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Welcome to the now.

 It has been quite a road up to this point. It’s 
been 14 billion years of relentless explosions, 
implosions, collisions and conglomerations. 
That life has existed at all, ever, is some kind of 
miracle. There seems to be no special provision 
for it in the raw materials and mechanisms that 
govern the known universe. The forces that are 
hostile to life are innumerable, while those that 
sustain it remain elusive and in dwindling, finite 
supplies. Yet on this particular rock, despite the 
unending barrage of cataclysm and upheaval, 
life has managed to scurry from one tiny out-
cropping of cover to the next like John McClane 
under a hail of terrorist gunfire.
 Keep that in mind the next time you hear, 
as I have, that end times are upon us. Indeed, 
we are an apocalypse-obsessed culture. It is de-
picted or threatened endlessly in dramatic me-
dia, even comedy and satire. There are endless 
flavors: supervolcanoes, superbugs and nano-
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locusts; famine and antimatter. And maybe yet 
some mass existential episode, in which we all 
pick up the nearest board or pointed object and 
go to town on any and all, the last two people on 
earth making it their sole mission to somehow 
find and extinguish the other.
 But if the apocalypse is to come, it will be 
simple consequence, not a moral judgment on 
us, even if it is our fault. It won’t be because of 
Snooki, Twitter, or because a German became 
Pope. You hear talk of despair for our nation 
and culture, especially from the elders. Under-
standable. After witnessing the ultimate in hu-
man horror in WWII, a nice single family unit 
Levittown or Pleasantville was supposed to be 
the pinnacle of free-world living, a never-end-
ing victory lap, for free freedom, capitalism, and 
the American Way. That it might be anything 
but was obviously the ravings of dope fiends 
and lazy malcontents. And now their kids resent 
them for rat-race indoctrination and mutating 
their genes with processed foods. Meanwhile, 
the mainstream marketplace caters to their van-
ity and celebrates all that is crass and dysfunc-
tional; flash-edited, overlaid with pulsing music, 
and blown up to 4Kp ultra HD. Reagan’s dead, 
Obama’s there, and they’re saying that soap 
doesn’t even work anymore. Never did.

 At the same time, the history of all that has 
been thought, said, or done is readily accessi-
ble to most of us at a moment’s notice. Essential 
truths will endure, even if they have to go un-
derground for a while. Those of tenacious mind 
and spirit will find and reinterpret them for their 
times. So far, the best bits include compassion, 
gardening, and an appreciation of scenery. Eat 
berries and fish. Find an agreeable companion. 

    That’s plenty to go on, considering there is no 
analogue for the human experiment elsewhere 
in the known universe. A star doesn’t pon-
der changing careers or hairstyles. Trees don’t 
commit suicide. We are the ones that must go 
around all day long with our heads full of nukes, 
disease, and the folly of nations. We scream 
“WHY!?!?” and the Universe replies, “What the 
fuck does that even mean? Just do your thing, 
I’ll do mine.”
 As humanity extends itself through the 
abstractions of culture, technology, and con-
nectivity, that feeling of cosmic dread, that 
combination of the inevitable and inexplicable, 
follows us always. Our greatest assets in the face 
of this have been our relationships, social struc-
tures, and art. But to our animal brains, these 
realms are every bit the snake-ridden jungles we 
worked so hard to escape.  In art, in discourse, 

and in love, a misstep could spell rejection and 
exile, a fate as real to us as death.  We’d love to 
enjoy the scenery and each other’s company, but 
such times are usually when the lion springs out 
of the tall grass and rips someone’s head off. Or 
else one of your own betrays you. Is it any won-
der, then, that we have become a nation of hero-
in addicts getting our doses of scenery through 
an electronic window bolted to the walls of our 
caves?

Enter the Bedlam

   I cannot say whether human advancement 
played in the minds of Bedlam Publishing’s cre-
ators when it was formed in 2003.  When I came 
in a year later, I found that we shared something 
in common. Our heads were full of transcendent 
encounters with the art of other humans. We un-
derstood that artists had found a way to reckon 
with death, file grievances with life, and maybe 
even hit a few precious moments of grace, they 
could transcend the cold space that surrounds, 
and is, us. We wanted to make their work our 
work. And now we want yours.
 We welcome poetry, essays, diatribes, re-
views, and stuff that defies categorization. We 
like to get lost in a photography, paintings, and 
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other graphic/visual media. And especially we 
enjoy the dramatic form, genre or otherwise. We 
like to see flawed heroes, our avatars, fighting the 
forces of chaos. The oppressor might be a fanged 
beast, a rogue asteroid, or 
a cruel tyrant. Or a dead 
marriage. A physical 
handicap. An addiction. 
It could be a case of heart-
burn. Maybe the hero dies 
or fails, or only advances 
a tiny inch in his struggle 
through the whole story. 
Or maybe at the end he 
punches the bad guy right 
off the fucking skyscraper 
roof.
 Of course, nothing is 
as easy as it looks, and the 
transcendence we yearn 
for comes at the cost of 
much struggle, frustra-
tion, and no guarantee 
of success, whatever that 
means. When I was young 
and had faith that the 
adults of the world were 
wise and just, creating art 

was second nature. Somehow along the way, I 
got the feeling that whatever I did had to be tru-
er, wiser, or more clever than the work of oth-
ers. Then came the idea that I had to live a cer-

tain kind of life in order to deliver this. Maybe to 
be a writer, you had to go to war, see Africa, or 
work the coal mines. Somewhere along the way, 
I forgot that art was an end unto itself, that you 

could fashion it from whatever 
materials were at hand, and that, 
dammit, it could be fun.
 That’s what Bedlam Pub-
lishing means to me, and I’ve 
needed it to get me this far. I am 
here to honor the work of artists, 
especially those who accompany 
me in this grand re-birth of the 
Bedlam Publishing brand. They 
represent us well with their vi-
sions of the cosmic, the sublime, 
and the whimsical. They remind 
me that although chaos, igno-
rance, and defeat loom over us 
at all times, the good fight is still 
readily at hand. And if salvation 
is not possible, how about, then, 
a little entertainment?

Greg Hirst
Senior Editor

March 2014
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We’ve moved twice the past year, and this 
junior high in Eastern Washington is sure 
a place of war. The two football coaches 
stand inside a second-floor classroom 
window, cups of coffee in their hands, 
laughing at the lunchtime entertainment 
outside, below them. The bastards.

They call it “treeing” and this is how 
it works: The ninth-grade football players 
spot a seventh-grade boy who’s by himself 
and tackle him from behind, picking him up 
spread eagle, each holding an arm and a leg, 
while the boy struggles facing upward. 
Then they run and ram his groin into a tree, 
leaving him around the trunk, crying in pain.

So here’s what you need to know. I may be 
a skinny seventh-grader, but if you and your 
friends try to do something like that to me – 
I don’t care who you are or who is watching – 
I’m going to take this sharpened pencil out 
of my right rear pocket and jam it in your eye.

George Such is an English Ph.D. student at University of Louisiana in Lafayette, where 
he has been awarded a University Fellowship. In a previous incarnation he was a chi-
ropractor for twenty-seven years in the state of Washington. His collection of poems, 
Where the Body Lives, was selected as winner of the 2012 Tiger’s Eye Chapbook Con-
test and is forthcoming.

Education
George Such
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Audvantgardener
Otha “Vakseen” Davis III
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Programs of Loss

This wasn’t what he had sold his house for.

 Salty sat in the lukewarm bath, where an 
emptied bottle of SnoozEZ floated. The tub 
was spacious for being in such a cheap room. 
Then again, Salty wasn’t a very big guy any-
more.
 His head ached from leaning back against 
the dingy tile. Sleep wouldn’t come there, ei-
ther. Salty depressed the tub plug lever and 
watched for a moment as the water was sucked 
downward, a large body whirling away in a thin 
stream. He hugged his knees tight to his chest, 
physically holding himself together. His toes 
were already twingeing. Water droplets raced 
down his spine, and he shivered. Releasing his 
grip on his legs, he rose, stepped from the tub, 

and wrapped an oversized towel around and 
around his waist. The few steps to the bureau 
were made on feet twitching, awake.
 He’d hoped the sleep-aid would be effec-
tive at numbing his muscles and nerves. From 
the bureau he withdrew a pair of well-worn, 
gray sweatpants. Trying to pull them on while 
still standing, at first he put both feet into the 
same pant leg. He sighed, sat on the still-made 
bed, started over. When he’d managed to get 
the pants on, he held the leftover waistband 
in a wad with one hand. His Achilles’ ten-
dons were taut as mandolin strings, and soon 
his legs would be singing. He picked up the 
phone from the bureau-top, held the receiv-
er between ear and shoulder, and dialed the 
number with his one free hand. Pressing each 

number separately, with no accidental overlap, 
was still a novelty.
 The ring tone shook his head like it was a 
crying baby and his teeth rattled. The muscle 
spasms were starting in his calves and lower 
back. Click: someone had picked up. 
“Infinity You, Sven speaking.” Sven’s voice was 
manicured to perfection. It carried muscled 
blonde promise and gentle helpfulness. Salty 
had come to loathe it.
 “Sven. This is Salty again. I need to speak 
to Ms. Asmanii, please.”
 “I’m afraid I need more information, sir.” 
Sven was pretending that it was the request, 
not the caller, which was lacking.
 “Salty.” Tiny whines of frustration sneaked 
into his words. “Walter Satz. I called an hour 

Mary Long
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ago. And an hour before that. I’ve been wait-
ing for a return call.” The spasms were climb-
ing his thighs.
 Sven’s cheerful demeanor slipped a notch. 
“Mr. Satz, I receive hundreds of calls per day. 
You are not Infinity You’s only customer, sir.”
 “I’m sorry, Sven.” The last thing Salty 
wanted was to be told to call back yet again. 
“I just really need to speak to Ms. Asmanii. 
Please. It’s important.”
 “Ms. Asmanii is unavailable at this time, 
Mr. Satz.”
 “No,” Salty pleaded. “No, please, Sven, I 
need to speak with her now. She’s the only one 
with the clearance to grant me my next install-
ment.”
 “Ms. Asmanii is—”
 “Sven!” Salty’s voice broke like the kid-
sized chair in his daughter’s room when he’d 
tried to play tea time with her, back when she 
had a room, back when he still had a home 
and a family living in it. “Sven, I’m crawling 
out of my skin. I’ve been waiting two weeks. 
Please.”
 “Mr.—”
 “Please, Sven.” Salty hiccuped and choked 
back SnoozEZ-infused vomit. “Please!” He 

didn’t know how else to say it. 
 A sound. A swear, perhaps. “Please hold.”
 Salty’s smile made the cords on his neck 
stand out. “Thank y—” click. Soft encourage-
ment chants flooded the line. Infinity You you 
can you can Infinity You can help Infinity You 
you can you can…
 Salty held his breath. He scratched his 
flattened chest, patted his hard stomach. He 
shuddered. His shoulders twitched.
 You can yes you can you can, “Can I help 
you?”
 “Ms. Asmanii, this is Salty. Er, Walter 
Satz. I’ve been trying to reach you all day. 
Well, for a few days. I need my next install-
ment, please. It’s urgent.”
 “Mr. Satz, please; slow down,” Ms. As-
manii said, as though time was something 
only regular people had to deal with, like 
laundry or white bread. “I apologize for not 
returning your call sooner.”
 Relief flooded Salty, momentarily cooled 
the burning ache in his glutes. “That’s okay, 
that’s okay,” he giggled. “I just need…”
 “Mr. Satz, I’m looking at your file here.” 
She didn’t sound pleased.
 “I can explain,” Salty croaked, his flood 

of relief dammed.
 “Mr. Satz,” Ms. Asmanii continued in a 
tsk tsk tsk tone, “you just received an install-
ment three weeks ago. You are not due another 
for three more weeks.”
 “I used it. I—I had to. To use the Damp-
ener. I need more Dampener. You can just 
send that, I don’t even need a full kit. Please, 
Ms. Asmanii, I need your help.”
 “Mr. Satz,” Ms. Asmanii’s voice was 
changing from gentle disapproval to perturba-
tion. “The program has strict guidelines. It is 
laid out to help you. You should be well aware 
of our inspirational slogan: ‘You can do it, In-
finity You can help.’” Her voice changed again 
to a side-effects disclaimer in a prescription 
medication commercial.  “Infinity You is not 
responsible if you deviate from the scheduled 
dosing. If you are unhappy with your current 
weight loss, you simply must return to follow-
ing the guidelines.”
 “Ms. Asmanii.” Salty’s voice became bi-
cep-firm. He took a breath. His muscles 
screamed. “Ms. Asmanii, I am not unhappy 
with my current weight loss. The weight is lost. 
It’s lost beyond my expectations. I haven’t even 
touched the Instigator in my current install-
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Rebirth to a Better Life

Ed J. Kaitz

ment. I need the Dampener. Please. I. Can’t. 
Shut. It. Off. I feel like a goddamned hum-
mingbird, Ms. Asmanii.”
 “Your language, Mr. Satz—”
 “Pardon me, Ms. Asmanii, but fuck my 
language. Fuck all the inspirational language, 
too. I feel like I’m going to vibrate to death.  I 
need to rest. I had to ask the damn mo-mo—” 
Salty’s teeth were beginning to chatter, “motel 
manager to put a lock on the door from the 
outside so I would stop jogging every hour. 
Please, Ms. Asmanii. I can’t shut it off. I need 
the next installment.”
 Ms. Asmanii’s voice lost all pretense of 
friendliness or concern. “Mr. Satz, according 
to your file, you waived the agreement to vis-
it one of Infinity You’s specialists before be-
ginning the program. Had you followed our 
suggestion for a full medical diagnostic, we 
may have advised you against beginning our 
program with an insert at the intensity level 
that you selected. However, because you have 
signed the waiver, in addition to not following 
your program guidelines, Infinity You is not 
responsible for any adverse effects you may be 
experiencing at this time.”
 “I’ll come to the specialist right now!” 
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Salty cried. “I’ll drive all night. I-I—” he had 
to grit his teeth to continue, “I can’t sleep any-
way. Please, Ms. Asmanii. You have to help 
me.”
 “I have to do no such thing, Mr. Satz. 
You came to Infinity You because you lacked 
the self-discipline to shed, according to your 
file, one hundred and seventy-six unsightly 
pounds. We gave you the tools to lose those 
pounds, to reshape your body and restart your 
life. You have reached your goals. You have 
limitless energy. You have something that mil-
lions of Americans dream of. And now you 
call me, rudely, asking for my help to return 
to your slovenly habits? Mr. Satz, this is not 
some hack operation. We do not placate our 
customers, regardless of how much they de-
cide to spend on our program. We do not per-
form dental work, so to speak, just so the pa-
tient may receive a dose of morphine. Are you 
understanding me, Mr. Satz?”
 “I need help,” Salty whispered.
 “We’ve helped you. Return to your dos-
ing guidelines. I do not wish to send Sven or a 
lawyer or both. Am I making myself perfectly 
clear, Mr. Satz?”
 Salty felt liquid rolling into his ears. He 

was lying on the bed, looking up at the mil-
dew-stained ceiling, and he was crying. Loud-
ly.
 “I see you understand, Mr. Satz. Ex-
cellent. Your next installment will go out in 
three weeks, as scheduled, to the address you 
recently provided. If you feel you must con-
tact Infinity You before then, please handle 
your concerns through Sven. I will be firmly 
unavailable.”
 The line went dead. Salty’s jaw worked as 
sobs wracked his thin, fit frame. He grabbed 
the still-wet towel lying on the bed and bur-
ied his face in it until he couldn’t stay still any 
longer.
 Salty thought about calling Val. He’d 
been practicing the words. “Val, honey,” he’d 
say, “I did it. I know you didn’t believe me 
when I said I had a plan, but this time, I did 
it.” He’d ask her to put Beatriz on the phone. 
“Button,” he’d say, “You can start drawing new 
pictures of daddy. Stick pictures. Daddy’s a 
stick now.” Salty shook his face in the towel, 
his teeth grinding against each other, his jaw 
home to an ache like a canyon. Val hadn’t re-
turned his last thirty or so calls, in spite of her 
promise to listen when he got serious about 

his health again. “Beatriz is learning to be just 
like you,” she’d said when she took their daugh-
ter and left. “I love you, Walter, but you can’t 
keep doing this,” and she’d gestured to the table 
of snacks he’d woken Beatriz up to sneak with 
him. His partner in diabetic crime. He’d won-
dered why his wife couldn’t be like the ones in 
the sitcoms, the ones that loved their loud and 
jolly husbands in spite of looking like models 
themselves. She had, for awhile. 
 Salty slid down on the floor and pulled 
an expensive-looking matte black suitcase out 
from under the bed. He opened its gold clasps, 
lifted the lid, and inside, flipped his current 
installment book back to the third day. He 
withdrew the first Instigator syringe he had 
skipped. His hands were shaking so badly he 
didn’t think he would be able to get the nee-
dle in under his bottom right molar, where the 
Infinity You insert lived, without turning his 
gums into Swiss cheese, but he managed. 
 The rush hit him. The shakes subsided. 
He burst through the locked front door and 
onto the streetlamp-lit parking lot at a dead 
run. Somewhere between his room and the 
main office, he forgot to hang onto his sweat-
pants, and ran clear out of them.
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 It was only when the urge to run subsid-
ed that Salty realized his own nudity, and was 
grateful that it was dark out. His hotel was off 
an older highway with little traffic. If he had 
encountered anyone on his run, he hadn’t reg-
istered it. The Instigator was effective on multi-
ple levels; it gave the user both the compulsion 
to exercise and indifference to the attention of 
anyone watching. Infinity You had found that 
many people were terrified of being seen try-
ing to work out. Salty’s system was off, though, 
and he knew the indifference wasn’t supposed 
to be quite so extreme. He looked around for 
something to cover himself with, but, seeing 
nothing other than some small pieces of trash 
lazing about on the frontage road, he decided 
to just jog back along the path he’d taken and 
find his pants.
 The night air on his skin was fresh. Salty 
was still taken aback at his own near-noncha-
lance toward his nudity, but he knew that when 
the Instigator wore off, he’d be a step closer to 
where he’d been before taking it: back to the 
sniveling mess he’d been for the last week.  
Taking all of the Dampener might have been 
a mistake, but he had been scared that he was 
going to run himself to death. He used to be 

able to clear a table’s worth of food; now, even 
when he was starving, he could barely make 
it through a full plate. This worried him. He 
wished he had seen the Infinity You special-
ist.
 After he’d made it back to the hotel with-
out incident, discovering his pants and find-
ing his room with the door still askew, he felt 
grateful that no one had seen him or strolled 
into his room, found the briefcase, found the 
small roll of bills he still 
had tucked into the toes 
of one of his old but still 
stenchful fatguy shoes. 
That’s how he thought of all 
of his old belongings. His 
fatguy clothes, his fatguy 
pillow, his fatguy tooth-
brush. The only thing he 
hadn’t applied this label 
to was his family. Even his 
job, which in theory he still had, as long as he 
could make it back next week, was his fatguy 
job, where he sat at a desk, crunching candies 
and numbers, making calls and joking with 
clients and making them feel at ease with his 
round, shiny voice. He didn’t know yet if he 

was going to be able to do it anymore.
 Salty counted through his bills. He felt 
like he had two options right then; going to see 
his family, or going to Infinity You. He knew 
that at Infinity You, he faced the possibility 
of accomplishing nothing more than getting 
tossed out of the building by Sven. He might 
bend Salty into a hoop and send him along the 
way with a stick, like an old fashioned school 
boy. Then again, Val might melt him down 

with her welding torch 
glare. She might see him 
and cry, or worse, Beat-
riz might not even recog-
nize him. Salty had always 
been on the soft-pretzely 
side. When he’d met his 
wife he hadn’t been nearly 
as heavy as when she’d left 
him, but he’d never exactly 
been what someone could 

call trim or in shape. He hadn’t been able to 
keep up with his daughter since she’d found 
that her legs could run. He didn’t want her to 
run away from him.
 So Salty showered off the grime, shaved, 
and tried to make his hair presentable. He 

That’s how he thought of 
all of his old belongings. 
His fatguy clothes, his 
fatguy pillow, his fatguy 
toothbrush. The only thing 
he hadn’t applied this label 
to was his family. 
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pulled open the drawer of clothes that he’d 
bought in anticipation of losing the weight, 
two months ago. The clothes were too big, but 
they were at least closer to fitting. He tucked 
his roll of money into a pocket, drew on clean 
sneakers, and grabbed the Infinity You brief-
case. Their headquarters was only two hours 
away.
 It was late when he arrived, but the front 
doors weren’t locked. They opened into the tall, 
lean building with a soft psshht of interrupted 
air.  Salty consulted the directory’s spidery gold 
writing and considered how best to proceed to 
the eighth floor. The stairs were a tempting op-
tion, since the long sit in the car ride had left 
Salty full of unspent energy, but he didn’t want 
to look or smell like a gym when he arrived, 
so he stood and waited patiently at the eleva-
tors. As he rode up in smooth near-silence, he 
could hear his heart. His wrists jumped with 
it. He knew he should assume that, it being 
nearly nine pm, neither Sven nor Ms. Asmanii 
would by any rights still be in their offices, but 
something told him that they didn’t sleep, that 
they didn’t leave, that they lived in the breath-
ing spaces of the Infinity You chants and slo-
gan.

 As he stepped out onto the eighth floor, 
Salty listened to his shoes on the polished, 
golden floor. The office was midway down 
the hall and appeared open. Salty wasn’t sure 
how case representatives were assigned when 
Infinity You clearly had such a large client 
base, but he hoped with all the churn in his 
gut that his would be open to face to face con-
versation. As he passed through the doorway, 
he saw a small, dark man behind a desk to 
match. The man’s suit was dusted with dan-
druff that Salty wasn’t sure about an origin of, 
since the man had very little hair. Salty wasn’t 
sure whether to be relieved or disappointed 
that Sven wasn’t in.
 “Can I help you?” the man asked when 
he looked up from typing rapidly at his com-
puter. The voice gave him away.
 “Sven?” Salty asked. Sven nodded and 
Salty tried not to laugh. His mental image 
had been so wildly different. As he looked at 
the desk, and around the office, Salty began to 
suspect that his conception of the entire com-
pany may have been a little skewed. “I-I’m 
Walter Satz. I spoke to you earlier this eve-
ning. I was hoping to meet with Ms. Asmanii. 
I’m sorry, I know that it’s late.”

 Sven frowned. “Did Ms. Asmanii tell you 
to come?”
 “No, she didn’t, but— ”
 Sven held up a hand. Salty could see that 
his fingernails were dirty. It continued to amaze 
Salty how differently he had pictured the man 
based on his accent. Maybe, Salty thought, he 
had some stereotypes he needed to work on. 
But even the level of poise that Sven had man-
aged to project over the phone seemed to have 
dissipated now that he was standing face to 
face with a client. When Sven began to explain 
that Ms. Asmanii was not to be bothered, Salty 
walked forward and slammed his briefcase 
down on the desk. He felt his muscles awaken, 
and throttled the briefcase handle in self-re-
straint.
 “There’s no getting rid of me now, Sven. 
If she’s here, I’m seeing her. You already have a 
lot, and I mean a lot, of my money. It won’t kill 
her to hear me out.”
 Salty began walking around the desk to-
ward what he believed to be Ms. Asmanii’s of-
fice. Sven stood to stop him, but when Salty 
saw how little Sven was, he didn’t pause in his 
stride. Sven said, “Mr. Satz, please, have a seat,” 
with a pained looked on his face and a low-
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Ruslana Lev
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ering of the eyes. Salty stopped. The request 
had sounded exactly like Ms. Asmanii. Salty 
moved back around to the other side of the 
desk and sat down in one of the two available 
chairs. It was unpadded and uncomfortable. It 
seemed the preferable option to slowly beat-
ing Sven’s twitchy little face in with the brief-
case Salty still clenched in one hand.
 “Are you serious right now?” Salty asked, 
his nostrils wide. The scent of the man across 
the desk wafted toward him. Sven smelled like 
Salty after an Instigated run, if he had then 
proceeded to sleep in his own sweat, woke up, 
and then dipped his hands into an ashtray be-
fore adjusting his hair and clothing. 
 Sven tapped his fingers on his desk, and 
his voice became something that, while still 
not quite fitting, was neither Sven nor Asmanii. 
“Mr. Satz, I apologize for having deceived you. 
And for giving you the run around, and the 
brush off for the past couple of days.”
 Salty just sat there in utter bafflement. “Is 
your name even Sven?”
 The man hung his head. “I’m afraid not. 
You see, Mr. Satz, Infinity You gets so many 
new orders every day, and there are so many 
shipments to input, that time spent resolving 

client complaints is generally more effectively 
handled through a system of ignoring, belit-
tling, and finally, insistence upon following 
the program guidelines, which, really, have 
been proven highly effective. It appears that 
the program has been working quite well for 
you, Mr. Satz.”
 “Is there a real Sven, or a real Ms. As-
manii?” 
 “Of course,” non-Sven said, “there’s an 
Asmanii. She’s one of the company heads, a 
founder and investor. But she doesn’t handle 
customer service.”
 Salty decided to roll with the advantage 
he’d gained. “Un-Sven, here’s the thing. All 
the phone run around has been discourag-
ing, even though I work in a law office, and 
I should know how to defend my consumer 
rights. But I spent my whole life as a fatguy, 
and fatguys are used to getting made fun of, 
used to getting treated like second-rate peo-
ple. I’m sure that’s why so many of your cli-
ents will accept the kind of shoddy treatment 
I received earlier. But, Un-Sven, look at me,” 
Salty said, and he lifted his shirt. “I’m down 
to something like two percent body fat, and I 
don’t know where the two percent is hiding. 

I’m not a fatguy anymore, and I’m not going to 
walk away without getting what I need. I need 
Dampener. Give it to me. I will pay for half a 
shipment, or whatever. If you don’t, I’m going 
to out you, and frankly, I have better things to 
do.”
 Un-Sven sank further into his chair. “It’s 
highly against company policy, Mr. Satz.”
 “I don’t give a good god damn about your 
policy. I know your product works. I know I 
should have seen the doctor before I got the 
insert, but I was already paying so much to be-
gin the program that I didn’t want to fork over 
even more for your doctor to say Yup, he’s fat 
and at risk, when my own doctor has been tell-
ing me that for years. You see? So march your 
ass into the storage room, or wherever you 
keep the Dampener kits, and give me one, so 
I can stop feeling like I’m no longer in control 
of anything.” He had meant to say “in control 
of my body,” but he realized that what he’d said 
still applied.
 The man nodded. “Fine, Mr. Satz. Would 
you like me to cancel your next shipment? The 
standard early cancellation fee will apply. I 
have no control over that from this computer 
station.”



16

 “You can call me Salty, okay?”
 “Why do people call you that?”
 Salty paused. “You know, I think it’s be-
cause it’s close to my name: Walter Satz…
Salty…it’s in there somehow. But it might be 
because I used to sweat so much, or because I 
liked French fries a lot. I guess I forget. There 
were so many meaner names, maybe I was 
just happy to go with one that sounded less 
nasty.”
 “How about I just call you Walter, Mr. 
Satz? Assuming that we speak again, which, 
if you read all of your dosing guidelines, we 
likely won’t need to.”
 Walter tucked the package of Dampener 
into his briefcase and started toward the door. 
“You never can tell, Sven,” he said, thinking 
maybe the little man may have liked that par-
ticular persona. There wasn’t any magical in-
sert, yet, Walter thought, that could make you 
taller, smoother, or less dandruffy, though it 
wasn’t like he had looked into those particu-
lar ailments. With the Dampener in his pos-
session, Walter’s usual magnanimity sprang 
easily forward. “I might call just to check in 
on you. We all need someone. You have a 
family?” 
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 “I have no interest in canceling. I just 
need a break, a chance to get my life back.”
 Un-Sven chuckled, low and sardon-
ic. “That’s how I feel every day, Mr. Satz.” He 
opened the door and stepped into the back 
room, then returned in a moment with a 
zipped pouch. “Here is a two-week supply of 
Dampener. I do suggest, Mr. Satz, that you 
read again through all directions, and consult 
all of the disclaimers on the website. Using the 
system incorrectly can lead to any number 
of problems: hallucinations, narcolepsy, hair 
loss, among other things. Just…inform your-
self. And please, please don’t mention the state 
of things here. We very much pride ourselves 
in our image, Mr. Satz. Infinity You: you can 
do it; we can help. You know?”
 “You’ve helped,” Salty said, feeling a little 
sorry for the small man who was already turn-
ing back to his computer. “Are you getting out 
of here any time soon? You need a ride or any-
thing?” Salty wasn’t sure, but he got the feeling 
Un-Sven might not have a vehicle, or a home. 
He thought he had glimpsed a cot through the 
door to the back room.
 He got a half smile out of the man. “I’m 
alright, Mr. Satz. But thank you.”

 “No,” Sven said, meeting Walter’s eyes. “I 
have a fish, though.”
 “That’s a good start,” Walter said. Beatriz 
had wanted a pet, but Val had always said no 
since Salty had been too irresponsible with his 
and Beatriz’s eating habits. Val hadn’t wanted 
to be responsible for yet another stomach.
He thought maybe this face-to-face business 
was the way to go. Val had to be at one of three 
places. Now that he had the Dampener, he 
felt more confident about going after her, less 
afraid his body would reveal the toll it all had 
taken on him. But before he went, he should 
probably get some new clothes. Maybe a hair-
cut, a gift, a box of her favorite candies, now 
that the threat of him eating them all before 
he arrived had diminished. There had to be 
something, something else he could get, or 
promise, to make her take him back. He knew 
he could get them a new house, a better house, 
even. Now that the weight was off, he could 
do anything. He ran down the eight flights of 
stairs in excitement.
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Three  Excerpts from the Aborted
Status Updates of E

Ali Eteraz

“Do you remember how you measured me? Like you were some seamstress from Karachi? No tape, no ruler. Noth-
ing but the span of your hands. From face to navel. From groin on down. And at some point it became ticklish. And 
at some point it became a fire. And at some point we were together. And at some point we lost count. Over and again 
we tried. To associate your adoration with something tangible. To give you something to remember after I was gone. 
But not once could we agree on a number. Not once could we reach a consensus. And I think that was the night we 
lost faith in certainty. I think that was the night we stopped believing in science. Because if it was the case that even 
the act of counting could come apart at the hands of things like laughter and longing, at the hands of sarcasm and 
lusts, then math was really no different than any other language. Just a collection of sounds. Just a pursing of the 
mouth. Just an excuse for lovers to move their lips in each other’s direction. A method, solely, of blowing breaths on 
each other’s body. Like we used to. Remember?”

ONE
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TWO

“No, I won’t stop disturbing your dreams. No, I won’t tell my screams not to billow through your screens. It’s not that I wish to punish you. 
Or frighten you by making your curtains burst. It’s just that I am no longer mine to trust. You emptied me of everything but a fire. And now 
I must keep turning into smoke. To whorl and elongate. To lengthen and undulate. To rise like a nuisance from the crust of the earth and be 
called by the people a pestilence and a curse. Of course I wish I wasn’t so combustible. That I were a cyborg instead of a rogue. That I was a 
man of machination instead of annihilation. But if I had been capable of transforming in conformance to your whims don’t you think I would 
have already become the broken-winged heron you wanted me to be, the caged bird of ornamentation you wanted to hang in your study? The 
fact is that I am afflicted with the first disease of mankind. The one we contracted from the Almighty: this obscene desire to be everywhere 
that He calls omnipresence and we call curiosity. To not only behold paradise from a villa bedecked by the Lote Tree of the Furthest Limit but 
to also pound upon the naked and violent earth like electricity. To not only suck the nectars of divinity but also to be Abel of cruelty. To be 
both queen and drone. To be both safe and dethroned. This was a fate that you couldn’t have given me, because you wanted to spend life as the 
guardian of a fortified castle. A crypt keeper with a singular repetitive directive. To be the high priestess of the temple where knights go to die. 
Truth is that when we met we should have abided by a different chivalry. One in which you didn’t answer my eyes and I didn’t sing to you in 
verse. One in which you didn’t invite me to bed and I didn’t slake your thirst. Then we might have been spared our subsequent assassinations. 
But I think you being a person of method and organization, a skilled cellist in the orchestras of capitalism, were meant to see how much of the 
world was occupied by the crows; by those who lived in the throes of anarchy. As for me, I got to learn that unlike what the dandies had ped-
dled, beauty did not always point the way to liberty. To consider the possibility that it was in fact the grotesque that were the most godly. So, 
farewell then, beautiful one, as I go towards the carnivals! To play matador to wind-up bulls. To slay geriatric ligers with plastic light-sabers. 
To make claymation with the children of strangers. As I depart, my only request is that you don’t ever come and see me perform. I wouldn’t 
want us to unwittingly make each other smile. Like we did that first time. In the city no longer worthy of its name.”
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THREE

“I made you feel Valhalla; you made me feel Low Key. I lit in you an eternal lantern; you mutated and sapped my energy. Now I 
stalk cities lonely and deranged. All cowled up and caped. All battered and Baned. And even if I one day earned a billion I would 
still be Bruised Stain. Some of my friends familiar with my state say that I need a distraction. But short of joining a League of 
Justice what is the answer? Sentinels and Sirens. Vixens and Vendetta. I have scraped them all. Nor is there a Night into which I 
haven’t Crawled. Nor a dimension into which I haven’t rained. Of course you, because you have a reactor for a heart, must think 
that I am just full of complaint. But let a telepath scan my cranium, love, let a psion inhabit my brain! If they don’t find in every 
iota of my entropy etchings of your visage; if they don’t locate in my atriums the acetates of sorrow; if they don’t reveal that I 
am a silent trumpet awaiting your breath, then I will, myself, create an airless planet for my suffocation. I will, myself, stitch the 
darkness in this universe to create a night so long that I can’t wake from it. I will, myself, insist on breaking my Adamantium. 
So the only question, now, is where can I find such a seer! An agent that states perfectly clear my passion! A method for perfect 
articulation! Is there such a force of nature? Or is my hope for expression nothing but science fiction?”

Ali Eteraz is the author of the forthcoming short story collection FALSIPEDIES AND FIBSIENNES 
(Guernica Ed. Nov. 2014). His fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Chicago Quarterly Review, 

storySouth, Crossborder, and Akashic, among others. Find him at eteraz.net or Facebook.

http://www.eteraz.net
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Testing
An orderly and three nurses rushed the 

obese man into the OR, screaming for a 
cart and issuing a Code alert. Another order-
ly ambled toward the stretcher with a barely 
discernable limp. He then motioned to OR 3 
while looking down at the man’s face. “Oh my 
God, that’s my uncle.”
 One of the nurses moved him away from 
the stretcher. “Go to the waiting room. Talk 
with your family.”
 “I never really liked. . . ” Jimmy paused 
and looked down at the potassium bag in his 
hand.
 “Family is family.” the nurse replied as 
she took the bag.

Catherine Emanuel
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This particular maker designs cars for the 
growing population—growing in more ways 
than one. They gotta know what breaks on the 
big boys, and what better way than testing on 
a big boy.”

 One week later Jimmy entered the test site, 
looked at his uncle, minus arms and legs, with 
a hood draped over his head. Jimmy turned to 
the man who ushered him in. “Why did you 
remove his arms and legs?”
 The white haired man looked at the clip-
board in his hand, then responded, “We’re 
testing for torso damage, so we didn’t need ap-
pendages. After you embalm a body this big, 
you add as much as 100 pounds. That would 
make this guy too heavy to manipulate. Why 
are you here, son?”
 “The family wanted to know that his body 
went to good use,” Jimmy responded, his eyes 
locked on the black hood covering his uncle’s 
face.
 The man chuckled, placed the clipboard 
down, and asked, “Did they ask about penis 

of mankind.”
 Jimmy glanced at his aunt, then back at 
the door where Dr. Gurgens had just entered 
with a bad-news look plastered across his 
face. “Yes ma’am, I’ll try my best.”

 “You have to get your aunt to sign this 
form, indicating that she knows that her hus-
band’s body will be used in something oth-
er than medical research. Only recently have 
we had to have specific permission granted. 
Seems there’s a widow in Wisconsin who was 
none too happy to find out her hubby was 
behind the wheel after his death,” the man 
standing at the counter explained.
 “But do I specifically have to say ‘crash 
test dummy?’”
 “No, in fact, you shouldn’t. People have 
in their heads that inflatable thing they’ve 
seen on TV. It’s just confusing.”
 “Why does the automobile industry sud-
denly want heavier corpses?” Jimmy asked.
 The man patted his own expansive mid-
dle. “Look here, son, we’re all getting bigger. 

 When Jimmy walked into the crowd-
ed waiting room, he saw his aunt and cous-
ins gathered. Once they noticed him, they 
swarmed. “How is he?” they all asked at once.
 “I only just saw him. Looks like a massive 
coronary. His weight and all.” Jimmy furrowed 
his brow, torn between preparing them for the 
worst and trying to comfort them.
 Before he had a chance to deliver either, 
his Aunt Margaret started, “Jimmy, I know you 
and John had problems, something about that 
summer at the lumber mill, but if the worst 
happens,” she paused and sniffed, “he wanted 
his body willed to science. It was important to 
him, if, you know… God forbid, if anything 
happens.”
 Jimmy nodded slowly, thinking back to 
the first month of his job when the doctors in-
formed him that medical schools could afford 
to be picky these days with cadavers, prefer-
ring only thin people, probably because they 
were easier to maneuver.
 “Promise me that you’ll make sure that 
his body goes for science, for the betterment 
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hood partially off his head to reveal a sliver of 
mouth. Jimmy looked at this uncle, remem-
bering the speed of that log before it collided 
with another, knocking him thirty feet into the 
air. He looked at his uncle again, slumped for-
ward, held only by the shoulder and waist sup-
port, and emitted a barely perceptible smile.

the velocity of the crash according to that cal-
culation. The whole car thing with the dum-
my is just for publicity. Imagine how the av-
erage person would react to know that dead 
bodies are the real test dummies. No offense, 
son.”
 “None taken,” Jimmy said. From straight 
ahead of the car, Jimmy saw a wood and metal 
projection that he supposed would slam into 
the bench. The apparatus reminded him of 
the log flume at his uncle’s lumber camp. Only 
fourteen when he started work that summer, 
Jimmy associated the log flume with the ride 
at Six Flags over Georgia, the one where he 
and his friends flew down the narrow channel 
to splash into water. When Jimmy mentioned 
the ride, his uncle said, “Okay, this boy wants 
to ride. An older man tried to intervene, but 
John hoisted the boy on top of a log and cried, 
“Let her rip.” 

 After a very loud sound, the projection 
flew into the bench, jamming the steering 
wheel into Uncle John’s chest, forcing the 

implants?”
 “What?” Jimmy asked as he spun to face 
the man.
 “Somehow the news got outa few years 
ago that tissue from the dearly departed can 
be used for penis enlargements. Every woman 
in the world got bent out of shape. Talk about 
your working stiff,” the man doubled over, 
laughing at his own joke. Then he straight-
ened up. “Awfully nice of you to come see the 
corpse off.”
 “He’s my uncle,” Jimmy replied.
 “Oh my. Well. . . I’m sorry. Please forgive 
my, uh, remarks,” he mumbled as he ushered 
Jimmy to a room where he could observe the 
crash from behind glass
“I thought there would be a real car.” Jimmy 
said as he looked at the bench seat where his 
uncle sat strapped.
 The man pointed to the metal reinforce-
ments that framed the seat. “We’re not inter-
ested in damage from the glass. Safety glass 
doesn’t cut. We got a good idea already of how 
the air bags lessen the impact, so we decreased 
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Lunch

The entryway was small and a callow glow 
shed from the chandelier shied away from 

the baseboards. The husband and wife waited, 
behind him, for his eyes to adjust. He asked 
them where it was. The wife turned to her hus-
band, but his face, a soupy mix of unhappiness 
and shame, offered some comfort. She rested 
her head on his shoulder and her husband 
nodded at the stairs.
 Timothy Merritt stood in the doorway, 
his brown dress shoes resting on the lip of car-
peting. The husband and his wife remained in 
the hallway. With only the one lamp, the red 
walls that lined the deep pocket became mol-
ten and the sure angles of the square room, 
curved. There was no furniture in the room 
except a bed pushed up against the far wall. 

The bed was horizontal between two win-
dows. The shades were drawn.
 The body had been lain on the bed. The 
feet, hands, and face were uncovered; the 
husband and wife had dressed him. Timothy 
touched the fabric...they had recently changed 
the clothes. He noted the clean face and the 
trimmed brown hair. Timothy pressed a fin-
ger into the skin. It was cold and mechani-
cally eased back. Some red flowers, still vivid, 
had been placed on the boy’s chest, where his 
suit jacket was unbuttoned. Timothy pulled 
out the checklist. Without fully reading each 
line, Timothy checked the correct boxes, and 
then he put away the list. The husband and 
wife had went with him to their son’s bedside 
and they followed him out of the room, like 

breath returning to the lungs.
 Stopping at the bottom of the stairs, Tim-
othy asked for water. The three of them went 
into the kitchen and Timothy took the offered 
glass. He leaned on the worn counter as he 
drank. The wife and her husband watched him 
quietly. They were waiting for him to tell them 
everything would be fine. Timothy emptied 
the water glass and straightened his suit jacket, 
handing the cup back to the woman.
 She was wearing an old printed dress 
with a piece of cloth wound around the waist. 
The skin on her husband’s face was sloppy; his 
bushy eyebrows had given in to their weight. 
Timothy brushed some lint off of his jacket 
and then, remembering, took out the forms 
from a pocket. He indicated the necessary lines 

Evan Gerstein
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and answered in the affirmative when the wife 
asked if they both needed to sign. As Timothy 
flipped through the pages, they wrote where 
he pointed with his finger. Finished, he put 
the forms back and left the kitchen and went 
through the hallway to the front door. The 
door slammed shut behind him: the uncol-
lected would be collected within the hour.
 Timothy sat down on the front stoop of 
the house and hunched over on his elbows. 
The afternoon was unseasonably brisk and 
cool and the patchy clouds seemed ready to 
form into something more. The narrow trees 
with roots flattened beneath cement dipped 
their branches over the empty sidewalk. The 
day had been slow, only two uncollected had 
been found.
 Timothy got up to find somewhere to 
buy lunch. As he walked, he looked at the list 
of homes due for inspection. They were, as al-
ways, scattered throughout the city. The sched-
ule was put together by an algorithm devised 
a long time ago. They had been given a peek 
at the formulation during training, but the 
numbers had meant nothing to Timothy, or 
to the others. We’re the lumberjacks, someone 
had said, not the arborists. The calculated list 

of homes required long trips between inspec-
tions, which were a bother, but the algorithm 
worked as a day never passed that an inspec-
tion failed to turn up at least one uncollected.
 The next house was, surprisingly, near-
by. Timothy wasn’t hungry and as close as it 
was, he would likely be able to finish the in-
spection early, and then take an even longer 
lunch, seeing how the following house was 
some distance away. Timothy folded the list 
and stowed it in a pocket. Some cloth caught 
under a fingernail and noticing it, he let it be; 
he turned down the next street.
 Timothy stopped in the middle of the 
road. The large brown house in front of him 
hovered over the two lane street; in the front 
yard were dandelions mixed in with grass and 
some flowers. Protruding up from the tangle 
were several short trees that were twisted and 
bent. Their branches were like old matted 
strands of hair. Someone in the family had 
once tended the garden. Timothy peered at 
the other houses along the street. The card-
board box shapes were likely packed with the 
unseen.
 He closed his eyes. A natural, empty 
sound of unmoving air rang in his ears. Tim-

othy coughed and it was swallowed up by the 
thin breathing of some birds gathered in the 
trees. They returned it with hacking squawks. 
They were asking him for something, food, 
perhaps. Those bird heads, the size of his ear, 
just didn’t understand that none of their whin-
ing would get them anywhere. The old couple, 
as well, didn’t understand. Their records would 
be marked, but they wouldn’t be punished, of 
course, but they also wouldn’t learn. On pre-
vious inspections, Timothy had encountered 
ceremonies stranger than the one he had that 
day; those peculiar people who clung to the 
old ways did so even though the inspectors 
were always checking.
 As he opened his eyes, the dry light 
cracked against the wetness.
 As he went to ring the doorbell, he thought 
he saw something move in the upstairs win-
dow of the house next door.
 The bell clanged. The rattling noise es-
caped through the locked windows. When 
no one came to open the door, Timothy rang 
again. He waited the required time and then 
began his speech, reminding whomever lived 
in the house that an entrance team would be 
called if no one answered.
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 Midway through his speech, the door 
opened.
 The man’s fingers wrapped around the 
door’s edge; the space between the inside and 
the out measured. Timothy Merritt held up his 
badge. The man looked over it and didn’t open 
the door further. Timothy put the badge down 
and asked the man if he knew why he was 
there. The man did. Timothy asked if he could 
enter the house. The man’s mouth twitched. 
Timothy reminded the man that if he were not 
allowed to enter, an entrance team would have 
to be called.
 The man let go of the door. The doorway 
was a step above where Timothy stood, so the 
man, already tall, had Timothy’s head at his 
elbows. Timothy took a step back. Then he be-
gan his introduction.
 The man cut him off. He said he knew 
why Timothy was there, and that he was wel-
come to come in, but he wouldn’t find any-
thing. Anyone, Timothy thought he had heard 
the man say. Timothy, surprised at his willing-
ness, thanked the man.
 He closed the door and said to Timothy, 
before you begin, why don’t you come outside 
with me? We’re having lunch. Timothy looked 

up at the tall man. He was standing against 
the front door with a hand still holding onto 
the door knob. His body was bent, angled 
away. Timothy wondered how such
a large man would feel so uncertain and un-
sure; he agreed to go outside.
 The man was quiet as he led Timothy 
through several rooms furnished with dark 
wood. When they entered the kitchen, the 
white tiled floor and the white painted cup-
boards momentarily blinded Timothy. The 
man stopped to take something out of the re-
frigerator. As Timothy’s vision returned and 
the bright stars of light peeled back from the 
darkness, he noticed that there were dishes 
piled in the sink. There were dishes drying on 
a towel and on the floor in front of the sink 
someone had dropped a fork. Spoons were 
scattered on the counter next to the sink and 
a mug had been stowed on top of the refriger-
ator.
 The man nodded toward a screen door 
in the corner of the kitchen. With both hands, 
he held a large glass bowl with salad. Timothy 
hurried over to the door. He pushed it open 
from the inside with a palm on the wire mesh 
and, as the man walked past, his hip brushed 

Timothy’s hand.
 Timothy went out after him.
 He took two steps, enough to clear the 
doorway, and stopped.
 In the middle of the backyard was a large 
blossoming tree that reached like an out-
stretched arm over a picnic table. The flowers 
of the tree were a deep pink, and the smell...
Five people were wedged deep into the armpit 
of the tree...they were talking and eating. The 
man who had let Timothy in was at the head 
of the table and to his left was a woman and to 
his right a younger man. On either side, next 
the younger man and the woman sat a little 
girl. One of the girls stood and rushed around 
the table to a bowl. The man who had let Tim-
othy in caught the girl, lifted her up and car-
ried her back to her place at the table.
 Timothy stuck both hands in his pockets. 
It was in the middle of the afternoon, and here 
was the family at the house due for inspection 
outside, and acting chaotically, as if the whole 
afternoon might disappear at a moment’s no-
tice. Timothy noted how their movements 
were nervous and haphazard. He crossed the 
yard. In training, they had had to play at hid-
ing something, so he knew what acting was.
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 The man who had let Timothy in jumped 
up and theatrically introduced him. Timothy 
shrugged and silently sat down next to one of 
the man’s daughters.
 She bumped him in the side with her el-
bow. The edge, as small as a thumb, touched 
a rib. He pulled away. She smiled up at him, 
and grabbed a handful of vegetables from one 
of the bowls and stuffed them into her mouth. 
Some spinach leaves hung out from behind 
her lips. She laughed and they shook like ten 
green tongues lapping the air.
 The yard was small and on all sides it 
was surrounded by a chain link fence. The 
grass was shorter than in the front and a small 
raised bed was near the picnic table. A bunch 
of tools lay in the grass, along with a tipped 
over child’s bike. Spread throughout the yard 
were several chairs in various states of decay. 
And in the far corner, away from Timothy, was 
a small shed. The paint was chipped and dull 
and the windows were dusty. Timothy leaned 
back. The door was slightly ajar.
 He took a bite of food that one of the girls 
had deposited onto his plate. The door was 
propped open. He was too far away to have a 
clear view, but a stick appeared to be jammed 

between the door and the shed. Timothy dug 
his fork into the food, not seeing what he was 
eating.
 It was remarkably good. On the plate 
was an assortment of green vegetables thrown 
together and dressed with a delicious sauce 
that Timothy had never tasted before. What 
is this?, he asked the man who had let him 
in, holding up his fork. The man smiled, and 
said, a family secret. Timothy took another 
bite.
 The man’s wife began to speak in a lan-
guage Timothy didn’t know to the younger 
man at the table. The younger man’s clothes 
were odd, not quite old fashioned, but cer-
tainly not new. Distant. His hair was darker 
and his cheekbones more pronounced than 
the man’s or his wife’s. Timothy interrupted 
the conversation, asking the younger man to 
pass him the water pitcher. The younger man 
reached for the pitcher in front of him, and 
handed it to Timothy. Timothy thanked him, 
and the younger man whispered back some-
thing incoherent as his eyes slipped to the 
green strips between the planks of splintering 
wood.
 Timothy turned to the man who had let 

him in, and asked if the younger man was a 
friend. The man shook his head: he was a stu-
dent at the university who had had no fami-
ly in town, so they invited him to stay for the 
weekend. Timothy nodded, watching the way 
the man who had let him in continued eating 
as he talked, as if to muffle the words. The man 
stopped chewing. I am a professor, he added.
 There were still vegetables on his plate, 
but Timothy Merritt was tiring of the game 
the man who had let him in was playing. He 
thanked the man for the food, and the conver-
sation, and said it was time for the inspection. 
You haven’t eaten all of your food, the man 
said. Timothy looked down at the scattered 
vegetables on his plates. A shovel was leaning 
against the shed. He took a forkful and stuffed 
it into his mouth, chewing it with a big, pow-
erful motion, and then another. He swallowed 
it. Now I am going to inspect, he said. Tim-
othy stood. He said, I’m going to start. The 
man who had let him in chewed slowly, and 
as if noticing for the first time that Timothy 
was standing, motioned for him to sit. Timo-
thy kept his eyes off of the man and pulled out 
his checklist. Then he put it away and sat back 
down. The two girls watched with curiosity.
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 The man said, after we eat, we’ll have des-
sert, then you can do your inspection. There is 
no rush.
 The foreign exchange student took an-
other helping of some roasted meat, and then 
offered the platter to Timothy. Timothy shook 
his head. He brought another forkful to his 
mouth.
 A sharp wind shook the tree under-
neath which Timothy and the family ate 
lunch. Warm, sweet smelling flowers fell, like 
raindrops, onto the table. The two little girls 
laughed. The one beside Timothy plucked a 
flower from the table and tapped him on the 
arm. She held it for him to take. He contin-
ued to chew. Undeterred, the girl reached over 
Timothy’s arm and placed the flower along the 
rim of his plate.
 He stopped eat-
ing. Her face was full and 
bright. And yet, in her 
eyes he thought discerned 
a desperation. She wasn’t 
able to just sit quietly. She 
continued to try to get his 
attention, as if she craved it. 
As if she had not received 

enough. As if something had impressed upon 
her that need. Something unseemly. An event.
 Timothy picked the flower off of the 
plate. He bent to her level, is there something 
you want to tell me?, he asked. She didn’t re-
spond. Everyone else was occupied so Tim-
othy tried again. It’s ok, he said, you can tell 
me. She shook her head. He was fortunate, in 
a way, he knew, because in training they had 
learned that often the youngest member of 
the household was often the most forthcom-
ing.
 Let’s play a game, he said. She smiled. Ok, 
he said, I will ask you a question, and all you 
have to do is nod your head. Ok? She nodded. 
Is it in the backyard? Timothy asked. She hes-
itated, then nodded. Timothy glanced over at 

the open door to the shed. 
I can see where it is?, he 
whispered. She turned 
around to see where he 
was looking. She immedi-
ately nodded. Is it in the 
shed? She bit her lip. Then 
nodded.
 Timothy sat up straight 
and took a sip of water. 

He stood. I’m going to begin my inspection, he 
said to the man who had let him in. The man 
gazed at Timothy. You still haven’t finished 
your food, he said, sit. Eat. You can inspect af-
ter dessert. But Timothy declined, no, he said, 
I am going to start now, and if you continuing 
resisting I will have to call in an entrance team. 
The man held up his hands, palms facing Tim-
othy.
 Timothy stepped out of the picnic table 
and removed his suit jacket. He laid it on the 
bench where he had been sitting and walked 
toward the shed. The wind had ceased, leaving 
everything solid and chunky; Timothy waded 
through it.
 He stopped at the slightly ajar shed door, 
in anticipation of the sound of the man behind 
him. There was none. Timothy looped his fin-
gers around the door and pulled it open.
 Inside there was no light or a switch that 
Timothy could immediately find, and the sun-
light only crept a few feet in. Timothy grabbed 
the shovel from the side of the shed.
 The shed floor had been left as dirt and 
along the walls, as far in as he could see, were 
dusty shelves stacked high with tools and piec-
es of tools. The layer was thick and untouched. 

She continued to try to 
get his attention, as if she 
craved it. As if she had 
not received enough. As if 
something had impressed 
upon her that need. Some-
thing unseemly.
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Timothy ran his hand along the surface of one 
of the shelves. He held onto the wooden board 
as he walked into the shed, with the shovel 
dragging behind him.
 Reaching the place that he thought was 
the middle, he began testing the ground with 
the tip of the blade. The consistency was un-
even. He took two steps away from the shelf. 
And bent to a crouch. Steadying himself on his 
heels, he probed a finger here and there into 
the soil. He had found a patch of soft ground. 
He poked some more to be sure. He picked 
up a handful. The dirt was crumbled together, 
as if churned. Something had definitely been 
buried. Timothy opened his hand, dropping 
the dirt back onto the ground. Mimicking a 
recent motion. Still in a crouch, Timothy held 
the shovel in front of him and began to dig in 
short, shallow strokes.
 You’ve missed dessert, came a shrill voice 
behind Timothy. Startled at the sound, Tim-
othy lost his balance and fell face first into 
the dirt. You’ve missed dessert, the girl said 
again. Timothy quickly pushed himself up. He 
glared at the little girl standing in the door-
way of the shed, the girl who had offered him 
the flower. You’ve missed dessert, she said a 

third time. Timothy hastily brushed the dirt 
off of his clothes. The girl started to walk in, 
but Timothy held up his hand, don’t come in 
here, he shouted, protecting her. She stopped. 
You’ve missed dessert, she said once again. 
She smiled as she said it, her teeth showing. 
Timothy went to where she stood. Come with 
me, he insisted, let’s go back. He led her to 
safety.
 When he arrived at the picnic tale, ev-
eryone fell silent and stared at Timothy Mer-
ritt. On his white shirt were dark stains and 
his face and hands were smudged. The girl 
who had offered him the flower let go of his 
hand. You’ve missed dessert, she said, tug-
ging at his elbow. Timothy stared at her. She 
smiled broadly, imploring him to join her. A 
strand of some meat was stuck between her 
top two front teeth. Timothy turned away 
from her. Everyone around the picnic table 
waited for him. The little girl pulled at Timo-
thy. I, he said, I...I..., his eyes stuck to the ta-
ble, I…, the girl who had offered the flower 
tugged at his sleeve again, this time grabbing 
hold of his shirt cuff. He lurched away from 
her. Stumbling, he put a hand on the picnic 
table to break his fall, but his dirty palm slid 

against the grain of the old wood. Several dots 
of blood appeared where the splinters entered; 
he looked around. The man who had let him 
in was talking to the student and his wife was 
playing a game in a high pitched voice with 
the other girl. The girl who had offered him 
the flower had sat down and was eating the 
last bite of a piece of chocolate cake.
 Timothy Merritt took a couple steps 
backward and then turned and began to walk 
quicker. He rushed deeper into the green of 
the yard, but a sudden voice calling his name 
halted him. The girl who had offered him the 
flower ran to his side. You’ve forgotten some-
thing, she said, holding out a bundle. The jack-
et was twisted and creased, the sleeves and 
buttons bent at odd angles. Timothy dipped a 
hand into the collar, hidden beneath the folds, 
and seized the jacket from her. He pushed past 
her and made it the rest of the way across the 
yard. As he opened the screen door into the 
kitchen, Timothy Merritt looked back over his 
shoulder. She waved at him, smiling. He hur-
ried away, without saying goodbye.
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A Lobster-Clawed Christian in the Jordan
Bruce Sydow

My Cub Scout friend’s right hand has two 
fingers fused together in permanent al-

legiance to the flag. I secretly envy his webbed 
digits and go to bed with my fingers taped to-
gether in a show of ectrodactylous solidarity. I 
dream I master the split-finger fastball.
 I wake the next morning to find the tape 
broken and stiffly unfurled like the flag they 
planted on the Moon. I reapply the tape when 
I start as the pitcher for my Little League team 
that afternoon and strike out thirteen batters. 
I go to the next pack meeting excited and ea-
ger to share the good news with my buddy, 
but he isn’t there. The scout leader says he has 
moved.

****

 Thirty-Four years later I am traveling on 
vacation in the Middle East.  One of my must-
stops is the Jordan River. Shocked at its pol-

luted condition, I walk up to the foul-smell-
ing riverbank and see a water-rat swim by a 
sign in English, Hebrew, and Arabic warning, 
Danger! Don’t Enter!
 To my right pilgrims are being baptized 
in its fetid waters with their noses pinched 
shut. Born-again Christians, imbued and 
glowing, breach in hues of luminescent fecu-
lent–green. With arms extended in glory they 
exclaim, “Jesus will keep me clean!”
 And there is the right hand—unmis-
takable in its configuration, the “V” of Lob-
ster-Claw Boy.
 He emerges from the river dripping in 
absolutes. I immediately go up to him and of-
fer my extended hand, but he refuses it and 
exclaims, “You need Jesus!” Turning his back 

to me, he joins in chorus with the others sing-
ing, “Till on that cross as Jesus died / the wrath 
of God was satisfied.” Down the bank a treat-
ment plant is imbuing raw sewage with oxy-
gen; the cleansing cathedral is humming to 
keep up with their song of praise.
 That night I stay at the Hotel Tiberius.  
I sleep fitfully, dozing off after three hours 
of soul-searching.  Spock comes to me in a 
dream, flashes me the Vulcan salute and says, 
“Live Long and Prosper.”

Bruce Sydow received a master’s degree from 
the University of Washington and, perhaps 

somewhat incongruously, was a door gunner in 
a Marine Corps helicopter gunship squadron.

He has since seen the light.

Image: No. 23 Scenes from the Life of Christ 7, 
Baptism of Christ,

courtesy of www. giottodibondone.org
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The Escape Route in the Dark

Once upon a time there lived a very noto-
rious man. He had the beguiling face of 

a youthful model, guiltless eyes of a tried and 
tested devout, a beetling chin whose beard 
looked a little too lengthy and thick for com-
fort, sometimes priestly, and a handsomely 
curvy mouth that seemed to mosey, gyrate 
and beam each time he uttered or smirked.
 It is rumoured that some adolescent 
Hlatshwayo women fetchers of water once ex-
changed razor-sharp blows at a river well after 
arguing over the number of times he bathed 
per day and whether he devoted more time to-
ward making babies than thieving. They were 
busy shouting obscenities, punching and un-
leashing fierce and clumsy slaps on each other, 
when an elderly woman shot on the scene and 
told them in no uncertain terms that there was 

no single man on Mother Earth worth fight-
ing for.
 Upon being pressed to clarify why he had 
too many children, he was quick to underline 
that even the Bible encourages people to pro-
liferate. Whilst the health experts harped on 
child-spacing, he translated their warnings 
and had children in different villages! What 
was no rumour, though, was that women of 
all ages, colours and sizes fell over themselves 
for him like his presence had an irresistibly 
magnetising effect on them.
 It is said that one very dark night, Mr. 
Bhidliza had snuck into the homestead of a 
loud-mouthed Member of Parliament. With-
in seconds, the experienced thief had the 
honourable Member’s classy car cruising at 
breakneck speed on a bumpy road. Almost as 

fast as the car took off, it experienced a break-
down. Mr. Gwebu (for that was his real name) 
alighted from the stolen vehicle, yanked open 
the bonnet, and was immersed in the gearbox 
when a female voice emanated from the back-
seat. He was transfixed. The car he had stolen 
had a woman occupant in the black cushiony 
backseat! 
 “Why don’t you look at the number plates, 
SekaNtombi?” Mr. Gwebu shuddered at the 
question.
 He was wondering, How do I deal with 
this tricky situation now? Is she a witch or 
something? A ghost? A crazy, homeless drift-
er? Should I abandon my mission because of 
this mystery woman? Have I not won over 
ghosts and other pestering, wandering oddi-
ties before? Who is SekaNtombi?

When the elders came up with the adage, “There is no need to fear 
a darkness without leopards,” they did not mean the situation which 
Mr. Bhidliza found himself in...

Ndaba Sibanda
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 “Why don’t you look at the number 
plates, SekaNtombi? Have we gone past our 
ancestral cemetery, SekaNtombi?” The female 
voice came alive again, still addressing him as 
“father of Ntombi” in the SiNdebele language. 
His knees squirmed inside his gold designer 
trousers.
 Something greater than panic over-
whelmed him as she spoke. It is said a ghostly 
apparition engulfed and outsmarted him and 
he tore away, vanishing into distance, into the 
concentrated darkness that also engulfed him.

§

She loved modern technology and modern 
modes of transport to no end. In the vil-

lage, most of her neighbours called her ‘The 
Old Woman Who Loves Modern Things in 
a Nauseating Way.’ Her grandson’s talkative 
and assertive wife once told villagers that 
her grandmother-in law was a “hard-to-love, 
embarrassing, troublesome, shameless and 
self-delusional Modern Technology freak.” 
The old lady always strove to keep up with 
modern technological advancement. She had 
a Chinese-made, computerised wrist watch, 
a silver iPad Mini she always admired, and a 
shiny Samsung Galaxy S2 cell phone that she 

did not know how to operate. Neither did she 
know about the mechanics of cars and their 
body parts.
 The old woman had decided to sleep in 
her grandson`s beautiful car because they 
were to leave early in the morning, at four 
o’clock sharp, for the City of Gwanda. City 
of Gwanda, to her, meant modern lights, and 
hence she was excited. However, she also 
knew that the chronic government-induced 
electricity blackouts could mar her stay. She 
hated all the nation’s politicians with a pas-
sion, save for her grandson. Most of the coun-
try’s self-professed prophets and pastors had 
not endeared themselves to her either. Alone 
in her hut, more often than not, she would be 
heard whimpering, “These hypocrites’ bod-
ies, including their cursed bones will burn in 
Hell! They make me sick!” 
 Half-asleep in the back of the car, she 
thought she was talking to her grandson, but 
what surprised her was that there was no re-
sponse. In her blissful ignorance it did not 
occur to her that a mere number plate could 
not be an issue that could stall a car! The re-
cently awakened old woman is said to have 
sneezed, salivated and snoozed, then dozed 

and drooled again; before slipping into a 
fledged slumber characterised by a dream that 
gave her an all-seeing role.

 An arm-less bearded priest talks in mono-
logues of walking impeccably clean, seeks to 
scamper away from what looks like a gloomy 
palace infested with numberless marching dis-
gruntled skeletons and wheezing bees. But along 
the only path that purportedly leads to the gate 
of freedom lurks a deep ditch. The pit is pitilessly 
dark, maddening and blistering.
 The fugitive cleric, heavy-laden with a 
mountainous loot of gold and silver, cars, cattle 
and curses, garments and grudges, women and 
weaknesses, farcical truths and gossips in place 
of the gospel of salvation, bribes and brutality 
instead of bibles and peace, human bones and 
human odour, and other problematic parapher-
nalia, literally gropes for the path that leads to-
ward freedom, but slips into the gloomy pit! 
 Some villagers soon come to the party, and 
Lord of Lords, she recognises some of them as 
the chief priest’s die-hard sycophants and mis-
tresses! She tries to drive them away to no avail 
as they hurl down one part of a long rope into 
the abyss for the palace escapee to clinch with his 
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long-matured but tireless and merciless teeth. 
Up, up the fawning poor pawns pull the tough 
line.
 On the verge of reaching the surface, 
his thrill of anticipated relief and for contin-
ued reign galvanises him to prematurely utter, 
“Thank you, com-” and with his horrible heap, 
he falls tragically back!

 Confounded, the old woman woke up. 
Feeling a startling measure of relief and free-
dom, she waited in vain until dawn became a 
verdict that proclaimed she had been stolen as 
well.
 She claims that such a horrifying mem-
ory is enshrined in her heart up to this very 
moment.
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I’m getting married to a man a decade older 
than me. That’s not one of our problems. He 

has emotional baggage from his previous wife, 
who died in a car accident on a business trip 
abroad. That’s not one of our problems. He 
likes to urinate on me - you know, it’s a fetish 
thing, and at first it bothered me. But no, that 
isn’t one of our problems either. He has a son, 
and that’s our problem.
 His name is Keel. Ginger hair, a little 
chubby, and the little bastard might as well be 
a vampire because he refuses to go outdoors 
and keeps a safe distance from other people, 
as if he might suddenly snap and kill one of 
them. He streams hours and hours of televi-
sion onto his laptop – the setup for a rockin’ 
weekend in his mind). Worst of all, he refuses 

to get over the fact his mother died and his 
father wants to be with someone else. 
 “I know, honey,” Brian says to me, “but 
hopefully when we get married in September 
he will calm down a bit. You know what sev-
enteen year olds are like.”
 Well, I thought I did. When I was seven-
teen, all I could think about was being an art-
ist and how I would have my own exhibitions 
and do interviews for the local papers and ra-
dio and be able to dedicate myself to my job. 
I didn’t think about guys until my mid-twen-
ties, when I got engaged to the first boy I fell 
in love with. That fell through when I decid-
ed if the cheating didn’t stop when we were 
engaged, like I was hoping it would, then it 
wasn’t likely to stop when we were married, 

or with children, or middle aged, or retired. 
Brian was married to Teresa in his early twen-
ties, with Keel on the way. 
 “I just can’t imagine him changing,’ I say. 
‘He is a little…”
 “A little shit,” he finishes my sentence. 
“You can say it. I know what he is putting you 
through. He is a little shit. In fact I would go 
as far to say he is a little fuck.” He looks at me 
sternly for a moment and then we both burst 
into laughter. “He is such a fuck,” Brian laughs 
and it’s like we are gossiping about the biggest 
bitch at school and I know I can’t wait to mar-
ry this man. 
 “And anyway,” he assures me, “he’ll be out 
on his own before too long.”
 “Then it’s just you and me,” I say, in a jok-

Toasted
Matt Denniss
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ingly seductive voice.
 “We’re going to fuck in the kitchen, in the 
laundry, in the yard. Everywhere.” he says. 
 “Can we fuck in his room? On his bed?”
 “You bet.”
 I work as a paralegal at a law firm deal-
ing with professional indemnity cases. The 
art thing never worked out. I put two slices of 
toast in and think about clients I have to email 
today and if I’ll be able to leave early on Fri-
day if I stay back tonight. I open the paper and 
flick through the careers section.
 I hear a shuffle down the hallway and 
Keel stomps into the kitchen rubbing his eyes. 
His hair is all swept to one side from the pillow 
and a semi-erection is noticeable in his loose 
pajamas. The kid has no idea.
 “Where’s dad?”
 “Good morning to you too, Keel.” I say.
 “I need money. Where is he?”
 “Where do you think he is? What day is 
it, Keel?”
 Keel nods. “Right. It’s Tuesday. He’s with 
the shrink.” My toast pops and Keel wraps his 
podgy hands around the slices and pulls them 
out onto my plate, moving across the bench to 
the butter.

 “That’s my toast, Keel.”
 He ignores me and spreads too much 
butter onto the bread so it goes bright yellow 
and soggy. 
 “I’ve got work today you know. I’m 
bringing money into this household so you 
can go nuts with the butter like that.”
 “Speaking of which,” he says, “I need 
money. I’m all out and I gotta pay for class 
photos today.”
 I shake my head and pull out a twenty 
and hold it out to him. He snaps it out of my 
hand without looking at me. He scruffs it up 
and thrusts it into his pocket and says, “Well 
I need more than that.” I give him another 
twenty.
 “You’re welcome,” I say while he scoffs 
down my toast. I stare at him but there’s no 
thank you. I flick through the paper but there 
are no jobs. I go to get more toast but there’s 
none left. Then my face goes the colour of 
Keels hair. 
 “You know just because your mother 
died doesn’t mean you can be an asshole for 
the rest of your life.” I get no response from 
this. He just stares dreamily out the kitchen 
window and chews the toast. He is like a god-

damn Zen master right now, and I realise I’m 
losing my cool to a kid more than ten years 
younger than me. He is winning. This is when 
I should leave the house, put on some loud 
music in the car and get McDonalds drive 
through on the way to work. But I can’t help 
myself.
 “Who the fuck goes and gets in a car acci-
dent in South Africa anyway?” I say and real-
ise that I might harbour some resentment for 
Teresa, not just because she had Brian before I 
did, but because she gave birth to such a mon-
ster, and the genes certainly didn’t come from 
my fiancé. At this, Keel stops chewing and 
turns to look at me.
 “And even your own father called you a 
little shit. No, actually, he called you a fuck.”
 “Don’t talk about my mother, you bitch. 
My dad loved my mother way more than he 
will ever love you!”
 “Go get some friends you ginger fat fuck.” 
I now sound like a petty teenager but I don’t 
care. There’s something too satisfying about 
this.
 He just yells the word “replacement” over 
and over again. I try, but can’t get a word in. 
I march into his room and get his laptop and 
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bring it back into the kitchen. When he sees I 
have his most prized possession he stops yell-
ing and goes wide eyed. 
 “Say it again and I’ll smash this thing.”
 His shoulders slump and he admits de-
feat. “Just give it back.” he says quietly and 
holds out his hand. I give it to him and he leaves 
the kitchen. I’m hot and shaking. I hear him 

mumble halfway down the hallway “What a 
cunt.”
 I should have smashed that fucking 
thing. 
 At work I call Brian and ask him how 
his session went. I tell him about the con-
frontation and say, “Yes of course I gave him 
the money.” I tell him that Keel used the C 

word and it’s the first time any-
body has ever called me that. 
I cry a little but try to make it 
sound like I’m laughing. Brian 
comforts me and says we will 
sort this out tonight, that things 
need to change.
 On the drive home I’m smil-
ing and singing along to what-
ever is playing on the radio 
because judgment day is upon 
Keel. I know what Brian is go-
ing to say; it’s time Keel moved 
out. There is enough money left 
from his mother that he could 
rent a room nearby until he fin-
ishes school. I never wanted to 
push this on Brian but was al-
ways hoping it would happen, 

and now Keel has brought it upon himself. Oh, 
he is going to pay for eating my toast. 
 When I arrive home Brian looks serious, 
like someone who has been contemplating a 
big decision all day. He says that he has made 
reservations at my favourite restaurant. “We 
should do this away from Keel. I have left him 
money to order pizza.”
 At the restaurant Brian holds my hand 
across the table and looks at me. His eyes are 
low tonight. This man loves his child and it 
would be hard to move Keel along like this, 
especially after everything that has happened. 
 “It was terrible.” I say, recounting the 
morning. He nods and shakes his head at all 
the right moments. “So what is the big solu-
tion?”
 “Well, I have thought long and hard about 
this. And it’s not a decision I’ve come to light-
ly. It breaks my heart that you two can’t get 
along.”
 “Brian,” I interrupt, “not by any fault of 
my own.”
 “I know, I know. It’s Keel. Him and I both 
have our issues after what happened with Te-
resa.”
 “So, what do we do?” Just say it Brian, tell 
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me it’s just you and I from now on.
 “Well, there’s this great place across 
town,” he says, and I’m nodding my head. “I 
think you should move out, just until Keel fin-
ishes high school.”
 I tilt my head slightly. “What?”
 “You just move into your own place and 
I’ll spend half my time with Keel at home and 
half my time with you at your place.”
 I feel like I did when Keel took my toast. 
It’s like Brian has suddenly become someone 
I don’t know. He doesn’t even look at me the 
same now. I duck my head lower to the table 
and hiss “I’m a woman in my fucking thirties. 
I’m not moving out of my home and back into 
a shoebox apartment while you have play time 
with that brat.”
 Brian just sighs.
 “Can’t he move out?” I ask. ‘He’s old 
enough. There’s enough money for it. Let’s 
have it just you and me from now on.’
 He just squeezes my hand and tells me he 
has made the decision. Our meals arrive and 
we eat in silence. I drain my wine and offer an 
ultimatum.
 “It’s him or me, Brian.” At this, he puts 
his cutlery down. I’m sorry that I’ve had to do 
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this to a man who has lost his wife, and to 
a kid who has lost his mother, but I need to 
be with Brian and Keel needs to give us some 
space. I’m staying right where I am. 
 “Fine,” he says, and lets my hand go.
 “But you called him a…”
 “He might be all those things but he is 
still my son.” He waves me off, “And anyway, 
my psychologist says I shouldn’t depend on a 
replacement so soon, especially if it alienates 
Keel.”
 How could he come to this decision so 
easy? I don’t know what hurts more; that he is 
letting go of me for his son, or that Keel was 
right this morning.
 “You never loved me as much as you 
loved her, did you?”
 He doesn’t answer, which tells me: No, 
he didn’t. 
 “But I let you pee on me,” I say in a small 
voice.
 He looks awkward and just shrugs. I put 
my face in my hands and sulk. 
 The next morning I wait in the kitch-
en for Keel. He shuffles in sleepily and puts 
bread in the toaster. I stride past him and 
pop it up, packing both pieces of cold bread 

into my stretched mouth. It must look like a 
snake halfway through eating a rabbit. I spit 
the churned, wet ball of chewed bread onto his 
plate and smile at him. Keel just stares dumbly 
at me, and it makes me wonder how this kid 
could bring me so far undone.
 “You win, kid.” I say and pick up the bag 
of my personal belongings and head for the 
door. After all our little battles, he keeps his 
Dad and I lose my fiancé.
 “Whatever.” he grumbles and gets more 
toast.
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The
Samurai

The epiphany seized Siegelbaum at break-
fast. The morning after he had seen, or 

rather dozed in part through, the Japanese 
movie on television. Scenes had flitted through 
his dreams and he was still in a vaguely Japa-
nese mood as he descended to breakfast – or 
what he thought would be breakfast. There 
was none. To his query as to why not, his wife 
was dismissive. “My morning run,” she said; 
her white running shoes flashed briefly in the 
burst of sunlight before the door closed.
 Siegelbaum stared at the spot where his 
plate of grapefruit should have stood. It was 
at that moment that the epiphany struck. A 
pants-cutter might sigh at such a fruitful ad-
mission: a samurai would not. And in that 
pregnant moment, Siegelbaum resolved to be-
come a samurai, putting forever behind him 

his former philosophy exemplifying the Yid-
dish credo: “If I try to be like him, who will 
be like me?” Sweeping the imaginary dishes 
from the real table, he thrust his arm out in 
front of him in lieu of a sword. The arm, he 
resolved, would soon be replaced by a sword. 
His wife, had she been present, might have 
responded to his strange gesture by asking 
him impatiently just what he thought he was 
doing, but she had gone off on “her run.” 
There was thus, fortuitously, nothing to deter 
Siegelbaum from his purpose. Unbeknown 
to Siegelbaum then, such seemingly minor 
events auguring far greater significance were 
the stuff of which samurai legends were made.
 Siegelbaum progressed slowly. His thin-
ning hair he oiled excruciatingly, gathering it 
behind his head in a scanty imitation of the 

samurai bristle. And his sword (purchased to-
gether with a samurai outfit at an auction of 
items of a former Israeli military attache in 
Tokyo) he would brandish when his wife was 
at her group therapy sessions or when she was 
at her aerobic dancing sessions. He practiced 
sword drawings and swishes in front of his 
wife’s full-length mirror, at first sheepishly, but 
then with increasing ferocity. Sometimes he 
frightened himself with his ferocity, but grad-
ually he became used to it, end even doted on 
it – a sure sign that he was progressing toward 
his goal, concomitantly with his increased skill 
in bowing. He was greatly assisted in both by 
watching Japanese epics (to the mystification 
of his wife) and reading the novel Shogun. He 
soon progressed beyond Shogun, reading ev-
ery text he could find on the subject of samu-

Larry Lefkowitz
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rais and swordsmanship. 
 Standing before his wife’s mirror, Siegel-
baum concentrated on entering the state 
where his body and the sword he held became 
one. On entering that oneness in which he was 
the sword and the sword was he: the state of 
MUGA – ‘no ego’ or ‘no mind.’     
 “I see no opponent confronting me, and 
threatening to strike me,” Siegelbaum said 
boldly to his image in the mirror. I transform 
myself into my opponent and every movement 
he makes as well as every thought he conceives 
are felt as my own until the moment when I 
strike . . . I now have no sword, no body. I have 
achieved HONSHIN – ‘the original mind,’ or 
even SHIJIN – ‘the perfect man.’”
 And, verily, the sword flew at the mir-
ror, at himself in the mirror, and only at the 
last possible moment, applying KOTSONEN 
NENKI was Sielgelbaum able to hold back 
his sword from shattering the mirror (for he 
would have had to explain it to his wife). He 
had returned to himself, to the sudden awak-
ening of thought – ICHINEN – the instant 
in which he found himself standing sword in 
hand before the fallen enemy.
 Each day Siegelbaum felt more and more 

a samurai. He applied himself with rigid dis-
cipline, for the first time realizing the full 
significance of the Yiddish, BREKHT ZIKH 
A RING,TSEFALT DI GANTZSE KEYT – 
“Break one link and the chain falls apart.” 
He learned to think never of defending but 
always of attacking, and of AI-UCHI – not 

thinking of coming out of the battle alive, free 
from the fear of death. “The samurai is always 
on the offensive, never on the defensive. The 
samurai holds the sword in both hands, leav-
ing nothing for defense, striking the enemy 
with the full force of his being.”
 He kept his sword and his samurai outfit 
from his wife – and certainly his sword prac-
tice. She was full of enough questions about 
what he did with his time. Siegelbaum did not 
feel that his becoming a samurai would be re-
ceived by her with equanimity. Though also 
Asian in origin, it was hardly compatible with 
her occasional tea-leaves reading sessions. So 
while she was busy with treatment, terpsicho-
re, or tea leaves, he was busy with training to 
become a samurai. Once, she returned home 
early when a session was cancelled, and he 
barely had time to throw himself out of HON-
SHIN, and his outfit and sword into a drawer. 
She caught a glimpse of the outfit (which was 
thrown last) and wondered whether he had 
developed a late-blooming fetish for dressing 
up as a woman. She would not confront him 
with it until she checked with her colleagues 
at the therapy session. They voted (by a slight 
majority) that she should not confront him 



unless the fetish became so pronounced as 
to interfere with their family life. When she 
stated that their sex life was not affected and 
even had improved lately, they decided unan-
imously that that condition had not yet been 
reached. No one, however, knew what “bushi-
do” meant, a word which she reported he oc-
casionally mumbled in his sleep. “Perhaps it is 
the name of his Japanese secretary he is having 
an affair with,” it was suggested. “He doesn’t 
have a secretary, Japanese or otherwise” she 
replied. His wife had been urging him for 
some time to participate in their sessions, and 
he had promised he would. Once he decided 
to become a samurai, he found the strength to 
refuse. He had put such passive things behind 
him.
 Freud had been his hero: now he seemed 
weak and indirect. Action and instinct now 
governed Siegelbaum. “The sword is mighti-
er than the id,” coined he, and made a mental 
note that after his first victory he would have 
his blade so engraved. He repeated such for-
mulae together with others taken from the 
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masters: “the sword should act with a will of 
its own,” “the sword is the soul of the samu-
rai.” 
  At work, too, Siegelbaum was no longer 
passive. He cut his patterns with bold strokes. 
He looked his supervisor in the eye. The union 
wanted him to become a worker’s represen-
tative. He refused. All his time he needed to 
become a samurai. He knew that the moment 
would come when he would have to prove 
himself.

 The moment, when it came, was un-
expected (as is the tendency with such mo-
ments).
 Sigelbaum strode down the street like a 
conqueror – no, like a man sublimely aware 
of his own invincibility. He was beyond his 
wife and her group psychiatrists, beyond pat-
tern-cutting. He sensed his sword in its scab-
bard as another man might sense the pulsing 
of his blood. Siegelbaum was a samurai.
      The mugger, coming from behind, took 
him by surprise. Siegelbaum, at the last mo-

ment, perhaps due to his training, sensed the 
blow coming and tried to dodge it, reach-
ing with both hands for the hilt of his sword. 
But before he could draw it forth, before he 
could throw himself into HONSHIN, the blow 
struck. Just before the blackness enveloped 
him, Siegelbaum had a flash of his samurai 
fleeing down the street – his wife and her fel-
low-therapists in full pursuit – as a far away 
voice admonished him with the amended Yid-
dish maxim: “Better an ounce of luck than a 
pound of AI-UCHI.”
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