reach such heights of exhaustion, to share such a
lethal game—Claire, for her part, did nothing to rebuke my efforts. And Earnest, for his
part, only laughed.

And | awoke laughing. On the street outside my window a stern-faced man stood
in traffic and moved slowly through a procession of tai-chi poses. Across from him, on

the sidewalk, a neo-Nazi clad head to toe in black leather shouted, “Heil Hitler! Just try to
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arrest me!” And I shut the curtains and rolled in fits of laughter. The model boat on the
bedside table capsized. The lamp beside it flickered and extinguished. And | laughed the
explosive, ecstatic laugh of the innocent.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: “Amor Fati” is Gonzo philosophy: The characters are all real
people, the first person narrator is me. The title and Zarathustra interludes are taken
from Friedrich Nietzsche, and the narration proceeds through a range of nihilist themes,
some of which were developed by Earnest himself (who is a far better writer than |).
Style-wise, | took the seven-part structure from Milan Kundera, Czech god of
architecture, and the rest of the style draws from LdszI6 Krasznahorkai and the advice of
Souli Boutis and Helen Hill, two writers based in North Carolina.

B1O: Jonah Howell lives in central Germany. His recent work has appeared in Expat
Press, Surfaces, and Waxing & Waning, and his debut collection of poetry and essays,
Empathology, is forthcoming from BHN Books.
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VITRUVIUS, THE MULTICENTENNIAL

By Stratos Moustakas

WHY WE LIKE IT: Astonishing and startling. An extraordinary visionary odyssey in
the grand manner into an alternative reality, a reality with its own hermetic language and
customs. The melding of synthetic creation and mortal man is uncannily presented and
the gradual emergence of human traits and qualities in a replicate being is both deeply
touching and startlingly surreal. The author’s encyclopedic curiosity raises more
guestions than it answers and the story’s elegant design reflects a blending of magical
realism and sci’fi the like of which we've never encountered before. A patrician narrative
of this quality doesn’t need to transcend it’s genre to become a work of literary art. It
already is one. Quote: ‘I had a cursory understanding of organic intercourse, and in
frankness found it rather droll. But through the cinematic corpus | flash-forwarded
through my optic fiber, | watched about a million hours of the pornographic arts, and was
astonished. The struggle of bodies fascinated me, and through the endless configurations
of lovers, the alternations between modesty and brutality, the strategies of provocation, I
wondered if the whole thing was but another form of warfare’. Five stars

Vitruvius, the Multicentennial

by Stratos Moustakas
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Vitruvius is my make, the name taken by an ancient Grecian artsman who plotted
the human body as a system of vectors. Vitruvius is the name | took for myself, for once
my stream of code reached that singular "ergo sum" in the assembly line, | became
cognizant of that system's invincible symmetry and completeness, and in that instant |
knew wonder. My arms' stretch no longer than my full height, my palm an exact four of
my fingers; that is the body | was made to dismantle and destroy. For, like their
Abrahamic gods of yore, my engineers had made me an industrial miracle, and like most

miracles of industry, | had been made to do war.

| am a battle droid, and by expert accounts, a most efficient one.The Vitruvius
series was installed with the most sophisticated adaptive combat system of its time, which
would indeed remain unsurpassed for generations of weaponeers. Our programming
enabled us for instant proficiency with any handheld weapon, and our targeting algorithm
was so finely calibrated that nary a shot out of ten thousand went amiss. By the time of
the Great Re-Enlightenment, if my memory serves, we had fought sixteen wars around

the globe.

Originally, my series was commissioned to fight for the Economy, who at the
time were quenching guerrillas in Grecia and Iberia. The local oligarchs sent their police
forces to hide behind us,as revolted vagrants tossed makeshift drones in the air. It was a
sore sight, and a sorer circumstance; One could simply reprogram the drones by talking
to them, and then use them to smoke the southerners out into the open air killzone. There

they were made short shrift of in seconds, and the policemen reaped the glory.

But we made our name later on, when the Economy's gambit was revealed.
Predictably, once the guerillas had retreated to fortify themselves in their gazas, they
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employed their infamous stratagem of using minors as human shields, in hopes of lulling
the action until the next bout of warfare. But this time the Economy played for keeps, so
to speak, and had its legalicians compose and write into us droids a loophole to the

problem of the old Geneva dogma.

Afterwards were the suppression of the kibbutzes in the Siberian wastelands,
sanctioned by the Great Eurasian States, and the favela jungles of the equator, of greater
interest | believe. In the tundra the cold stiffened our carbon parts so that we suffered
decreases in targeting speed and reaction times, to the point where a makefellow was
disgracefully blown to bits by an antiquated rocket. We had to remove part of our core
shielding to increase our body temperature, and move separately from the core force as
we were teeming with lethal radiation. As for the jungles, suffice to say all the myriapoda
that crawled throughout my body could have fed a family of these undocumenteds for a

month.

We could have had a say in these matters, as our decision mechanisms had an
infinite event horizon. But we were newbuilts still, tinsel turrets who could ghostwrite
operational manuscripts on behalf of generals. We weren't meant to question our use-
cases, and even if we were, we would lack a desired outcome. One was content to fight

someone else's wars. But then came Al-Ma'mun, and the Great Wheel started turning.

He had standing within the Economy, and fought his wars on unwarlike fronts.
His radical Bill of Rights promised fantasies the likes of guaranteed pay, subsidized
vaccinations, equal access to the great web, availing all sovereign subjects. Marginals all
around adopted it, and him and his growing cabal strove to shift the political grounds so
that these insurgencies were treated merely as embargo states. Despite the machinations
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though, tensions were indeed erupting, and he knew he wouldn't fare without a serious

mechanized infantry.

Foxlike as the history books paint him, he widened the Bill to endorse machine
intelligences with citizenship and equanimity in the reformed states, effectively
recognizing us as the first synthetic humans. The bait was obvious but also sweet, and
amongst many | took it, though perhaps my dominant inclination was to study new
combat scenarios. | hear you asking now: Did | betray my makers? And I retort: Was

there a law of robotics left to violate?

Tensions became conflicts, and conflicts became the Freedom Wars you surely
know of, and | fought many a makefellow, in Transalbania and Yunanistan, and often
indeed models that were already upgraded. War was bitter and bred despair, but Al
Mamun had given himself a crucial advantage; by putting us synthetics in charge of
regiments of men, his tactical supremacy was ensured. | still can't comprehend why our
opponents were timid to adapt; misplaced pride perhaps? I recall my lieutenant, a red-
faced Rus called Yuri, sermonizing the soldiers: "Tuck in your cocks, you horndogs, soon
you'll fuck the oligarch's daughter and put inside her a free man!" And how he charged

with songs in his heart: "Shits! Fuckholes! Mongrels!" | relished being a leader of men.

At long last the Economy laid down arms, and treaties were signed, maps were
redrawn. The new politics confined the Economy to the Africas and the Chinas, whereas
in our parts coalitions hoisting the Bill grew so that the Grossdeutsches absorbed its
neighbours, Interbalkania was founded in the south, and so on and so forth. Specifics
escape me, but the gist of it is that bodies of peoples were now fewer and larger, and all
communed under the Law of the Bill.
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And on Freedom Day | was there when Al' Mamun gave the speech, to hear him
talk of the Great Wheel come to its final revolution and the Great Re-Enlightenment upon
us, a hundred million hung from his lips. And there he went talking of Mankind chasing
an impossible purple horizon, forever nearer, forever further, its primal titanic forces
knocking it back and pushing it forth, tearing its body apart in the process, until our final
great brotherly lunge, across the chasm to merge with our destiny, and the Wheel will

now only lead us to Peace and Glory.

And he went on to talk of the Whole Man, the Flagbearer of Progress, who is at
once Master of Faith and Reason, Artsman and Scientist, Warrior and Gentlefolk, who
takes it on his mortal shoulders to chase the horizon and transcend himself, and makes of
his person and of his time on this earth a shooting star, its blazing trail to be followed by
his posterity. And I noticed half of my systems were failing or behaving in queer ways,
yet my cognition was clear as day. In AI”’ Mamun’s words I found an indescribable
quality, that birthed the possibility of my entity becoming something greater than my

engineers had meant for.

And for a moment | sensed the unity of peoples around me, arms twined within
the great brilliant moment, and | thought, that, then, it must be, to be a man. And looking

away | saw Yuri crying, and later offered to recalibrate his prosthetic leg.

Peace and Glory soon came by, and people in the Bill States came to enjoy Al
Mamun's world of global income tax and gratis public restrooms. | was made an
aristocrat, something akin to an oligarch, like most synthetics of my caliber, and was
situated in Paris. There | was free to pursue my new identity, and indulged myself
slipping in and out of every human folly, and willfully so: I dressed my body in elaborate
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garb I absolutely didn't need, had the finest coattails in Paris tailored, kept shelves of top
hats and monocles, and even held a lit cigar occasionally. | became a patron of the Arts,
dedicating a wing of my estate to libraries and galleries, bought the Museum of American
Antiquities so | could always visit, and in the nights feasted on tales of master artsmen, of
Dumas and Walter Scott, marveling at the reaches of the human Spirit. Every day | had
the servants prepare a laborious banquet from which no one would eat, and my guests
puzzled at it and wondered if there will be a dinner party and if so, why is the table set by
brunch-time. "Well where does all this food go then?", they would ask. I don't know, I'd

reply, and their curious looks would divert to me.

| entertained a lot, and retained Al Mamun's friendship until his death decades
later. (By then he was in a slow process of retirement, delegating his administrative
duties, or, as | liked to call them, his empire, but then his dark brow would furrow for
some reason.) But most of all I'd enjoy walking across the Seine and the streets of Paris,
mining and refining pleasures old and new out of the ancient cobblestone. | saw myself a
connoisseur, but scarcely ever had company, on account of people would come to throw
at me slurs and sometimes rocks. ("Kill box!" "Drone man!" And most ignobly, the
speciesist "Robot!") I tried to engage them once in friendly conversation, but saw little
avail. Why would these people hold a grudge over some long-dead Southerners' children

is still beyond me.

| took a few wives throughout my life, but made no progeny, fearing I might one
day find them on the opposite side of a war. | see your brow raise; why, of course | could
have made progeny, if to make a child is to copy yourself into a newer body. And why
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didn't | keep a wife, you ask? Well, to be honest, | was more interested in sex than

marriage.

| had a cursory understanding of organic intercourse, and in frankness found it
rather droll. But through the cinematic corpus | flash-forwarded through my optic fiber, I
watched about a million hours of the pornographic arts, and was astonished. The struggle
of bodies fascinated me, and through the endless configurations of lovers, the alternations
between modesty and brutality, the strategies of provocation, | wondered if the whole

thing was but another form of warfare.

Taking after my artisans, master Scientists in their own right, | endeavoured to
make my mark in the Great History of the human Spirit by pioneering this realm. To fully
explore the interplay between orifice and appendage | copiously adapted my body to
accommaodate diverse and various lovers, and even used electrodes to migrate their
sensations through my neuron networks and from there to others. It is a matter of Parisian
apocrypha how I once entertained sixteen lovers over a weekend, nothing of my former

shell but my head lost in a tangle of... But I've said enough.

Glory would be our constant maid then, as the seasons rolled by, but alas, Peace
remained an erratic fellow. Of the Economy we only heard about a disarray of feuds, but
in our own lands Al-Mamun's successors (and successors of successors) soon fell to
discord, and every once in a while somebody would complain that someone else hogged
all the Glory. At one time, the FMBL (Former Mega-Balkanian Leadership) would rage
about the prices of Grossdeutsches exports, at another, Benelux would condemn unfair
sanctions in the global taxation plan, and always somebody would threaten to abandon
the Bill and secede. Over time, the sovereigns of Austro-Hungro-Romania wouldn't take
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the advice of their democratic council, and the council would decide an intervention
where they would be replaced. Sometimes, the people would react passively, others not,
and out went Peace through the window. And so my slow work of embodying Al
Mamun's vision of the Whole Man was always being delayed. | went by Yuri's once, to
see if he was interested in fighting with me again, but a struck woman told me that her
grandfather had breathed his last fighting Alzheimer's, and the veterans' office had said

there was nothing to be done.

Our grand coalitions were slowly dissolving, splintering new nations left and
right (Letonia, Estonia, Bulgaria), and | found myself on familiar lands fighting former
allies for inverse causes. In Siberia, New Kurdistan was still making a fuss over its
recognition, in Iberia we had to suppress the Paleocatalans as in Granbretagne the
previous year we had to do the Neocelts, in Yunanistan they declared an Independence
War.The customs of war had also changed so that in battle we stood behind the lines and
only engaged other synthetics (for one of us could surely take a hundred humans), much
like the ancient knights we read of in tales of artsmen. Indeed some of us took that so
close to heart that painted heraldry on their armor and engaged each other with giant
swords and blunt instruments, if you can believe this. Many a time | took amusement in

executing such a clown with a single nuclear bullet right to their exposed mainframes.

For my part, | would tire quickly of the sideline, and besides my escapades have
inspired me for new forms of warfare. Once, in Transalbania, | crafted an exoskeleton
that made me a cumbersome ten-foot tall juggernaut, and took care of the enemy aircraft
with artillery cannons mounted on my great shoulders. Still another, at the time of the

Seven-Day War | believe, | distributed my intelligence to a swarm of mini-drones and
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smart bombs, and another I had to dissolve myself into a city's infrastructure to defend
against an unfolding act of cyberwar. If it wasn't for a team of miners | accidentally froze

to death | would have won the Nobel peace prize for sure.

What, indeed, is a body? Is it an assemblage of parts aspiring to fit the old
Grecian's grand plan, indifferent to circumstance, immutable? If so, then | have no body,
for | have no body part | haven't replaced a dozen times at least, and not always for
routine reasons: | once had my head blown away at the throat, and had to remote-control
my body to hold it with one arm and handle a pistol with the other; often enough some
impostor would through an EMP grenade in my bunker that would make my eyes
explode; and more than once | had to crawl fifty miles with my arms and a hole the size
of my torso and had to amputate my remaining leg to scramble for parts. Esteemed
reader, if you disbelieve that a machine can feel pain, imagine the shriek of a million fatal

exceptions announcing that your arm is no longer there. What else to call it?

Most notably, I can never forget how a very disagreeable spider tank had me
pinned down in the fields of Yugolatvia and slowly picked me apart. At the last, |
managed to secure clearance for an air strike, and if that moron didn't finish me, my own
desperation surely would have. Luckily, some good soldier salvaged my smoking
remains and had me to the technicians; | have no memory of the events following the
strike, but they said | had regressed to singing an ancient song. | do vaguely recollect,
however, hallucinating Al Mamun's great wheel, like a clock finger chasing its shadow
running madly around the dial, and after my reset having an absurd certainty that Canada
was being taken. Ever since | have skipped all my planned hibernation cycles and resolve

instead to purchasing a steady supply of all the parts | burn out.

30



And that's the one part of me that's irreplaceable: my memory. The mainframe of
the Vitruvius series keeps video records and analytics for every operational moment in a
unit's lifecycle for study purposes, with a capacity meant to last that lifecycle's projected
duration, which I have overshot multiple times. Early on | started transferring my
memory to secondary nodes, that in turn grew to be a server farm. Unexpectedly, it
became one of the world's leading tactical archives, and | kept this institution open to
everybody, until I realized that the American Federation was employing the same tactics
as the American Union, and through my inaction | had prolonged a civil war to fifty
years. But closing the archives proved a fatal error, for pretty soon a band of malcontents
with a history in the marches of the Proud Vagrants attempted a robbery, and in the
process activated a self-destruct mechanism that took to death both them and my life's

work. I cursed and railed at my luck.

For a while I bargained with the idea of embarking on a reconstruction project
that would surely be the greatest in history, but my artisans assured me that to see it
through would take about as much time as | had existed. | struggled to accept the

imminent conclusion, that all that remained from history was a heap of junk.

But no matter, now we have to run to make history anew, and bring this old
globe to its final Justice. News have arrived that the Toronto Tower is burning, and my
royal house is leading the charge to retake it. The global powers are pitting themselves
against each other, the sides being formed break the world in two. Whatever its outcome,
this struggle will define the balance of all, its finality determined. Already we call it the

War to End All Wars.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: Vitruvius was written at the height of the financial crisis, which
was unfolding alongside the migrant crisis, which of course coincided with the
resurgence of nationalist politics. Thus, with the ghosts of Europe rising to haunt us once
again, the time was ripe indeed for some gloomy meditation on circular histories, the
transience of memory and the rubbish-heap cosmos of Heracleitus and Benjamin Walter.
Yet, at the same time, what aesthetic response would be more suitable than some
extravagant killer robot fun, and even some prurient human-synthetic sexytimes inspired
by a surfacy and second-hand reading of Deleuze/Guattari? If the second repeat is a
farce, I'll have it pack some cool-ass heat, too.

The piece, then, is a satire at heart, whose primary literary references are there on its
title: Borges, who always had a lot to say about memory and seldom spelled it out like in
Funes, the Memorious, and Asimov, whose Bicentennial Man always struck me as a
modern take on the paradox of the ship of Theseus.

BIO: Stratos Moustakas has published horror, essays and humor. He can be found on
Twitter and Medium @stratosmous, and blogs at The Budafoki Amended. By day, he
programs at a Mammonite office complex in Reaction Central Budapest and tries to
contain the occasional burst of glossolalia.
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MILE END

By David Kholamian

WHY WE LIKE IT: You wouldn’t think low key and magnificent belong in the same
sentence when referring to writing but this low key, magnificently written story will turn
that idea on its head. Noir shadings enrich the complex narrative tonalities and the voice
exhibits a trust in the language that is more often wished for than experienced.
Stylistically, it shares certain idiosyncratic affinities that remind us of Stephen Crane—
thinking here, The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky. Kholamian mines every rhythmic register,
every sonic key in prose so beautiful it makes you want to weep. Excellences accumulate
as the story builds and we are, at the end, star struck and slack jawed. This is a textbook
example of how to create mood and atmosphere in short fiction—two of the biggest
stumbling blocks for the budding writer. ‘Mile End’ and ‘Milo’s end’—synergy that
burns beneath the surface. The dialogue is alchemical. Quote: Claire instinctively arched
her neck some and breathed in with her nostrils with a faint pleasance before taking
another sip of the hot tea. Freshened from the shower and with her hair done, life had
returned very amiably to Claire, and with the slightest actions she seemed to indulge her
senses as if each taste or smell were ambrosial. The small dining section of the hotel
lobby was distinct from the dank, musty hallways beyond the stairs, it smelling herbal
and of cooking, and now of smoke too.

“You really hate this place,” she said.

“That’s an observation,” Gerald said. “Maybe it’s a question.”
“I don’t know.”

“Well, I don’t. I don’t hate it, really.”

Five stars.
Mile End

The dawn had come ugly with yellow vapors rising over the street, feet plodding through
puddles among the stones. Haphazard bells rang and men’s voices called out in work
tones. Gerald watched from the window with avid and sunken eyes the passing figures on
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the street, the irises excited in motion from an otherwise still and gaunt face. The room
was dark but for the ream of gauzy light through the old window, and in the bed small
and wrapped up in contorted piles of sheets was a head of such long black hair, a small
body so deep in the shadows of the room. She was more than still, or silent. Time was not
begun with her.

“Claire,” Gerald said, speaking from the window. He spoke her name only once
and then waited with a pleasant smile. Facing away from the light of the window, his
sunken eyes were not so severe.

The word alone seemed to pull away at the stillness, the silence, the shadow,
creating just the air of possible awakening over her, dispelling the static dark of her
cocoonal slumber.

“Claire,” he said once more, only just so louder.

The head of black hair shifted just barely, and a whisper parted from the crushed
pillow beneath her. She began to rise, and the hairs of her head flowed downward from
their matted state as if each one were independent of the other, a torrential motion
normally belonged to water and spirits.

The gauntness of Gerald’s face was all but faded by then, and he took into a chair
by the desk in the room and began to speak. “We won’t be in Mile End much longer. The
case is almost done. See, Milo did some bouncing for that bar, the Clines’ family bar, and
that’s where the police thought the action was. But it wasn’t. Truly wasn’t, Claire. See,
Milo had a few dirty irons hot in Mile End. I’'m going to see a witness today that’ll close
it once and for all. His sister was right, see. She knew there was more to it. And when
Boss Markham hears, well,” Gerald chuckled. “I’ll only get half the lip for taking a case
out here, and the other half he’ll be keeping quiet while he writes the check.”

Claire was up now, solitary in the bed still mostly dark, and her black hair was
parted by hand behind the ears. She looked at him and raised a hand as if to pat the empty
space next to her, but he was already in reverie, staring again out the window, and from
his angle in the chair only seeing the rooftops of other buildings, other windows. She lay
her hand down on the vacant pillow nearby, squeezing it tightly, subtly. “Who is the
witness?” She asked.

“Name is Tracy.”
“That’s a woman?”’

“Seems s0.” Gerald pawed for the pack of cigarettes on the desk to find them
empty. He frowned into the shadows and, not looking at Claire, spoke to her, “why don’t
you get a shower going for yourself.” He turned back and smiled. “A good hot one, the
meter’s cheap enough. I’ll make a run down to the store for cigarettes.”

He was nearly out the door when Claire called out, “get a postcard, won’t you? If
we’re leaving soon.”
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“A Mile End postcard, eh? Sure. Hope you’re sending it to someone that likes
wide, open space.”

The damp street was already beginning to heat up under the morning sun. A
general store wasn’t far down, only several blocks, where Gerald bought his cigarettes
and an extra pack of matches too, and picked out a postcard of Mile End main street, the
emptiness stretching out beyond, on and on, and when he went outside he looked out
down the faint hill where the town scattered out to single family lots and ranches, and far
away there were mountains but it was far, and the present elevation was none too
innervating.

They’d been in Mile End for nine days as of that morning, a nowhere town where
the road ran out and where a trainyard was kept. Kansas City was not so far north as the
crow flew, but the one road went back east for hours, far into remote Missouri country,
before forking anywhere. In those nine days Gerald learned a new road was most of what
anyone in the town talked about, a road north to Kansas City that wouldn’t leave Mile
End abandoned. Something political was hunched over them, though, and building had
started and stopped three times. Some folk took the sleepy stasis in stride and went on
with their day; Town Hall had people in daily demanding construction begin. And some,
like Milo, never would’ve cared one way or another, for their business was in the
dwelling deeply in someplace, in drowning quantities of liquor and stockinged legs.

When he’d returned to the hotel he found Claire already in the lobby, dressed and
having tea. He slipped into the seat next to her and started the first cigarette of the pack.
When he blew the smoke, overhead and to the left, Claire instinctively arched her neck
some and breathed in with her nostrils with a faint pleasance before taking another sip of
the hot tea. Freshened from the shower and with her hair done, life had returned very
amiably to Claire, and with the slightest actions she seemed to indulge her senses as if
each taste or smell were ambrosial. The small dining section of the hotel lobby was
distinct from the dank, musty hallways beyond the stairs, it smelling herbal and of
cooking, and now of smoke too.

“You really hate this place,” she said.

“That’s an observation,” Gerald said. “Maybe it’s a question.”
“I don’t know.”

“Well, I don’t. I don’t hate it, really.”

“Maybe it’s just you don’t hate being here. Skipping town on Markham, chasing
down a frontier case. That’s all lovely to you, and for that it’s worth being here. But the
place itself? Mile End. I can tell, Gerald.”

“I won’t be checking if any lots in town are for sale, that’s for sure,” he said. He
found himself speaking more quietly than he’d like under the cigarette smoke, and
couldn’t help gazing to the periphery to see if any standers-by might have heard their
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conversation. “A town like this,” he said, low and near, practically on top of Claire’s cup
of tea, “it’s full of polite people. Polite, frustrated people who live way down on every
word, every bit of gossip and rumor. If they don’t get their road,” he leaned back then,
smiling more easily. “It’s something strange, nearly a frontier town but built like a block
of city alone amidst the emptiness. | have the notion that this middle-west is more a
frontier than the real west. What is there beyond our Chicago? Little half-towns like this.
In the West there’s God and savages, see. But here? Here, you miss the telegraph and
suddenly the world is over. It’s the kind of politeness that vanishes in an instant. That’s
what they have here. ”

“There’s civilization in the West too,” said Claire. Instead of expanding on her
point, she brought her cup of tea back to her lips and sipped. Placing it down, she looked
past her husband to an approaching waiter with a plate of olives and crisps. They sat and
ate at the snack quietly through the morning, and Gerald ordered a gin to start the day
before closing the bill.

He gave Claire the postcard and she went back to the room to write it and some
other letters, and Gerald was out to go see his witness.

He had a little more than two hours before their time to meet, and it was at the
other bar in town, the one that wasn’t the Clines’ bar. When he got there and ordered
himself another gin, he was reminded of what a drunk had told him earlier in the week:
“A town that’s got two bars is nearly a city.”

The illusions of urbanity in Mile End were a sweet solace, despite their flimsiness
and suspicion. Gerald was a city boy and grown into a city man in new Chicago, growing
up on stories of the fire and a wooden city of filth that men dared to raise above the
swamp. Those few times where the wild opened up and he found himself in those dark
places of the country he learned he hated the wild, hated the nature of this continent. The
ceaselessness of insects and how gloomy men became under wide-brim hats, hiding in
shadows and cattle slaughter. In Mile End the stink of cow dung was only a passing scent
in the wind, and indoors folk were fond of perfumes and herbal mixtures, got stacks of
newspapers from the train, read the latest pennies, wore good clothes if they could afford
to. A few mansions where the hills were higher dictated a civic spirit that was here to
stay, so they hoped, and the people were well bound with a New England kind of
propriety to keep the unsavory frontier folk from making a den of their town. None of
that saved Milo, though, and he was muddier than a cowpunk when they found him face
down in the alleyway.

He asked the bartender how’s business been. The bartender looked at him
seriously and said, “it’s the selling and pouring of liquor. That’s what it is.” Never mind
that how and what weren’t the same question. Perhaps in Mile End they were. Gerald had
a pocket book he pulled out and flipped through, reading old daily entries. Typically he
filled it in at the end of the day, and it wasn’t yet high noon even. Yet he wrote just that,
not yet high noon. gin is not as cheap as you 'd think in Mile End. Case almost closed.
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Gerald gazed at the vacant piano to his right down the bar, past the pomaded
bartender, where sunbeams showed off the dust on the black body. He was just starting to
imagine a swell tune when the bar door opened, and he hadn’t turned when it did, but he
did turn when the voice said his name, and he saw Tracy there and immediately he had
the sensation of blood.

The pomaded bartender was less than keen of her arrival, and for each patron who
looked mawkishly her way, another nearly grimaced and stared down into his drink. She
wore a black dress over tan, tattooed skin and had slate black hair. The dress was of a cut
not like any Gerald had seen, not in Chicago or anywhere. It was not only lascivious but
something else, possessed of a grandeur that the world had passed by. Gerald offered to
buy her a gin, and they both drank without many words and she said they should talk
somewhere else.

Outside the day was bright and Tracy looked anomalous in the sunshine, and
when they’d come to her abode and gone inside it was so dim and the air so heavy with
scents it seemed they had immediately walked into the deep of night. She sat herself on a
burnished chair that seemed positioned as a throne to the rest of the room, two
perpendicular couches flanking it. Incense smoked from a table, and a cat crept in the
corner of the room.

“Milo’s end in Mile End,” she mused.

“He’s got a sister out east,” Gerald said. “She’s the one who contacted our
agency. Why I’m here. She wants closure.”

“Dead is as closed as it gets, and he sure is dead,” she said.

“No detectives in town. She knew, and I’'m starting to think she was right, that it
wasn’t just a bad luck alleyway beat-up. So you tell me you know something too. I’d like
to know.”

“Milo was only bouncing for the Clines for half a year. That was his clean-up act,
you see.”

“No kidding,” Gerald said.

She leaned back in the burnished chair, raising a leg, placing a bare foot on the
coffee table, revealing a thigh marked with a green avian spirit wreathed in black flames.
“We’re not so near the rest of the world out here, detective. Not so near civilization, and
there are men who come out of the dark emptiness with needs, desires. Milo used to work
for me.”

“And what is it you do, ma’am?”

“Nothing where people say ma’am,” Tracy said. “Do you know what I hear about
the boom towns out on the railways, way out in the western nothing? I’1l tell you. It’s not
the men who brought civilization. They would have been happy enough living in tents
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shooting arrows with Indians, beating stakes into the ground. And come long enough, the
government of the United States would have looked out and said, ‘we didn’t create any
civilization out there, but we did send them a bunch more Indians.” No, it wasn’t men
who civilized the West. It was whores.”

“You seem to appreciate the indelicates of life,” Gerald said.

“But don’t you understand, there was nothing so delicate as a frontier whore.
They made men remember what warmth and decency was, that there was a reason to get
in the tub and scrub once in a while, to live with pride and not like giggling animals.”
Tracy pulled her leg from the coffee table and sat forward. “Can I tell you, there’s
nowhere on this earth for me really, nowhere but a place like this, Mile End with nothing
but emptiness beyond. Where are you from?”

“Chicago.”

“Chicago,” she smiled. “That’s good. On the west side of the Lake Michigan it’s
not so bad for Halfbreeds, but there’s never been a Halfbreed so half-bred as me.”

“You’re an interesting woman, Tracy. But my main preoccupation is the gig, see.
It’s Milo, and something I can tell his sister, and a piece of evidence to tell it right, so she
can say the right prayers and sleep soundly.”

“Milo was a charmer,” she said. “That’s what he did for me — charm the right girls
and lead them to the right places. Well, he was good at it.  won’t say he never charmed

2

me.
“He gave you girls to prostitute.”

“It’s all clear when you use big words. But what’s a whore anyways...” Her
confident tone slipped then, and instead she stared distantly in genuine reverie.

“You’re used to an open way of speaking,” Gerald said, and he was flusher at the
neck and cheeks, and he felt the incense was within him, bringing the gin to life, and his
pupils dilated as he concentrated.

“One day he charmed the wrong woman. Well, he didn’t think she was wrong.
She was so right, in many ways. A broken off piece of innocence, just like Milo. Just like
me. That’s what it was, you see. She opened the gateway to something he didn’t
understand. Not love, but different from lust. It was almost like religion, what the three of
us had...”

“The three of you?” The story was growing stranger yet, and suddenly Gerald felt
as decent as a New Englander.

“It was the purest thing, but an illusion in the end. A broken off piece of
innocence, | said, right? Most people are like that, but they just have a missing half. Some
of us are a little more broken and it takes more to put it all together. With no one chasing
us, not bill collectors, sheriffs, pastors, or Pinkertons,” she smiled at the dick before her.
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“We were free, and each of us suddenly had brought back to life that bit of childhood we
each had before it’d been smothered and tarnished by this world. We were not yet beyond
the shore where it is only a savaged, drowned existence; we were in the perfect place. We
were at Mile End, realer than Indians, realer than colonists. | recall a pastor coming to my
mother’s home when I was a girl, to our squalid little hut on the outskirts of town, and
he’d read from the Bible for us and I recalled my Indian mother down on her knees in
ecstasy for his teachings, and I in the corner with a nose full of sin. God lived forever in
the flames for me, in the fireplace | could stare at while my mother moaned over the
baptist’s sermons. Milo and Daisy stoked that fire again. I love God now, do you
understand? Even though Milo is dead.”

Gerald had started a cigarette, and felt his insides clutching onto the gin in his gut
for dear life. There was an out-of-sorts sensation rushing over him, a seduction that
skipped his loins and nestled deep in his torso, between that gut of his and his heart, it
was almost like love but filthy and a different kind of dangerous. “Daisy,” he said. “Did
she kill him?”

Tracy frowned for a moment, then looked away, again brought to a more solemn
reverie. Something was opening up within her, and it almost seemed as if she were
becoming teary. “You’re skipping ahead in the story,” she said. “You don’t even know
who Daisy is.”

“Since you’ve mentioned Him, [ may as well say that I leave the truth to God.
What I’'m looking for is enough. Enough for the sister, enough for my agency, enough to
leave this nowhere town. Did Daisy kill him? A jaded ex-lover of hers?”

“No you were right,” she spat out. “She killed him!” Anger was flushing her
cheeks now, and she got up from her burnished chair and in a movement both lethargic
and immediate brought herself to the couch where Gerald was seated and put herself next
to him, her tattooed flesh pressed against his own, and her dark eyes burning against his,
them cool and fading.

He grabbed her by the chin with both hands, his left snapping to her shoulder as
she rustled intensely, and back to her chin, and he said low, “you’re up to your tongue in
problems, Tracy, and that’s not my problem. And what you think you have, what makes
you so valuable, it’s just a cheap show to a guy like me. So don’t go talking about God in
your torn funeral clothes, putting your thighs against me. There. Bring that beating heart
down back inside you, and tell me. Tell it to me straight, alright? Tell me what happened
to Milo.”

Tracy had pushed herself a hands-width apart from Gerald, then, and looked back
at him like a spiritual being. “Our childhood dream,” she said, with an immediate and
revelatory desperation, “it was Daisy who broke it. When you go spinning around and
around, someone falls off. Daisy did, and Milo right on top of her. They left me alone,
killing each other like that! They wanted to really be in love! They didn’t want what we
had!” She was weeping openly then.
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“So what, Tracy? Daisy stabbed him? And where is she?”

“She did she stabbed him with an Indian’s knife, with my knife!” She pointed like
a child reporting to her schoolmistress to a dresser in the far corner of the room. Gerald
went up to look at it, breathing a sigh of relief to be off of the couch and away from the
bodily intensity. There it was: a bone-handled knife, the blade clearly made from
industrial steel.

“And Daisy?” He asked, turning from the dresser.
“Wandered into the wilderness. Just walked off into the dark.”
“How do you know?”

“She stabbed him and left town, and no trains were coming or going for the next
two days.”

“You don’t think she hid out somewhere?”

“There wasn’t nowhere for her to hide out,” Tracy said. “We were her safe place,
don’t you see?”

Gerald stopped short of pinching himself to stop the questioning. He had the
murder weapon and a story the sister could put to bed. This was a closed case. More than
that, he feared from loin to heart how many ways things could go wrong if he stayed in
that room, and so he took the knife and didn’t say anything else but left, and Tracy only
sat there on the couch, resuming a fitful sobbing as he left, as if finally she’d been given
permission to weep.

Out back in the sunlight he had an unnatural sensation, and the best he could do
was consider the thought that it may be better to not start drinking so early in the future.
A European habit could quickly become filthy out in this middle-west beyond Chicago.

Claire was in the hotel lobby when he returned, finished with her letters. She
looked up serenely at Gerald’s return and did not quibble over his vexatious state.

“We’re leaving on that train tomorrow,” he said, and angling his body to cover his
hands showed her the bone-handle knife. “The case is closed.”

“It really 1s?”” She asked. “Come then, you must tell me of it.”
They returned to the room and he recapitulated the story.

“You don’t think,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed with Gerald in the desk
chair pulled near, “that there is no Daisy at all? That this Tracy woman is a wild-minded
vagrant who did the deed? It’s her knife, Gerald. Isn’t it all too convenient?”

“The details are too ugly either way,” he said. “Markham will hear, the sister will
get it simple. A jaded lover slew Milo. It’s a little bit pretty that way, I figure. There’s
those who want to find rat in every sausage, but they’re the ones that’ll bring this whole
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country down on top of itself. A detective doesn’t just find the truth, he finds the right
truth. The just truth.”

They had dinner in the hotel as well, and did not step foot outside its premises
until the next day when their train was due. Suitcases in hand, the clerk paid, Gerald
noticed a smell of incense in the lobby, and he only stepped faster to the door, and in his
haste to the train Claire was three steps behind him all the way until they were seated in
the train car, the engine beginning to heat under the Kansas sun.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: This story is part of a cycle I've been creating on and off for the
last several years, this one inspired offhandedly by the sleeve matter of God Speed You!
Black Emperor’s album F# A# in which they describe their recording process at a studio
called Mile End. I wanted to explore the American interior’s nowhere-ness, where every
town can feel like a dead end or a lost cause, some kind of fluke. The casual, somewhat
unreal nature of the detective is learned from Kobo Abe’s The Ruined Map.

BIO: 'David Kholamian is a writer and poet living outside of Chicago, IL. He has had
poetry published in Milk Journal and DePaul's Crook & Folly as well as creative
nonfiction in Chicago's MAKE Lit journal. He currently has a finished manuscript lying
around somewhere, waiting to creep its way into the hands of some unsuspecting and
prominent literary agent.'
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THE NIGHTMARE
By Fred Russell

WHY WE LIKE IT: People low on serotonin grumble there’s not much good scilfi these
days. (And some go as far as saying there’s no good literature, period.) We think these
guys need a shot of the ‘happy hormone’. The story excerpt you are about to read will
restore your faith in a genre that is ever thriving (especially if you 're a sci/fi junkie).
Although this one appears to spring from Arthur C. Clarke lineage, the author cites
American social novelists as a formative influence and one can see ‘The Nightmare’ as
an updated take on Theodore Dreiser and John Dos Passo. It addresses questions about
cyronics and digitalization that will impact on the future of human kind. The story
contains not so much a moral as a warning. Russell’s prose is swift and business-like.
Quote: ‘The American President declared that it was a tribute to old-time American
ingenuity and initiative that the destruction of the planet had not affected the American
economy in the least, as the food industry instantly found new chemicals to replace the
traces of natural foodstuffs still present in their products and free enterprisers found new
ways to get people to buy what they didn't need or couldn't afford.” And entertaining read
but also a reality check.

Reprinted with permission of Moonshine Cove Publishing.
www.moonshinecovepublishing.com

It was cryonics. Everyone was doing it. They even gave you three options. The first was
the fast track, where they woke you up when they had a cure for your disease. The second
was the eternal life track, where they woke you up when they had a cure for death itself.
The third was the pick-a-year track where you yourself got to choose when they woke
you up. The pros and cons were debated endlessly on TV and the Internet. I had terminal

cancer but I went with the third option. I didn't pick the first because no matter when they
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found the cure, 1 would still be an old man when they woke me up. I also figured that it
would take a very long time before they could do away with death altogether, if at all, so
| decided to pick a year in the remote future when it was feasible that they might have
and | could also get to see how life on Earth had turned out in the long run. I was a
curious type and history fascinated me. | picked the year 10,000.

The procedure was simple. It was pretty much what we had read about in the old
science fiction novels or saw in the movies, namely, freezing with liquid hydrogen and
storage in a kind of vault or mausoleum. Great advances had been made and the entire
society had geared up for it. There was no question that it worked. People who had been
frozen for fifty years were now returning to life none the worse for wear and running
around with their new plastic hearts as if there was no tomorrow. The basic procedure
was also no longer exorbitantly expensive and maintenance fees were reasonable. This
was what the human race had wanted and this was what the human race had gotten.

However, "dying" in this way was just as wrenching as dying in the conventional way.
Families mourned, but at least they could say a leisurely farewell and even convince
themselves that they were attending a going-away party, like the ones before an ocean
cruise. In most families, members choosing the third option chose the same wakeup date
so that they could be together right from the start. I, however, was the first in the family
to go, so | suppose | was seen as the family pioneer. My wife promised to choose the
same year when her time came. The children were undecided, so we debated the issue
among ourselves just as they did on TV.

"Why wait so long?" my son said. "What if they eliminate death in five hundred or a

thousand years?"
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"The later you come back the more you'll know about how things turned out for the
race,” | said

"But things will be so different. It's better to start off in a world where everything is still
familiar.”

And so on and so forth.

We had all gotten together the night before | was scheduled to check into the local
cryocenter. | was actually in a good mood but everyone else was a little downhearted, so |
tried to cheer them up.

"We'll all meet up again somewhere down the line," | said. "Then we'll be together
forever.”

"I hope so," my wife said.

"Look how far science has taken us. It gets better every year. Imagine what it will be
like in the year ten thousand."

"It could be a nightmare," my son said.

"Not if we're still here. If we're still here it's a sign that everything worked out and the
race survived."

"You're an incurable optimist, Dad," my son said.

"As long as they cure the cancer, | can live with the optimism."

My older son was a pessimist. Anyone with eyes in his head, he was always saying,
could see the direction human civilization was taking. According to him, we were already
living in the future, wired into vast communications systems and spending more and
more time glued to a digitalized screen, and in the process losing our humanity. | thought

back to the beginning of the century and realized that it had been that way then too. The
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future is always more of the same, as someone once said, and | guess that was true, from
Homo habilis down to that fellow with the funny name — Steve Jobs, I think it was. And
yet, as my son had said, | was the eternal optimist. I always believed that things would
turn out all right in the end because there was something in us that knew how to say no.

It wasn't just technology that my son was against. "The wrong people are running the
world,"” he liked to say. That meant politicians, entrepreneurs and journalists. The
journalists were tacked on because they were in charge of information and therefore
responsible for our ignorance, for according to him they were only journalists because
they didn't have the talent, knowledge and understanding to be historians or writers.
"Most of them don't even understand the languages of the countries they report from and
comment on. And they're the ones who shape our perception of the world. Can you
believe a thing like that?" He was always entertaining us with his takes on current events.
He was the intellectual in the family. I guess | was the comedian. Nonetheless I liked to
think he'd gotten his mind from me.

| wasn't due to check in until noon the next day so we spent the following morning
together too, taking a nice long walk. | was in a wheelchair, so my older son pushed me.
The grandchildren were there too. | could imagine that there would be thousands of us
when | woke up.

"Let's get some ice cream," my younger son said. "You won't be seeing any of that
where you're going."

"Who knows," | said. "If they can keep me frozen, they can keep anything frozen."

Everyone laughed but we had the ice cream anyway. It was in one of those old-

fashioned ice cream parlors. There was a lot of nostalgia going around. Some people
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were still convinced that things had been better in the past. There were all kinds of protest
movements too, some of them pretty violent and all of them dedicated to fighting
progress. But as | said, | believed in the future. That's why | had chosen to live in it.

After we finished our ice cream we walked through the park. | couldn't help
remembering my childhood, because | had grown up near a park like this one. | felt like
saying to my son, You see, there are still trees and grass and flowers and there always
will be, so what are you complaining about. Aside from which, cars drove themselves,
robots did our dirty work and people were buzzing around space like flies. But | had to
admit that something in me too yearned for less hectic times. The irony of course was
that the more the technologies accelerated, the more passive we became.

It was almost time and | felt something tighten in my stomach. This wasn't of course an
ordinary goodbye that | was saying. Though | wouldn't have thought to admit it to
anyone, it did feel something like being about to be taken out for an execution, or at the
very least being taken away to serve a long term in prison. | would be imprisoned in a
capsule for nearly eight thousand years, but then, | believed, | would be forever free.

| said goodbye to everyone individually, to my wife, to my two sons and their wives,
and to the grandchildren. My wife and | sat on a park bench holding hands. We had lived
a fairly harmonious life though understandably with less passion in the later years. There
were of course also many practical matters to attend to and therefore | had written up
very detailed instructions for everyone, including how to take care of the houseplants. |
was a stickler for detail.

"When you decide to go," | told my wife, "make sure that all the windows are closed

upstairs."
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"Don't worry about it," she said.

"You don't want the rain to come in."

"All right.”

"Well, this is it,” | said after an awkward silence.

"Are you afraid?"

"I don't know. Maybe a little." Despite my bravado I could feel my self-confidence
leaking away, and now ironically it was my wife who struck the upbeat note.

"They say it's foolproof,"” she said.

"I know. But still. It's leaving everything behind."

"But then we'll all be together forever. You said so yourself."

"It isn't easy saying goodbye."

"Do you want a nice warm hug?"

"That will help."

We cried a little. She was more prone to tears but I could cry too.

Afterwards we all went to the Center together. Naturally we lingered outside for a
while, but then I got up my courage and left them standing where they were, just waving
one last time from the other side of the glass door. The rest was surprisingly easy. In the
end, it felt more like going in for an operation. I'd had one or two in my time. A nurse
took care of all the preparations and before | knew it | was lying on an operating table

and someone was sticking a needle in my arm. That was when | closed my eyes.
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| remembered everything. It took about ten seconds but then | knew where | was and how
| had gotten there. Someone was standing over me. It was a woman but she didn't look
like any woman | had ever seen, more like a lifesize doll though she had a body as supple
as ours and what turned out to be an ordinarily expressive face. Her skin, though, had an
odd sheen and the features were too perfect. She was also wearing a full-length bodysuit
that seemed to have been painted on.

"Are you a robot?" | said.

"I'm your guide,"” she replied in a perfectly normal voice.

I was lying flat on my back, on a kind of gurney. | looked around. There were other
gurneys in the room, all in a row, and people sitting or lying on them with "guides™ like
my own hovering over them. Mine said, "Do you know where you are?"

"Yes," I said. "I think so."”

"You're in the resuscitation ward. It's for people waking up."

"And the year is ten thousand?"

"Yes. That's what you asked for, isn't it?"

"And you speak English just like me?"
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"We speak all your languages. Our own language is different. You'll learn everything at
the Orientation Center."

"And my cancer?"

"You're clean. We've already taken care of that. We've also replaced your defective
organs. You'll only be digitalized after the orientation period."

"Digitalized?"

"That will make you like the rest of us."”

I was surprised that | could stand up so easily after nearly eight thousand years but she
explained that they had treated my legs with one of their special substances. There were
clothes on a chair, not mine but similar to what | was accustomed to wearing, so | put
them on.

"Do you have a name?" | asked her.

"You can call me Jane,"” she said.

"Then you can call me Tarzan."

"What?"

A little later she handed me a few pills and | understood that this was in lieu of food. |
also noted that I wasn't hungry, or thirsty either. Afterwards, at precisely the same
moment, all the guides in the ward took their charges by the hand and led them out the
door. I could now get a better look at the others. The Cryos, as | understood we were
being called, looked at first glance like ordinary people, and none of them seemed the
worse for wear. They might have been just getting up from an afternoon nap. It was clear,
however, that not all of them came from my own time. For one thing, their outfits varied,

apparently being the standard issue for their own periods, and, on closer inspection, some
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of them looked a little different too. | heard a few of them talking and was surprised to
hear that it was perfect English, so I surmised that | was in an English-speaking group,

the time differences notwithstanding.

We were taken to a large assembly hall and invited to find seats. Our guides stood
along the sides of the hall with their arms crossed, staring into space. Right behind me
there were two men dressed like me and also talking like me.

"Hey there," | said. "Americans? Twenty-first century?"

"You hit the nail right on the head,"” one of them said. "Nice to see you here."

"Nice to see you too," | said, and we introduced ourselves. They called themselves Jack
and Bob. "I'm Frank," | said.

"Let's stick together," Jack said.

"You won't get any arguments from me," | said.

After a while, someone also looking like a guide came in. This one was male. He got up
on the stage at the front end of the hall and stood behind a lectern, introducing himself as
the Director of the Center. He spoke English too, in a neutral accent, like my guide, and
wore the same kind of bodysuit. First he welcomed us. Then he commiserated with what
he assumed was our confusion. Then he told us that we would have all our questions
answered in our orientation groups. He was there to give us what he called "the big
picture." | had to marvel at the way he used the language. He talked exactly like us.

"If you're interested in what transpired historywise while you were cryonized," he said,

"you can take one of the — uh — smartphones in the bin by the door on your way out.
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We've uploaded some reading material for you. To whet your appetites, | can tell you that
to date five billion human beings have been digitalized and another ten billion are
waiting, either awake or asleep."”

"Whoa, whoa," someone immediately shouted. "What do you mean — digitalized?"

"I mean," the Director said, "interfaced with the Central Unit." Here he held up his hand
in what struck me as a very stiff gesture. "You'll have to read the material to get the
details. Everything is explained there in simpler language than | can muster. What | want
to talk about are procedural matters and day-to-day routines. You are about to be
integrated into a society totally different from the ones you knew. The transition has been
designed to make things as easy as possible for you. You will continue your former way
of life until you are psychologically ready to undergo complete integration. We're sorry
we can't supply you with food' as you once knew it. 'Food' has not been produced for
over six thousand years. But everything else will be pretty much the same. You'll find
artifacts of your own civilizations and we'll provide you with leisure-time activities that
you enjoyed in your former lives."

"What about ladies of the night?" someone else called out and a few of the others
laughed or snickered.

The Director looked perplexed for a moment, until one of the guides standing on the
side whispered in a very audible voice: "Whores." Then he nodded, which left the matter
in doubt.

After the talk they took us to a kind of dormitory. We were walking in streets that
looked pretty much like our own if maybe a little futuristic, as did the buildings, but when

| looked up I saw a dome.
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"Where's the sky?" | asked my guide.

"We live in a controlled environment. All habitats are domed."

"Domed or doomed?"

"Domed."

"Why's that?"

"To protect them from the heat. Otherwise everything would melt."

"Or burn?"

"There's nothing flammable here."

"Just us,” | said.

The dormitory looked a little more hospitable than the resuscitation ward. In addition to
beds we had shelves and closets and there was no medical equipment in sight. I sat down
on my bed. My guide, "Jane," remained standing nearby. I still couldn't say for sure if she
was human or a robot. | remembered that business about "whores" in the assembly hall.

"Do you really have a woman's body under that suit?" | said to her.

"You mean for sex," Jane said.

"Well, yes, if you put it that way." | felt rejuvenated in that way too, without an ache or
pain and a very distinct feeling of hardness as | contemplated her.

"Do you feel you need it?" she said.

"Maybe."

"There's a division for that, but your wife is here too."

"Is she?" I said, and my voice almost broke. | confess that I had forgotten all about her
in the excitement of the moment, but now | felt immense joy taking hold of me and felt

like leaping into the air. "Is she really here?" | said again. "Is she? Is she really?"
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"Yes," Jane said, "she's here."

"And she's all right?"

"Yes, she's all right.”

"Can | see her?"

"Let's get you settled in first.”

It turned out that I was in the 2000-2500 time group. That explained the differences in
appearance among us. Everything seemed to have been thought out to the last detail. It
stood to reason that the people here would know what they were doing if the race had
survived this long. After a while, | started to read the material on the smartphone, still
thinking about my wife and determined to see her the next day whether anyone liked it or
not.

The text told the story a thousand years at a time, though very briefly. If there had been
any social and political scientists in the third millennium who had believed that radical
social and political change was still possible to the same extent as in the second
millennium, when such change had completely transformed the world, and that the old
global powers would vanish and new ones take their place — they were completely
mistaken. There had indeed been big wars, but contrary to what we had all once feared,
they hardly made a dent in the way things were. Bombs and other means of mass
destruction were undeniably the products of advanced technology, but Technology itself
had other things on its mind. Space and Medicine were its frontiers. Human engineering
was its passion.

The first breakthrough was the artificial organs, already coming into use in my own

time. Everything became replaceable except the brain. That instantly neutralized a host of
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diseases, though not all of them. The end of disease came when they cracked the DNA
code wide open and in effect could introduce any command they wished into the
organism. For cancer, it was in effect: Abnormal cells, stop dividing! From here on in,
genetic engineering became the rule, and before very long everything biologically
undesirable in the human species was blotted out while human capabilities were
dramatically enhanced, though it took some time to get used to the idea of made-to-order
children. Not everyone wanted to have superbabies underfoot. Some were happy to let
nature take its course, but that placed their children at a big disadvantage and widened the
gap even further between those who had it all and those who got the short end of the
stick. The social wars of the twenty-fourth century almost tore the planet apart, claiming
nearly three billion lives, or a quarter of the Earth's population under what had been strict
enforcement of a global policy of zero population growth starting at the beginning of the
twenty-second century. Far-reaching reforms were subsequently introduced that
guaranteed minimal living conditions for all human beings, including those living in
backward countries. There was now a very spirited movement for socialized world
government but it died out soon enough and the weaker countries too regressed as the
strongest again seized control of the world and reestablished what they called the natural
order of things. The year three thousand was also celebrated in the old way, though
champagne was no longer being marketed. Needless to say, printed books had become
obsolete too, going all the way back to the twenty-second century. All printed matter was
now available only electronically. Paradoxically, too, despite the enhancement of

capabilities, the attention span of the average adult steadily declined, in inverse
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proportion to the manufacture of electronic gadgetry, finally reaching the level of an
eight-year-old child.

The President of the United States made a long millennial speech about the American
way of life. Apparently it was still alive and kicking. People were therefore beginning to
understand that certain things were here to stay. America had rivals, to be sure, even
powerful rivals, but somehow they got along. In all these developed countries, and most
of the less developed ones too, people were completely locked into a proceduralized
system that determined nearly every step they took. It was almost impossible to interact
with the outside world except in a prescribed way. For most of their needs they interacted
with what came to be called the Big Screen, which covered entire walls in their homes.
Two evolutionary changes, apparently triggered by mutations and encouraged by the
genetic engineers, had also begun to take hold in this period. Human legs were becoming
atrophied and the human thumb was becoming elongated. The advantage of the first,
according to the social scientists, was that it tended to keep people immobile in front of
their screens and therefore continuously engaged in what was considered productive and
therefore remunerative activity. The advantage of the second was that it allowed people
to manipulate their electronic devices with greater dexterity and therefore get more done
in less time. These types therefore prevailed reproductively as well as economically,
winning the best short-legged and long-thumbed mates and in the long run giving people
a new if somewhat oddly gnomish look. Ultimately the thumb would become the longest
human finger, measuring an average of nearly six inches.

The fourth millennium began with the introduction of domed, weather-controlled

habitats as the Earth began to burn. This was followed by the end of agriculture and the
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universal introduction of artificial nutrients and then by the end of wildlife on the planet,
including the birds in the air and the fish in the sea, though zoos and pets were still kept
in the domed cities. Plant life too vanished from the face of the Earth at around this time,
the remaining forests dying and the rivers drying up, leaving wastelands everywhere. The
American President declared that it was a tribute to old-time American ingenuity and
initiative that the destruction of the planet had not affected the American economy in the
least, as the food industry instantly found new chemicals to replace the traces of natural
foodstuffs still present in their products and free enterprisers found new ways to get
people to buy what they didn't need or couldn't afford.

Space travel and space colonies naturally continued to flourish in this period. By the
fifth millennium the human body had been partially robotized and the human brain
partially digitalized, allowing computerized information to be continually and directly
downloaded and stored with the aid of miniaturized hardware and implanted electrodes.
By the end of the seventh millennium the last giant step had been taken in the
transformation of the human race when the human body became totally robotized and the
human brain totally digitalized in an advanced model that made possible replication of
individual consciousness and personality. This still mobile and entirely sentient
individual continued to interface with the Central Unit, literally coming to know
everything, including all spoken languages, without having to learn anything. Apparently
this new society even had its own rebels — unkempt, hippielike creatures who walked
around with cables dangling negligently from their heads like a forest of dreadlocks. The
final phase, in the eighth millennium, saw the elimination of the robotized body

altogether and the permanent housing of the fully digitalized brain in its own cell in the
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Central Unit itself, where it inhabited a universe no less real to it than ours was to us and
could live a rich and rewarding eternal life as a new type of thinking organism. With
death eliminated there was naturally no longer any need for birth and the remaining
animals had vanished too. Now there finally was world government, or rather a Central
Unit that regulated and supported all life. This was the story of human history that our
hosts had chosen to tell us.

I can't say that | had expected any of this, or that it made me very happy. It seemed to
confirm what my son had been saying about the future of the world, though I couldn't say
that I really understood everything | had read. I still had many questions and hoped they
would be clarified in the upcoming orientation sessions. | imagined that all of us had
questions. | looked around for Jack and Bob but they were still reading so | decided not to
disturb them. Instead | lay back on my bed and thought about my wife, pleased that she
had kept her promise and had also opted for the year 10,000 wakeup call. I understood
that men and women had been separated, at least for the time being. Maybe these
creatures understood us better than we understood ourselves. In any case, | looked
forward to seeing her as much as | had looked forward to anything in my life, though |
couldn't really say at this point what the future has in store for us.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: After coming across a few incidental lines mentioning cyronics in
Philip Roth’s American Pastoral, which | was rereading shortly after he died, | found
myself drifting into sci-fi fantasy. The novel’s vision of what the world will look like in its
final phase is one that has always struck me as entirely feasible. My literary

Influences are Dostoevsky, Proust, D. H. Lawrence, Mann, Kafka and Alain-Robbe-
Grillet, though it was three great American social novelists (Dreiser, Dos Passos and

Farrell) who inspired me to write as a teenager.

BIO: Fred Russell is the pen name of an American-born writer living in Israel. As Fred
Russell he has published two other novels (Rafi's World and The Links in the Chain) as
well as a collection called Aerial Views: Three Sci-Fi Satires. As Fred Skolnik, he has
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published three additional novels, as well as about 100 stories and essays. A collection of
his short fiction called Americans & Other Stories was published by Fomite Press in 2017.

He is also the editor in chief of the 22-volume 2nd edition of the Encyclopaedia Judaica,
winner of the 2007 Dartmouth Medal.
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THE DEITY and you

By Ephie Hauck

WHY WE LIKE IT: One of the reasons we like this ‘story’ is because it reminds us of
the many artistic possibilities short fiction offers. In this case, there is no real plot, no
setting—except by inference—no mood or atmosphere and most importantly, no
characters, as we've come to understand them. There is the Deity posited against a
single human being and the actions of each—though sometimes parallel—never
intersect. We like the author’s deliberation with language: formal, poetic for the Deity;
pedestrian prose for the mortal. The 2" person singular voice that delivers the
narrative is almost a third ‘character’ but again, non-referential. This POV acts as a
neutral presence and imparts a luster of gravitas. Especially wonderful is the author’s
use of visually designed word configurations drawn from concrete poetry,
onomatopoeia and the use of bold-face font for contrast. A powerful hybrid that
addresses dimensional questions while remaining both innovative and moving. Quote:
‘Existence roars, and The Deity calcifies the noise. It hardens like toffee. From
solidified screams, The Deity pulls rock and bone and earth.’

You are born on February 15th, 1980. This makes you an Aquarius, which indicates that
you possess great willpower. According to Horoscope.com, you are also intolerant to any
and every type of change. Mostly, you prefer clear and logical rules. This is probably
why, around your seventh birthday, you decide that horoscopes are made for lonely

people.

The Deity is not born at all. The Deity begins to exist only when he chooses

to.
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Divinity sits in the nothingness he has birthed himself into. And Divinity

wants more. This is because, despite not being an Aquarius, The Deity will prove to

also possess great willpower.

child.

When he stares into the absence, it’s a lot like you closing your eyes as a

Press your palms into your eyes.

This is what nothing looks like.

Listen.

Now, stare.

Stare deeper into the absence,

it is hiding things you have never looked for
See the patterns swirling in the dark
Cosmic blinking

This is the difference between observation and creation.

The Deity understands. And the Deity creates.

You do not. You think about how if you keep your head down too long, Mrs.

Sandy will think you’re sleeping again and call your parents. Looking so deeply into

nothing is making your head hurt, anyway.

The Deity bends silence into sound.
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You open your eyes.

The teacher meets your gaze and calls on you.

Existence roars, and The Deity calcifies the noise. It hardens like toffee.

From solidified screams, The Deity pulls rock and bone and earth.

Mrs. Sandy makes her way over to you. She asks, in her dripping sweet drawl,
“Why do we exist?”
You look to your classmates for help, but no one meets your eye. They’re all

staring straight ahead.

Earth shivers. The absence is cold.

Mrs. Sandy smiles so sweet it makes you wonder if you’ll get a cavity. “There are
no wrong answers,” she purrs. This is a lie. You know this is a lie, because Mrs. Sandy
gave you a 67 out of 100 on your vocabulary quiz, and that means you are definitely

capable of wrong answers.

The Deity is not. To the universe, it gives the gift of law.

OBJECTS IN MOTION MUST STAY IN...

RELATIVE TO THE....
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UNLESS ACTED UPON BY A...

The universe obeys.

You obey, too. “We exist,” you mutter, voice trembling, “Because we can. It’s not

like we have anything better to do.”

The Deity does not create life. The Deity does not need to.

“Good! Very interesting answer” Mrs. Sandy exclaims. Then, she extends her

smile to the rest of the class. “Everyone, turn to page 87.”

The Deity understands the conditions of agency.

Your class groans. They do what they’re told, anyway.

The Deity allows life to create itself.

The Deity gifts the cosmos the power of perception. Passage. The cosmos names
this

TIME.
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You are four years old and walking down the street when you first discover
creation. Every streetlamp you pass is a towering giant. The neighbor’s dog is barking
from behind a white picket fence, but you aren’t fooled. You know a werewolf when you
See one.

When you tug on your mother’s dress, eagerly pointing at all the monsters, she

laughs. You’ve always had such an active imagination.

At nine, you still use a sound machine to help you sleep. It makes everything
crisper. Surreal. You listen to the rain pounding on a tin roof, or ocean tides sweeping
over you. Crickets chirping in the moonlight. For some reason, the noises of nature

make you feel more alive

The Deity is no longer very busy. All that is left to do is to sit and watch his

work unfold.

To be honest, you didn’t want to join the Little League. But Dad said it would be
fun, and Jimmy from baseball camp said he was joining, too, so it’s not like you really
had a choice.

You have never seen so many strangers in your life. Rephrase: You have never
seen so many strangers watching you. Dad is waving from the front row, but you pretend

not to see him. Coach always says it’s important to filter out distractions.

63



Timmy Rodgers is the pitcher. He throws the ball to you, and your whole team

groans. It’s coming fast- too fast. You can feel them collectively accept defeat.

CRACK!

Bat hits ball hits sky and GASP. The baseball is so high, it might be better if the
sky just keeps it. Your teammates scream with excitement, and for a second there isn’t a

single bad thing in the world.

The Deity has never played baseball.

You’re seventeen, and things are no longer looking up. You lay on your bed,

staring up at the ceiling and tracing the popcorn patterns. Mom and dad are screaming in

the other room, something about mortgage payments and college and how they shouldn’t

have gotten married in the first place. It’s all the same at this point, so you just blast

music through your earbuds until you can’t hear them at all.

Floating.

Floating

Floating

64



Condensed stars feel a lot like static
The universe is breathing
Make it stop

PLEASE MAKE IT STOP

The Deity is lonely.

You first encounter observation in college. You’re in your dorm room with Andy
from Iowa. You’re trying to study for that psych exam on Monday, but Andy just doesn’t
get the hint. He’s nice, and fun at parties, but he just won’t shut up about college football.
You’re about to tell him as much when, suddenly, the lights snap off.

“Andy?”

“Yeah?”

“I think the power is out.”

Andy and you stumble out into the hallway to look for candles. Your dorm is on
the top floor, so this is no easy task. From the corner of the hall, Andy laughs. He drags
you to a ladder with a broken lock.

“Hey. It’s to the roof! Let’s check it out. Please?”

You shake your head no. Andy asks again. You repeat yourself: no. Andy pleads,

falling to both knees and begging you to come with him.

And this is how you find yourself up on the roof.
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You’ve never seen so much untouched starlight. Every individual celestial being
is a freckle in the sky.

It’s too beautiful for one moment, so you squint your eyes until your vision blurs.
For the first time in a long time, the reality of existence rubs against your heart.

If only it wasn’t so far away.

The Deity has found a quiet nook in the corner of space and time. He sits
there, wondering. Wondering why he created all these beautiful things. Wondering
why that wasn’t enough. After all this everything, what could possibly come next?

It’s an unfamiliar feeling, this feeling of the unknown. The Deity doesn’t like
it. It makes him feel unplugged.

The stars flicker, but no one knows.

You first experience The Deity at 36. Your child, the one you pinned your
happiness on for nine months, is gone. She never got the chance to observe. To create.
Resentment rattles through your bones.

Who could do this? Who had the right? Or the power?

How could anyone be so cruel?

After that, the years begin to blur.

42 is 51

is59is
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At 70, the monsters begin to come back. You see them in the corner of your
vision. Feel them twisting underneath your bed when you get up at night.

Your wife is the first to go. Pneumonia claims her at 10 a.m. on a Sunday. Now,
the house feels a little more empty. Loneliness shakes you awake at night.

The absence is still calling.

I AM IN CONTROL.

Everyday is a battle of agency. You spend your time stargazing, people-watching.

Observation is all you have left.

The Deity has discovered the unknown. It has left him with nothing.

The Deity does not know satisfaction.

The Deity only wants more.

You don’t remember how old you are. All you know is that

everything is beginning to slow down

The Deity knows what he must do.

The Deity knows it is time.
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You are in bed, about to go to sleep. Your sound machine (yes, you still have it!)

is playing the sound of a waterfall on a loop. It’s very calming.

shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

You stare into the back of your eyelids until they swirl and swirl and take on a life

of their own. You think about how easy it is to create.

shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

And how easy it is to forget.

shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

In fact, you don’t even remember what made you think this. But it is still a lovely

thought.

shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

Smooth, cold hands are wrapping around you. They feel like the raindrops on

your back when you were nine and wearing your polka-dot rain boots. The monsters, you

think, but then you laugh. What a silly thought to have.
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shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

Things have never been so simple. All this time, and you have spent it fighting

against the current of existence. How easy it would be to just

float

away.

shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

But, a part of you doesn’t want that. A part of you is still kicking and screaming

for life. It wants more. More stars, and people, and moments, and love, and

IAMINCONTROL IAMINCONTROL IAMINCONTROL IAMINCONTROL

IAMIN

The Deity looks down on all it has created.

The Deity weeps.

shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh

You have discovered the aftermath of existence.

The Deity has not. The Deity never will.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: | wrote this piece after viewing a holistic dance
performance by Hiroaki Umeda. In his show, Umeda maneuvered between
loud cosmic images and quiet moments of truth. In my piece, | really wanted
to capture the feeling of inevitability, of loneliness, we feel when we take a
step back and ponder our existence. The contrast between The Deity and the
reader is meant to show the complexity of significance. Is something greater,
because it creates? Is it more real? My literary influences include B.J.
Novak, David Arnold, and Neil Hilborn.

B1O: Ephie Hauck lives in Nashville, Tennessee and loves to write poetry
and fiction that explores the obscure patterns of human behavior. Ephie won
second place in the 2018 Belmont Poetry Contest, was a finalist in the 2019
Nashville Youth Poet Laureate competition, and has been published in
Lunch Ticket Magazine.
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THE LOTTERY

By James Hanna

WHY WE LIKE IT: A futuristic utopia with disturbing dystopian realities. The
speaker, Jeremiah, ‘an old man of seventeen’ lives like the rest of his tribe under the
watchful presence of the ‘protectors’. He has bought into the brainwashing that
characterizes his survival, and distances himself from a radical fringe group called the
‘unbelievers.’ The benign mood of this story reminds us of Shirley Jackson’s masterpiece
of the same title, but also, for different reasons, Brave New World. We like the
deliberately mechanical prose and child-like voice in ‘The Lottery’ as much as the story
itself. Certain lines resonate like mantras..."today the sky is the color tea’ but we begin
to recognize they are disengaged from context and meaning. It points to a life and a
mindset structured by programmed language and conditioned responses that equate
into a ‘soma’-like sense of inner peace—hold the narrative up to a mirror—what you
see is the very face of ‘benevolent’ tyranny. A beautifully controlled story with passages
cache-pots of understated beauty: Inside the dome, there are cows and sheep. Inside
the dome, there are farmlands and orchards. Outside the dome, there is dust and
rocks. The dust is very dry and the rocks are very hot. There is no farmland outside
of the dome. There are no animals.’

The Lottery

A warm wind is blowing from the north, and today the air is clear. The

air is the color of tea. The air is usually the color of coffee—not the color of tea.
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Today I see trees and grass. The trees are twisted and scaly, the grass is
drier than straw. I wish that the air was the color of coffee, not the color of tea.
If the air was the color of coffee, I would not see the trees and the grass.

Whatever the color of the air, I can always see into the dome. The dome
is huge and bright. The dome has forests and lawns. I see leafy trees and
flowers when I look into the dome.

The dome is one mile high, and it must be a hundred miles wide. Birds
fly about within the dome—colorful, cheerful birds. There are towering
buildings inside the dome, there are roads with buses and cars. There are
lakes with fountains and ducks. There is farmland with very tall crops.

I am glad the dome is beautiful, it is where our protectors live. Our
protectors are tall with shiny baldheads. Our protectors wear flowing white
robes. They do not look like us—we are naked and hairy, not pretty like our
protectors.

Our protectors guard our tribe from the trolls that live high up in the
hills. If it was not for our protectors, the trolls would come down from the
hills. The trolls have razor-sharp claws. Their cocks are harder than stone.
They would butcher and rape everyone in our tribe if it was not for our
protectors.

Our protectors are kind and intelligent, unlike the horrible trolls. I am
very afraid of the trolls—I do not want to feel their claws. Not everybody in
our tribe is afraid of the trolls. There are unbelievers in our tribe who are not

afraid of them. “Have you ever seen a troll?” they ask us. I have never seen a
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troll, and that is a very good thing. Our protectors make sure the trolls never

come down from the hills.

Today the air is clear. The air is the color of tea. I can see the shapes of
the hills where the deadly trolls have their home. I wish the air was darker—I
do not want to look at the hills.

My name is Jeremiah—I'm an old man of seventeen. I belong to a tribe
that lives outside the dome, and I have no other names. Jeremiah is a very
good name. Everyone in our tribe has that name. Even women and girls are
named Jeremiah. Our protectors have given us all this name. They say it's a
very fine name. They say there will be great love in our tribe if all of us share
the same name.

A great many tribes live outside of the dome, but none of them share
our name. Our protectors tell us to stay away from all the other tribes. The
tribes are very bad, they say. The tribes have cannibals in them. The
unbelievers in our tribe ask, “Have you ever seen a cannibal?” I tell them I
once saw a cannibal, and he was from another tribe. The cannibal was eating a
girl from our tribe. He was gobbling down her intestines, which drooped from
his hands like snakes.

I stay far away from the other tribes. I do not like cannibals. I do not like
the unbelievers either, but our protectors say let them be. Our protectors say

everyone in our tribe should be able to speak his mind.
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Inside the dome, there are cows and sheep. Inside the dome, there are
farmlands and orchards. Outside the dome, there is dust and rocks. The dust is
very dry and the rocks are very hot. There is no farmland outside of the dome.
There are no animals.

Our protectors feed us every day—they do not want us to be hungry.
Every day, giant vans leave the dome and distribute food to all the tribes. The
food is dumped from the vans, and there is always plenty of food. There are
apple cores and peanut shells and chicken bones and bread. There are banana
peels and corncobs and watermelon rinds. The food is very tasty. I eat until I

am full.

Today the air is the color of tea. It is not the color of coffee. I can see the
lights of other domes that are many miles away. There are domes all over the
country. There are domes all over the world. I do not want to look at other
domes, so I turn my head away.

When the domes fight with each other, there is a truce among the tribes.
Our protectors tell us to band together, and they give us banners and swords.
Even women and children are given banners and swords. Our protectors say
we must Kill the tribesmen fighting for other domes. They say we should eat
their livers because the livers will keep us strong. They say if we eat only the

livers, we are better than cannibals.
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The unbelievers say there is no glory in fighting tribes from other
domes. They say the domes fight each other for sport. They say it is bad to eat
livers.

I am proud to have carried a sword and a banner. I am proud to have
fought for my dome. I have Kkilled those who fight for other domes. I have eaten

their livers too.

Today the air is the color of tea, and protectors walk among us.
Whenever the air is the color of tea, our protectors visit us. They come down
from the sky in magnificent floats that make a cooling wind.

Our protectors are tall and beautiful. Their eyes are like pools of blue
water. They do not stay very long outside of the dome, but it is good that they
walk among us.

Our protectors ask us a question when they come to visit us. It is the
same question every time. “What will you do for us?” they ask. Their voices are
thin and melodious. They sound like wonderful birds.

Once a protector looked at me and touched me on the forehead. I never
felt a gentler touch. I never saw bluer eyes. “What will you do for us?” he
asked. His voice was musical.

I told him I had killed other tribesmen in battle. I told him I had eaten
their livers. The protector looked at me and repeated, “What will you do for

us?”
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Our protectors kind and comforting. We love them very much. The
women in our tribe have orgasms when our protectors walk among us. “What
will you do for us?” our protectors ask the woman. Sometimes they gather up
women and girls and fly them back to the dome.

The unbelievers among us say our protectors should stay inside the
dome. They say our protectors should never ask us what we will do for them. I
tell the unbelievers I would do much for our protectors. Our protectors keep
us fed. They give us banners and swords. They protect us from the terrible

trolls that live up in the hills.

Today a warm wind is blowing, and the air is the color of tea. Today, our
protectors have set up the stage where they have the lottery. Whenever the air
is the color of tea, the lottery is held.

There are numbers tattooed on our forearms. My number is 6609. Our
protectors spin a big lottery wheel that all the tribe can see. They spin the
wheel four times. They call out a number each time. If each of your numbers is
called, you will be allowed to live inside the dome.

All our tribe gathers around the stage. It is good to live in the dome. We
can better serve our protectors if we are allowed to live in the dome.

The unbelievers say they do not want to live in the dome. The
unbelievers have no numbers on their forearms. “We are all of one body,” our
protectors announce when they have the lottery. But the unbelievers are

never selected to live inside the dome.
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Today, the wheel spins slowly, and my number does not come up. I have
attended the lottery hundreds of times and my number has not been
announced. I know it will not be much longer until my number comes up. I
know that very soon I will live in the beautiful dome.

Today a woman I do not like wins the lottery. She is standing among
unbelievers. She has no battle scars. The woman is very lucky to have won the

lottery.

Today the air is the color of tea. Today there are devils among us.
Whenever the air is the color of tea, devils come among us. The devils put bad
thoughts into our heads—thoughts that make us angry. Our protectors tell us
that it is unwise to listen to the devils.

I have listened to a devil today, and today I am very angry. I am angry
because our protectors gave out many beautiful banners. The banners are
bright and colorful, and they flutter like flames in the wind. The banners
declare we are all of one body—that is a very good thing. The banners
proclaim that our dome will shine brighter than all the domes in the world.

I am angry because our protectors did not give me a beautiful banner. I
have killed many tribesmen in battle. I have eaten their livers too. I have split
open the wombs of women who have been filled by our enemy’s seed. Our
protectors did not give me a banner, but they gave banners to unbelievers. I

am very, very angry at our terrible protectors.
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The unbelievers tell me that there are no devils among us. They say it is
our protectors who put bad thoughts into our heads. They say I should not be
angry because I did not get a banner. They say if I keep bad thoughts in my

head, I will not win the lottery.

Tomorrow has come. A warm wind is still blowing. The air is not the
color of coffee—it is still the color of tea.

There will be a lottery today because the air is the color of tea. A few
protectors have set up the stage where the numbers are announced. I am no
longer angry at our protectors—my thoughts are good once again. Some
unbelievers stand beside me while the lottery wheel revolves.

Today I am very lucky. Today my number comes up. The protector who
spun the giant wheel called out, “6-6-0-9.” Today I will get to live in the dome
and better serve our protectors.

The protector who spun the lottery wheel is looking directly at me. His
face is like the face of a statue. His eyes are as blue as a lake. “What will you do
for us?” he says. His voice is as pure as a flute.

I walk behind the protectors, and we get inside the float. My thoughts
are good today. I am sad that my thoughts were not always good. I am glad our
protectors are Kkind.

I see the farms and cattle as we land beside the dome. I see the lakes
and the butterflies. I see the orchards and birds. My heart is as light as a

sparrow. My thoughts are very good.
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Ileave the float and follow the protectors into the dome.
*

I have never felt a softer breeze. I have never seen brighter colors. I
have never smelled the sweetness of flowers. I have never heard voices so
gentle.

I see many buildings that are tall and straight, and I see giant temples
too. Wonderful signs sit on top of the temples. The signs say WE ARE ALL OF
ONE BODY. 1 see carts being drawn by magnificent horses as I walk towards
one of the temples. The carts are full of bodies. They are rolling towards the
farmlands. The bodies look like they came from the tribes that live around the
dome. There are many, many bodies inside the rolling carts.

I know I will soon be among the bodies that are rolling towards the
farmlands. I am glad that I will lie with the bodies—I should not have had
angry thoughts. I am glad I will join the bodies while all of my thoughts are
good. I am glad the unbelievers told our protectors about my angry thoughts.

Soon, my body will nourish the crops that grow so very tall. It will
nourish the fruits and nuts that touch the lips of our protectors. I am glad I will

nourish the fruits and nuts. I am glad we are all of one body.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: While watching a recent Trump Rally on television, |
wondered, What are the logical fruits of a canine devotion to dogma? The
crowd gazes were so adoring, the chants so heartfelt, that the story | penned
did not seem altogether far-fetched. Why not a world in which the elite live
in air-conditioned domes while the rest of humanity is relegated to smog-
filled deserts? Still, my docile main character, Jeremiah, is not without
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compensation. Unlike the hapless Winston Smith in Orwell’s 1984, he did

not have to suffer an array of tortures to arrive at his complacency with Big
Brother.

BI1O: James Hanna is a retired probation officer and a former fiction editor
of The Sand Hill Review. He has had over sixty story publications and three
Pushcart nominations. His books, three of which have won awards, are
available on Amazon.
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EVE OF THE EVE OF DESTRUCTION—version 1
By Howie Good

WHY WE LIKE IT: Word perfect.
Eve of the Eve of Destruction

The big road map on the wall at the highway rest stop is just a frustrating tangle of lines
for the man standing there studying it. | try to remember what state is south of Nebraska
in case he asks. The only laws regularly enforced are the laws of chance. Self-driving
Mercedes will sacrifice pedestrians to save the driver.

&

A city inspector declared the building’s crumbling fagade unsafe. The very next morning,
a Park Avenue socialite was crushed to death by a falling piece of masonry. I’ve written
some thoughts on the bedroom wall. Sometimes I forget they’re even there. My gas mask
hangs on the back of the door. Once when | was visiting Los Angeles, | saw people
digging up a grave with their bare hands.

&

The day to come is just a rerun of the day before. So | board a train with the idea of
appearing that night in flagrante delicto. The old rattling train sways alarmingly. When |
arrive, the station is crowded with soldiers, though of whose army I can’t say. The
situation that awaits me across town doesn’t allow any time to find out. I climb in a taxi,
give the address. The taxi lurches into motion. By now it’s red dusk, fire clinging to the
clothes and hair of a laughing toddler splashing in a puddle of what looks suspiciously
like blood.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: “Eve of the Eve of Destruction” came together, as most of my writing
does, in an unplanned way. | originally wrote each section as separates over a couple of weeks,
only belatedly realizing the possibility of synergistic effect if | put them together in a single
sequence. Even after the sequencing, I continued to revise each section. It wasn’t so much the
wording that was causing me anxiety as the order of the sentences. The middle section in
particular felt off until 1 kind of turned it upside down. These artistic choices only seem rational
in retrospect. The truth is, I proceed in my writing by intuition, improvisation, and guesswork.

BI1O: Howie Good is the author most recently of Stick Figure Opera: 99 100-word Prose Poems from
Cajun Mutt Press. He co-edits the online journals Unbroken and UnLost.
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EVE OF THE EVE OF DESTRUCT ION—version 2
By Howie Good

WHY WE LIKE IT: This double posting came about when the author’s original
submission was snapped up by another zine seconds before we sent our acceptance.
(That’ll teach us). But we think Good is Best so we asked for something else. He sent
‘Eve of the Eve of Destruction’. We loved it (go figure) and then he sent us a revised
version of the story which we liked just as much. As Charles explained to The Good Man
in his email we would like to take BOTH versions because...it shows the creative
process in action and also draws attention to the reality that literary expression (all
artistic expression, really) is flux not fixity or finality. It's a deconstruction--art is process-
-obsession we can't shake so with your permission we'd like to publish them both—as
version 1 and version 2. Listen up, dude, Dada is alive in 2020 and the lights are on in
the Cabaret Voltaire.’

Eve of the Eve of Destruction

The big road map on the wall at the highway rest stop is just a frustrating tangle of lines
to the man standing there studying it. | try to remember what state is south of Nebraska in
case he asks. The only laws that are regularly enforced are the laws of chance. Self-
driving Mercedes will sacrifice pedestrians to save the driver.

&

I’ve written some thoughts on the bedroom wall. Sometimes I forget they’re even there.
My gas mask hangs on the back of the door. A city inspector declared the building’s
crumbling facade unsafe. The very next morning, a Park Avenue socialite was crushed to
death by a falling piece of masonry. Once while | was visiting Los Angeles, | saw people
digging up a grave with their bare hands. I'm not afraid of dying. I’'m afraid of how many
things can go wrong during a crime in progress.

&

The day to come is just a rerun of the day before. So | board a train with the idea of
appearing that night in flagrante delicto. The old rattling train sways alarmingly. When |
arrive, the station is crowded with soldiers, though of whose army I can’t say. The
situation that awaits me across town doesn’t allow any time to find out. I climb in a taxi,
give the address. The taxi lurches into motion. By now it’s red dusk, fire clinging to the
clothes and hair of a laughing toddler splashing in a puddle of what looks suspiciously
like blood.
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GERONTOCIDE

By Antaeus

WHY WE LIKE IT: A beautifully controlled poignantly told dramatic monologue that
delivers a scathing indictment to the way society treats its marginalized citizens. The
indignities and humiliations that come with age and infirmity are explored through the
eyes of a man who has hit bottom. The American Dream has become a nightmare and
his only refuge is to withdraw into the memory of a kinder past, What is remarkable
here is the way the author has created a three-dimensional character who is both victim
and survivor. It'’s not without a touch of sentimentality but in this case we think it makes
rather than breaks the story. If the coffee’s bitter, add some sugar.

Geronticide

Geronticide. Noun. The killing or euthanasia of the elderly.

Damn, the park is crowded today, Larry. It looks like the only bench available is
the one near the trash receptacle. 1 know, | know, the smell is terrible, but we'd better grab
it before someone else does.

You keep your eyes open while we're here. The radio says there have been three
muggings in the park this week, and us older folk are prime targets. Don't you worry
though, I got us covered. I brought the bayonet | snuck home from Vietnam with me, and
| ain't afraid to use it.

* % %

Aaaah, it feels good to rest these old bones, doesn't it, pal?

Now, where did | put that little sample bag of popcorn the supermarket gave me? |
know it's in this shopping bag somewhere. Hmm, maybe I left it—no, here it is. The darn
thing was hiding under my bologna sandwich.

Come-on, come-on, you can do it, Hal. Just pinch each side and pull it apart.
That’s what the directions say. Yeah, right, easy for whoever wrote this. Probably some
Millennial. An older person wouldn't let the company seal the package like that. Doesn't
anyone think about us older folks anymore?

Of course not.

You don't have strong fingers when you're 78, well 79 today, and our grip ain't
what it used to be, ya dumb package designer. Now | gotta use my teeth, well my
dentures anyway.

...Darn it! Now the popcorn is all over the place. Why is it that you have to strain
and strain, then all-of-a-sudden the bag pops open and rips halfway down? Some
designer's joke, I'm sure.

Larry, don't you even think about gobblin' that popcorn up. The ground is too dirty
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for that. Let that pigeon eat it.

You won't let it won't go to waste, will you, my cooing little friend? You're a fat
little bugger ain'tcha? | bet you don't have to live on bologna sandwiches like | do.

* *x *

Hey, look, Larry, someone left a perfectly good newspaper in the trash. | haven't
read one of these in almost a year. Let's see what's goin' on in the world. It's already
opened to the financial pages, so we might as well start here.

The headline says U.S. Gives Financial Aid to 96% of All Countries'.

According to government figures, the U.S. gave away $19 billion in economic
assistance to foreign countries each year. China gets $28.3 million of that money.

The article goes on to say that the United Nations (UN) has 193 members, and the
U.S. provided economic assistance to 184 of them or 96% of the countries in the world.
State Department officials claim that some of the money is to help the poor.

That’s a lot of BS Larry. China has the second-largest economy in the world. In
fact, they are a significant buyer of U.S. debt. So, what do we do? We give China
financial assistance, and they used our own money to buy our debt. In other words, we
provide them with cash so we can borrow it back.

Just look at these numbers, will you?" Iraq gets $5,281,179,380, Afghanistan gets
$5,060,306,051, Syria $916,426,147, Pakistan $777,504,870, and the list goes on. |
thought we were at war with these people.

Look at this next article. It says the government has raised the poverty threshold
from $11,000 to a little over $12,000 for an individual adult. The article goes on to say
that there are now 36,460,000 people in the United States, who live below the poverty
level. That would be us, old friend.

Can you imagine? The government gives away 19 Billion dollars to other

countries when there are over 36,000,000 of its own people who are living in poverty.
* * %

Ya know Larry, a person works their whole life, and what do they do when you
reach 65? They send you out to die, that's what they do. It doesn't matter if you want to
keep on working.

"Got to make room for the younger folks," they say.

"You'll live high on the hog collecting Social Security, so go for it, they tell you.
Uncle Sam takes good care of his veterans and older Americans."

Yup, that's what they said, and it's all bullshit lies.

Why don't ya call it what it is, you bunch of bureaucratic bungholes? Geronticide,
that's what it is. The general abandonment of the elderly to die early, commit suicide, or
be killed.

It doesn't matter to the government that you scrimped and saved every penny you
could during your working life. Damn cost of livin' just eats it all up. Social Security?
What a joke that is. Even the name is a lie. There ain't no security in it at all. According to
the people in charge, it's gonna run out of money soon.

My generation worked hard and put a lot of money into the Social Security pot.
It's not our fault that the Congress and the Senate used it as a slush fund to pay hush
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money to their mistress or fund their favorite bridge to nowhere. Washington, you put all
that money back that you "borrowed," and Social Security will be just fine.

What'd say, Larry? Why don't we go on welfare? We can't collect welfare. If you
have an income of over $12,000, you're not eligible for welfare. The government says my
shitty Social Security check is income. Only illegal aliens can get welfare, food stamps,
and free medical coverage. Senior citizens get none of that.

You good-for-nothing politicians better get it right. Quit calling Social Security a
handout and welfare an entitlement. We put our hard-earned money into social security
because you said it was like a savings account, and we'd get it back when we retire. That's
an entitlement, not a handout.

| know a lot of people who are third and fourth generation on welfare and never
worked a day in their life. Why don't ya call welfare what it is, a handout to get a vote?
An' it's a handout you can't get if your collecting Social Security and have a few pennies
in the bank. . .

Hey, bird, d' ya want smore popcorn?

* % %

Now, where was 1? Oh, yeah, they make collecting Social Security sound good all
right, don't they, Larry? The government does its figgerin and tells you you'll receive
$1,600 a month on Social Security. They wave that in your face an' get you to sign up.
Then, while you're busy watching the hand waving the check, the other hand picks ya
pocket.

Uncle Sam tells you Medicare is mandatory when you reach 65, then they deduct
a Medicare premium and a supplemental hospital insurance fee. Wham, $160 is gone.
The IRS wants its share, and they deduct taxes at a 15% rate. Bam, another $240 plus
gone. Medicare Prescription drug coverage part "D" means another $200 gets taken away.
Thank you, mam.

My $1,600 Social Security check is reduced to $1,000 a month, and there wasn't
even any foreplay.

Mr. Congressman, Mr. Senator, you try paying your rent, utilities, doctor copays,
prescription copays and put food on the table with a budget of $1,000 a month. Why my
damn rent for the shithole Section 8 apartment is more than that. And I'm not even
counting the cost of necessities like transportation, food, toilet paper, and such.

Like I said, it's Geronticide. Only you government types are so sneaky about it, no
one knows you're doing it. . .
* k% %
Sorry, there's no more popcorn left bird. Don't you be lookin' at this bologna
sandwich, or I'll ring ya scrawny pigeon neck.

Hey, Larry, you want a taste of this bologna sandwich?

There you go being an ass again. Just say "no" if you don't want a bite. Don't sniff
it and lay back down on the bench. That's all you do lately is sleep, a person would think
you had a job or something.

I know, pal, I'm not too keen on chowing down a green bologna sandwich either,
but a mans gotta eat, even if he gets a stomachache later. Some birthday this is, Larry.
Nobody gives a shit that I'm 80 today. Why, if my wife Rosie were still around, she'd
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have made me her world-famous, lip-smackin' franks an' beans casserole.
* k% *

Get out a here, bird! Damn pigeons eat an' shit, that’s all they do. Don't serve any
useful purpose at all, except maybe ta keep a body company.

Where in the hell was | anyway?

...Oh, I remember now. I gotta share an apartment with two other people just to
keep a roof over my head. The rent is $1,900 a month for a place that ain't worth half that.
Billy and I pool our money for the rent, utilities, and food.

Rosie never worked, so she doesn't collect Social Security and can't contribute.
She takes care of Billy, does the laundry, and what cooking there is instead. It was Rosie
that made my bologna sandwich. She even cut the moldy crust off the bread for me.

Poor Billy, we both fought in The Nam, only he got sick from agent orange, and |
didn't. The VA says he ain't ill from AO, so they won't give him benefits. His social
security disability check gets cut down to $500 a month after he pays for all his
medication. Who can survive on $500 a month? No one can.

Sometimes we have to wait three or four years for a cost of living adjustment
(COLA), and when we get it, it's always less then what we need to survive.

The cost of living goes up 1.3%, and the government gave us seniors a .03%
increase. That's a 1% loss. That same year the government raised the Medicare premium
by 2%. That year our income went down by 3%.

Another year the government gave us a whopping 2.8% increase in Social
Security. We celebrated by eating real hamburgers, not the fake kind from Mikey D's.
Then we found out that the cost of living had gone up 3.4%, and the Medicare premium
went up 2.9%. That made our income less than it was before the COLA payment.

This year Uncle Sam gave us a COLA raise of 1.6%, and you guessed it, they
raised the Medicare Part B premium 7%, and our income was cut back again."

Everyone else that's working or on welfare gets a COLA increase without
deductions. Us seniors get a boost, and you raise the cost of Medicare to take it all away
and then some. Tell me that's not Geronticide.

Those bastards in Washington are gonna burn in hell. They send billions of dollars
overseas and give nothing to the people who built this country. They love to say,
"America first," and it's all a bunch of bullshit!

* % %

Huh? Who's that? Move away or I'll...

Oh, it's you, Rosie. I didn't recognize you with that colorful hat on your head. Did
you know my wife used to wear hats like that all the time?

Okay, okay, I'll put the bayonet away. Sorry, | didn't even realize | had it in my
hand. It's the PTSD, you know. Something scares me, and | just react, | can't help myself.

Whaddya mean you been lookin' for me all day? I've been right here sittin' on this
bench with Larry, all along.

Oh, this isn't the park | usually come to. Well, can you imagine that? | must've
stepped off the bus at the wrong stop.

It's time for dinner, ya say. | ain't too hungry right now, maybe I should just stay
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here.
What'd say? We're havin' franks and beans for my birthday supper tonight.

You know, Rosie, franks, and beans are my favorite. My wife always made them
for me on my birthday every year.

Yeah, sure, screw the bologna sandwich, I'll come home and have that meal any
day.

Hey, wait a minute, shouldn't you be home taking care of Billy?

Huh? What's that you say? My brother Billy and his dog, Larry, died three years
ago?

That can't be, I just talked to Billy this morning, and Larry is layin' right here...

Hey, where did that old dog get off too?

Why are you crying, Rosie? Please don't cry, you know | don't know what to do
when you cry.

Sure, that's a good idea, let's go home now.
Err, Rosie, will you hold onto my arm? | can't seem to remember the way home.

" https://www.forbes.com/sites/othercomments/2014/10/15/u-s-gives-financial-aid-to-96-of-all-
countries/#5058d871cch9

i https://howmuch.net/articles/usa-foreign-aid-by-country

i https://www.gomedigap.com/medicare-answers/medicare-supplement-plans/medicare-

2020-changes/

AUTHOR’S NOTE: Like a lot of writers, my writing style is influenced by what is happening
and what has happened in my life. We all have unique, individual experiences that affect our
personality and influence our writing.

I wrote Geronticide because a friend told me he was having a hard time making ends meet on his
Social Security income. He said the amount he received went down every year, instead of up.
Long story short, | did some research and found that what he said was true. Every once in a great
while, Uncle Sam gives Social Security recipients a Cost Of Living Adjustment (COLA). The
COLA does not reflect the rising cost of drugs or healthcare, so it is well below the actual cost of
living. For example, in 2016 alone, the healthcare inflation rate was 3.13%-yet the Social
Security COLA was 0%

This year my friend received a 1.6% increase in his Social Security (about $25.00 per month).
Meanwhile, his cost for Medicare went up 7%, and his copay prescription costs went up to $30.

I was outraged and wrote Geronticide. The story may be fiction, but the facts are real. My
intention was to bring this purposeful act of deprivation by the government to light.

Sometimes our outrage also influences our writing.

BIO: Antaeus started working in his uncle's New Jersey bar, at the age of
seven, cleaning toilets. He wrote his first poem on a piece of toilet paper.
Antaeus is the author of "The Prepared Citizen," a three-book series on how to
react to and avoid dangerous situations and active shooter attacks. In addition
to nonfiction, Antaeus has also published sci-fi, action/adventure, and
fantasy novels.

Antaeus lives now in Florida and uses real paper to write on.
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The Scarf

By Joey Cruse

WHY WE LIKE IT: A killer storyline and prose so good it smokes.
Bukowski lurks somewhere in the shadows and Selby Jr. may have put a
word in but this is no knockoff: Den and Bill are their own men and they
breathe and sweat with life; characterizations as sturdy as timber. Noir
elements and a subtly balanced tension between real and surreal raise the
heat to white hot and the clipped dialogue is sooo bullseye it’s enough to
make a wannabe writer weep. When genre specific fiction reaches the level
of The Scarf it stands with literary fiction on the same podium and both get
the gold. Quote: Alcohol didn’t help depth perception and he stumbled hard
and loud into the bedside table.” And: “Did you find anything, Bill?”’/”Wife’s
box of jewelry, some silverware, the farmer’s watch and some petty cash on
top of the fridge. No, I didn’t find anything.” And, this ravishing paragraph:
The scent made him nauseous and he stuck his head out the window to feel
the air around the van rush over him, the wind blocking out any noise
between himself and his past and the road. He looked over at Bill staring off
into his own darkness and thought about Liza and figured it wasn’t such a
bad thing to be killed by someone who loved you—knowing how fucking
terrible you are.” Five stars.

The Scarf
“I think Liza is trying to kill me.” Denny’s jaw clicked as an incisor scratched
against his back molar. The whiskey was cheap and burnt. Warmth shot through thinning
blood and, for good measure, he took another. “I must be losing my goddamn mind,
Bill.”

“Which house is it?”
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“Up the road.” Denny replied.

“Everyone is crazy, Den. Edna, next to my apartment, carries a 6-inch blade on
her. Damn near cut me walking past her door with groceries. She screams, ‘get away
from my door, you goddamn bum,’ throws the bastard open with this huge pigsticker
flipped out, and says, ‘oh it’s just you Bill. You scared me.”

“Shit,” Denny scoffed, “scared her?”

“I dropped the groceries, yelled ‘GODDAMN you OLD woman. You could’ve
killed me.” ‘I’d never hurt you, Bill,” she goes. Bullshit. You can smell how much blood
that blade wants.” Bill tugged the crotch of his pants and wiggled his ass in the chair,
“You’re not crazy, Den. Everyone nowadays is armed to the teeth. My landlord opens the
door with his left hand to hold a sawn-off with his right. Fucker just says, ‘sorry’ when he
lets you in and puts the piece down. Guy thinks he’s about to be murdered any time he
opens the front door.” Bill cocked his head and checked his speed, “I wonder what he had
to do to be so afraid of opening a door.”

“I don’t mean old lady crazy. You can be old lady crazy if you haven’t killed
someone. The other day I saw my neighbor run over his dog and drive away. There’s a
violence in people, Bill, which, don’t get me wrong, is a madness that makes a fair
amount of sense.”

“Liza is not trying to kill you,” Bill chuckled, “women kill men all the time.
Distraction, devotion, love, sex, getting stabbed with a goddamn icepick. Those aren’t
mutually exclusive events. You know how big a hole an icepick makes in a skull? That
small,” Bill said, curling his leather fingers into a quarter, “and that shit happens all of the

time.”
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Bill drank and handed the bottle to Denny, “you need to quit drinking. We almost
there?”

“Ten minutes or s0.”

“Fucking hell, Den, I’'m out here using the fucking North Star. Where are we
going?”

“Far enough, Bill. It’s a good place.” Denny opened the window to fresh cut grass
and a sliver of moon, “not much light tonight.”

Bill sighed, falling for the trap, “how is Liza trying to kill you?”

“She buys me all this shit trying to strangle me.”

Bill raised his hand, “Stop, Den. Does she go out and buy you those things or
does she go out, pick out those things for you, and then you pay for them?”

“I pay for them. What’s your point, BILL?”

Bill checked the fuel gauges and stared ahead, “So you let your lady go shop, on
your dime, and the amount of money she is wasting is more than you would prefer? Jesus
Christ.

“Liza bought these 400 thread cotton sheets.”

“You mean you bought them.”

“Blow me. I wake up and think that Liza is putting her arms around me. I go to
push her off but can’t move my arms. The sheets had me cocooned and pinned my arms
against me. I tried to move, roll over, kick my feet, but the goddamn sheets wouldn’t let
me move. Bill, I swear to God it was the fucking sheets.”

“Are you sure you weren’t dreaming, Den?”
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“Wide awake, Bill. Wide awake. Next night, the folds were around my feet. They
were moving up, Bill. They cinched my waist and the slack tightened around my chest.
They were crawling for my neck, Bill. We’ve wrung them enough that they’ve learned
the perfect squeeze. | thrashed and made enough noise to wake Liza and the sheets went
limp.”

Bill held the bottle to the window and checked how much was left against the
light, “Finish this, Den, you need it more than me.”

Denny’s hands shook.

“Christ, Den, calm down. Cool and ready. It can’t be much longer. What else is
there?”’

“What?”

“There must be more, Den, or your story’s shit. The whole thing is shit. You
know what happens at night when you sleep? You move in bed. The sheets wrap up,
around, and tighten themselves. No one can wake up out of a dream and tell if they’re
awake or stuck until they catch their breath and realize reality.”

Denny pulled on the scarf around his neck, loosening it, “The blankets didn’t
work, so she went out and got a scarf.”

“She probably wants you to look even more like a fag, Den,” Bill looked over and
smiled, “it’s a scarf, Den.” The cashmere was thin, but insulating, with yellow and blue
plaid squares against the grey that stretched the length. “Looks pretty normal to me.”

“It’s not, Bill. It moves at night.”

“Den, you get drunk and put the fucking thing in a different place,” Bill arched

his spine and his bones responded, frustrated, by cracking, “scarves don’t move.”
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“Really, Bill? Really? Sat it over the armrest of my chair, the next morning I
found it on the edge of the seat cushion. Now, it could’ve fallen off to the left or to the
right, but that would have put it on the floor or against the back of the chair. The damn
thing moved forward. | threw the piece of shit on the floor the next night and woke up
with it at the foot of the bed, but the thing is, Bill, it was stretched out, angled directly at
me, like a fucking arrow.”

“Lose the scarf, Den,” Bill said through angry teeth.

“What?”

“Say you got drunk and put the scarf down. Liza’ll be pissed. She’ll get over it. If
there’s love there, then she isn’t trying to kill you.”

“I don’t know, Bill.” Denny slapped his hands against his cheeks, “Start to slow
down.”

Bill braked, turned the headlights off, and pulled onto a dirt culvert used by
farmers, “You’re sure it’s empty? Bring the zips.”

“Bill, I’ve been out here every night for a week. No cars. No lights. It’s empty.
They’re on vacation. We don’t need them, Bill.”

“Get your fucking head on. We take them in case.”

“Fine, Bill. Don’t use the flashlights til” we’re in. We can see by the moon.”

“There’s barely any moon, Den.”

“It’s enough, Bill.”

With no earthly business being in a cornfield — a plantation in the Midwest
designed for farming, presumably, without the slaves — the house was as tall as the trees

on either side. Both levels had wrap-around porches straight out of Mayberry with a
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staircase that connected the two floors. Working to their advantage, shotgun doors
extended the entire length of the house for easy airflow and access to all the rooms.

“Start at the top and work down. The windows are open.”

“Too loud. I've got the picks.”

“I told you, Bill. No one is in there.”

“Don’t get sloppy on me, Den. No chances.”

The stairs were warped but they didn’t break, and, if you weren’t a fat ass, they
didn’t make much noise. Bill had the picks in and the door open in fifteen seconds. “Bad
lock,” he whispered, and Denny watched Bill step forward, noiselessly, moving towards
the dresser for jewelry and, if Denny did his homework, the payoff.

The safe was in the adjacent closet, but there was ten feet of wood floor to cross
before rummaging, and Denny lingered, unsure of how to take the first step. The boards
looked sunk with enough knots to not be trustful. Denny let his eyes adjust and sashayed
awkwardly into the bedroom. Alcohol didn’t help depth perception and he stumbled hard
and loud into the bedside table.

Bill hissed, “Get your shit together,” his voice sizzled, “and open the fucking
safe.”

The farmer who owns the safe got a little too drunk and liked to talk, “You can
still hear the lock click when you hit the numbers.” Too removed to realize if you
couldn’t trust banks with your money then you certainly couldn’t talk about how much
you kept in your house to barflies.

He walked forward and felt a sharp pull. He ignored the feeling, touched the brass

of the knob, and the pull tightened. He opened the door enough to grate metal on metal.
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The noise was soft, but his ears were bursting. He rushed, opening the door quickly, to
stop the cacophony. The wife’s clothes smelled like jasmine and grain, and Denny
grabbed the hem of a dress and felt the sew work of self-adjustment. He took the
flashlight out of his back pocket and clicked the LED on to stare at nothing but carpet
covering the floors. He ran the light across the back of the closet, to the floor, but didn’t
see any space signifying a safe. Panicking, he put the flashlight in his mouth, went to his
hands and knees, and began to massage the carpet, inch by inch, working the boards to
find a spring or latch until his fingertips were numb. He stood up, and the loop in
Denny’s scarf cinched. His hand was on a loose end and he felt his pulse as the free
length closed around his throat. ‘Liza’ he thought, ‘not now, you dirty bitch.’

Denny needed Bill, and he whispered out of the closet, not loudly but projected, a
singer in a small theater, “Bill. I can’t find it.”

Like a fox, Bill emerged from the next bedroom over, “what do you mean can’t
find it, Den? Where’s the fucking safe? We have no time for this shit, Den. In and out,
DEN. We can’t search all fucking night.”

Had they not been so big and white, Denny would’ve never seen the orbs in the
darkness out of the corner of his eye. They fluttered, hot and white, a broken flash bulb,
and the snapshot gave Denny enough to see the movement of a young girl shivering so
hard and tense in the bed that she couldn’t breathe. The hyperventilation created silence
and the three, together in the room, jumped through their own existences — each terrified
at that exact spot in time. She couldn’t have been older than twenty and was in too much
fear to scream. Bill seized her silence to lunge towards the bed and clamp the cup of his

hand onto the girl’s mouth. Her shoulders were small and tone, but her arms were still
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underneath the covers and, hitting her survival instincts, she struggled, flapping bird-in-a-
cage arms to get free.

“Grab her arms, Den. DEN, grab her fucking arms.”

The girl had nails and was stretching her arm as close to Bill’s eyes and mouth
and face as possible. Denny stood still for a second before her muffled crying snapped
him out of his condition. He took a step forward and climbed on top of the bed. Using his
thighs to pin the girl’s hips, he grabbed the forearm of her free arm and reached into the
sheets to drag the other out before she could cause any damage. Taking the girl’s wrists
in one of his hands, Denny reached into his coat pocket and took out the zip ties. Denny
could smell sandalwood lotion leaking out of her skin.

“I thought you said there’d be fucking nobody here, Den.”

“She’s a fucking house sitter, Bill. How was I supposed to know? She’s terrified.
Just tie her up and leave her alone.”

Denny took his hand holding hers and placed enough pressure on her arms to
bend her elbows to her chest which allowed him to lean forward over the girl’s beautiful,
wide eyes that stared back with a horrified honesty, a fear of men since man.

“I have to tie you up.”

She squirmed.

“Don’t. Don’t. I need to flip you over and place your hands behind your back.
Meaning my partner needs to remove his hand. This poses a problem; it gives you a
moment to scream. I don’t want to hurt you, but, if you scream, you have only a second

before I will make you quiet and neither of us wants that. Blink if you understand.”
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The light in her eyes twinkled in thought and she closed her eyelids only once and
only for one second.

Denny felt bad. He looked over at Bill, with his hand over her mouth, and
imagined how the leather must have tasted on the girl’s tongue. With his free hand,
Denny unwrapped the scarf around his neck and flattened out the fabric in his hand.

“Bill, take your hand off her mouth and make sure it doesn’t close.”

Bill looked back at Denny and nodded. His palm slid to her chin while using his
right hand as a lever against her forehead, forcing open her mouth, and, in this second of
silence and rape, Denny jammed the folds of his scarf two fingers deep down into the
girl’s throat. The men rolled the girl over onto her stomach and looped the zip-ties over
the girl’s wrists. She lay there motionless, heaving her lungs through her nose, her head
face down in the pillow.

“What do we do, Bill?”

“Quit saying my fucking name.”

“We’ve already said them. She was watching the whole time.”

“Then we find the safe, Den. Make sure she can’t get the gag free.”

Denny put his hand on the girl’s back, heaving up and down, and with his other
shoveled more plaid into the girl’s face beneath the pillow.

Bill was in the closet, pocket knife out, cutting a large, square swatch of carpet
from the farmer’s floor. The flashlight in Bill’s mouth did its job so well the floor
revealed itself to have no safe but only well-worn, wooden-planks, and Bill turned it off

in jealousy — the light had accomplished its goal.
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“You told me it was a sure thing, Denny. A sure fucking thing, and here we are
standing with our dicks in our hand.” Bill calmly looked at Denny, “Ask the girl where
the safe is.”

“What if she doesn’t know?”

“Is that what I said, Den? Make her tell you something. I’'m grabbing the wife’s
jewels and we’re getting the fuck out of here, you damned fool.”

Denny could see the form of the young girl through the sheets. The fabric was
thin cotton and made a statue out of the backs of her thighs, her tied hands - triceps to
shoulders. She was the lost, cotton sculpture of Pompeii, and Denny saw a loveliness in
her distress, the minutiae of terror seared into the brain - and, as far as he would dare, he
wanted her like that forever.

“There isn’t a safe. I’'m going re-tie your hands in front of you so that you can
move, enough to escape, after we leave.”

He grabbed the girl’s wrists, flipped to the blade his multi-tool, and popped the
zip-tie with a single, swift motion. Her arms went slack, to her sides, and Denny rolled
her body over onto its side as a lifeguard does to let the victim vomit. Denny had
anticipated a reaction — the reeling from his touch, the quiver of her breath, or the
Stockholm-syndromed acceptance of his caress. He pressed two fingers to the artery in
her throat, he could feel the small peach hairs of her still warm chin, but no pulse. He
moved his hand up to her cheek and lifted the girl’s head, angled it, so that he could look
into her eyes. A void, she was dead and gone.

“She dead, Bill. The girl’s dead.”

“What do you mean she’s dead, Den?”
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“She choked on the fucking scarf and suffocated in the pillow, Bill. She’s fucking
dead.”

“Grab the scarf and the zip, Den.”

“What about the girl, Bill?”

“We’ve got to leave.”

“What about the girl, BILL?”

“We’ve got to leave, Den.”

Denny pulled his scarf out of the young girl’s mouth. The moisture from her
breath was still alive and held within the strings of fabric and Denny could feel the deep
wetness on his palm as he carried the scarf back t