The Sandy River Review
Summer 2016
Volume 36, Issue 2

Editor | Konner Wilson
Assistant Editor | Allie Umstadt		

The Sandy River Review is published online and in print triannually in
conjunction with Alice James Books and the University of Maine at
Farmington Humanities Department. Special thanks to the creative
writing faculty and students, the members of the UMF Writers’ Guild,
and the AJB staff for their continued support. We would like to extend
special thanks to Shana Youngdahl and Alyssa Neptune for their
assistance with this issue. We would also like to thank the contest judges
Arielle Greenberg and Lewis Robinson for their careful and attentive
reading of the undergraduate students’ writing.
Each contributor retains the copyright to any submitted material, and it
cannot be reproduced without the author’s consent. The editors of The
Sandy River Review are solely responsible for its content. Opinions
herein do not necessarily reflect those of the editors, the University of
Maine at Farmington, or Alice James Books.
Submissions to The Sandy River Review are accepted on a rolling basis
and may be emailed to submissions@sandyriverreview.com. Please
visit our website at sandyriverreview.com for more information on
publication and contests.

Cover Art:

I Could Almost Go to Pieces but I’m not Quite There Yet
Zack Peercy

Table of Contents
Foreword
The Model Tenant | Laura Bonazzoli

1

On Being the Other Man | Richard L. Gegick

8

Old Enough | Shannon Brandon

9

Beuller Wheel | Katie Joseph

10

Childhood Musings #2 | Peter Faziani

11

Mirror Game | Rachel McKenny

12

Flower Hedd 4 Real | Amy Joseph

15

Recovery | Michelle M. Faith

16

In Showers, We Evolve | Christina Sun

18

I Write Because | Sarah Winchenbach*

19

Bench Mark | Katie Joseph

24

The Vinedresser | Tennessee Hill

25

Blood Poem | Audrey Gidman**

27

Sadness | Amy Joseph

30

Melanoma | Brian Czyzyk

31

Until it Does | Annie Moloney

32

Jax Lifeguard | Kim Reed

36

Camel Blues | Sophia Nadler

37

If You Cut Me | Duncan Gamble

41

A Demand of God | Hannah Calkin

42

Caged | Amy Joseph

44

The Last Time I Saw Them | April Vázquez

45

The Sink | Gerald Withers

48

University College | Rachel E. Chiong

52

Strays | Edinson Shane Tolley

53

Chuck N 4 Ever | Matthew Campbell

61

You Can Feel It | Zack Peercy

62

Contributor’s Notes
Editor’s Notes

*Winner of the Undergradute Contest for Prose
Judge: Lewis Robinson
**Winner of the Undergraduate Contest for Poetry
Judge: Arielle Greenberg

Foreword
I think the trick to creating new, exciting, and original art isn’t
to take a bunch of words and pictures that no one has ever used before
to make the art, but rather to take words and pictures that everyone is
familiar with and put them together in new ways. As Editor of The Sandy
River Review I have had the opportunity to experience art that is seeking
to express something new. I have the pleasure of sharing these original,
creative voices and artists with you.
				
					-Konner Wilson

If you only read the books that everyone else is reading, you can only think
what everyone else is thinking. -Haruki Murakami

Fiction

The Model Tenant

Laura Bonazzoli

Mrs. Ash was out in front sweeping when the moving truck
pulled up. Beau Monde Movers. Just like Ms. Bradshaw, she thought. No
U-Haul for her. The men got out, two of them, in crisp blue shirts and
khaki pants, and reached for the buzzer, number four. “Never mind,” she
said, and took out her keys and opened the door for them. “Up the stairs,
turn right.” After they passed, she knelt down to press the doorstop to the
floor. As she straightened, the bones in her knees seemed to snap together
like a mortar and pestle and grind the nerves between them. Goddammit.
She’d meant to get that prescription filled.
Soon they were back down with the tapestried sofa—only the
movers, of course, not Ms. Bradshaw, she’d be up there in her pink silk
blouse giving the orders. Next was the cherry desk, followed by the black
lacquered end tables and the armchair with the gold brocade. Mrs. Ash
kept on sweeping, piling up the dirt and bits of leaves that fell from their
shoes each time they passed. When they brought out the mattress, she
paused for a moment to watch them lift it into the truck. Queen size. That
alone should have warned her.
“She seems real nice,” her husband had said, that Saturday
afternoon when he’d come in for lunch after showing the place. “Real
pretty, too.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” She held the ladle
above his bowl perhaps just a little too high, and some of the soup
splashed onto his shirt.
He mopped it with his napkin. “Nothing, I guess.”
“Did she give you a check?”
“Sure did. Made it out right then and there.”
“Did you tell her the rules?”
He sawed off a chunk of bread. “I told her you’d discuss ‘em
with her.”
“Damn it, Howard!” She slammed the soup pot back on the
stove. “You should have told her the rules before she signed the lease!”
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about it, Honey.” He smiled as he
buttered his bread. “She seems like a model tenant.”
That would be the last time she’d let Howard show the
apartments alone. She would have gone through all the rules. She would
have found out. And this whole mess would have been avoided.
Not that it was any burden on Ms. Evelyn Bradshaw, PhD,
professor of English literature and published poet. Ms. Bradshaw wore
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silk scarves and sweater sets of pastel cashmere, pearl bracelets, sheer
stockings, and soft leather shoes with bows over the arches that looked
like they came off some 1930s movie set. Ms. Bradshaw could get
herself a new apartment every damn week if she pleased. No, she was
not to be pitied. To her it was an inconvenience, nothing more.
Mrs. Ash shuffled back into the entryway. She was about to
replace the broom and dustpan in the hall closet when she noticed a tiny
gold bead on the floor. It must have dropped from the fringe on the base
of the gold brocade armchair. She swept it into the dustpan then bent
to pick it up. As she straightened, she closed her eyes willing her lower
leg bones to hold firm as she settled the upper leg bones on top. She’d
get that prescription filled this afternoon, after Ms. Bradshaw was good
and gone. Or she’d tell Howard to.
Upright, she opened her eyes again, and there was her own
image reflected between the two large mirrors on either side of the
hall: a short woman, thin, wrinkled, with wispy salt-and-pepper hair,
glasses with pewter frames, wearing a light grey shirt under a dark grey
sweater she’d knitted when the bones of her hands still worked together
at her will. As she looked, the image seemed to bounce from mirror
to mirror again and again, each version smaller than the one before,
and more distant, until, deep inside each mirror’s vortex, nothing was
visible but a shard of darkness.
“’Scuse us, ma’am.” This time they carried the armoire, also
cherry, with knobs that looked like diamonds. She remembered the
night she’d peeked inside. Ms. Bradshaw had left an hour before, all
dressed up in black velvet and a long strand of pearls, so she knew
she’d be gone for a while. She’d waited until Howard had fallen
asleep in front of the TV, then she’d gone up and let herself in. She’d
meant to stay just a minute, to take just a quick peek at the rest of Ms.
Bradshaw’s jewelry. But the large cherry box on top of the dresser
was locked. She looked in the top drawers for a key, but found only
an assortment of scarves, neatly folded with tissue paper in between.
That’s why she’d tried the armoire. Hadn’t she once seen an armoire
at an antiques store that, behind one of the doors, had a row of narrow
drawers lined with velvet where ladies kept rings and necklaces? Or
perhaps she’d find it was mostly hollow inside, with a pole for hanging
things like fancy dresses, or outdoor clothes—a wool overcoat, a
raincoat, an umbrella in the corner, and a pair of Wellington boots.
That’s why it had come as such a shock. She’d never expected
lingerie. And so much lingerie, more than she’d ever seen in one place
before except for the foundations department at the big downtown
stores. She held the doors of the armoire wide and took stock: Three
long satin gowns, one in gold, one in green, and one in white; a half
dozen shorter nighties, some bright-colored silk, others pale pastel
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cotton and lace; silk slips, silk camisoles and matching silk shorts; a
white merry widow, embroidered in cream; and lace bras and panties
that looked like flimsy triangles folded in matched sets in paperlined drawers. The slips and gowns hung from padded hangars, all
facing the same way, and all smelling, as she rubbed them against her
cheek, of hyacinth perfume. Too bad property owners couldn’t inspect
prospective tenants’ underwear, she thought. If she had seen Ms.
Bradshaw’s, she would have known.
She wondered what Ms. Bradshaw had been wearing the day
she came to look at the place. Maybe that pink chiffon blouse, the one
you could almost see through, and a lacy bra like one of these and
hyacinth perfume. That would explain why Howard had been so quick
to rent to her.
Of course, that wasn’t the first time she’d been inside Ms.
Bradshaw’s apartment. The first time was just a few days after Ms.
Bradshaw had moved in. She’d been up before dawn with the pain in
her hips and had seen Ms. Bradshaw get into a taxi with a suitcase and
a garment bag. She waited until Howard had gone out for his walk
before she let herself in, carrying a package of light bulbs in case one
of the other tenants saw her. She’d stayed in Ms. Bradshaw’s apartment
for nearly an hour that morning, fingering her thick towels, sniffing
her basket of hyacinth soaps and her box of hyacinth bath powder, and
then, in the kitchen, struggling to read the labels on the French coffee,
the Swiss preserves, the Italian chocolate-and-hazelnut cream. In the
front room she’d found, face up on her desk, a sheet torn from a legal
pad and on it, scribbled in what looked like ink from a fountain pen, a
poem, or at least a few lines of a poem. Her hands had trembled as she
lifted the sheet to her glasses:
		Heavy fire
		this love
		
melts our flesh
		
into one mold
		
parts to one
		
part merge –
		
fingertips? breath? (lightweight? fragile?)
Just then, Ms. Bradshaw’s wall clock had chimed. Mrs. Ash
swallowed, put the paper down exactly as she’d found it. She’d almost
forgotten. She had to let the plumber in.
Another afternoon, she’d sat in Ms. Bradshaw’s apartment and
had a cup of tea. Earl Grey, the box said. Each bag was individually
wrapped in lavender paper. She’d let it steep for three full minutes, then
carried the cup to Ms. Bradshaw’s gold brocade armchair, and took a
sip. It tasted a little strange, perfumey, but she liked it. As she settled
herself, she noticed on the lower shelf of the lacquered end table a large
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black-and-white photo in a heavy gilded frame. She pulled it onto her
lap. Two women, young and beautiful, in tight-waisted summer dresses
with full, flared skirts and small hats above mannered curls. There was
a car, too. Mrs. Ash lifted her glasses and peered. The women were
standing in front of it, but—she felt her heart race. A Packard, a 1953
Caribbean Convertible—she was sure she could make out the widely
spaced headlights and thick front grill curved like a fish’s mouth.
Her father had sold thirteen of them. She remembered visiting him in
the showroom and how he’d let her sit behind the wheel of a red one
with white trim on the tires and an all-white leather interior. That had
been his best year—just three years before the company folded and
he lost his job and the curb on his drinking. Mrs. Ash shook herself.
It was nothing to get foolish about, just an old photograph. Probably
one of the women was Ms. Bradshaw’s grandmother—or her greatgrandmother, depending on just how old Ms. Bradshaw was—but
either way proving, as if more proof were needed, that she’d come from
money.
Mrs. Ash slipped the photograph back on the shelf and drank
the last of her tea. Then she rinsed the teacup, dried it with her apron,
placed it back on its matching saucer, and wiped the droplets of water
from the sink. She tucked the used tea bag into its paper sleeve, and
slipped it into her pocket. It was good for another cup.
One day, Howard caught her closing Ms. Bradshaw’s door
behind her. “What are you doing?” he frowned. “You want to get us
in trouble again? You know we’re supposed to give twenty-four hours
notice.”
“I was replacing the bathroom light bulb,” his wife answered,
and held up the box. “Ms. Bradshaw said it went out last night and
she didn’t know how to get at it. And what happened last year wasn’t
trouble, just a misunderstanding, as you well know, and I’ll thank you
to stop bringing it up!”
“No trouble all right. Just cost us three months’ rent.” He
started down the stairs ahead of her, shaking his head from side to side.
“What?” she demanded. “What?”
But he just kept on shaking his head.
And after all, her little visits had been harmless. It would
never have crossed her mind to snoop, let alone for signs they were
keeping secrets. Why, she still might not know, they were so sneaky
about the whole thing, slipping in way past the late night news, she
supposed, and then waiting until she’d gone out back, maybe, pulling
up weeds, or was busy in the kitchen, heating Howard’s soup, before
they slipped out again. In all that time, eleven weeks, she’d only met
him once, while she was out front sweeping, and they’d been so sly
about that single encounter that she’d never suspected a thing.
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“Oh, Mrs. Ash!” Ms. Bradshaw had emerged from the
doorway in a floaty white dress. She’d flitted down the first few steps,
then stopped suddenly and perched on the edge of the last one, keeping
her distance, Mrs. Ash was quick to notice, from the dust rising above
her broom. “I’d like you to meet my friend Brian. He’s a poet. We’re
giving a reading this afternoon at Westside Books. Would you like to
come?”
Would she like to come! As if she should feel honored to
be invited to sit in some musty bookstore and listen to a bunch of
highbrows reciting poetry. Would she like to come! She pressed her lips
together. “No thank you,” she said. “Some other time.”
Ms. Bradshaw had smiled, a real innocent smile almost like a
little girl. “All right. I’ll let you know when we’ll be reading again.”
And then the poet Brian had done an unexpected thing. He
strode down the steps toward her, reached out his hand, and lifted her
hand from the broomstick. “Mrs. Ash,” he’d said, and pressed his palm
to hers. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.” And the warmth of his hand
had made her so dizzy that as she’d looked into his bright blue eyes,
wide like the sky on a dustless day, at his boyish nose, and his mouth,
full like the mouths of those baby angels in the oil painting above Ms.
Bradshaw’s bed, quite without meaning to, she’d answered him. “Same
to you,” she’d said.
And when he released her hand she felt the bones shift, as if
the joints had let go and her palm had come loose from her wrist, her
fingers from her palm. Ms. Bradshaw and Brian turned and walked
off down the street, and she turned and walked into her parlor and lay
down on the sofa until it got dark, and Howard came home and asked
her what was wrong.
“Nothing is wrong,” she’d said. “I’m getting old.”
So that’s why it went on for as long as it did. They’d tricked
her with a smile and a handshake and clever words. But then, they were
poets. She should have known.
It wasn’t until last Monday, until Ms. Bradshaw herself had
called about the medicine cabinet, that she’d discovered the truth. “I’m
teaching late today,” she’d said, but you can feel free to go in and have
a look.”
“What’s wrong with it?”
“I’m not sure. But it seems to be in imminent danger of
shattering over the sink.”
“I’ll take a look.”
“Thank you.”
She’d gone up right away, eager for the scent of hyacinth soap
and a cup of Earl Grey tea. Perhaps today she might even have a bit
of that Italian chocolate cream. She opened the door, crossed through
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the parlor, past the vase of fresh flowers on Ms. Bradshaw’s coffee
table, the tasseled cushions on her sofa, the lacquered tea tray cluttered
with breakfast things she’d left on the floor, then into the bedroom and
toward the bed, which had to be passed in order to get to the bathroom.
So she hadn’t been spying at all when she saw it, tossed among the
satin sheets, a pair of silk boxer shorts, dark blue paisley. She stopped,
sank onto the padded chair in front of the vanity table, and swallowed
hard. Then she reached across the space, tugged the waistband of the
shorts toward her, and read the label. Baron of Berkshire.
That night, she sent Howard across town to her sister’s to fix
her doorbell. “She says every time someone presses it, the cover falls
off.” As he put on his jacket, he kept shaking his head. “What?” she
asked. “What?” But he was already out the door.
Ms. Bradshaw’s beige BMW pulled in just before the end of
the evening news. Mrs. Ash looked into the mirror and adjusted her
glasses. She smoothed a wisp of hair behind her ear. Then she stepped
into the hall.
When she opened the front door, Ms. Bradshaw pulled back
for an instant. “Oh, hello, Mrs. Ash! You’ve checked the cabinet?”
“Yes, I checked it,” she answered. “We’ll wait to fix it until
after you’ve moved out.”
Ms. Bradshaw’s green eyes widened in her creamy face.
“After I’ve moved out? But I’ve only been here three months. And I
have a year’s lease.”
“That’s all right. We won’t hold you to it.”
“Mrs. Ash, what are you talking about?” Her voice was
whispery.
“You’ve violated your lease,” she said. “No overnight guests
without permission of the management.”
“No overnight—what?” For a moment, her loose gold curls
fluttered erratically about her face. Then she became utterly still. Her
eyes, intent on Mrs. Ash, were unblinking and her voice dispassionate
and steady. “Your husband never said anything to me about–”
“My husband doesn’t make the rules. I do.” She opened the
door to her own apartment. “I’ll give you thirty days,” she said.
And that had been thirty days ago, or twenty-six to be precise,
and Ms. Bradshaw and she had not exchanged a word since. Not a
spoken word, anyway, although the next morning she’d found a note
beneath her door. “Mrs. Ash,” it said. “I could fight you over this, but
I won’t bother. Why should I fight to remain in a house without love?
Sincerely, Evelyn Bradshaw.”
They were coming down now. She could hear their footsteps
on the stairs, the delicate click of Ms. Bradshaw’s sandals, the heavier
fall of the poet Brian’s walking shoes. Ms. Bradshaw passed her
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without speaking. A cream-colored scarf trailed from her neck like a
wisp of cloud. The poet Brian accompanied her to the door then turned
back. He walked toward Mrs. Ash. The column of bones in her spine
began to tremble.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “We never meant any offense.” And
as he’d done once before, he lifted her hand from the broomstick. But
this time, he lifted the other from her side as well, and placed them one
over the other, and his above and beneath hers, and pressed until they
seemed to form a solid stack of flesh and bone. He smiled. And then
he was gone, they were both gone, and the truck and the beige BMW
and the smell of hyacinth perfume were all gone, and she was left alone
with her trembling hands.
She clutched her broom again and pulled herself up the stairs.
They’d have left the place a mess, you could be sure of that. Dust in
every corner. Their kind of people weren’t much for cleaning. First
thing she’d do is open all the windows, get some fresh air in there.
The door was wide open, the apartment bare. She could smell
the faint aroma of hyacinth. She opened the windows in the front
room, then the kitchen window, then went into the bedroom. That room
needed airing the most. She opened the windows as high as they’d go,
then turned toward the bathroom. That’s when she noticed it, fluttering
in the sudden breeze, a piece of grey silk tied loosely around a solitary
padded hangar in the open closet. She lifted it from the hangar. A note
was pinned to one corner. “Mrs. Ash,” it said, “I received this scarf as
a gift. Unfortunately, it doesn’t match any of my clothes. I thought you
might like to have it. Evelyn Bradshaw.”
There was no warning. No sound, no pain. Her bones simply
gave way. She slid down the wall to the floor and came to a stop with
her torso still upright. From the open window above her, the noise
of the street seemed to heave like a calliope. She closed her eyes and
forced herself to breathe deeply. The breeze cooled her cheeks. The
prescription, she thought. She would send Howard as soon as he got
home.
She opened her eyes. The length of grey silk fluttered against
her knees. She reached out and fingered it slowly. A pale, silvery grey,
and so soft, as if it had been woven from the threads of a cloud. Her
hand drew back, and she turned away. Then something dark, a streak
across the baseboards, caught her eye. She turned back to the scarf on
her knees, and with both hands, lifted each end and folded it neatly in
half, then in half again, and once more. And then she reached out as far
as her arm would stretch and pressed it, hard, against the baseboards,
and drew it back toward her, gathering the dust.
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Poetry

On Being the Other Man

Richard L. Gegick

We’re sitting at a sidewalk table talking about little things
that become big things, the tiny annoyances that erode affection,
the trickle of a brook that wears bedrock smooth
like the way he leaves half-drunk beer cans all over the house,
or the way he never folds his clothes, just shoves his shirts
into the dresser drawers in tight, wrinkled balls,
or the way he never buys her favorite dessert
when he stops at the bakery for something sweet.
Maybe, she says, I don’t love him enough.
When she says this she looks over her shoulder
at a woman jogging past the café with a leashed dog,
and I search for our waitress so we can get our tab,
walk around the corner to my apartment and lie on my bed,
screens in the windows to let in whatever air is available
so she can forget about this business for awhile
and so I can try to remember it.

8

Poetry

Old Enough
Shannon Brandon
At the adult age of twelve I became a
Cannibal and drank from the
Communal goblet of boxed wine
Smeared with lipstick and fingerprints.
Now I could see hanging
the sculpted and wooden
Abs of the Son impregnated by
Incense and movements from the
Organ in all of its sexuality
And listen to the priest as a
Sinner.
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Photography

Bueller Wheel
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Katie Joseph

Poetry

Childhood Musings #2

Peter Faziani

Two goldfish won from children’s carnival games
died alone on my father’s faded, worn, veneered counter-top
in an aluminum Mills Bros. coffee can.
It’s possible that they were doomed
to die long before I won them
living alongside three hundred other orange
shades of fish – some swimming, most floating on the surface
of the unoxygenated water – though
it’s probable that the impromptu fish food
torn from crust of Aunt Millie’s Seeded Italian bread and
left over coffee grounds from an over hasty cleaning
and the toxic temperature shock of the metal stressed them too much.
All the while my father and I were out putting an end to a drawn out
day of shopping for fish bowls, fish flakes, and sunken treasure.
When I saw them floating sad and lifeless
I returned their bodies to the open water from which they came via
the toilet and a seven flush salute.
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Fiction

Mirror Game

Rachel McKenny

On Beth’s eighth birthday, her father sent her three DVDs with
winged ponies on them and a note that called her mother “a macraméloving, applesauce-making hippy.” He didn’t know they still didn’t have
a TV. Her mother bought her a plastic, pink-handled mirror and taught
her how to play a game with it.
“You have to know your house well,” Mama said.
And Beth did. They lived in an old farmhouse, fifteen miles from
anything but the local campgrounds. Rickety floors. Gaping cracks in the
windows. Beth had been born in that house on the floor of the bathroom.
“All you need is a mirror. Point the mirror up, then stare into it as
you walk.”
Rainy days, or days when her mother needed to stay inside, Beth
played this game for hours on end. The lights were the only obstacles in
her path as Beth imagined herself stepping on the ceiling. She watched
the ceiling/floor slant, white and spackled, with long cracks like veins
running through it. Knowing the house as she did, she never had bruised
thighs from hitting end tables or sofas. Beth liked feeling the change from
carpet to wood with her bare toes.
“I’m glad I don’t have sisters,” she sometimes said aloud to the
empty rooms. “Then they’d be leaving things everywhere. I would trip.”
Her favorite room to look at in the mirror was the sun porch. The
ceiling, those thin slabs of yellow plastic, was faded from years of sun
exposure. In the corner hung a long chain with a potted spider plant with
spindly fingers that sprawled hungrily across the floor. In the mirror, the
plant stood like a lamp on a chained post. Her mother’s chair was anchored
in the middle of the room; a flowered, overstuffed island. Beth would
circle that chair when her mother sat in it, staring up at the top of her head.
“Hi, Mom!”
Mama would look up at the ceiling and wave. When her mother
looked back down at her book, or sometimes at nothing at all, Beth noticed
the thinness of her hair.
The spider plant went first. Mama forgot about it, and in an over12

compensating watering from Beth, the roots rotted. The light bulbs went
next; one by one they faded out and weren’t replaced. Then the store of
casseroles from the church ladies disappeared; her mother stopped going
to church, her sleeping schedule expanding past times when mass was
offered. Once, the toothpaste ran out, but Beth still made sure to brush
her teeth twice a day.
Her Aunt Lucy called every day. “How you doing, Bethy? You
getting to school okay?” She always asked too many questions at once.
“Good. Yes.”
“Is your mother eating? Has she been to the doctor this week? Can
I talk to her?”
“No.”
“No?” Aunt Lucy’s baby began to fuss in the background.
“She’s sleeping.” Beth chewed on her lip. She thought about notes
in bottles that stranded people threw into the ocean. She’d seen them on
cartoons. “Can I…?”
Too quietly. Too quietly, and she didn’t trust herself to finish the
sentence and betray her mother. What would she say? Get help? Come
and stay?
The fussing became crying. “Got to go, love. Have your mom call
me.”
Too quietly. Every day.
Aunt Lucy came over with more eggs and fresh batteries for the
smoke detector that kept beeping. She brought her baby, Beth’s first cousin,
and Mama held him while Aunt Lucy cleaned up after pancakes. Beth sat
by her and rubbed his feet.
When he started to whine, Aunt Lucy said, “He’s used to eating
right now.” She lowered the corner of her tank top and brought him to
her chest. From Beth’s angle, the baby seemed to hang off of her, floating
like a magician’s assistant. Her aunt paced the room. “Do you need more
books? Do you want a TV for your bedroom?”
Mama said, “Sit. Just sit.”
Aunt Lucy obliged, but perched on the edge of the couch. The
baby sucked rhythmically, a sump pump running in the background.
“I miss that sometimes,” Mama said. “Though Beth bit me.”
Beth was shocked. “I did not.”
“I would flick your little nose. Just like this.”
“Stop that!” Beth laughed to think about it and leaned against
her mother.
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“Don’t lean too hard,” Aunt Lucy said.
“She’s fine,” said Mama, leaning back on Beth.
Beth had laughed then, but she started to dream that she was a snake,
a viper that bit her mother and poisoned her; she sometimes woke crying.
In the summer, the nurses started visiting and things got better, and
worse. Better because someone else could look at her. Sometimes Beth
felt like she was living in a snow globe, a house-shaped one. Now, though,
the nurses were there too most days, even if just for a little while. Worse
because there wasn’t anything else they could do.
One nurse said, “Hospice” to another, but that nurse pointed at Beth
and shook her head.
“Hospice,” Beth said to herself. “Hotspice, Hopscotch, Hosepitch.”
And then she wished she had sisters who could come up with more words.
One day when Beth played the mirror game she walked quietly past
her mother’s closed door and into the bathroom. The ceiling was popcorn
stucco and would hurt if she stepped on it. With the pink mirror tucked
under her chin, she hopped from one foot to another, pretending to shy
from the ceiling’s texture. Her hands shifted and suddenly she was peering
at the bathroom mirror in the mirror. Two more Beths stared back at her
from 45 degree angles. Beyond those Beths, more Beths. She dropped
the mirror in surprise, as if caught in the act.
The clash stabbed the air; glass on tile. Shaken, Beth picked up the
useless shell of the mirror in her hands; shards of leftover mirror freed
themselves.
“What happened? Are you okay?” her mother asked. She had shaved
her head weeks ago, but in her hurry hadn’t bothered to put her customary
kerchief over it. “Are you cut?”
Beth showed her the pink plastic case of the mirror. “I’m sorry,”
she sobbed. “I’m so sorry, Mama.”
They knelt in the hallway. “Come away from there. Watch your
feet,” her mother scolded softly. The mixture of concern and weariness
and love. “Come here, baby.”
Her mother took both of Beth’s hands in her own turning them over
and over to check for shards of glass. After searching the valley between
Beth’s fingers, her mother held both hands up against her cheek. “Now,
remember breaking a mirror’s not bad luck. That’s our bad luck breaking. Okay?”
“Okay,” she said.
14

Flower Hedd 4 Real

Amy Joseph
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Poetry

Recovery
Grains of pollen dot the drafts
of an unfinished poem
spread across my kitchen table.
I raise my sights
to purple blossoms,
guiltily.
I have neglected this bouquet
sent to cheer my convalescence.
Now asters droop,
irises shrivel,
rosebuds concede
from the outside in.
I live with the odor of decay.
What is not alive
must be shed.
What gives offense, excised.
I rise and take the whole
crowded mess to the sink,
dump the stagnant dregs,
scrub the vase and fill it
with fresh water.
Ruthlessly, I pick through
tangled greens, cut stems
at new angles,
discard cosmos petals
no longer pink,
peel away
slimy, rotting leaves.
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Michelle M. Faith

Now,
in the clear glass vase,
sea lavender thrives,
rearranged.
I set the gift again
on the white tile,
moving aside
the scattered drafts
to reveal
a blank page,
making room for it
to breathe.
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Poetry

In Showers, We Evolve

Christina Sun

I’ve decided to take shelter in the downstairs bathtub.
My chin finds refuge against slick porcelain, thick
with soap bubble fleets popping on slacked tongue—
I’m learning the world grows quiet
when your ears are underwater. Fingers and toes
pucker into thin raisins, and my hair bundles
in pummeled tumbleweeds to my knees. I drown
my nose in opened shampoo and conditioner
bottles, but they don’t smell anything
like you. You are half a full moon away,
an unwavering shoulder, an excuse to find meaning
in radio love songs. It’s June now and we forgot
to take our vitamins. In the mornings, we find
ourselves standing shorter. You stretch me
back on naked heels under a pattering
of cool shower rain and tell me:
there is more than one way to grow.

18

Nonfiction: Contest Winner

I Write Because

Sarah Winchenbach

I am three years old. The sky loosens above, a frothy blue. I am
getting accustomed to seeing. The sun slanting through the black-eyed
susans, a heavy yellow ball, and the tilt of trees where the edge of this
field begins. My mother flickers between the tall grass, holding my bike.
Her hair is the color of night and my cat Duke’s fur. I am learning to ride
for the first time. Her hands guide me onto the narrow faded pink strip of
the bike’s seat, and I start to peddle. The sensation of being a gust, blurs
of life straddling the tires underneath me. I have left my mother and my
brother behind.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write because I wouldn’t know how to look at the sky if I
didn’t.
My father takes my brother and me to the golf course across from
our house looking for golf balls the golfers lose when they play. I am
starting to see more, the curve of bellies dented with little dips lodged in
the grasses and the sandy shallows of the Goose River. I look for white,
orange, yellow, dirt-flecked and green stains like the ones on my brother’s
shorts and my creased knees. I am noticing my body for the first time;
sharp red lines stripe my legs where I fell on the tar in our driveway. The
shadows of my father, brother, and myself whisk over the chopped grass
in different shapes. My father is tallest and carries a large pail that we
fill with all the balls we find. My brother reaches to our father’s knee,
and I am lower than that. My dress spreads away from my body, makes
a triangle in the shadow.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to remember those golf balls and the first glimpse
of shadows.
I am five years old. A chorus of peepers empties into the moist air
of summer evenings. I am learning how to listen, my brother’s directions
as he ties a rope around my waist, shrill against the chirps of the peepers
and the bullfrogs burping their response. My brother lowers me into the
pool at our house, an old rundown one filled with rain water and slimy
green. Cooler here, the water is deep under me and the sides of the pool
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tower above me. My brother kneeling with the rope coiled in his fingers.
The first feeling of fright, my feet dangling above water and frogs peering
with their black and unblinking eyes and noses that nudge the surface. I
recognize the plop of a frog disappearing into the liquid and follow the
ripple to its reappearance some distance away but not too far to notice the
slope of its body and long, spread legs. Bumpy spine of the bullfrog, the
swell of his belly releasing a belch. At the far end of the pool where rain
has spilled and folded into the sagging tarp cover, he flattens against the
green surface like a pancake. His slap crashes into my ear and he is gone.
My brother pulls me up out of the pool and my dress is damp. I unwind
the rope from around me to the drumroll of crickets.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to find a form as pure as the crackle and pop of crickets
in the hum of summer.
I am six. Cardboard boxes of our belongings make pillars in our
kitchen. My father enters and disappears through the doorway, creating
wind. I am learning that home is not what is tucked away, sorted, and
swaddled in newspaper. It is my mother and her bump growing rounder
with the thing inside her they say is already my sister.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write because I thought home was you,
You,
And you.
Because home is not what it was at six.
I am learning to read about a man called Robinson Crusoe, and
I say the words aloud because I do not yet know how to say them in my
head. My brother does not like to listen to me and asks our mother to
make me stop. On the yellow carpet in my mother’s room I forget about
time, start to know what it means to make a story out of words. I enjoy
the feeling of them spilling from my tongue, realize this is a way of being in the world.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write because words are like honey, raw and sustaining
to the last drop.
I turn eight and I cry because I still want to be seven. The feeling that time is always moving moving moving. And will I move with
it? Outside the sun gathers itself weakly and drips across the hardened
world without warmth, without pity. January is the dead month. My birth
month, my mother’s, my grandmother’s; we are all born in January. Crying
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because seven has been severed from me and it feels like losing a limb.
Knowing I am no longer in control. I need to be in control.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to know why I cried when I turned eight.
I attach myself to animals, my family’s chickens, my mother’s dog,
our cats. Lying next to Duke, I am struck with the need to heal others. I
ask my mother if veterinarians put down the animals. She says yes, and
some cold, wet thing slides its way into my throat and lodges itself there
for me to swallow over and over. I no longer think being a veterinarian
is a good idea.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write because I don’t want to push liquid through a needle
and watch a cat’s spine rise for the last time.
I am twelve. I learn that storytelling is about inventing worlds to
escape from my own. I see characters in my head, shiny like scenes from
movies. I write until my wrist pulses late at night, fill pages with ink
scrawls and clumsy sentences, because I am learning that words are hard
to write. When I open my notebook under the dull light of my bedroom
lamp, I think that I know what I want to do in life. For the first time I am
able to release something I do not know how to put words to.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to hear my voice in the curves of every black letter.
I am thirteen, and I have been swallowed by my violin teacher’s
couch. Through the blackness I see a roller coaster, curving metal and
blue the way the sky looked that day. The dull scrape of my violin being
moved. I learn I fainted counting 4/4 time to the tick of the metronome.
My mother takes me home, and I am tired for the next six months. I sit on
hard leather in hospital rooms, as I am punctured by needles, the nurse in
a white jacket sucking into little glass vials what I do not have enough of.
I learn that my lungs do not fill with enough oxygen, because I have lost
too many red blood cells. I study my palm for the lines that are supposed
to be red but are all bone dry. I am learning what it means for one’s body
to work against itself.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to work against myself.
I am sixteen. I write about depressed teenagers, teenagers dying
from cancer, and teenagers who fall in love then die from cancer. The fear
is not cancer; the fear is this body blossoming into something, into what?
The pillow moistens from me at night. Parts of me gnaw from within, not
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knowing why, knowing only that it is dark and caged inside and fear is
coiled around my organs making me sick. I am writing in my room when
I become a pool of tears. My salty liquid makes the ink run, hot heavy
tears for the boy and girl in love and the boy who has cancer. Finding out
I am the boy and girl, but I do not have cancer.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write because I did not understand what was happening
then, and because I still do not.
I write long emails to my friend. I think about words and the space I
fill, narrations of my life for my friend who lives in another state. When I
finish, I read the words back to myself. I am learning to edit. I cut a word;
I type another in its place. I slice sentences, and I tighten. I like this type
of storytelling. This type of storytelling means my fingers are tongues.
This type of storytelling means the words are plucked carefully like the
vegetables from my mother’s gardens.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to be in control of my own story.
I am nineteen. That summer my body learns the blister of the ocean
and his body curving hotly against mine. That summer I fall in love and he
does not tell me he loves me until after we break up. That summer I find
words by writing them in notebook paper and sending them to him. That
summer my body curls itself into a fist at night, as if wanting the warmth
of the womb, as if wanting skin he has not touched. After that summer I
lose ten pounds and I try to find a way back into myself, afraid that the
world will see a body filled to the brim. A body afraid of spilling over.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write to spill over and over and over.
I am twenty-two. Sunlight pours through the open driver’s side
window. In Vermont the hills rise and dip like a dragon’s green back and
slope into the peeling sun. Tomorrow I will leave on a different route and
follow the White Mountains back to Maine. I will write about the ocean
or love or the way I write to contain both. But right now I have eighteen
more miles to drive, eighteen miles of tar licking rubber until I can stop
and write about the tilt of this landscape, the tilt of me with it. The sun in
its stretched-out way, as if I could bottle that, contain that.
Question: Why do you write?
Answer: I write because once I was three, and the sky swam above me
in a wave
I write because golf balls, because shadows skipping across the grass
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I write because I want to make my own music the way frogs and crickets
make theirs
I write because once I was six learning what it is to move, learning to
leave home behind
I write because I learned to read on my mother’s carpet, and I have not
stopped since
I write because once I turned eight, and I could not keep myself from
being older
I write because I am not brave enough to decide when an animal must die
I write because once I was twelve, and I decided I wanted to be a writer
I write because I was thirteen and my body was changing like my story
also is changing
I write because once I was sixteen sleeping in my own salty liquid
I write because I can edit my own story
I write because once I was nineteen and because I am twenty-two
I write because I cannot not write and because you keep asking me this.
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Poetry

The Vinedresser

Tennessee Hill

Over the bird bath that old men
carved from river rocks,
Canterbury bells are strung
and they look like the skirts of
fairies. Little girls, the dreamy ones,
dance with them like they are waitresses
and the petal fairies are the queens.
And there comes a time when
skirts wilt and drain their mauve.
That time is not long and the little
girls are the kind of little that don’t
know what time is at all.
The gardeners, maybe fathers,
take it upon themselves, as it is
their job to prune, to snap the necks
of the flower fairy ladies for fresh ones
to grow in their place.
Little girls, the kind of girls
that don’t understand vanity
at all, will want to bury them,
mourn for them, dance for them,
snap the necks of the clipping men
that put them in this place.
And there will come a time when
they are not little girls anymore,
the vinedresser will not be a father,
but a boy who thinks he knows best.
When they drain their bruisey-pink, get old,
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don’t dance wildly on graves,
it will be the test of a lifetime whether
the boys let them fall when they’re
ready or cut the panic cord because
it isn’t pretty, because dying
isn’t kind.
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Poetry: Contest Winner

Blood Poem

Audrey Gidman

		
—Nature,
here is what I understand: fear
slows down good growth and evisceration
means blood.
			
I leave the bookshelf blue
		
as unborn veins.
*
There is an Easter bloodrush between my thighs
		
and April snowstorm
pushed up against the white-laced-kitchen curtains
and I feel
				
like a red chert arrowhead
in a sack of quartz marked .99 cents at some pocket shop.
I watch too many trees to see
if they move,
open the refrigerator over
and over and nothing changes.
*
The sun is early afternoon high in the window,
streaming white lace onto her cheeks.
When I tell my sister I feel like a pomegranate sometimes
she laughs— says
I am implying the presence of seeds
		
but
			
I think of Vera Pavlova:
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all my poems are already in me.
*
Nature,
there are birds here,
and violet stars over the water: I cannot keep up.
			
Who gave you the hands of a carpenter?
*
This is not
a love poem. This
		
is a walk
			
in the cotton swab snowfall
				
of Western Maine and a banjo
plucking in the salty night and white
sage burning beside the coffee cup. This
is something different.
*
I dismantle shelves to remove the hidden dust,
tack them back up a little to the left: northless.
The window is cracked just enough, white lace glowing
against the glass. Warm air coming to rest
in the small open bellies of my knees. Sun bleeding in,
kissing the pine walls. I brew cinnamon ginger tea
to reduce the swell of learning how to fall.
*
This
is a pause poem
hold-your-breath poem
cry poem
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locked poem
whistle poem
kiss poem
guess
*
400,000 what ifs
in a jar
*
I’ve heard red before it meant stop, meant hunger
but I think
it means yes, means find—
bowls for holding water,
mouth a dripping faucet.
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Sadness
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Poetry

Melanoma

Brian Czyzyk

The sun beat a flower
into my father’s shoulder. I saw
the bud pearl and waited
for his skin to split
into white petals. The doctors cut
it out with pruning shears.
He said it was more of a weed,
that the doctors had to rip
it out at the roots.
Otherwise it would have bloomed
in his lungs, or his bone
marrow. He said it would grow
on the water in his blood,
that it would dry him out.
I tilled my skin with Coppertone,
found the sun doesn’t plant
the seed—it lies dormant,
straining for sun
warmth, wanting
to burst
from its vessel,
to spread
its petals,
to live.
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Monologue

Until it Does

Annie Moloney

Lights up on Colleen who is sitting on a stool down stage left.
COLLEEN: The problem is that everything will probably be okay.
Even though I know that, I still sit awake worrying for hours after David
goes to sleep. He knows I’m a worrier, but he doesn’t realize the extent
of it. Nobody realizes it, and I can’t stop it.
(Pause)
Two months ago when we got back from Florida, I had this bug
bite on my arm and I mentioned to David that I was worried about it, but
I couldn’t explain how much because I know a person isn’t supposed
to worry that much about a bug bite. But what if the bug was carrying
malaria, or yellow fever, or West Nile virus? I don’t know if bugs from
Florida carry malaria, and things I don’t know much about terrify me.
David doesn’t seem to understand that. I think I got the bug bite the day
we went to Lion Country Safari. I didn’t pack bug spray because you are
supposed to view the animals from your car as your drive through the
park, but David kept opening his window which is a violation of park
policy. I told him this four times because I thought he might not have read
the signs when we drove in. In the Zebra Grasslands enclosure, David
stopped the car to stick his head out the window. I got distracted because
the next enclosure ahead of us was where they keep the lions. They were
separated from the zebras by two electric fences. David was taking a lot
of pictures of the zebras. I was watching the lions who were watching
us. This absorbed much of my attention and I think a lot of bugs could
have flown into the car without me noticing. The bug bite looked pretty
big almost too big to be a mosquito bite. I started thinking, if a mosquito
didn’t bite me then it had to be a spider, maybe the kind that makes your
flesh dissolve. I had no idea what could have crawled into the car while
I wasn’t paying attention. It just went on and on like that, one idea after
another, until the bug bite went away and I felt foolish. Everything ended
up okay. That’s why I don’t tell David much of how I feel. I know the
common symptoms for at least sixty terminal illnesses, I know death rate
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statistics for most sports and activities, I know the most common causes
of injury for every age and gender bracket. Usually statistics help me feel
less crazy, but the other day I learned that fifty percent of statistics are
false and that’s troubling. Credibility is very important to me, it’s what sets
me apart from those zebras. I know what’s out there, I know the threats,
I keep track of things that David has never given a thought to.
(She sits)
What happened in Florida was just a recent incident, but this kind
of worrying...it happens quite often. I can’t really say when it started, it’s
been this way as long as I can remember. For a long time I didn’t even
realize anything was out of the ordinary. It wasn’t until I met David that I
started hiding it. I learned to keep things to myself after our Boston trip. It
was a few months before we got married back when we were still getting
used to each other. I accidentally left the fan going in the bathroom and
by the time I realized it we were already halfway there. I told David that
letting a fan run all day can cause it to overheat and start a fire. He just
laughed at me and told me not to worry about it. Except I did. I worried
all day, and all day he told me I was being crazy. All I could think of was
our bathroom engulfed in flame, and I couldn’t enjoy a single thing we
did. That’s all I remember about our trip to Boston. I didn’t even let David
stop for coffee on the way home. He was so irritated with me; he thought
I just wanted to get home because I was tired. He doesn’t understand the
extent of things. Everything is dangerously simple to him; day in, day
out, living in the blind safety of a herd...
(Trails off )
When we finally did get home, the bathroom was fine. I ran right
into the house and up the stairs and David didn’t even follow to see if
everything was okay. When I came back downstairs, I sat down on the
couch in relief. David stared at me, eyes so lost and bewildered, because
he could see real fear fading from me. It was the closest he has ever come
to understanding, and he looked at me like I was a stranger. That’s the
problem when everything turns out okay. After that day, I realized the
only thing to do was to never let David see how much something scared
me again. If he knew the extent of it, I’m not sure he could swallow it,
and I’m not ready to let things change between us. If he knew everything,
he’d think I’m crazy.
(Pause)
Well two months later, he and I were up late watching some home
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improvement show and the couple wanted to renovate their bathroom after
a fire. The fire had been caused by a fan that had overheated. I turned to
David and said See? You see, I told you it can happen. But he just shrugged
and said watching this wasn’t helping me at all. I didn’t like the way that
sounded. Sometimes David says things like that. He tells me that reading
the newspaper is the last thing I need to be doing. He says it like I’m a
child. People say children don’t need to hear the news because it will just
make them worry for no reason. But I don’t feel like a child. What right
does he have to treat me like one for worrying about things that could
actually happen? Sometimes I think David is the fragile one for living
in that dream world where nothing can go wrong. It kind of reminds me
of this book I got from the gift shop at Lion Country Safari called, Why
Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers. The author, a Stanford University biologist, points
out how humans suffer from chronic stress unlike zebras whose stress
comes in brief episodes. A zebra will live a perfectly content life out on
the plains until the moment a lion starts chasing it. Then suddenly all hell
breaks loose and the zebra will be in absolute panic. But it isn’t until that
moment that the zebra will feel the slightest level of stress. Maybe if
zebras were a little more self aware, they would be able to do something
to prevent the frequent vicious lion attacks that have been happening to
their species for centuries. I don’t think David would understand that if I
tried to explain it to him. He would say that zebras get attacked by lions
for a reason, it’s just nature and things happen that way. But the problem
is, he would also say that it’s common for things to turn out okay for the
zebra, so why should he worry? Some zebras live long lives; it’s possible
to survive a lion attack. At one point or another, I stopped trying to explain. I don’t think it was zebras that David was trying to defend. Now I
sit here at night after he goes to bed and I think all the things I can’t say
out loud, like how one day something will go wrong, and I can’t just sit
and wait until it does. I have proof that the lions exist and I know where
they are hiding. I’ll be ready for them. I don’t want people thinking I’m
not a reliable source for information. If everyone knew what I thought in
my head most of the time, they would never believe a damn thing I said.
But the lions are real. No matter how many times I turn out to be wrong,
there is still proof that the lions exist.
(She stands)
David thinks that I will be able to get on a plane this summer to go
visit his mother. He thinks that because we have been on planes before
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and nothing has happened everything will be okay this time. The thing I
think I am most afraid of is that I will start believing him one day. I will
tell myself to stop worrying because worrying is so bad for your health.
One day I will get so tired of feeling crazy that I’ll let myself believe
everything really will be okay. I’ll go to the watering hole that the zebra
herd drinks from everyday and think it will be okay this time if I lean
down and take a sip without looking over my shoulder, and that will be
the day I feel the claws in my back.
(Lights Down)
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Fiction

Camel Blues

Sophia Nadler

Today is one of his sickest days, but no matter. He’s here. He’s
angry, but he’s here. And the route from Tucson to the beach house is a
pretty one—the desert is blooming with oranges and yellows and reds;
the hills are finally living and breathing the way they should in the spring.
His therapy taught him to look for those kind of things: “the WOW in the
POW-WOW that we call life,” the woman with the glasses and clipboard
had told him. He remembered trying to run his fingers through his hair
after she said that the kind of mannerism he would do when he felt really
out of control. For some reason her voice had sunk into him like an acid,
scathing. And he knew that the thoughts, the really terrible ones, would
start to bubble over unless he held onto his head for dear life. But there
was no hair to hold onto, of course. It would take some time before he
got used to that.
His sister is driving the Cadillac. A lit cigarette dangles from her
open window, catching loosely between two middle fingers. She grips
the wheel with her other arm. If Max glances up at her quickly, he almost
doesn’t notice her hand shaking. But over time he has learned to grow
more and more observant.
“Max, you should have heard Dad on the phone earlier; he was
laughing at himself and everything. Really in great spirits, which you
know, the doctor had said—”
He looks up from his National Geographic. “Yes, I know. He said
that positive attitude was key. I know, Alice.”
Alice is quiet. She bows her shoulders into her chest. Ever since
they were children, she had mastered the skill of making herself small.
Watching his sister recoil under the weight of his own words cloaked
his mind in a disorienting fog. A blood much hotter and thicker than his
own stirred in his veins. It was foreign but familiar, and when it rose to
his throat he could taste the salt in it, the violence.
“I’m sorry. It’s very difficult. All of it. And I’m tired. You’re tired.
Don’t tell me you’re not goddamn tired of this.” He manages to catch
himself for a moment, his fists loosening their hold on the magazine. He
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begins flipping through the pages without reading them.
“He’s an angry man. I know that.” She opens her mouth to continue,
but pauses suddenly as if to catch a floating word. “I really do know that.
But he took care of us. I mean where the hell was dear old Mom, huh?
The hell if I know.”
“So you settle for Dad? Move on, Alice.”
“He’s sick, and he’s our-”
“Stop it, goddamnit. Stop doing that. He’s been dead to us both for
twenty years. Nothing’s changed now.”
“He’s scared, okay? He doesn’t want to die alone.”
Max sees the Camel Blue ad on page twenty-four. The blue pack,
the red flame: they taunt him.
“Well that’s tough shit for him, then.”
Alice turns up the radio until the sound gnaws on the insides of her
ears. She reasons that anything is better than silence. Beside her, Max tries
to settle himself by sinking into the leather seat. He thinks of the summer.
He thinks of lemonade in a tall glass. He thinks of big ice cubes clinking
against one another then imagines them slowly melting in the sun. The
longer he shuts his eyes the deeper the radio fades into the background.
Ten miles later, Max is not in the car at all, not in his mind anyway. He’s
not thirty-six, either. Or angry. Or sick.
It is one of the last school days before Max completes the fifth grade.
He’s eleven, with lanky legs and an olive complexion, and his sister is
nine. Alice is very pretty girl with her cheeks and lips always flushing a
rosy pink. On this day, Max rounds the last corner on his walk home from
school, and sees his sister waiting on the porch. With cupped hands, she
runs across the lawn to greet him.
“Whatcha got there Al?”
“A worm! A green little inch worm! Look!”
She slowly opens her palms to him as if she were holding a diamond
torn from the dirt. There is such wonder and joy in his sister’s eyes, so
much that Max hardly notices the worm at all. He studies Alice as she
watches the worm scrunch and un-scrunch its body in amusing contortions.
“That’s one tiny worm. What’s its name?”
“Cat,” she says.
“Cat? But it’s a worm, Al.”
Alice roars with laughter. “No, silly! Cat... like Cat Stevens.”
“The guy who makes all that music Dad listens to?”
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“Yeah! Don’t you think it looks like a rock star?” She forces the
worm towards Max’s face, grinning.
“Gross!”
Alice laughs again, and Max wishes that he could just listen to his
sister laugh forever. But she stops suddenly, turning towards the porch.
A low, cooing voice calls out to her, and Max immediately knows who it
belongs to. He doesn’t turn towards it. He is frozen or paralyzed or both.
Come here, my pretty girl.
I want to show you something real special.
Come on now, girl.
He wonders if she remembers that day. Max is now back in the car
again, almost forty again, sick again. He imagines the way his father had
stood there waiting for Alice and wants to cry but no tears come. I want to
show you something real special. Oh god, he thinks. Alice, my pretty little girl.
Oh god. Oh god. Oh god. My little flower girl. He thinks she remembers
it. Come on, girl. Yes, he thinks Alice is pretending it never happened. She
must remember it; he can see it in her face, some dulled impression hidden
beneath her skin. Alice, my pretty little girl. The words- they’re ricocheting
off the walls of his brain now. They’re scalding hot with sharp teeth that
jump to prick him. And then the blood starts to bubble up again, the thick,
hot blood that is not his own.
“Max, are you hungry? We can stop for food up at this next exit.”
“I’m fine, thanks.” He listens to the blare of the radio. Its echo is
continuous. Pounding. He looks back down at the cigarette. Studies the
fine print at the bottom. Warning: Smoking seriously harms you and those
around you.
Every part of him is sweating now, and the pages of the magazine
stick to his fingertips. Max watches their pinkness sink down inside of
him until he no longer recognizes them as his own. He wonders if he has
already become a corpse.
“Hey, Max? Will you get out the map for me again?”
But he thinks of the worm instead. He thinks of how after his sister
went inside the house, he had picked it up and held it between the space
in his hands. How he had waited a few seconds before finally crushing
the insect’s body. How its insides had oozed onto his flesh like a puss.
“Alice, I’m sorry.”
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“About what?”
“The worm. I killed it after you went inside with him.”
She scrunches up the loose skin between her brows, tilts her head
sideways in confusion. But he watches her hands succumb to a violent
tremor, and now he is certain.
“The worm, Alice. I killed your worm.”
“Worm? Max, what are you talking abou—”
“Stop it. I should have protected you from him, Al.”
Alice hasn’t heard her brother call her that since she was a child.
“Who?”
Max stares blankly at the road. His complexion is so pale that Alice
thinks he might be a ghost.
“Answer me.”
She must know. He wonders how she can even sit next to him, let
alone look at him.
“I’m not a good swimmer, Al,” he says, counting the spaces between
each tree. The car is moving so fast that the trees are behind him before
he can even distinguish one green blur from another. “Not good at all.
Not like you are.”
“What? Max, what are you saying?”
But he doesn’t hear the question. He’s turned his open window into
a diving board. The weight of a million Camel Blues, echoing words,
and something that was always nothing, all of it, melts from his shoulder
blades. For three fractions of a second, he is a rising white flag, the wind
rippling through him, tearing apart the seams of his flesh. He didn’t want
it to be beautiful, but it almost was.
Zero . . . ten . . . thirty . . . one-hundred feet until he lands.
Their father’s home is five miles away now. He is expecting the
both of them, his cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth, a tube
through his nostrils, an IV in his arm. The same channel, the same Wheel
of Fortune only with different contestants, the same leather lounge chair.
The same unamused scowl now frozen into permanence. The same Camel
Blue that he had held between clenched teeth as he touched her with his
pants down.
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Poetry

if you cut me

Duncan Gamble

if you cut me
open you’d find
my guts tied themselves
into a bow for you
—my body offers itself without
hesitation as a gift.
these things like revolutions are better loud
real life is sleeping let me
gnaw on your knuckles
tell you you’re beautiful
these nebulous nights behind
the clouds are beyond parsing
in this shy angle of sodium
in this casual bending of warmth
this honesty of skin is never
enough hands tracing endless circles

if you cut me
open you’d find
enough.
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Poetry

A Demand of God

Hannah Calkin

This time, I am not kneeling on my lime green yoga mat
before my bed, nor are my hands clasped firmly, head bowed—
Nor have I come crouched at your feet tugging on your robe
with little white childish fingers begging you to grant my cats
immortality, for my parents to allow me an extra scoop of
chocolate ice-cream after dinner, a golden-tailed pony, or to grow
three inches taller overnight, and (this one shall delight you),
I will not even request that you place love in the heart of the man
I so desire and chase after—no, this time, I am under the sun on a hilltop,
a meadow, standing tall, a lone lighthouse
in an olive colored sea of late summer grass
to plead on behalf of a new love of mine; a man whose heart has been given
all to you and none to me, releasing upon my brain
the agony of a thousand burning lightning bolts—therefore
I demand you relinquish your unrelenting constraint on his heart—
He is only one of the millions who kneel before your altar
every Sunday morning, who share bread and wine together for
You, with so many blind, adoring little sheep, will not suffer
in the slightest if one is cut from the pack so that he,
once freed from service to you, may let free his love to me—
The Holy Spirit of skin, hands, and lips—
but, if in due time, a day—a week I’ll give—his devotion remains
solely to the trumped-up false hope of your Word, each Book of yours
in my arms
shall I gather up, and into an immense fire they will be flung,
lit and inflamed by a single match (kissed once by my lips
before being snuffed out), and from their burning will rise a
stifling plume of smoke and ash that will choke the angels in heaven—
and after, you’ll spare me, I know you will, and then let me
return once again to this meadow of olive-colored grass,
this time carrying a net in my hand to catch butterflies with,
jumping to the left and to the right, pursuing the fair and
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flighty creatures in vain before halting each minute
to settle my heartbeat, gripping my knees and watching drops
of sweat from my forehead land on the tip of a blade
of grass, and, when this pattern has been repeated for hours
under the searing heat of the sun, I shall depart from the meadow
and descend down the hillside empty handed.
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Caged
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Nonfiction

The Last Time I Saw Them

April Vázquez

The last time I saw Trulee we were in high school. She was still a
virgin, a Deadhead, on the chubby side. She played flute in the band at a
school I never visited again after I moved, mid-year.
The last time I saw Emil he was back in town from Montana.
We'd broken up months before, but he told me he wanted to hook up so
he could feel connected to me again. I said no.
The last time I saw Nicole there had just been an article in The
Star about her. I was the one who wrote to them. I was disappointed they
didn't print my poem about her along with the write-up because I thought
it was the best thing I'd ever written.
The last time I saw Abby we were in junior high, back when it
was called junior high. We passed notes to each other in Language Arts,
making fun of Mrs. Wright's cowgirl skirts and big round glasses.
The last time I saw Dr. Schuman I was in his Humanities class.
He said that if only one thing stuck with us from that semester, it should
be that plays are written to be performed, not read. It stuck with me.
The last time I saw Alice I slept over and we ate pancakes in the
morning. I've never eaten better food than every single thing she cooked-daily, carelessly, as if it weren't an art form.
Trulee let me borrow some of her crazy gypsy-looking clothes
when we went to see Jesus Christ Superstar with Ms. B.-L.'s drama classes.
They looked looked ridiculous on me, baggy and clownlike.
Emil got me on birth control pills, so he wouldn't have to use
condoms. I later had lumps in my breasts (fibroadanomas, the official term)
because of the pills. I still have them, twenty years later.
Nicole wrote me long letters in different-colored Crayola markers. Her handwriting was big and swoopy. There were spelling errors.
Abby intentionally left one of my notes on the bookshelf beside
her desk after Language Arts class so Mrs. Wright would read all the
horrible things I'd written about her. I can't prove that.
Dr. Schuman was my second Jewish professor. His name was
Samuel.
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Alice is the one whose voice I remember most clearly.
Trulee didn't go to college; the last I heard, she was the manager at
the Burnsville McDonald's. I found that out from my cousin. She worked
there later, when she was in high school and hated Trulee.
When he came back to visit from Big Sky, Emil had moved on
from drinking a bottle of wine every night to snorting painkillers, and he
already had one suicide attempt behind him. His mother had killed herself
fifteen days before he turned six.
Nicole opened her eyes wide when she talked. She said bad words
but innocently. She called her grandmother Granny Chick.
Abby lived with her father, whom she called Jimbo, not Dad.
They ate a lot of McDonald's.
I was Dr. Schuman's star student. He once leaned down and
whispered, "You destroyed the curve" as he passed back exam papers.
Alice had food from floor to ceiling in her kitchen: shelves of
dried beans, herbs, seeds, stuff I'd never heard of. In the rest of the house
she had books from floor to ceiling, including the largest collection of
cookbooks I'd ever seen.
Trulee was the first person I ever got drunk with. We were at
her grandmother's house—we both lived with our grandmothers—in an
upstairs bedroom with a sloping roof. It was a fairy tale house, white with
red shutters with heart cut-outs. We drank red wine.
Emil's dad and step-mom were lawyers. Lars worked for the
Department of the Interior, directly under Bruce Babbitt, and played in an
old-time band. They lived in Chevy Chase, which until then I'd thought
was only the name of an actor. Emil had majored in history at McGill,
another place I'd never heard of until I met him.
Nicole believed that she was the reincarnation of Janis Joplin. I
read a biography of Janis Joplin that made me think she was probably right.
Abby's sister Angie lived with their mother. The three of us once
made Bisquick while the mother was out the first time I'd ever cooked
anything on the stove. They both seemed used to doing their own cooking.
I once ran into Dr. Schuman at the grocery store. He was chasing
his wife down the snack aisle; both were laughing. I don't believe I've ever
witnessed a more compelling scene of domestic felicity.
Alice's uncle had been an ambassador to Japan. She had authentic
prints that, if I'd had them, would have been my most prized possessions.
They were just something else in her house. She didn't put much stock
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in things.
Trulee died suddenly at home a year and a half ago, I don't know
how. A couple of high school friends speculated suicide online, but I think
it might as easily have been a bee sting allergy, or a bathtub accident, or
an accidental overdose. She was childless, suvived by a kitten named
Serendipity.
Emil died three years after I last saw him. He's buried beside his
mother in Virginia.
Nicole reached over to close a car door that came open during
her ride home from summer school after ninth grade. She fell out onto
the street, after which she was paralyzed from the waist down (paraplegic,
the official term, from the Greek "half-striking"). She died twenty years
and four months later.
I found out Abby was dead when someone we went to school
with posted a photo of her, grown up, with a message about how terribly
she's missed.
I cried when I read about Dr. Schuman in an alumni newsletter.
There was a quotation from his dedication speech for a fitness building
named in his honor: "My two favorite authors are Vladimir Nabokov and
William Shakespeare. Nabokov said, “Life is a brief crack of light between
two eternities of darkness,” and Shakespeare said of life, “so quick bright things
come to confusion.” Both are saying that life is short—brief and quick—but
they are also reminding us that it is filled with brightness and light, with joy
and loving kindness. It is a blessing beyond measure. I’m so glad to celebrate
it in a place where generations of us will enrich and deepen the delights of our
lives. I am the luckiest man on the face of the earth."
Alice had A.L.S. The prognosis was three years; she lived six
months. I was removed—gently, condescendingly—from her funeral,
relegated to the church library for breastfeeding my baby. It was an act
of subtle discrimination that Alice herself, had she been there, would
never have stood for.
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Gerald Withers

Some might say that John Calhoun was an optimist. Others
might say he liked to watch things fall apart. In 1972, he created up a utopia, nicknamed Universe 25. His subjects: mice.
Universe 25 was designed to be a rodent’s paradise. As the
number suggests, however, it wasn’t his first attempt. The
previous twenty-four failed. It follows, then, that this one was
expected to fail as well. Maybe the length of time it actually
worked is what makes it significant. Maybe the nightmarish
ending is what sets it apart.
Subject A is a twenty-two year old male. He walks up and down
the aisles of PetSmart looking for an associate to help him. All
the while he checks his phone to see what time it is. He’s the
nervous type, fearful of being late. Fearful, in general. Eventually he finds someone who works there, and he lists off all the
items he needs. He purchases a cage, bedding, food, and carries
it all to his car. He then comes back in, and the employee is
waiting for him by the tank. The employee asks him if he has
any experience with mice. He lies and says that he does. He
picks out two mice, and they’re placed in a cardboard box. He
drives back to the apartment.
Subject B is a twenty-year old female. She walks up the stairs
to the apartment, exhausted and angry after a long day of work.
She’s less skittish than Subject A, but possibly less perceptive
as well. More impulsive, certainly. She’s upset when she walks
in. She does not know remember what the next day is, and does
not remember any talk of getting pets. Subject A tries to show
her the surprise he got her. She doesn’t look. She’s mad that
he didn’t consult her, mad that he took it upon himself to buy
two mice. She’s mad that he tied them to this responsibility.
She feels trapped, and she lashes out.
Charlotte and Emily can be distinguished by the stripe that runs
down each of their backs. They are nearly identical except for
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the fact that Charlotte’s stripe has a break in it, and Emily’s is
solid the entire way down. They huddle inside their igloo at the
bottom of their three-tier cage. Outside of this safe zone, Subject
A and B yell at each other. Charlotte sticks her head out from
the igloo and looks through the bars of the cage. Subject B is
asking Subject A something, but he refuses to answer. Subject
A storms off to his room, his footsteps rattling Charlotte and
Emily’s cage. He slams the door, and Charlotte bolts back
inside her igloo in fear.
John Calhoun started Universe 25 with an equal amount of male
and female mice: four of each. Almost two years in, and the
population exploded to over two-thousand. Despite the length
of time and the numbers, however, the mice became decidedly
less sociable the more time went on. Aside from eating together
and occasionally attacking each other, all other normal activity
seemed to cease. Additionally, the mice segregated themselves
in rooms or “neighborhoods.” In these distinct areas, the mice
did even less. If it wasn’t eating, grooming, or sleeping, the
mice weren’t doing it. No interaction, no communal eating, no
sex—the mice had utterly abandoned socialization.
Subjects A and B go to bed and wake up at different times. As
they leave the house, each interacts with the mice before stepping out the door. Subject A seemed to connect the most with
Emily. She was shy and took the longest to warm up to her
new environment. She comes almost exclusively to Subject A.
Likewise, Charlotte seems to connect with Subject B. Charlotte
is constantly trying to get out of the apartment cage. Even if
left open for a split second, she finds a way to squeeze her body
through the opening. She clings to the side of the cage when
Subject B walks in the room, and seems to ignore Subject A.
Subject A and Subject B now operate on opposite sides of the
cage apartment. Subject B will sometimes stay out late, only
to return and sleep on the couch for the night. Subject A works
from home, a fact that causes a good deal of tension. They seem
to be on almost opposite schedules. Occasionally, the subjects
seem to remember that they are together and briefly reestablish social activity. Often, however, these interactions lead to
fights. They began to limit their interaction with each other
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exclusively to times when they eat or are doing schoolwork.
Subject B seems the most uncomfortable with this arrangement. She reaches out to suggest that Subject A and her go out
somewhere. Subject A is unresponsive and continues to type
away on the computer in front of him. No further interactions
are attempted for weeks.
Charlotte begins to sleep on the third tier of the cage. There’s
no bed bedding up there, and there isn’t any food either. Still,
this is where she spends most of her time. Emily stays at the
bottom level with the bedding and the igloo. She’s constantly
typing digging away the bedding and making new nests. She
sleeps less than Charlotte, doing seemingly meaningless tasks
instead. The only time they are near each other is when Emily
climbs up to and Charlotte climbs down to the second level,
where the food is. As if they have forgotten the other is in the
cage with them the interactions between them are often tense,
and fights happen regularly.
John Calhoun’s universe was doomed to fail from the start, history suggested, but the way in which it did remains intriguing.
The self-inflicted segregation the mice put upon themselves
led to a type of isolation even amidst thousands of mates. The
isolation eventually caused the mice to forget how to behave
or maintain themselves. If they weren’t killing each other with
fighting, they were destroying themselves through malnutrition and sheer loneliness. Eventually, this behavior lead to the
decline and ultimate extinction of Universe 25.
The relationship between Subject A and B has declined to the
point that it is no longer sustainable. Subject B is packing up her
things, and Subject A is watching her. Subject A looks as though
he wants to say something, but he stays quiet. Eventually, he
returns to his side of the apartment, and resumes typing on his
computer. Subject B is distraught, but seems intent on finishing her packing as quickly as possible, so that she can leave
the cage apartment. When she’s done, the two subjects gather
in the living room. Communication has been forgotten, and
neither has anything to say. The door opens. Subject B escapes.
Charlotte and Emily are now relocated with a mutual friend of
Subject A and B. The friend takes them out of their cage and

•

allows them to roam about with some supervision. In these
new areas, the mice have more to do than simply interact with/
ignore each other. They explore together, they work together. As
a result, they’ve become more social. They no longer focus entirely on solitary pursuits. They’re even sleeping together again.
John Calhoun died in 1995. His work with mice continues
to serve as a warning of humankind’s self-destructive social
behavior.
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Fiction

Strays

Edinson Shane Tolley

The Dawson family has started feeding the strays. The cats have
taken it to mean every house on Mason Street will do the same.
My wife Laura and I spoke with the other neighbors, and of the
eight homes on Mason Street, it was easy to exclude the end-of-the-block
Dawsons. “It’s disgusting,” “Something must be done,” “I always knew
they were bad people,” we agree. “You think you know someone,” Jack
Davies said, and he’s right. The Dawsons have come to our cookouts,
weddings, Laura and I sent them a Christmas card a few weeks ago—and
this is the thanks we get?
It’s only getting worse. We live in old town Louisville close enough
to downtown that the more urban strays are willing to make the commute
if it means a meal. My grandparents bought the house in 1955, and the
neighborhood’s been standing since the 1920s. It’s survived floods, the blizzard of ’74, and the Cold War, and the cats are putting that history at risk.
We called animal control, but they’re no help. They drove a loop
around the block and, of course, there wasn’t a single cat in sight then.
Lenore Fizer said she went to see Brock and Alyssa Dawson, who defended
themselves with “They looked so sad out there, cold and hungry, it just
broke my little heart. We had to do something!” We’ve determined the
Dawsons cannot be reasoned or negotiated with.
Brody, my own cat, who’s usually very mild-mannered, sometimes to the point of being a bit of a bore, will jump onto the living room
windowpane to study the strays when they come out. While his interests
do appear purely academic, those cats are a bad influence, so I’ve pinned
the curtains shut in the downstairs rooms. There’s only so much a man
can do though. They’ll meow outside the front door, scratching at it and
testing to see if food will eject from the mail slot. Brody responds with
cries of his own, and my shushing doesn’t seem to have much effect. I’ve
tried talking to him and promote an us-an-them dichotomy, but he won’t
listen. I can’t blame him, it’s not his fault he doesn’t speak English, but I
do wish he’d acknowledge that I’m making sound at all. I have to hold him
in my arms to prevent him from scurrying away mid-sentence. I appealed

53

to his nature with new toys, pink rubber mice that squeak when you apply
pressure. They kept his attention for all of ten minutes before he shifted
it back to the strays.
“Goddammit!” Laura shouts whenever she steps on a toy, which
is a lot. She doesn’t care for cats—Brody is an exception as he’s been
with me longer than she has. “I’m a dog person,” she says, which I think
just means she’s louder than I am. Laura teaches first-graders, and while
she loves it, she’s incessant that she never wants children. “They’re like
stray humans,” she says now that she has the cats for comparison, “once
you feed them, you can’t really stop.” When she’s angry with me, she’ll
threaten to get her tubes tied. A fixture in the local theater community, Laura
is currently directing and starring as Blanche in A Streetcar Named Desire,
the company’s spring show. She’s not a strong actress, and I suspect she
knows this and it explains her contentment in the Louisville theater scene.
A child, she claims, would keep her from the theater, and she’d be sorely
missed. I’ve wanted a kid for years, but under the present circumstances I
have to agree with her. This is no world to bring a child into.
There are paw prints stamped across the hood of my car, an aging
SUV with sticker residue on the rear window like the mark a glass leaves
without a coaster separating it from the table. I wipe the prints off but
they always reappear. I won’t say they’ve targeted my car specifically, but
I’ve looked and haven’t seen prints on the other cars in the neighborhood.
I work in car insurance, determining payouts for clients and whether
their accidents fall under our coverage. I don’t issue many full payments
because our plans are riddled with loopholes designed to free us of accountability and keep us out of court. Sometimes people cry, and usually
for good reason. It used to bother me, but I’ve adapted to it. “I’m sorry,
ma’am, but your policy doesn’t mention flooding…Well, the orphanage
shouldn’t be so close to the river, if you ask me.” Or, today, “Mr. Hara,
you were out there to hunt, so you should have anticipated the possibility
that deer would leap into the road…Is it dead?... It is?... Sounds to me you
did exactly what you set out to do.”
The guys at work laugh at the dirt-tags on my car. They accuse me
of running a petting zoo, which isn’t clever but still hurts. I try to explain
how serious it is, but they don’t believe me when I say it’s doing more than
lowering property values, it’s become a bonafide morale issue.
The cats are ruining everything.
***
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They’re working together.
The strays are more strategic than I’d given them credit for, and,
through what I must admit are cunning and well-outlined tactics, identified and exploited the weaknesses of every other Mason Street household.
It started with the Lewis’. The strays deduced that Sarah Lewis’
Christian guilt is at its peak on Sunday afternoon when she gets home
from church. The cats planted themselves outside her crucifix-bearing
door at 1PM sharp, and I was so proud that first Sunday when she stood
her ground and closed the kitchen window. The next week they broke her.
She put a dish of milk on the patio and they swarmed and consumed it
so quickly she put another two out before moving on to the next house. I
told Sarah there are other means of making penance for her sins instead of
feeding those filthy animals, but she didn’t listen. All she had to say was,
“Derrick, get out of my house. And knock before you come in next time,
please.” I did all I could.
And to think—I once considered some of these people friends. If I
have the cats to thank for anything, it’s showing me you can’t really trust
anyone. The Harbins two houses down have been there since before I was
born when my grandparents owned our house. Laura and I had them over
for Thanksgiving last year. But now, the cats have gotten to them, and I
have to wonder if I ever knew them at all.
After animal control failed to intervene following The Dawson
Catastrophe, Jack Davies took action and chained his Rottweiler to the
front porch. He left the dog outside one night and the next morning it was
gone and hasn’t been seen since. All he found were the chain and collar,
attached to one another and tied to the porch. Jack loved that dog, so I
thought the loss would motivate him further, but when I saw him a few
days ago he was apathetic. “They’re not so bad,” he said, his ‘Beware of
Dog’ sign folded next to trashcan. I parked my car across the street from
his house that night and watched him put a dish of cat food on the stairs.
Bastard. Two tours in Afghanistan and he comes home and gets vanquished
by a pack of mangy strays.
Whenever Laura goes to describe individual cats with physical
detail I stop her, and remind her it’s key we think of them as a collective,
an army, a gang, and attributing any sort of autonomy will lead to sympathy
and then it’s all downhill from there. We’ll be no better than the Lewis’ with
their four adopted Romanian children, and their clean water charities, and
their willingness to feed the animals ruining neighborhoods, and lives. I
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heard they’re entertaining the idea of taking-in one of the more civil strays
like they’re just asking for chaos.
The strays recognize me as the sole entity standing between them
and taking the entire street as their own. I have to sprint from my front
door to the car in the morning because they rush me, surround me and beg
for food they damn well know isn’t coming. There’s one, that I refuse to
describe, who’ll sit on the hood of the car and won’t abandon the moving
vehicle until it hits upwards of twenty miles-an-hour. I don’t bother wiping
away the paw prints anymore.
The guys at work haven’t mentioned the cats, I think they’ve
learned I’ll talk about it the rest of the day if they do. I’ve used three lintrollers in-full after several clients remarked on the layer of hair clinging to
my suit. My boss saw my computer yesterday and asked why I had seven
pages open pertaining to cats. I asked why he wasn’t minding his own business, and immediately apologized. It’s not my fault I snapped, it’s the cats.
I haven’t been sleeping well—I can’t with the constant meowing.
Laura sleeps just fine, but she’s the type to let an alarm ring for thirtyminutes before exhuming her face from the pillow. I envy her for it. There’s
a cat who climbs onto the roof outside our bedroom window to watch
me. Last night I swear he winked at me. I shook Laura awake but by the
time she rubbed her eyes into focus the cat was gone. “Forget about the
cats, Derrick. Get some rest,” she said filtered through a yawn, then fell
asleep. She’s with them, I thought, but have since convinced myself she
was simply too disoriented to understand the absurdity of what she was
asking—to forget about the cats.
***
Laura ran over a cat this afternoon. Squished it. The problem—she
feels awful.
“I’ve never killed anything off-stage before,” she said. She done
a good thing, I said, and the neighborhood is better for it, but she couldn’t
be consoled. “He was one of the pretty ones too—the little guy who’s
all-white except for his black face, he—” I put my fingers in my ears and
hummed until she stopped. She lowered her voice when Brody wandered
into the kitchen, but I told him about it because he needs to know what
the life of a stray is like.
Laura wanted to bury it. It’s body, much flatter than it used to be,
was still on the street spare a few hairs stuck to the tires of her Mazda.
“No way in hell,” I said, “I will not validate that creature’s existence with
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a grave.” She said she’d do it without my help when she got home from
rehearsal. While she was gone, I put on a pair of latex gloves and threw
the carcass into the Dawson’s trash, where it belongs. Laura thinks I buried
it in the backyard.
I heard her crying while getting ready for bed. Note to self—watch
out for Laura.
***
I lost my job today. I missed a few days, and fell asleep once
or twice after some sleepless nights. The kicker, though, came when in
an insomniac haze I awarded a total payout to an elderly woman whose
Toyota caught fire under mysterious circumstances—mysterious enough
to be classified an act of God, which we do not cover.
I’m not too worried. Laura’s income is plenty to get us by for
now, and I’ve chosen to trust her. She promised the strays mean nothing to
her and said, “Why would you even ask me that? That’s stupid, Derrick,”
and, unless her acting’s improved the last few months, I see no reason not
to believe her.
In my newfound free time I’ve been doing some research, and
around four o’clock this morning I may have found the solution. A user
named xxDAWNSLAYER1994xx uploaded the schematics for a scarecrowtype effigy in an online forum dedicated to pest control. They guaranteed
cats won’t come within ten-feet of the eighteen-inch figure. If it works
I’ll make one for every house on Mason Street, and defeat the strays once
and for all.
What I’ve made is pretty much a standard garden gnome, but it
has enough Frankenstein qualities that it should work. “I want that thing
out of my house,” Laura said when I introduced her. She repeated it when
I told her I’ve named him Randy Lenz. I tested it on Brody, who hissed
and did the whole arched-back dance before darting upstairs, which I
interpret as job-well-done.
I set the figure on the stoop next to a fern the cats have been eating.
***
Fucking animals.
They’ve murdered Randy, and left nothing but his feet, a splatter of
the beans that served as his innards, and his mangled head on the welcome
mat. They knocked the fern over, too.
This is an act of war.
***
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Laura is one of them.
Tonight, after dinner, she was heading toward the door with a
plate of leftovers when I asked what the hell she thought she was doing.
“I, uh, just thought I’d, uh,” she stammered. Not even Brody gets our
scraps, I reminded her. “Yes, but we do buy food especially for him,” she
said, as if it were a reasonable excuse. I told her that kind of behavior is
unacceptable and, frankly, unbelievable and whose fucking side is she on
anyway. She threw the plate on the living room floor, called me an asshole,
and stormed out, but better that food hit the hardwood than be given to
those animals. Before I could clean it up, I found Brody eating it, and I’m
concerned because in his nine-years of life he’s never tasted table-top food.
He might as well have gotten the taste for human flesh.
I calmed down and asked Laura to explain herself, and she asked
me to do the same. She wanted to know why I thought I could talk to her
like I did. She wants to know how she can help me, and it hurts to see me
like this. Then she got upset when I said there’s nothing she can do, this
is between me and the strays. “Leave the cats alone, they’re not bothering
anyone,” she said, “What’s this really about?”
I’m sleeping on the couch tonight, but I’d rather be on the sofa
than with a stray sympathizer.
***
Laura left me. I don’t think she’s coming back. She said she can’t
do it anymore, she feels helpless, and watching my, quote, “life-consuming
obsession” is too painful. Maybe, she said, if I get help we could, and I
quote once more, “get our lives back on track.” She doesn’t understand,
or doesn’t care, that I’ve been trying to get our lives back ever since the
Dawsons put that first bowl of tuna on the sidewalk.
She said Alyssa Dawson called a couple of weeks ago regarding
the dead cat in her trashcan. Instead of elaborating I changed the subject
and reminded Laura of her own feelings about cats, and how she felt
when the strays arrived. “I have other things to worry about,” she said,
and “Seriously, Derrick, you look and smell awful, and you don’t sleep,
and you really need to start taking care of yourself” and, finally, “I love
you, but I can’t do this.”
I told her she can go ahead and leave if she doesn’t care, I’ll be
better off, and now I can focus all my energy towards to strays. We were
both in tears when she closed the door, but it’s for the best.
***
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I’m eating in rations, taking my dinner on the barstool I’ve positioned in the living room window so I can watch the cats. Brody’s getting
half-portions because even a slight breeze will blow the near-empty bag
of cat food across the kitchen, but we simply cannot afford to buy more.
He’s unhappy with his meals, and after eating those leftovers from the
floor he feels entitled to human food. It’s not like I love my dinners, which
typically consist of a slice of toast between two untoasted slices of bread.
We’re all making sacrifices. He’ll sit at the foot of the barstool and meow,
but I will not share my leftovers because I don’t have any.
Laura offered to buy some groceries for the house “until I get back
on my feet,” but I don’t want anything from her or anyone else associated
with the cats. Even if Laura isn’t working with them, she’s not working
against them either and that’s just as bad. She said it’d mean a lot if I came
to see the opening of Streetcar, and I said I’ll try. But what if the cats make
a move and I miss it? How could I live with myself?
***
Brody has betrayed me. I couldn’t find him anywhere this morning
when I went to feed him his tablespoon of kibble. I checked every room
in the house and then I saw him. He’s joined them, in an act of treachery
akin to that of Brutus.
I found Brody at an ASPCA, where they saved him from the
street and I saved him from euthanasia. And now he’s forsaken me, and
for what? Food?
I ran into the street in my bathrobe and boxers, sporting a beard I
haven’t been growing so much as ignoring. “TRAITOR! JUDAS! JUDAS!”
I shouted. He didn’t acknowledge me; the lone reaction was Mrs. Watson
guiding her children out of the yard and inside saying, “Come on, boys,
get in the house. Get in the house right now.”
I went after him, intending to bring him home, but a cat ran
between my feet and I fell onto the pavement and the horde fled before I
could stand up.
Laura called, crying again. I missed Streetcar. She said it was the
performance of her life. I said I’d try to make the next show, but she doesn’t
want to see me again. She hung up before I could tell her about Brody.
The electric company sent a letter informing me that I have fortyeight hours left to send payment or they’re going to shut off the power.
They’re bluffing, I’m sure. Unless, of course, the cats have taken the
electric company too.
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Oh no.
***
I haven’t eaten in two days. The house is navigable only by
candlelight. Nighttime is my time now, as I’ve become nocturnal to tolerate the summer heat. I’ve no need to know the day of the week. Time no
longer exists. And after years of debate it’s undeniable—there is no God.
Sometimes I wonder what I look like, but the mirror is a vanity I
cannot waste the candle wax on. The beard, I know, has grown larger and
unrulier, and I’ve surrendered my face to it. The cats sit on the stoop at night,
no longer asking for food because Brody has surely communicated that I
have none, so they meow and purr and scratch at the door to taunt me. My
car is their car now. I am a prisoner of war, and no one is coming for me.
***
The hunger is too much.
I left the house tonight, even put on a shirt and a pair of pants,
when I saw Sarah Lewis in her kitchen window. I approached her house
and rang the doorbell. She answered through the crack of the door the chain
lock allows, and told her Romanian kids, “Mommy will take car of this. Go
upstairs, lock your doors,” and they did. “What do you want?” she asked.
“Food? Do you have any food?”
She didn’t answer and slammed the door. I heard two additional
locks click. She closed every set of curtains between the foyer and the
kitchen, and when she got there she shut the blinds and turned off the lights.
I rang every doorbell on Mason Street—Lewis, Harbin, Davies,
Fizer, Watson, and the Lovingoods, who were the meanest—and they all
offered similar responses: “Get out of here!” “Shew! Shew! Go away!” “We
don’t have anything for you!” My remaining option was the Dawson family.
The cats were gathered outside the house at the end of the street,
two doors down from my own, crying out for food. The strays ignore me
now. Maybe they’ve accepted me as one of their own, or as an inferior
being not worth their attention—I can’t tell. Their cluster was too thick for
me to cut through, preventing me from reaching the front door, so I stood
in the middle of the pack.
“Food,” I called towards the door.
The cats continued to meow, all at once but far from in unison.
“Food. Food. Food. Food. Food.”
They couldn’t hear me over the cats.
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Fiction

You Can Feel It

Zack Peercy

You’re walking home from a party that was almost canceled because
of the rain, but it had rained earlier, so it worked out despite some wet
lawn furniture. The music was a bit too loud, and you said a bit too much
about your ex, but overall, you enjoyed yourself. It’s humid outside, but
it had rained earlier, so you thought the humidity would have broken.
You walk slower than usual because of the heat. You want to feel a crisp,
sobering, breeze against your face, but you’re met with this wall of endlessly thick air.
You take a right onto your block and realize the street lights are out
again. This isn’t uncommon, especially in the summer, and it had rained
earlier, so you assume a wire snapped. You know this treelined street well,
but not well enough to predict every ebb and flow of the sidewalk. You
have to pee, but you take your time because of the heat and your bladder,
and it had rained earlier, so there are puddles to avoid.
When you bring your right foot down something crunches under
your heel. You keep walking. It felt like a twig. A drainage pipe from one
of your neighbors’ houses leaks onto their driveway and the pressure on
your bladder increases. Was that a twig? Your arms are sticky with sweat,
and you regret wearing pants as they stick to your thighs. It felt harder
under your heel than a twig would have felt, but it had rained earlier, so
the twig might have been waterlogged.
Your phone died at the party and the usual stream of cars has died
down, so there’s no way to go back and see what it was. A lot of small
animals live in these trees; chipmunks, birds. Had you stepped on a bird?
It had rained earlier, so a baby bird might have fallen from it’s nest. The
sound of the crunch that now replays in your head has a twinge of sogginess that could have been what you imagine flesh being squished sounds
like, but it had rained earlier, so every bird and twig would have been
equally wet.
You don’t stop walking. You don’t look back. You don’t know what
you stepped on. You have to pee. You hate this heat. You want to speed
up, but it had rain earlier, so the sidewalk is slick and the bottoms of your
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shoes are wet with rainwater or blood or both. You grab your keys from
your back pocket as you approach your door. Your key ring is full of option, but you can feel the right one.
You get inside. The air in your apartment is stale. It had rained earlier,
so you kept your windows closed all day. You keep the light off and kick
off your shoes. They’re nice, but you can’t wear them to work, so they’ll
sit in the corner until your next party. You pee. You undress. You open a
window. You lie down in bed.
It had rained earlier, so occasionally when you hear a car drive
by, you hear the tires against the wet pavement. The silence you hear
is overtaken by your own deep breathing. You yawn and your ears pop.
Faintly, in the distance, you hear a mother bird calling out to her baby.
You don’t hear a response.
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