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What do you know?

 Really, when it comes down to it, what do any of us 
know about anything?
 Take what you think you know and divide it by the 
number of variables that could alter any piece of that 
information generally regarded as fact. Now subtract 
from that the number of ways your experience may dif-
fer from any other person on Earth’s experience.
 If you still have a positive number, stop reading 
this and run for president, because you’re full of shit.

 Dear readers, I hold you in high regard for simply 
making the effort to read our magazine, and I serious-
ly doubt any of you are delusional enough to think you 
“know it all,” but not knowing makes us uncomfortable. 
Knowledge is power, lack of is fear, and assumed knowl-
edge is dangerous.
 Every day we are alive is another opportunity to 
expand our perspectives and challenge what we think 
we know. Let’s get uncomfortable. Face our fears. Try to 
understand something that seems preposterous.
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Spanish
Bev Jafek

I. Tomasita the Dynamiter

My mother was a soldier for the an-
ti-fascist resistance on the front lines 

during the Spanish Civil War. She was 
born in a province of Madrid, Villarejo de 
Salanes, where her father was a toolmaker 
and owned a small shop. They weren’t rich, 
but they were never hungry, even during the 
war. My mother was barely into her teens 
when the war broke out, and she joined the 
young socialist’s alliance, hoping to fight like 
the men. When I was a child and my moth-

er came to tell me a bedtime story, I always 
asked to hear about her life as a soldier. That 
was better than any fairytale to me, though I 
got excited rather than sleepy. My mother as 
a soldier fired my imagination, and I refused 
to hear about princesses, elves and magic 
toads. Consequently, I know a lot about that 
war.
 My mother would never have been al-
lowed to be a soldier but for the fact that she 
was in the socialist barracks when they were 

first fired on by the fascists. The men quick-
ly showed her how to shoot a rifle, and she 
fired away. After that, she stayed with them 
as a soldier. Still, some of the men didn’t be-
lieve a woman was capable of being a soldier, 
and they gave her an assignment only given 
to the strongest men: the night watch on the 
front line parapet. She had to stand for more 
than eight hours, and everyone expected her 
to fail the first night. My mother knew she 
was being tested and was too proud to fail. 

Excerpts from a Novel, The Sacred Beasts

Two

Mothers
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She just shook herself whenever her eyes 
closed. She did it night after night, and she 
even gave an extra ten minutes sleep to her 
replacement, which no one else did.
 The men were very impressed by this 
and gave her an even more dangerous job: 
she became a dynamiter. The dynamiters 
worked in a small abandoned shack near the 
front lines. Their weapons were vastly infe-
rior to those of the fascists. They had noth-
ing but muskets and homemade bombs. 
They didn’t even have a machine gun. So 
they could only assemble their bombs us-
ing old condensed milk cans, into which 
they mixed nails, screws, bits of glass, used 
shrapnel and of course, dynamite. The direc-
tor of the group was an old miner who was 
twenty years older than anyone else and had 
learned to use explosives in his many years 
of work in a mine.
 One day, my mother was testing the fus-
es of the bombs to make sure they worked. It 
took incredible courage and nerves of steel. 
She had to squeeze the fuse with her thumb-
nail then let the fuse out slowly as it burned, 
two fingers at a time. She could throw it no 

sooner than when there was just a fingernail 
left. Throwing a bomb like that was more 
dangerous than being fired on, but it was 
all they had. That day, the bomb exploded 
in my mother’s hand, which was blown off 
entirely. Blood poured out of her wrist, and 
all the men except the old miner fled in ter-
ror. He had the presence of mind to pull the 
straps from his sandals and make a tourni-
quet. Then he carried my mother to the road, 
where he flagged down a car and got her to 
the hospital.
 My mother was too proud to die. She 
battled gangrene and tetanus and was trans-
ferred to a hospital run by the Red Cross, 
where she recovered completely. One of the 
most famous poets of the time came to see 
her and wrote a poem praising her brav-
ery, and her story was repeated throughout 
Spain. She was called Tomasita the Dyna-
miter for the rest of her life and though it 
impressed the men even more, my moth-
er scorned their response to her fame. She 
knew the soldiers very well by then, and she 
always said that they fought the fascists by 
day and then went home and behaved just 

like fascists to their wives. She said all the 
women in the resistance found this to be 
true.
 My mother could have stopped fighting 
then, since she no longer had a right hand, 
but she was too proud to give up. They gave 
her another very dangerous job: delivering 
mail to the front. It was more dangerous than 
fighting, because all the air and ground fire 
was aimed solely at things that moved. Well, 
that was my mother, delivering the mail. 
She was the only one not lying still with a 
gun. Once, the only way she could escape 
from a warplane was to hide under a blan-
ket with four corpses. Still, the men thought 
the women were inferior, which enraged my 
mother. She always said that the women’s 
militias were as courageous and successful 
as the men’s were.
 Finally, she was caught by the fascists 
and held for several years in six different 
prisons all over Spain. The circumstances of 
life there were so terrible that many women 
and even more children died. But my moth-
er was too proud to die. There was mass star-
vation for all and torture for the majority of 



7

women since they worked as clandestine 
agents. My mother had an advantage in hav-
ing been a front-line soldier. She carried no 
secrets and could give them no information. 
Consequently, when she got out of jail she 
was in better health than most of the other 
women.
 After the war when she had me, she 
worked as a left-handed artist. She lived in 
Madrid with her children and grandchil-
dren for the rest of her life. She was too 
proud to die until the age of ninety-three. I 
remember when I went off to the universi-
ty: I saw my mother cry for the first time. 
She never cried when she was a soldier, but 
she cried for me because they were tears of 
joy. She was illiterate, you see. She said the 
world had changed in so many ways that no 
one could have predicted, and that made her 
even prouder, since she had truly given her 
right hand for it.
 Everyone always said that I’m just 
like her, though I teach Political Science at 
the university. I suppose it’s true, because 
sometimes I wonder when I will be humble 
enough to die. 

II. In the Cemetery of the Living

My mother was born in a small Anda-
lusian village to a family of bakers 

and stone masons. During the Spanish Civ-
il War, she and my future father joined the 
Communist youth group when they were 
fourteen years old and fought in the resis-
tance. In 1936, a traitor, Colonel Casada, 
formed a junta that sold out its followers to 
Franco. Among them was my mother, who 
told me everything that happened to her, 
and when you hear it, you will know why 
I could never forget it. She was taken away 
by Franco’s mercenaries, Africans who were 
covered with stench and scabies. They took 
a train to the terrible prison at Guadalajara, 
and she was placed in what was called the 
“scabies room,” where everyone was initial-
ly held since all had caught scabies from the 
mercenaries. This was a room big enough 
to hold ten people, but at least sixty women 
were placed there. No one could move un-
less everyone else moved, and it was a stark 
reminder of how interdependent were their 
fates. Instantly, the women became very 

protective of one another. During the day, 
they gave bedding and space to the wom-
en with children since they needed to feed 
them and rest from their special exertions. 
The other women stood. The nighttime was 
so cramped that a woman even slept on the 
toilet bowl in spite of all the interruptions to 
her sleep. 
 Eventually, they were moved into a pa-
tio that was larger, but their living conditions 
remained terrible. They received no more 
than a glass of water every three days, and 
they were given only sulfur to clean them-
selves. They were always hungry since they 
could eat nothing more than a bowl of soup 
every day. In it was an onion alternating oc-
casionally with lentils, but the soup was also 
full of bugs and stones. My mother and the 
other communists had their heads shaved 
and the letters UPB, for Union of Proletarian 
Brothers, smeared on their scalps with tar. 
Everyone was close to starvation, of course, 
and many did die, particularly the children.
 The women who had been clandestine 
agents were horribly beaten and kicked in 
their kidneys to make them name their con-
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tacts and comrades. My mother was proud 
to have given them only one name, and it 
was a man already known to them. The re-
sponse of the children to their mothers after 
torture was utterly pathetic, since the wom-
en were thrown out of the torture rooms like 
bags bent over double. For hours, they could 
only creep while bent double because of the 
kicking, and some children couldn’t recog-
nize them. One woman had two young sons: 
a three-year-old and an eight-year-old. The 
younger child cried and said this woman was 
not his mother, but the older son could make 
out her features and said it was their mother. 
All three held one another and cried.
 My mother, who eventually got a thir-
ty-year sentence, went to prisons all over 
Spain and knew women prisoners of all 
kinds. Convents, schools and any other large 
public buildings were confiscated by Fran-
co and used as prisons. There were thou-
sands of women in the prison at Durango. 
Some prisons officials—including nuns and 
priests—were sadistic and others compas-
sionate. The latter gave more food to the 
women and saved many lives. When women 

were slated for execution by firing squad at 
midnight, they intervened at the last minute 
by formally verifying that no trial had been 
held, thus preventing the execution on le-
gal grounds. Among the lives saved by this 
method was my mother’s.
 Nonetheless, the women’s stories were 
heart-breaking. Even old women of eighty-
five and girls of nine and ten were impris-
oned as members of the resistance. Many 
were not clandestine agents at all. Some had 
done nothing more than cook a meal for 
a soldier who had knocked on their doors 
or doing laundry for a few of them. Some 
women prisoners had brothers who were re-
sistance fighters and had no other relation-
ship to the resistance than that. Some had 
done nothing more than curse when bombs 
fell on their villages and were denounced by 
their neighbors.
 One woman was beaten twice a day for 
three months and went mad. She spent the 
rest of her life in bed, nursed by her hus-
band. One old woman in her eighties was 
the grandmother of three resistance fighters. 
The Falangists found her, beat her donkey 

to death in front of her, and dragged her to 
prison, where she was given castor oil until 
her intestines were permanently damaged. 
My mother had been an eldest born and was 
very close to her father. He moved whenever 
she was transferred to another prison, since 
he felt that he had to be near her. When he 
heard the length of her sentence, he had a 
stroke and had to be hospitalized. He said 
her name over and over and asked about her 
until he died. 
 My mother also told me stories about 
the kindness of villagers who lived around 
the prisons. They sent food in to the women 
and, when so many children began to die, 
raised them in their homes so that they could 
survive close to their mothers and visit them. 
There was horror, sadism, courage, selfless-
ness and compassion everywhere my moth-
er went. Strangely enough, there was inspi-
ration, too. My mother, who was so young, 
played pranks and pulled off stunts to raise 
the morale of the older women and distract 
them from their worries. She would con-
duct mock trials of Franco in which wom-
en played the roles of judges who handed 
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down the most chillingly horrific sentences 
they could imagine. Every May 1, they cel-
ebrated the anniversary of the Republic of 
Spain, even though it had been defeated. My 
mother led women who marched around 
the prison walls, one carrying an old broom 
with a red sweater hanging from it for a flag. 
A young girl composed their anthem, which 
they sang in their loudest voices, causing a 
roar that terrified their jailers. When wom-
en were transferred to another prison, the 
villagers sang this anthem to them, again 
showing their solidarity with them.
 My mother always said that her story 
was the story of so many women, impris-
oned together and giving one another the 
strength and resilience to survive. She said 
that was the only meaning of life she could 
still believe in after what had happened to 
her. Many years after Franco, in the 1980s, 
she occasionally went out to dinner with two 
women who had been imprisoned with her 
and had become close friends over the years. 
They met at a restaurant right here in Barce-
lona. They had been through everything to-
gether: torture that had ruined their spines 

and stays at a prison called the Cemetery of 
the Living because the officials there tried to 
starve women to death. Yet there they were, 
together at a Barcelona restaurant, having 
dinner long after Franco’s death. Everyone 
around them saw three bent old crones, 
one with a walker, another with crutches; 
all with sparse hair, bent frames and false 
teeth. The other diners could not know that 
they were looking at the three most coura-
geous women in Spain, who had kept wom-
en alive when so many died; who had not 
named their comrades when all others did; 
who had believed in the freedom of Spain 
when all was lost. That’s who those bent old 
crones were, the greatest unknown heroes of 
the Spanish Civil War, and I am proud to say 
that one of them was my mother.

I have published about 35 of my short stories and 
novel excerpts in the literary quarterly and univer-
sity press publications.  Some have been translated 

into German, Italian and Dutch and won many 
literary awards, including publication in the an-
nual “prize” anthology, The Best American Short 
Stories. I also won the Carlos Fuentes Award and 

the Editor’s Prize for fiction from Columbia: A 
Magazine of Poetry & Prose as well as first prize 

in the 2001 Arch & Bruce Brown Foundation 
short story competition for “redemption of gay his-
tory” through creative writing. The Overlook Press, 
distributed by Penguin-Putnam, published my first 
story collection, “The Man Who Took a Bite Out of 
His Wife,” and reprinted it in paperback two years 

later. It was cited as one of the best story collec-
tions of the year in The Year’s Best Fantasy (7th 

edition, Teri Windling) as well as being selected as 
a finalist for the Crawford Award (best new fanta-
sy fiction writer of the year). I was also a Wallace 

E. Stegner Fellow in Fiction at Stanford University.
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Climbing
W. Jack Savage
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What
Did We
Know

I was only fifteen, but I remember that 
night as clearly as if it was last night rath-

er than umpteen years ago, back in the “tu-
multuous” Sixties. I still wear a faint scar on 
the right side of my forehead, between my 
eyebrow and my temple. Another few inches 
and they said I would have been dead from 
the blow. I used to cover it up with my hair. 
Now it’s unprotected, but mostly faded—un-
like the memory.
 My buddies and I were all fifteen. There 
was Joe and Rick, Mike, Morey, and Phillie. 
Our other bud, John, didn’t want to come. 
He said there might be violence.
 We were all the same: thin, lanky, full 
of testosterone. Our hair was beginning 
to grow out in protest—we weren’t sure of 
what, but we watched the news and knew 
there was a war we didn’t want to be sent 
off to fight. We had no idea where Viet Nam 
was, exactly—somewhere in China, on the 
other side of the world; some part we would 
never see in our lifetimes—so who cared?
 We wanted to live.
 The protest was slated to start at dark—
the better to run from the police.

Glenn A. Bruce
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one knew to duck and run. Within seconds, 
there were no more bare boobs in view, no 
high-asses to consider humping, no long 
legs to imagine wrapped around us.
 The girls were Gonesville.
 Then someone shouted, “It’s just fire-
works! A firecracker!”
 We all came out from behind the 
damned date palms, laughing; but Phillie 
said, “That was no fuckin’ firecracker,” and 
Rick agreed.
 “No, man. That was a fuckin’ cherry 
bomb!”
 Of course, stoned as we were, we 
thought that was hysterically, hilariously, 
gut-wrenchingly, roll-on-the-ground funny!
 Then the second shot popped.
 Someone started screaming. One per-
son. One shrieking, horrifying, “I’m hit, I’ve 
been shot” kind of scream. Then his girl-
friend:
 “He’s been shot! He’s been shot! Some-
one help him! He’s been shot!”
 Her screaming filled the air like Noh 
Dhang Luck, or Cum Fuckh Long Time, or 
whatever those places were over there. Who 

terested in the growing throng of “war pro-
testers.” We—and I say “we” only because we 
were there and all of this political activism 
was new to us, but we were there—weren’t 
really part of the collective, angry “we” yet; 
but we were curious and we were there.
 Nixon was inside, I think. At least, that’s 
what we heard.
 Fucking Nixon. Here! This was going to 
be a great night—one we would all remem-
ber. That’s what we were grinning about 
when Morey inhaled the burning roach and 
we heard the first shot—more of a dull pop, 
muffled by the heavy humidity and sweaty 
bodies.
 Dancing to a lone tambourine.
 Booomf. Now the cops were interested. 
The National Guard even turned up, mostly 
kids our age with Army helmets and loaded 
rifles. No flowers. I thought I knew one of 
the guys from junior high.
 He looked scared. More scared than we 
were.
 People screamed and ducked and ran 
for cover in every direction. No one knew 
where the shot had come from, but every-

 In late November, night fell around 
six-thirty in Miami. Joe and I arrived at the 
Convention Center just after six and found 
the others within fifteen or twenty minutes. 
Mike had already cadged a joint from some 
hippie chick who pulled it out of her tie-
dyed top and started flashing her tits for the 
hell of it—in protest. That made the pot taste 
better, I think.
 Like bare breasts.
 In the next five minutes, we passed the 
thin, yellow, smoldering stick around and 
checked out the babes. Fortunately, it was a 
warm evening and a lot of the protest chicks 
were hippies—meaning they wore very lit-
tle: short-shorts with bikini tops, long dress-
es with bikini tops, jeans with bikini tops.
 Some with no tops. The pot chick had 
started a mini-trend.
 At that point the few cops there seemed 
to be enjoying the show and didn’t arrest any-
one. They were men, after all—young and 
old—and they all liked tits in those days. No 
cops liked cock.
 At least none copped to it.
 Fortunately, they didn’t even seem in-
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pened next.
 Running. Crying. Bleeding.
 Protest shit in the Sixties. Yeah! We were 
invincible. We were young. We believed. We 
came to smoke free dope, get laid, and join in 
something larger than we were. We came to 
find meaning. What the fuck did we know?
 I was bleeding from my head.
 Some nice Cuban woman in a second 
floor apartment waved me up, out of the fray, 
and tended to my wound, promising me, 
“It’s not that bad.” She told me to calm down, 
that she was a nurse and had a butterfly ban-
dage in her medicine cabinet. She put it on 
my head and I slept on her couch for hours 
while she watched the thing wind down on 
television and Nixon gave his speech.
 The next day it was just a sour memory: 
a headache and blue balls. For what?
Now I see the protesters on TV and online 
and in the news and in waiting rooms and 
I think how my appearance meant nothing 
compared to these brave people. I was there 
for the wrong reasons. Most of us were. 
Sure, we were there because something was 
wrong with our government, but we didn’t 

fucking cared?
 The War.
 Stoned, baffled, way in over our heads—
we just came to get laid—we huddled like 
frightened sheep in the wild at night, unsure 
of what that loud thumping was and why the 
smell of blood was in the air. Wolves? In Mi-
ami? What was it, man?
 “The fuckin’ cops, man!”
 Helicopters.
 Someone was yelling and someone else 
was screaming again and people were run-
ning in every direction. Suddenly, without 
reason, the wave of humanity swung around 
together and came running back at us like a 
swarm of black swallows fearing winter.
 More shots.
 They had to be. Shots! Who would be 
lighting cherry bombs in a place like this? 
At a time like this? In a war protest? With 
Nixon inside.
 What was a war protest, anyway? And 
why were we here? Why had we come? What 
were we thinking? This was about war.
 Shooting. Killing. Dying.
 Fucking war, man!

 As the terrified herd scrambled by, I 
turned to ask any of my friends any of those 
questions and found that all of them had 
fled. I spun and looked and spun and looked, 
feeling like an imbalanced dreidel ready to 
fall as the last of the screamers ran past and 
I saw the cops coming.
 The cops were coming!
 But they weren’t cops. They were Army 
men. Men in uniforms. In helmets and fa-
tigues, carrying rifles aimed ahead, aimed at 
us, aimed at me. Coming on the run. Com-
ing for me. Damned National Guard cock-
sucker—
 Bamm. The guy hit me in my fucking 
head.
 I went down. Swimming and instantly 
delirious. I didn’t know if it was the pot or 
the blow from the rifle butt or both. All I saw 
were black-booted feet running past and I 
heard men yelling. Someone kicked me in 
the ribs and kept going, and I laid there 
thinking, Am I going to die? Am I dead? Am 
I bleeding to death? Have I already died? Why 
did I come here?
 I don’t remember clearly what hap-
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know what it was.
 I wept. I weep.
 But I went.
 I was a body there to be counted with 
the others. I was part of it. I was nearly part 
of a body count; but I was there, dammit. I 
fucking went. I suppose that means some-
thing. Or did.
 Estimates, I estimate. Statistics. Num-
bers. We used to call joints “numbers.” I 
smoked a number, I was a number, I count-
ed.
 I was there.
 Seven years later, Nixon was gone and 
the war was over. Joe and Rick got drafted; 
Joe didn’t come back. Rick managed. Morey 
got a Conscientious Objector status and his 
family disowned him; he worked in a veter-
ans’ hospital with paraplegics and grew up. 
Then he moved to Thailand and got married. 
We never heard from him again.
 Phillie started snorting heroin because 
his life had long since been devoid of any 
meaning other than scotch, playing a Fend-
er bass in his garage, and pretending he liked 
wrestling and being a father. His wife left 

him before the new paint in the foyer dried, 
snorting became shooting, and Phillie OD’d 
in that garage on his sixtieth birthday.
 I still talk to Mike, but he went righty 
on me. He watches Fox and swears Obama 
is a secret terrorist. John, our other friend 
who didn’t go to Miami Beach that night, 
lived in an Occupy tent in Zucotti Park and 
got whacked in the head by an off-duty New 
York City cop in blue jeans and tie-dyed 
Grateful dead t-shirt. DFW announced that 
irony was dead, then took Phillie’s way out.
 Fuck the fascist bastards. I haven’t vot-
ed since 1983.
 I win.

Glenn A. Bruce has an MFA in Writing from 
Lindenwood University. He wrote the hit movie 
Kickboxer, as well as episodes of Walker: Texas 
Ranger, Baywatch, and Assaulted Nuts. He has 

recently been published in RedFez, Beat Poets 
of the Forever Generation, Alfie Dog, LLR, and 

Carolina Mountain Life, with upcoming pieces in 
Oval and Brilliant Flash Fiction. He has published 
five novels and two collections of short stories, and 
currently teaches Screenwriting and Acting for the 

Camera at Appalachian State University.
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Square Park
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Washington
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Chad W. Lutz was born in Akron, Ohio, in 1986 and raised in the neighboring suburb of Stow. His works have been featured in Diverse 
Voices Quarterly, Kind of a Hurricane Press, Haunted Waters Press, and in EcoWatch Journal. Chad currently works in North Can-
ton writing content for an online job resource site and manages an online magazine called AltOhio.com. An avid athlete, Chad runs 
competitively and swims in his spare time. He aspires to run the Olympic marathon at the 2016 games.

Aural Examination this Poem
I’ve never been one to believe in religion or

Other organized fairy tales.
Divinity is lost on me. Things as they are,
Not as they might be.

Happiness is impermeable.
Faith does not side solely with those
Who believe in anthropomorphic deities.
Just because I don’t have a God it doesn’t
Mean I can’t be happy, or that I’m lost.
It means I don’t care whether my soul burns or elevates,
Or if my body is stuffed into a giant box like old clothing
And left to decompose in the attics of eternity.

I’ve never been one to look both ways before
Crossing the street.
I simply acknowledge disaster and dart out in front of it.
If I make it, I make it.

If I awoke three mornings out of the week
To find Jesus sipping espresso with St. Peter,
I might care. If Buddha gave me backrubs
Twice daily, I might put more stock in him, too.
They teach me wise things, but I don’t have to 
Join a frat to drink beer at parties.

Time mounts great armies against us,
And we only have so many calories
To burn in order to fend them off.
Perhaps there is a place we go when we die.
If I live with all my heart, I’ll get there anyway.
I just won’t have the membership card to prove it, I suppose.
But, then again, Costco and Sam’s Club 
Are even lenient toward people who weren’t aware
And have the right friends.

Blood Stone is living room 
pop from Detroit. Listen to 
their new EP, Friend Group, 
at http://bloodstone666.
bandcamp.com

My Religionis      Click to hear
   Chad’s poem
 performed by
   Blood Stone!

Download
MP3!

Chad Lutz

http://altohio.com/
http://www.bedlampublishing.com/myreligionisthispoem.mp3
http://bloodstone666.bandcamp.com/
http://bloodstone666.bandcamp.com/
https://soundcloud.com/bedlampublishing/my-religion-is-this-poem
http://www.bedlampublishing.com/myreligionisthispoem.mp3
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Sarah Katharina Kayß  *1985 in 
Germany, studied Modern History 
in Germany and Britain. Her art-
work, essays and poetry have ap-

peared in literary magazines, jour-
nals and anthologies in Germany, 

Switzerland, Austria, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, Canada, New 

Zealand and the United States. 
Sarah is a recipient of the Austri-
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Good Fences
The ball came to rest in the grass near the 

edge of Cobb Street after rolling through 
the back yard of a house that belonged to 
some old people nobody knew. Smith rec-
ognized it first. The one they lost last year 
when that big Donaldson boy from around 
the corner kicked it so hard it went over the 
street and into the trees on the other side of 
the fence.
 “Remember we couldn’t play for like a 
week after that because my mom wouldn’t 
buy us another ball,” Smith said.
 They all remembered.
 Grant picked it up. “Yep. That’s it. It’s 
got your name on it.”
 Smith shaded his eyes and looked past 
the house to the fence. These poor people, 
butted right up against the thing. From 
where the boys stood, maybe thirty yards 
from the house, they could smell the gar-
bage, the diapers, rotting food, dead stuff, 
and smoke faintly tinged with a chemical 
stench. The neighborhood was used to the 
smell, but this had been an unusually harsh 
summer.
 Back in May something happened over 

Matt McDonald
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there, fires of some kind, and during the day 
the wind blew the smoke and the shit-smell 
over into people’s houses. The boys spent 
June and July locked inside their homes 
wearing gas masks, going blind playing vid-
eo games and suffering insomnia from their 
nicotine fits. They were too young to appre-
ciate the irony of escaping toxic fumes only 
to suffer withdrawals, and having all that 
time and opportunity to steal their dads’ cig-
arettes but zero chances of smoking them.
 Franklin, the oldest of the four at thir-
teen, the one affectionately and for already 
apocryphal reasons called Crotch, worked 
out a system of running the shower and bath-
room vent and opening the window. But this 
sucked the smell from outside up into the 
attic where it seeped all through the house. 
Plus when his mom noticed him showering 
three times a day she assumed he was up to 
something entirely different in there, which 
lead to a talk from the old man that Crotch 
recounted to the other three once the smoke 
cleared and they finally got together again.
 The effects of the smoke had started to 
show on the houses. The cream-colored sid-

ing or the white trim that accented the brick 
houses had gone a dingy near-yellow that 
no amount of pressure-washing and bleach 
seemed able to remove. By the middle of 
July, people started trading in their white 
cars for black and tan models, taking hits on 
the trade-in value just to have a vehicle that 
stayed the same color as it was when they 
bought it. These people had moved here 
precisely because they didn’t want to have to 
deal with things like this anymore.
 The boys stood still in the street, their 
ears tuned like satellite dishes. Sometimes 
they could hear things from the other side of 
the fence—yelling (in what might have been 
revelry or pain, they were usually indistin-
guishable), kids laughing and playing, mu-
sic, gunshots. The gunshots interested them 
the most, and they debated for hours about 
whether they were real. While they had easi-
ly discovered dirty words and cigarettes, na-
ked women and guns had eluded them up 
to this point. The only guns they’d ever seen 
were on the television shows their parents 
watched.
 They all stared at the fence except Mar-

tin, who scanned the street for adults, dig-
ging a cigarette and a strike-anywhere match 
out of his underwear.
 Grant looked at him. “You gonna put 
that in your mouth now?”
 “What? It was in the front.”
 Grant shook his head and turned back 
to the fence.
 Martin’s last scan turned up only one 
other human in sight, that Whitley girl who 
always stayed on her bike and didn’t even 
get off when she stopped to talk. It drove the 
boys crazy. They saw her at a birthday party 
once where she stayed on the bike the entire 
time. Ate a hot dog on the damn thing.
 Martin lit up anyway and held the ciga-
rette behind his back.
 She wheeled up next to him. “What are 
you guys looking at?”
 “Get the hell outta here.”
The other three looked at him.“Geez, Mar-
tin,” Smith said.
 “Well. This is guys’ business.”
 “What is?” the Whitley girl asked. 
“Looks like you’re all just staring at that 
house.” Her eyes widened and moved from 
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boy to boy. “You’re not going to rob it, are 
you?”
 Grant jerked his head around to the 
girl, “What? No. We’re not going to rob the 
house. We just found this—”
 “Don’t tell her anything,” Martin said. 
He stared past the other three, his angle 
giving him a view around the corner of the 
house to the fence. He turned back to the 
girl. “Go on.”
 “I was just—”
“I said go on!”
 She huffed and shifted on her bike. 
“You guys are buttholes,” she said, and ped-
aled off.
 “And watch your mouth!” Martin said 
behind her.
 He sucked at his cigarette one long last 
time, spit in his palm, snuffed it out and 
stuck it back in his underpants, then fixed 
his eyes on the spot behind the house. With-
out saying a word to the others, he took out 
running across the grass, making a motion 
toward them to keep quiet. They followed, 
Grant still holding the ball, whispering for 
some reason, “Man, Martin, you didn’t need 

to be an ass about it.”
 Martin waved him off, keeping low and 
moving, looking ready to pounce before he 
stopped running and started sidestepping 
widely to his right, motioning for the others 
to follow. They kept their eyes on the house, 
their view of it widening, revealing the small 
back yard and the dirty little kid perched on 
top of the fence. Without looking up, the kid 
squatted on the balls of his feet, spun around, 
grabbed the other side of the wall and hung 
his body down to shorten the distance to the 
ground. He let go and slid down graceful-
ly until he hit the uneven ground at bottom 
and went rolling backward, ass over elbows, 
down the small slope from the base of the 
fence into the back yard.
 The kid stood up, visibly dazed, and be-
gan shaking himself off, arms spread to re-
gain his balance, when he noticed the four 
boys and froze. This pause between them—
the group noticing the boy, the boy notic-
ing the group, each noticing the other notic-
ing—created an almost physical connection 
in the space.
 “Oh, shit,” Crotch said finally.

 “What is he?” Grant said.
 Martin was jittery again, standing up 
straight, taking small excited steps back and 
forth. “It’s one of them.”
 Smith regained control of his slack jaw. 
“He’s brown.”
 “He’s dirty,” Crotch said. “They don’t 
take baths.”
 “You see that?” Martin asked, pointing 
over the fence at a distant pillar of smoke. 
“They live in that shit. Course they’re brown.”
 The boy was brown, almost black, prob-
ably nine or ten, barefoot in soot-stained 
denim shorts and a once-white tank top. He 
didn’t move a muscle while they talked. Had 
the boys stopped talking, they could have 
heard his friends on the other side calling 
for him in their dialect, asking if he’d made 
it okay.
 Grant took a step back and squeezed 
the ball between his hands. “What do you 
think he’s going to do?”
 “He looks scared,” Smith said.
 “Course he’s scared,” Martin said. “You 
see that?”—he was pointing over the fence 
again—“They live in fear over there.”
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 “You just got that from your dad,” Grant 
said.
 Crotch snapped his fingers at them. 
“Shut up.”
 He stepped in front, taking slow steps, 
motioning for them to follow. They did—
Martin, then Smith, then Grant still hold-
ing the ball, which the boy must have finally 
seen, because his eyes widened a little and 
locked in on Grant as if he suddenly under-
stood the boys’ interest in him.

§
 Mrs. Smith could turn mud pies into a 
five-star delicacy. While a more refined and 
nuanced appreciation of her culinary gifts 
might have been lost on her husband and 
son, they ate their meals with a fervor un-
surpassed by even the most zealous critic.
 She loved the neighborhood. Here, 
she wasn’t expected to work; she was in fact 
expected not to. She could spend her after-
noons preparing lush four course meals. At 
least three nights a week they had people 
over, either friends of theirs or their son. 
Either way, company or no, the meals were 
consistent in volume and quality, ranging in 

style and ethnicity from Greek to Italian to 
Tex-Mex to Lebanese and what her husband 
called “severe Asian”—in other words, au-
thentic.
 She loved her kitchen. Her two sinks, 
two stove tops, two ovens, her stainless 
steel refrigerators—one in the kitchen and 
the other around the corner in the laundry 
room next to a pair of upright freezers. She 
had a dedicated ice maker installed under 
the counter next to the fridge. Two types of 
drip coffee makers, as well as her own grind-
er and an array of presses. She kept a small 
variety of beans, which kept Mr. Smith hap-
py. She used the kind of magical non-stick 
cookware that couldn’t be found in stores 
and prided herself on what she called her 
toolbox, a hanging rack of every imaginable 
cooking utensil, all in matching brushed 
stainless steel.
 She also loved the layout of the kitch-
en—its openness in relation to the dining 
and living rooms, and most of all, the large 
rectangular single-pane window over the 
sink. It looked out on a beautiful oak-lined 
street and did not force upon her a view of 

what she called “that damnable wall.”
 This was, for the record, the closest she 
had ever come to cursing.
 While washing tonight’s red potatoes, 
Mrs. Smith looked up from the sink to the 
sight of one, two, three, four…five boys 
walking down the street toward her drive-
way. One of them, of course, was hers, and 
she knew the others, but what—have mercy 
on all our souls—was that other boy?

§
 They made the boy walk in front with 
Crotch keeping the sharp end of a stick 
against his lower back. This was Martin’s 
idea, but he was too small to do it. The boy 
didn’t say a word. He didn’t argue, didn’t yell 
out.
 “What are we going to do with him?” 
Smith asked.
 Grant’s nerves had manifested in heavy 
breathing, and he had been farting quietly 
for the last two blocks. “He shouldn’t be over 
here. He has to know he shouldn’t be over 
here.”
 “He knows it. And he’s got whatever’s 
coming to him,” Martin said.



22

 “What does that mean?” Grant asked.
 “Everybody shut up.” Crotch turned 
and looked at Smith. “We’re going to your 
house.”
 “My house? Why my house?”
 “It’s closest.”
 “And you got that dog pen,” Martin 
said.
 “Come on, guys, my mom’s home. 
Grant, your mom’s not home.”
 “My house is all the way across the 
neighborhood.”
  “And you got that dog pen, Smith,” 
Martin said again. “We can pen him up.”
 “Why do you want to pen him up?”
 “He’s dangerous.”
 “He doesn’t look dangerous to me,” 
Smith said. “Besides, there’s four of us.”
 They all shut up for a moment and lis-
tened to the sound of their steps overlap-
ping before Smith spoke up again. “Come 
on man, my mom’s gonna freak.”
 “Smithy, would you chill out? We’re not 
moving him into your house,” Martin said. 
“He’s not coming inside.”
 Smith let it drop, and they walked the 

last twenty yards to his driveway in silence.
 The boy never even looked back at 
them.
 When they got up to Smith’s house, they 
found his mother standing in the driveway 
holding out a potato peeler, her eyes wide 
and her head shaking violently back and 
forth. Her mouth moved in silent gibber-
ish. The boy stopped when he saw her, and 
Crotch—his eyes on Mrs. Smith—took one 
extra step, jabbing the stick into the boy’s 
back hard enough to break the skin. The ex-
tra step put him directly over the boy’s left 
shoulder. The boy, reacting to the pain of 
the jab, threw his right fist across his body 
and into Crotch’s throat, sending him to his 
knees. The boy grabbed his back in pain and 
the other three rushed to the scene but to 
neither Crotch nor the boy in particular.
 Mrs. Smith took long, panicked strides 
toward the boy, screaming, “Don’t you hurt 
him! Don’t you hurt him!”
 The boy, seeming to realize what he 
had done, dropped to his knees and put his 
hands up to show surrender. This momen-
tarily neutralized Mrs. Smith, and the boys 

gathered around Crotch, who lay there suck-
ing breath.
 It took minutes for everyone to calm 
down.
 “Son, what—what is this?”
 Smith approached his mother with his 
hands out. “Mom, calm down. We found 
him around the block. He was climbing the 
fence to get a ball. He hasn’t tried to hurt us.”
 She sputtered, “Why did he—come 
from? Bring him here?”
 “We didn’t know what else to do with 
him. They want to put him in the dog ken-
nel.”
 “He can’t come inside!”
 “I know, I know.”
 “Your father!”
 While Grant knelt beside Crotch to 
coach him back to breathing, Martin picked 
up the stick he had been holding and cracked 
it across the boy’s head. The boy flinched 
and leaned forward, catching himself on his 
hands as Martin leapt on his back and be-
gan wailing and cursing, the two becoming 
one flesh of flailing limbs and clouded dust. 
The kid was even smaller than Martin, but 
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he moved fast. Before Smith or Grant could 
break up the fight, the boy turned over to his 
back, planted the soles of his feet in Martin’s 
sternum and pushed, throwing him into the 
air in a perfect arc to land flat on his back on 
the concrete drive, his head hitting with the 
flat-packed thud of a hand smacking biscuit 
dough.

§
 They kept the boy in the dog ken-
nel amongst the tufts of hair and dried shit 
stains of the Smiths’ most recently sold-off 
litter. He sat in the back corner of the largest 
pen with his arms wrapped around his knees 
and his face buried. He refused to look at the 
kids who paid their money to see him. It had 
been Crotch’s idea to charge for viewings. He 
came over every morning after Mr. Smith 
left and kept the brats from getting too close 
while Smith took their money. Most of the 
visitors were gentle, standoffish, not wanting 
to get too close to the pen for fear of what, 
exactly, they didn’t know. But some of them 
were little kids who threw dirt clods and spit 
on him and called him stupid names.
 Crotch wasn’t able to talk right for 

two days after the boy 
punched him in the 
throat. He told his dad 
he had fallen on his 
bike and caught the 
handle bars across his 
neck. His mom had 
read an article or seen 
a television program 
about autoerotic as-
phyxiation and imme-
diately sat him down and in a stream of tears 
and snot plead with him to stop. Crotch 
quickly told them the truth. When Mar-
tin was beating that little dark kid with the 
stick, he had gotten in the way and got hit 
in the throat. This settled his mother’s heart 
and satisfied his father more than the bicycle 
story.
 Late on the third or fourth afternoon, 
Smith told Crotch he could stay for supper. 
Smith went in first to wash up while Crotch 
straightened up the yard. He folded their 
lawn chairs, propped them against the fence, 
then stood quietly and stared into the sil-
houette of the kennel where the boy huddled 

in the corner. 
The sun hov-
ered at eye 
level, and the 
air felt like 
mud. Crotch 
winced at the 
thought of 
the boy sleep-
ing outside in 
the late Au-

gust heat. Not to mention the mosquitoes.
 Crotch eased up beside him and squat-
ted down. He noticed the wet spot under 
the boy, the tributaries working themselves 
away from him on the concrete slab around 
bits of mowed grass and clumps of dirt. The 
smell of fresh piss didn’t register until he saw 
it. He stood and retrieved the hose from its 
hook at the front of the pen, then reached 
through the fence to hook a finger around 
the handle of a gallon jug of water the boy 
hadn’t touched. He knelt, the hose in his 
right hand, and with his left pushed the jug 
a few inches at a time along the eight feet 
of fence until it was within the boy’s reach. 

They kept the boy in the dog kennel 
amongst the tufts of hair and dried 
shit stains of the Smiths’ most re-
cently sold-off litter. He sat in the 
back corner of the largest pen with 
his arms wrapped around his knees 
and his face buried.
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He walked back and turned on the hose just 
above a trickle.
 “I’m going to run this water and wash 
that away. Okay? I’m not going to hurt you.”
The boy said nothing but lifted his head 
slightly, just enough.
 Crotch washed the piss away, then 
kinked the hose and ran water carefully over 
the boy’s dry, cracked arms, over his exposed 
neck, his matted hair. The bottom edge of 
the sun sank below the tree line, and Smith 
called to him from the house that his dad 
would be home any minute.

§
 They shut down the pay-per-view 
scheme after a few days because the par-
ents caught wind of it, and the parents had 
not yet decided what to do about this whole 
thing. Talk of the attraction then moved 
quickly through the neighborhood. How-
ever uneasy most folks were with the ethi-
cal question, they were more uneasy about 
expressing it. After a couple weeks, after 
everyone who wanted to see him had seen 
him, there began to be murmurs here and 
there—morning conversations at the mail-

box, lunchtime conversations at the diner, 
late afternoon conversations at the grocery 
store, after-dinner conversations on the 
phone—about what needed to happen now. 
For all the talking, there remained the un-
spoken but well understood fear that some-
body from Over There would come looking 
for him. Most everyone agreed that the boy 
needed to be back on his side of the fence, 
but who would tell the Smiths it needed to 
be done? And who would actually do it?
 Throughout all this, life at the Smith 
house remained mostly normal. Mrs. Smith 
continued to cook her meals, and at night the 
three of them, or occasionally the three of 
them and the Franklin boy, would eat some-
thing delectable like garlic potatoes and duck 
confit, and discuss Mr. Smith’s work or who 
all came by that day, and Mrs. Smith would 
clear the table and throw the scraps down 
one of her three garbage disposals, and Mr. 
Smith would go outside to lock the gate on 
the back yard and bring the boy fresh water 
and his daily loaf of homemade bread, and 
after putting the bread and three gallon jugs 
of water through the slot in the gate intended 

to feed the dogs, he would sidle over to the 
boy, who sat still in the corner, and whisper 
in his ear, very low, barely audible even five 
feet away, “Hey, you little cocksucker. Hey 
maggot. I brought your food. Little maggot. 
Eat it. Wake up and eat it. Don’t insult me, 
you little shit. Eat your food.” He would grab 
the fence and kick at the shape of the boy 
in the dark and curse some more and end 
the scene by grumbling the words “fucking 
mongrel” and spitting in the boy’s direction, 
sometimes hitting him and sometimes not, 
before going inside to rub his wife’s feet and 
beat Little Smith at a game of checkers.

§
 They tore through the rotisserie chick-
en, green beans with garlic, mushed up rice, 
and large butter rolls. Mr. Smith kept the 
newspaper in front of his face until he had 
something to say, so the boys talked amongst 
themselves.
 “I heard Martin had to have another 
head X-ray,” Smith said.
 “Man,” Crotch said, more in a breath 
than a word.
 Mr. Smith lowered the paper to expose 
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half of one eye. “Where’d you hear that?”
 “Grant. Saw him this afternoon, riding 
his bike around the block.”
 No one spoke about the absence of Lit-
tle Smith’s friends nor speculated on why the 
Franklin boy’s parents still allowed him to 
come over.
 Mrs. Smith cleared her throat. “Are you 
boys excited about school starting back?”
 Smith had always suppressed his em-
barrassment over his mother. Since the in-
cident with the potato peeler, it lived much 
closer to his surface. “Mom,” he said.
 “I am,” Crotch said. “It’ll be something 
to do.”
 Mr. Smith’s disembodied voice said, 
“You boys have hardly had a boring sum-
mer.”
 Mrs. Smith laughed and gnawed at a 
green bean. “No, sir. Can’t say that.”
 The boys stared into their plates. Smith 
picked at a stubborn piece of thigh meat still 
clinging to the bone. He looked up at his 
dad’s newspaper. “What’s going to happen to 
him now?”
 Mr. Smith folded his paper and tossed 

it on the table, turned sideways in his chair 
and crossed one leg over the other. He wore 
a smile he’d gotten from somewhere else. 
“We’re not sure yet.”
 Little Smith nodded at this. When Mr. 
Smith failed to elaborate, Crotch said, “Is 
there a gate? In the fence, I mean. Like, if we 
took him back—it shouldn’t be too hard to 
take him back.”
 “There is no gate.”
 “So he would have to, what, climb over? 
Or we have to like get him over somehow?”
 “Getting him over isn’t the issue.” Mr. 
Smith leaned toward his wife, putting one 
palm on the table, “Honey, I could really go 
for a cup of coffee. With just a dash, though.”
 She smiled and patted his hand be-
fore scurrying off to the kitchen. Mr. Smith 
tracked her until she was out of earshot.
 He looked at Little Smith, “It upsets 
your mother,” then back at Crotch, “Frank-
lin, the problem is that the boy is dangerous. 
You saw what happened last time.”
 “Yes, sir. I really think that was an acci-
dent, though. And if it were grown men—”
 “It will be grown men. And they—we; 

it’s my responsibility—we’ll handle it.”
 “Yes, sir. I guess it’s got to be done soon, 
huh?”
 “We can’t keep him much longer.”
 Crotch helped clear the table and said 
his goodbyes. He asked Little Smith if they 
would be swimming on Labor Day, like usu-
al, to which Smith just shrugged.
 Instead of heading down the driveway 
to the street, Crotch walked into the dark 
toward the kennel. He could see the boy’s 
shape in the shadows cast by the neighbors’ 
backyard floodlights. He heard something, 
a disturbing guttural jabber, and leaned in. 
He could not make out the words, if they 
were words. His friends all thought they 
spoke some other language over there, but 
Crotch and Smith insisted that didn’t make 
any sense. Now he wasn’t so sure. 
 He leaned in close to the boy and whis-
pered, “Hey. Can you hear me?”
 In the shadows he could make out small 
movements, and the jabbering stopped.
 Crotch knelt and plunged his fat hand 
down into the cargo pocket of his shorts. “I 
brought you something.” He produced a nap-
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kin containing a roll, three green beans, and 
a mostly untouched chicken leg. “It’s food.” 
He half-rolled the napkin around the bits 
and pieces and shoved it through the fence. 
He unrolled it and let the food fall onto the 
ground. “I can’t leave the napkin,” he said.
 Sounds of shuffling came from the 
shadow, then faster movements. Crotch 
could see the boy more clearly now, leaning 
over and smelling the food.
 “Pwahsn,” he mumbled, his voice like 
air over a reed.
 “Do what?” Crotch asked.
 “Pwahsn,” the boy said, but didn’t look 
up.
 “No. No. It’s not poison. Look.” He 
reached two fingers back through the fence 
and patted around until he found a green 
bean, pulling it back through and eating it 
before he had time to think about whatev-
er was stuck to it. More disgusting than that 
were the sounds coming from the pen, the 
boy inhaling, slopping, coughing, followed 
by him fumbling with a gallon jug, and the 
sound of desperate gulps—then the sound 
of someone opening and closing the back 

door to the house.
 The Smiths’ house sat on two lots, and 
the kennel took up substantial square foot-
age butted up to the backyard fence. Crotch 
stayed low and crawled around behind the 
kennel’s wood back wall. Footsteps stopped 
at the front of the pen, fiddled with the food 
door. Plastic on concrete, then a dull thud 
before the footsteps moved around to the 
side of the pen and down to the boy.
 “Are you going to talk to me tonight?” 
Mr. Smith said in a low voice. He kicked at 
the fence hard enough to shake the whole 
structure. “Little cocksucker. You have to 
tell me where you want to go, maggot. You 
have to speak. Words. You don’t want me to 
decide where you’ll go. I don’t want that, ei-
ther.”
 The sound of water splashing, splatter-
ing, broke the short silence that followed. 
Crotch did not understand until the barely 
audible sound of Mr. Smith’s fly zipping up. 
He waited until the footsteps receded and 
the door to the house closed, the dull snap 
of the deadbolt punctuating the encounter. 
Crotch washed the boy off as before, after 

reaching into Mr. Smith’s piss and retriev-
ing the chicken bone and throwing it over 
into the neighbor’s yard where a small dog 
yapped and gnawed.

§
 He ate no more dinners at the Smiths’ 
house and did not come over to swim on La-
bor Day. No one did. Over that weekend, he 
rode his bike down the street three or four 
times each day, trying to catch a glimpse 
of the boy. In between those trips, he rode 
out to the edge of the neighborhood and 
followed the fence as far as he could in ei-
ther direction. With only one way in and 
one way out, he ended up at the main en-
trance from both directions. He had never 
paid much attention to its details; it had al-
ways been there, its brick always red, its ivy 
always green. While Mr. Smith was right, 
there was no walk-through gate, the fence 
was better kept in some parts than in others. 
The area behind Cobb Street, where they’d 
found the boy, was bare of ivy and the mor-
tar was chipped in a few places. He tried to 
plant his foot and climb, just to see, but his 
feet, fingers, and ass were too round to get 
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anywhere.
 That Wednesday, the first day of school, 
found the boys walking the streets together 
again, Martin doing his best to explain phys-
ical therapy.
 “Traction, smartass, not fraction,” he 
said to Grant. “I don’t even know what that 
means. Was it a joke?”
 “I didn’t hear what you said.”
 “So they put you in this baby swing 
thing, looks like a diaper, and you just hang 
there.”
 “That’s it?” Smith asked.
 “Sometimes they strap you to a table, 
hang you upside down.”
 Grant’s eyebrows collapsed. “Like they 
flip the table over?”
 “Nah. No, man. They lean you back, ass 
up, feet in the air.”
 “All the pretty nurses staring down your 
shorts,” Crotch said.
 They came to a stop in front of Smith’s 
house. Martin bounced from foot to foot. 
“Anybody got a cigarette?”
 Grant looked up and down the street 
at the mothers and grandmothers out wait-

ing to greet their kids coming home. “Keep 
it down, man.”
 “For shit’s sake, Grant, chill out.” He 
paused to take a couple of deep breaths, 
closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. 
“Sorry. I get weird now. After this shit with 
my head.”
 Everybody got quiet on that note. They 
didn’t even say a word when the Whitley girl 
pedaled by them, her sweaty, knobby knees 
suddenly as interesting as they were gross. 
After an awkward good-bye, Grant and Mar-
tin headed off north and east. Crotch stood 
looking into Smith’s back yard, past the 
driveway’s rose bush guardrail to the barely 
visible corner of the kennel.
 “He still there?”
 “Yeah. I think my dad said there are 
some guys coming tonight to help him.”
 “Help him do what?”
 “Take him away. Put him back over, I 
guess.”
 Crotch turned to look Smith over. 
Nothing in his friend’s face showed disbelief, 
or remorse—even confusion would be some-
thing. “You think that’s really what they’re 

gonna do?”
 Smith didn’t look him in the face. His 
head bobbled and he kicked at a pebble on 
the concrete, gave a slight shrug. “I think so.”
 Smith had only ever said good things 
about his dad. In the house, Crotch and the 
other boys had only ever seen good things. 
Mr. Smith took them fishing, taught them 
how to play checkers and dominos and 
taught Grant how to play chess. Mrs. Smith 
had fed them more than their own parents 
had. Crotch couldn’t ask Little Smith what 
he wanted to ask him.
 That night, after pizza and three hours 
of video games, Crotch lay back on his bed 
waiting for the sound of his dad’s car. When 
it came, he would have to wait ten more 
minutes for the Hello-Goodnight. His mom 
was already in bed. After an hour of fight-
ing sleep, he went down to the kitchen to 
get a Coke. Standing at the fridge, he heard 
the soft hum of his dad’s new European. The 
footsteps to the door were not the taps of 
heeled dress shoes, but the clunk of heavy 
boots. His dad stepped into the kitchen in 
jeans and a t-shirt, mud caked on one elbow, 
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his suit draped over his arm in a dry clean-
ing bag.
 “Still up?”
 Crotch popped open the Coke can, the 
sucking crack of it appearing and disappear-
ing like a flashbulb. “Yes, sir. I dozed off for a 
while. Just couldn’t rest.”
 Mr. Franklin stood across the kitchen 
island in his socked feet, being careful not to 
touch anything. “School okay today?”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “How’s your mother?”
 “Asleep, I think. She’s upstairs.”
 Mr. Franklin nodded, his eyes bounc-
ing their nightly bounce around the room, 
getting a sense of whatever he’d missed that 
evening, Crotch thought.
 “Well,” Mr. Franklin said, holding up 
the dry cleaning bag. “I better go wash up. 
Had to help a friend do a little work tonight.”
 “Okay. I’m going to bed.”
 “See you in the morning, Son.”
 Crotch listened for the sound of his 
parents’ bedroom door, then made a show of 
trudging upstairs and going into his room. 
A half hour later, he walked down the side 

of the street, off the sidewalk, staying in the 
shadows of the trees and the larger hous-
es. The backpack he wore made it hard to 
move quickly. His ears tuned up once as a 
car passed. He crouched in the shadow of a 
huge oak, and when the hum of its engine 
and thump of its tires faded, his antennae 
were still up. He thought he heard music, or 
whatever was left of it after traveling across 
the fence and the rooftops—a dull bump-
bump-bump. Maybe voices, too, but he 
wasn’t sure.
 He approached Smith’s back yard from 
the far end of the house, not up the driveway. 
He crawled along the bottom of their neigh-
bors’ fence, low enough and far enough away 
that the motion lights didn’t catch him. He 
and Smith had figured this trick out last year 
when they would sneak out of the house to 
feel like they were doing something. He came 
up behind the kennel and followed the fence 
all the way to the boy’s back corner where 
he got up on one knee and waited, making 
sure there were no sights and sounds from 
the house.
 He rose to his feet and crept around the 

corner of the kennel, straining his eyes to see 
into the pen. The neighbors’ lights weren’t on 
tonight, no light from the Smiths’—only half 
a moon and the fringe of the street lights. 
The boy was not where he usually sat, in the 
corner. Crotch looked deeper into the pen 
but came up with nothing. His gaze moved 
and pulled him to the front of the pen. The 
gate stood open and the water hose was off 
its hook and draped onto the kennel’s slab. 
He stepped inside, now able to make out ev-
erything. Nothing.
 “My name,” he whispered to himself. “I 
never told you my name.”
 He had wanted the boy to know it. So 
the boy would know someone. So the boy’s 
friends and family who came looking would 
know him.
 He let his backpack drop from his shoul-
ders and unloaded the food he’d brought—a 
cold Coke, a package of Pop-Tarts, a few 
pieces of pizza wrapped in a paper towel. 
He sat them neatly in the middle of the pen, 
tossed the backpack aside, and walked to the 
boy’s corner where bleach replaced the smell 
of shit and piss. He put his back to the cor-
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ner and slid down to sit with his knees up 
to his chin, his face resting between them. 
The neighbor’s dog yapped at something, 
drowned out by the sound of his name ring-
ing in his ears.

Wren’s Song

Matt McDonald is from northeast Louisiana, 
where he lives with his wife and three daughters. 

He works in education, and is a musician and 
recovering high school English teacher. After years 
spent chasing down and wounding a novel, he has 
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of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
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This is the beginning. This is for Wren.
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Piper works with plants and makes videos. She owns two VCRs and always has dirt under her fingernails.
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Wednesday,
Andi Tomassi

Apt. 4b
And what of it? she asked.

It had been months since I’d seen her,
and this is the way she stumbled in:
fluttering lids, skulking awkwardly,
stammering over each letter like a deaf 
mute learning to voice.

She pressed close to me.

She took off her shoe. 
Her toes, punctuating a heavy arch;
her lips blued,
her mouth crusted white at the corners
and the interior of her lips.

Her body hulked forward a measure.

She took off the other shoe;

flicked it with her toe to the corner of the 
living room.
It made a thud like a ripe watermelon on 
hardwood.

You know what to do.

I peeled myself from her, and she dripped 
freely from me. 
I lived in a downtown studio apartment. 
The bed was right next to my kitchen and 
the shower,
which I guess is convenient if you are trying 
to get laid and get to work in a hurry. 

I pushed my head to the floor to look under 
the bed; her bare feet slapping the floor in 
an agitated pace; 
my beard scraping against the wood. 

She unzipped her pants. It was a sound I 
was familiar with. Even without looking I 
knew that her panties
were pink. 
Always when she visits, they are the
brightest spot in the room; they and the 
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box that lies under the bed.

I should have known it would be today. My 
beard had grown unruly.
The last time I saw her I shaved immediate-
ly
in an attempt to get clean;

to forget that she is all I have—hot pink in a 
world of dull grey and dying.

She walked over to the window and pulled 
her camisole up past her belly button.
It was filled with sticky fibers and red clay, 
as usual;

I was kneeling, my hands steady on the box, 
my eyes selling an adoration
and thinly draping a loathing. 

She spoke to me as if I was uneducated; 

subservient.

She spoke 
as if I was some 

obsequious 
hungry 
vagrant 
beggar.

What are you waiting for, asshole?

I should’ve smacked her, serried my 
nerves—waged war.
I could’ve reminded her of her infidelity.

Of course she had done it again,
The red clay; She doesn’t even try to wipe it 
off anymore.

I opened the box. 
I liked the way it felt in my hand;
The rough splintered outside and high in-
tensity static velvet interior, 
All scratching at my dry skin like a cat’s 
tongue.

She pulled her panties down to her mid 
thigh and lay on the floor next to me,
her bangs falling forward and blending 
with her lashes.

Come on.

She reached her hand into my box. She 
took one out. It was silky and thin. One 
single strand out of the thousands stored 
there.

Do it. 

I tried to move forward and put my hand 
into the box to begin separating them for 
her, but I couldn’t. It would have been no 
different than any other time.
Pick a cluster. Watch them unravel, untan-
gle themselves,
distinguish themselves as separate and 
unique and no longer part of a unified 
whole
but somehow today, it felt choreographed;
rehearsed.

I tried to explain... I can’t give them to you.

And she replied with a God damn it, hurry 
up.
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Her jeans were wrapped around her ankles. 
She pulled them from her legs 
And pulled loose fibers from the cuff like a 
teenager preparing to fray her jeans in the 
wash.
Each time she pulled a new thread she 
counted in French. un, deux, trois.

Do it for me.

I stared at her socks. I always liked the fact 
that she wore unmatched socks;
It felt familiar.

quatre, cinq, six.

She placed them on her belly as she count-
ed.

They clung to her the way I cling to her 
when she is not here;
the way I claim her as if she is mine;
the way RIT dye clings to cotton.

Merde. These won’t work, love. They’re wet. 
These are wet.

She turned and looked at the ball of string 
in my hand. I don’t even know how they got 
there, or when I pulled them from the box.

It was like blinking, like breathing, like 
masturbating in the morning. 
And she was disappointed in me.
Just give them to me.

She took the first thread and began to wind 
it from the center of her belly button, neatly 
and with calculation, like the spiral jetty.

This reminds me of you. You don’t want me 
to do this. Do it for me.

My body released.
I crouched beside her and rested my head 
on her belly, and one by one I began to con-
tinue the spiral pattern, just like I did the 
last time,
just the way I do it every time.

I work slowly. I push them in, and I pack 
them tightly and when I finish, her cavity 
filled,

she stands and leaves. No thank you. No 
see you next time. No brush of her fingers 
against my cheek.

I notice you have clay on you today, I say.

Yeah.

How does it go—when you see him?

I don’t want to talk about this with you. It 
means nothing to me.

Then why don’t you shower before you 
come here, I ask.

Because I like reminding myself of it. The 
same reason that I keep the string when I see 
him.
The same reason that you keep the curtains 
separated when you know that he is watch-
ing.

I didn’t know that she realized; she had 
never mentioned it before.
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What do you mean? I ask.

Your neighbor,
he watches us, right? And you keep your 
windows open just a bit.
Don’t you? You don’t have to answer me, I 
know you do.
I have seen him with his binoculars.

It’s just that...

You don’t have to explain.

It’s just that, he gives me the threads. They 
just showed up on my doorstep one day, in 
the box. The day you found them. He sep-
arates them string by string and delivers 
them to my door, and I feel like I owe it to 
him, to let him watch.

It’s okay. I told you, you don’t have to explain 
it. In a way, that is why I don’t wipe off the 
clay. You deserve to watch. And he deserves 
to watch;
to know what’s going on in your respective 
back yards, so to speak.

I had nothing to say. 
I had finished my fiber arts project.

She stood to leave and I stared out the win-
dow. And there on his fingers and the rim 
of his binoculars I noticed it; the red clay. 
My air conditioner gasped in the back-
ground as she opened the door to leave.

Andi Tomassi graduated from the University of 
South Florida with a dual-major BA in Visual & 
Performing Arts and Art Education. She has also 

received her MFA in Creative Writing from The 
University of Tampa, and held the positions of Art 

Editor and Poetry Editor for the publication of 
their online journal “TRon”

Image: By Benjah-bmm27 (Own work) [Public 
domain], via Wikimedia Commons
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Remembering HistoryTerry Barr

As I wait in the boarding area of the 
Memphis airport, I overhear a conver-

sation between two men I vaguely recognize 
from the conference. I had known no one at 
the conference and had spoken to virtually 
no one  during my three-day stay, except for 
three Alabama football fans who had also 
happened to be staying at the same Microtel 
Hotel where I had holed up. “Roll Tides” are 
happy requirements wherever I go.

“[Maus is] … Not simply … of memory or a testimony bound for some archive of Holo-
caust documentation … [but instead] actively intervenes in the present, questioning the sta-
tus of ‘memory,’ ‘testimony,’ and ‘Holocaust’ even as it makes use of them.” —Michael P. Rothberg

 I’m eavesdropping on these two aca-
demics. One of them is from South Caroli-
na, like me. I look him up later and find that 
he’s a well-published creative writer. In this 
moment he’s dressed in a corduroy coat with 
sleeve patches, boot-cut jeans, and those 
requisite leather cowboy boots that so many 
believe help them negotiate Texas. I had on 
my usual vanilla Chuck Taylor all-stars. The 
subject that caught my eavesdropping ears 
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sphere enveloping Spiegelman’s lecture, had 
bordered on the inappropriately absurd.
 Without belaboring the plot, Spiegel-
man’s Maus is a graphic novel about his fa-
ther and mother’s experiences as Auschwitz 
survivors, and Art’s relationship with the 
father, Vladek, who, at Art’s request, is re-
living the memory of those torturous years. 
As per the comic world of this tale, the Jews 
are drawn as mice and the Germans as cats, 
in the vein of Orwell’s Animal Farm. Just to 
keep the scorecard precise, Americans are 
dogs (white and black), and Spiegelman’s 
wife, French by ancestral origin, is also a 
mouse because she converted to Judaism 
when she married Art. He worried about 
how he should draw her and of course con-
templated a frog in his indecision.
 Oh, and Polish people are represented 
by pigs.
 This is an important distinction for 
some, although as a non-Polish person, I 
wasn’t bothered by piggy-Poles. I really didn’t 
think about it much at all because naturally 
I was drawn to the more important story of 
how these mice might elude their tormen-

tors. As a southern-raised boy (my mother 
is a gentile, my father a Reform and high-
ly secularized Jew), I grew up eating a lot of 
pork. I’m also enlightened enough to know 
that pigs aren’t really the dirty creatures they 
are reputed to be. They’re certainly not mice, 
who are really just a half-step away from the 
dreaded, plague-carrying rat. Yes, cartoon 
mice are cute, but then so is Porky Pig. But 
why am I carrying on and debating the dirt-
iness of Spiegelman’s characters?
 Well, because while Spiegelman was 
telling his story to our conference audi-
ence—not just the basic Maus story but the 
history of his comics universe—a group of 
faculty from the host university was circu-
lating a petition.
 A petition denouncing Speigelman and 
Maus.
 Maybe, based on my digressive ha-
rangue above, you will have figured out  this 
group’s grievance. Or maybe you think cen-
tral Texas must be a bastion of Nativism and 
organized bands of Holocaust deniers and 
underground claques or klaverns of dement-
ed so-called white people (Anglo-Saxons).

was Art Spiegelman himself. The monologue 
from the creative writer went like this:
 “Oh, he was okay, but come on. Don’t 
try to sell me on comic books as a subject for 
English courses! Should I eliminate Faulkner 
just to make room for someone like Spiegel-
man? That’s absurd.”
 I know this is what he says, because ev-
er-so-surreptitiously, I draw out my journal 
and begin recording, pretending to be ab-
sorbed in some new thought.
 I think about intervening,  assuring 
this authority on canonical exercises that 
I have managed to find room for Faulkner 
and Spiegelman; for Woolf and Allison Be-
chdel; for Joyce and Chris Ware. Not all in 
the same course, but my feeling is that liter-
ary enlightenment and aesthetic joy should 
not be limited to densely-laden pages occu-
pied solely by words (though I do love such 
pages, particularly when they are set in Yok-
napatawpha or in Molly Bloom’s bed).
 But I didn’t intervene, in part because 
maybe I was simply hearing something out 
of context. But also in part because the en-
tire conference, or to be specific, the atmo-



38

and the infirm, not  to mention they create 
the conditions of the camps and “work plac-
es.”
 Maybe the point of art is to provoke 
as well as enlighten. But one has to wonder 
what the grievances of these learned people 
meant to the story; what part of the real his-
tory of the Holocaust they actually felt, or 
ignored, in order to focus on their own con-
cerns? Certainly Art Spiegelman, who was 
provoked, wondered. That is, until he spoke:
 “This is my story, and it’s a story of my 
family and of the Jews. I don’t have to an-
swer for other people, and if you want to tell 
that story [the Polish story] then go ahead. I 
won’t stop you. But this book, this story, are 
mine.”
 My memory tells me that there were 
murmurs in the audience, and some of that 
stunned silence that always greets a speaker 
when he’s told his truth in words or pictures.
 I leaned to the guy sitting next to me; 
he had actually checked me into the confer-
ence the previous day, so at least we shared 
that history.
 “But I thought that most of the Pigs 

came across looking good—helpful and 
trusting. Certainly there were a few who re-
fused to help Vladek, but even they recanted 
their misgivings. What are these people so 
upset about?”
 “Yeah, that’s the way I read it,” my friend 
agreed.
 Would it have been better or made a 
difference to this group if the Poles had been 
depicted as horses or cows, or not at all? Did 
they think that Maus’s readers would see the 
pigs literally as filthy swine, as unworthy 
of respect, and so would consign all Polish 
people to the rungs of an ethnic-cleansing 
inferno? Were the protesters not willing to 
give merit to Spiegelman’s story? His father’s 
story? Were they in favor of co-opting this 
story and preventing other readers from 
knowing and thus remembering it or any 
Holocaust story?
 Was it the comic, or the nature of the 
offense that upset them most?
 I’m assuming that the 300 or so au-
dience members for Spiegelman’s address 
knew Maus, had read it through, and also 
knew a good bit about the Holocaust. But 

 I don’t know about this latter category, 
though Texas has been known for a conspira-
cy and/or a deadly shooting or two. As many 
of you sharp readers and historians might 
have discerned, the faculty leading the pro-
test were all of Polish background or stock. 
They felt slighted by and were aggrieved at 
Spiegelman’s dirty depiction of their kin as 
pigs, though of course none of them knew 
any of Maus’s Poles. During the Q and A af-
ter the lecture, these faculty commandeered 
the microphone and lashed out at the speak-
er:
 “You’ve depicted the Polish people as 
evil, almost as bad as the Nazis, and you’ve 
made them pigs! Why did you do this?”
 This basic statement and question was 
asked in a variety of ways. I suppose if you 
haven’t read Maus, you might wonder at their 
emotions and believe their words. Except if 
you have read Maus, you see that while some 
Pigs do inform on the Mice, others protect 
them, hide them, and feed them, many times 
over. Many Mice inform on their own kind. 
You have to see that the Cats are the ones 
who shoot the elderly, the juvenile, the able 
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one conference official moving to intercept 
me.
 “Mr. Spiegelman,” I called before any-
one could stop me. “Would you autograph 
my book?”
 “Sir, you can’t be disturbing Mr. Spiegel-
man.” Though from my viewpoint Mr. 
Spiegelman looked rather relaxed now, but 
definitely in need of something.
 “That’s all right, Son,” he said to his 
would-be crowd-controller.
 Then he turned back to me.
 “Sure, I will, but you’ve got to come 
with me.”
 I like the fact that in such moments I 
have no intention, much less a thought of 
asking why. Given the subject of his book, 
though, that’s a rather unsettling tendency I 
have.
 In any case, I followed Spiegelman out 
the side door of the hall, into the late after-
noon Texas sun.
 “I need a smoke,” he said as he sidled 
up to a typical green incinerator. After he lit 
up, he asked for my book.
 “That pig thing, huh,” he said as he 

studied my worn copy of Maus I.
 “Well, you know what Seinfeld says. 
‘People, they’re the worst.’”
 It was a funny moment, almost unset-
tling in the way he looked at me then.
 “I try not to let ‘em get to me, you 
know?”
 I wanted to know; I would have liked to 
know so much more.
 “Well, I teach Maus both in my graph-
ic novel course and in my Holocaust Lit 
course. It’s the work my students always give 
the highest evaluation marks to. So, I think 
what you’ve done is not only groundbreak-
ing. It’s vital to our understanding of the Ho-
locaust and of those who survive.”
 “I appreciate that,” he said, and by then 
not only was his cigarette done, so was the 
autograph. His handler had returned and 
the day’s agenda wore on.
 “Take care, Terry,” he said as he was es-
corted away from me, leaving me locked out 
of the hall and left next to the incinerator 
and the debris of other experiences.
 After he left, I looked at what he given 
me: a drawing on the title page of a mouse 

how many people there had no knowledge 
of the graphic novel, and so how many now 
would experience Maus as Spiegelman treat-
ing the Poles barbarically? How many would 
believe that Spiegelman’s book has no place 
in a college course? Or that it shouldn’t be 
read at all?
 Is it such a leap then to think that such 
people might see the Holocaust with these 
tainted glasses? For the memory of any event 
is transformed by our most direct experience 
with that event or the vestiges of the telling 
of it.
 After the talk, I lost sight of the pro-
testers. At that moment I didn’t care about 
them nor, I’m sad to say, did I consider the 
questions I asked above. So I did not try to 
engage anyone in a conversation about pigs, 
or cats, mice or dogs and how we view them. 
For I had my own agenda: to get Spiegelman 
to sign my copy of Maus.
 It was weird as the crowd dispersed, 
but  no one was approaching him. The seas 
opened wide, and you could have driven a 
team of chariots through the chasm. As I 
seized the opportunity, though, I did notice 
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 Maybe, though, such signs are just 
too simple, too “immediate and intimate,” 
for some people to grasp. After all, we are 
a people who usually and intentionally see 
only what we want to: cute or dirty animals, 
yellow stars, and sometimes, even our own 
common humanity.

Maus image by Masterdeis (Own work) [GFDL 
(http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html) or CC BY-

SA 3.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons

smoking a cigarette. “For Terry,” the mouse 
said. Underneath he had signed his name.
 A gesture, a drawing, a memory.
 Whenever I teach Maus I tell my stu-
dents this story just as I tell them about 
seeing Joyce’s Tower and Faulkner’s Rowan 
Oak. I show them my drawing and try to 
tell them what it means. Then I quote this 
passage from Spiegelman, who survived the 
audience in central Texas, as well as that re-
lationship with his father:

 “It is my conviction that comics are a 
medium. They can be used to do something 
trivial…or something else. Same is true for 
novels that range from absolute pornogra-
phy to James Joyce and William Faulkner…
there are occasional, beautiful achievements 
in comic strips that aren’t at all trivial. Among 
the advantages [of the form] I would include 
a certain kind of accessibility, an immedia-
cy, a certain kind of intimacy…thought bal-
loons and drawn signs are immediate in that 
[they] appear… one step closer to…the way 
the mind works than pure language.”

Terry Barr’s essays have appeared recently in Red 
Truck Review, Turk’s Head Review, Full Grown 

People, Graze, Drunk in a Midnight Choir, 
Grounded Magazine, Red Fez, and Quail Bell 
Magazine. His essay “Neither the Season, Nor 

the Time” was nominated for this year’s Pushcart 
Prize by Belle Reve Literary Review. He teaches 

Creative Nonfiction, Southern Film, and Food and 
Literature at Presbyterian College, and lives in 

Greenville, SC, with his wife, Nilly, and daughters, 
Pari and Layla.
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Sarah Kayß
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   Explain
Turducken

Erren Kelly

The only time whites here have ever seen black people
was on the cosby show and nobody

wants to be bill cosby these days
i got a plate of red beans and rice and friend chicken
for 20 bucks at a resteraunt on church street in burlington
i could make the same dish at home for
less than ten
a white girl tells me of her love for the blues:
she likes b.b. king and chris thomas and is looking forward
to seeing him perform, but she doesn’t believe in interracial dating
at least white kids here think wu tang and 2pac is
true hip hop music, not macklemore and justin bieber
at an open mic poetry reading, the m.c.
scoffs at me, finds it hard to believe i’ve read
jim carroll and the beats
the cops follow me around sometimes, at random
my writing poems in coffeehouses is
considered a terrorist act
a church on college street has
a banner that reads “black lives matter”

and a phishhead has a bumper sticker
on an audi
every other person in burlington is a trust-funder
or a celebrity trying to lay low
or a flatlander who got tired
of the big city
a woman looks at me as i read and asks
“do you really read those books, or is
it just for show ?”
i listen to a woman in a club singing
an amy winehouse tune and i realize
its an imitation of an imitation of
someone who had soul
every other person looks as though
they stepped out of an american eagle
forever 21 or l.l. bean catalog
and in the trendy whole foods supermarket
even the white girls wear their pants
on the ground

Trying
to

Vermonterto a

Aural Examination

Download
MP3!

Click to hear Erren read
  his poem accompanied
by Joseph Appel!

-Erren is a Pushcart nominated poet from Seattle.  He has been writing for 25 years and has 
over 150 publications in print and online in such publications as Hiram Poetry Review, Mud-

fish, Poetry Magazine(online), Ceremony, Cactus Heart, Similar Peaks, Gloom Cupboard, 
Poetry Salzburg. His most recent publication was in The Rain Party and Disaster Society;  he 

has also been published in anthologies such as “Fertile Ground,” and “Beyond The Frontier.” His 
work can also been seen on Youtube under the “Gallery Cabaret,”  links.

-Joey is a jazz and gypsy swing guitarist in portland, oregon (for lack of a better description). 
He has a bachelor of music in music composition from Portland State University. Some main 

ongoing jazz and compositional performance projects are: Clambake, Clarinet Cat Box, Anna-
Paul and the Bearded Lady. He has a three legged cat.

https://soundcloud.com/bedlampublishing/trying-to-explain-turducken-to
http://www.bedlampublishing.com/turducken.mp3
http://www.bedlampublishing.com/turducken.mp3
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 There are so many surprising elements within the dif-
ferent compositions at play in your work. Joy is evident, as 
well as some unflinching, gritty studies of texture and flesh. 
Your landscapes are at times haunting—as are the black and 
white gatherings among trees in your “Wilder” series—and 
then we’re suddenly looking at the tiny, minute world of in-
sects and their surroundings. Do you find yourself working 
with unexpected moments more often than planned ideas 
you have carried out?

 Eleanor Leonne Bennett is an internationally award winning 
photographer and visual artist. She was the CIWEM Young En-
vironmental Photographer of The Year in 2013 and has won first 
places with National Geographic,The World Photography Organ-
isation, Nature’s Best Photography and The National Trust among 
many others. She has been published in the Telegraph, The Guard-
ian, The British Journal of Psychiatry, Life Force Magazine, British 
Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar and on the covers of books and magazines 
extensively throughout the world. Her art has also been exhibited 
in galleries across the globe, from Paris to Hong Kong and beyond.
 Nikki Moen spoke with Eleanor via email about her early 
successes, lies adults tell children, and struggling with self-doubt.

 I would have to side with unexpected moments, especial-
ly these days. It is like I almost get no time at all to construct 
an image to harbor my delicate ideas. What time I do get for 
photography whilst juggling the study for two diplomas is just 
me in the field without accessories. It seems to be almost three 
or four years ago that I last remember composing specific and 
elaborate portraits with many added elements. I have not found 
this to diminish my repertoire. Life as it happens, and life is odd. 
I had little control on the elements I am thrown upon. I can only 
transcribe my opinions and creations in whatever medium I am 
working in.

 Your “Taken at Home” series leads the viewer into an 
environment that is by turns both inviting and mysterious. I 
find myself not wanting to spoil it by asking, but what is “at 
home” to you in these pictures?

 The theme of that specific gallery is that all the images were 
indeed taken at my home in Cheshire. In a world of photogra-
phy wanderlust it amused me at the time to say “I own a camera 
worth a hundred quid and I never go anywhere!” The notion of 
“Home” bares an irony for me too in the fact that I was never 
more depressed than in that prison I felt constantly doubted in. 



50
Toad on Scar



51

It makes me wonder how many young people are told some-
thing is wrong with them for their depression only to have it lift 
almost instantaneously once a harmful person is removed from 
their presence.

 Do you enlist the help of any family members as sub-
jects?

 Only my mother would be willing to collaborate. Other 
family members you may find in my photos just happen to be 
“there.”
 I can say a photograph of her won me one of my biggest 
awards. I can say a photograph of her in hospital when seriously 
ill has become a magazine cover (not once but multiple times). 
I am proud to have her support. I don’t think a lot of people I 
happen to be related to quite understand that if I take a photo of 
them it may just become internationally exhibited, a book cover 
or award winning. I often find those more willing to understand 
to not even be by my blood. In that case I would just rather give 
the exposure to the most gracious.

 I see that you already give advice to other young artists 
yourself. Do you find that you have a good support system/

game participants for your projects in your friends?

 I do, indeed. There are people who were right there at the 
very beginning. Poet Scott-Patrick Mitchell, whom I met all the 
way back in 2009, has been a great support in my work and al-
ways ready to give encouragement and inspiration. I also find in 
the field I work in that many people are just easy to reach out to. 
You can make new friends with each day I find in this world of 
publishing as well as the photography. It is always fun to meet 
the clients behind the artwork I sell for the purpose of poetry. I 
find it is not only that people share my vision but that their own 
visions crossover in the fact that my work is said to cover so 
many distinct genres.

 You are a very accomplished artist at this point. Fif-
ty award-winning photography submissions are absolute-
ly nothing to sniff at. Can you tell us about the photograph 
that won you the UK National Geographic Kids Photography 
contest in 2010? 

 The title of the winning photo is called “Get Back Better 
On”. It was taken of my own legs upside down with a young 
pony called Bluebell.
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 The anonymity of the photo is because at the age I took 
that photo (14), I wanted to create an image in which any child 
could imagine themselves.
 As well as it winning the overall UK award it also won the 
humor category which I was pleased about.

 How about the Australian Mathematical Sciences Insti-
tute’s Mathematical Concept photo competition you won in 
2013? Did you submit only one picture?

 I think I entered across the categories and won the “Math-
ematical Concepts” category due to them selecting the best 
suited and honestly most humorous photo (a large snail being 
ridden by a teeny tiny snail) out of my multiple entries. I have, 
since taking that photo, seen the same be recreated in more ster-
ile environments for the purpose of stock images. I still like my 
original image more, set in the garden I used to play in often. 
Whenever I think of snails I always remember my mum saying 
how when she first went to live there that it was far too cold for 
snails and she only saw them in more recent years since the cli-
mate had warmed. At that old place it is not unusual to still get 
ten foot and higher snow drifts in the worst of the winters in 
that part of Cheshire.

 Gaining recognition at the age of 13 had to have been 
intense. You had a piece exhibited outside UNESCO build-
ings in Madrid, Paris, London, Hamburg, and Japan, for the 
United Nations International Year of Biodiversity. How did 
this affect your life at the time?

 I think even at that young an age I had a better idea of what 
it would hold for me than some other people who happened to 
be a lot older. When I was eleven, I was trying and succeeding 
to win my very first art competitions with the Woodland Trust 
in mixed media. Everyone has ideas, dreams of interviews, aims 
of bestselling, voices of a song beyond themselves. The only dif-
ference between me and them is that I really enjoyed that high 
pressure to perform.
 Every time I win, I may not silence the voices that wish 
to dismiss me as a fool, but the evidence for my existence and 
those triumphs annoys them all the same.
 When I win out I find true peace, I find solace and find 
what I know I deserve for my ambitions.

 To have such drive and ambition at such a young age, 
there has to be force that first caught your interest. Who (or 
what) are some of your greatest influences?
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 I am most inspired by my contemporaries who have pro-
vided so much in the way of reasons I have made it so far in 
this field. Outside of them some of my inspirations from a very 
young age included Damon Albarn and Aardman Animations. 
A lot of things of the morbid kind fascinate me as well. I think 
at my youngest the two female artists I heard the most in public 
consciousness were Annie Leibovitz and Tracy Emin.

 Back to the works displayed on your website, I feel as 
if there are times you have discovered or created your land-
scapes through materials, liquids, smoke, water and fire. I’m 
interested in the photograph of a photograph that you had 
set aflame, and it seems to be a picture of a child. Was this 
you? What was it that you were trying to say with this piece, 
or were you not intending to present a message at all?

 That is me when I was four. It was a picture in which I am 
having my hair brushed. The message behind the photo is that 
I remembered what it was to be that age. I remembered when 
I was I was ignored when asking enterprising questions, dis-
playing curiosity, and intelligence even then. I remembered lies 
being told about how the farmer’s wife just happened to trip and 
bruise her face on a table. I remember people thinking that be-

cause I was young, that was their chance to tell me nonsense be-
cause I wouldn’t even be listening. For me, I was deciding who 
exactly would never get a second chance from me. The photo 
captures the moment when people had the chance for me to 
be forgiving and treat me like a deserved to be spoken to with 
respect. For the sake of me I take no prisoners to lead a life as 
positive as I possibly can.

 “The Happy Hour” is a particularly arresting image. As 
if looking in to a 1950’s roadside diner or train car, we see 
several figures smiling. However, the shadow and light upon 
their faces makes them seem sinister, almost grotesque. We 
cannot look away. Was this a planned shot? How did this im-
age come into fruition?

 The photo in question was an absolute fluke. It was taken 
only because I had won another competition and the town in 
which the specific store vouchers were eligible for was near this 
train station. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been there. In fact I 
don’t think I even revisited that location. I think the image was 
taken late enough in the day for there to be enough harsh shad-
ows without any ambient softness that would have occurred if 
taken a few hours later. I guess you can thank John Lewis for the 
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shot being created because in every other train station I have 
visited, I have not had this perfect set up recreated in the depth 
of layers in the image, tricks of the light and the numerous peo-
ple that this photo needs.

 You have already come so far as an artist, and as a young 
artist at that. What are your plans for the future?

 To work harder on developing an extended catalog of my 
work. I really want to overhaul my website as soon as I get time 
to implement new material.
 I have front covers for books and magazines coming out 
left, right and center. I have big plans for where my work may be 
shown in the near future. There are quite a few dates to confirm 
and I look forward to however I may make my next moves.

See more of Eleanor’s work at
http://www.eleanorleonnebennett.com

and on Facebook!

Nikki Moen is a Portlander by way of Wyoming 
and has been writing for Bedlam for most of our 

existence. She eats fucking mountains.

http://www.eleanorleonnebennett.com/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Eleanor-Leonne-Bennett-Art/182236515143617
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Sixth
Edward Palumbo

The four very narrow buildings were 
about twenty feet long, and they resem-

bled boxcars at first glance. Each structure 
was a varying, faded pastel; the weathered, 
wood shingle exteriors offered diminishing 
hues of eggshell blue, canary yellow, jade 
green and rose red. The buildings were en-
tirely enclosed save for single, tiny windows 
in the front of the structures—and every one 
was shut tight. The buildings were archaic 
but sturdy, and they formed the four sides 
of a square, a weedy quadrangle gracing the 
interior of that figure.
 There was something uninviting about 
the curious structures; it was as if they had 
found solitude amidst their slow decay and 
they were content about it, or as content as 
could be expected, and they sought no vis-
itors—not anymore. Perhaps they were part 
of a long-forgotten fairground, I speculated, 
or concessions stand from some other en-
tertainment venue, not that I knew of any 
amusement park or like enterprise that had 
ever occupied the site. I had stumbled upon 
the buildings while taking a shortcut home, 
a shortcut behind the elementary school, a 

The

Ticket
shortcut I had used many times, but a short-
cut that had never led me past the buildings 
that now intrigued me. I lingered, examin-
ing the fronts and the rears of the structures, 
anxious to spot a telltale sign of their intend-
ed uses, their past uses, but: nothing.

 I was captivated by the structures, but 
desperately hungry and I made way for home, 
or I attempted to do so, before a blond boy, 
no more than twelve or thirteen, blocked my 
path. He looked for all the world like Tom 
Sawyer, or how I would have imagined Tom.
 “Do you need tickets?” he asked me.
 “Tickets for what?” I asked after I re-
covered from his unexpected arrival.
 “Tickets for the answer boxes,” he re-
plied. “I saw you looking them over. The 
tickets are a dollar a piece or six for five dol-
lars.”
 “And what do I get for my money?” I 
asked him.
 “Answers,” said the boy, “as I have im-
plied, answers to anything. If you have a 
question about science or god or the origin 
of the universe, you can visit the yellow box 
and for a single ticket get the answer to any 
inquiry you may have. Simply tap on the 
window, make your payment and ask your 
question. The person inside will give you the 
answer. It’s that simple.”
 “There are people inside the boxes?” I 
queried.
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 “Of course,” he smiled, “and not just 
people, experts. The attendant in the yellow 
box is a physicist and he has a PHD in phi-
losophy.”
 “And the other boxes,” I said, “what of 
those?”
 “The green box is where you can get 
answers about finance and investing. A Har-
vard MBA mans that post. The red box is 
where you get answers about love and ro-
mance. The occupant of that box holds a de-
gree in sociology and she also wrote an ad-
vice to the lovelorn column for twenty-two 
years.”
 “And the blue box?” I asked.
 He didn’t answer.
 “And the blue box?” I repeated the 
question.
 “You don’t want to go to the blue box,” 
the boy said quickly. “Nobody goes to the 
blue box.” His gaze left mine. “How many 
tickets?”
 “Six,” I said, and I paid him. “What if I 
don’t like the answers I get?” I asked.
 “No refunds,” said the boy, “no guar-
antees.” He slipped the money in his pocket 

and he left me without another word.
 I approached the yellow box and rapped 
on the window, which opened in an instant. 
I could see little inside the dark enclosure. 
A gravelly voice asked me for my ticket, and 
I delivered same. “What is your question?” 
asked the fellow, who was professorial in his 
air.
 “Where did man come from?” I asked.
 “Where did man come from?” he re-
peated. “That’s your question?”
 “Yes.”
 “I cannot speak for all men,” came the 
response, “but you came from Pawtucket, 
Rhode Island.”
 The window closed. Everybody is a co-
median, I told myself and I opted not to in-
vest another ticket with the wise guy.
 The window of the red box opened, at 
my behest, and the voice of a middle-aged 
woman greeted me. “You have questions?” 
she asked.
 “Yes, ma’am,” I answered, “and many.”
 “A young man like you has to know ev-
erything? Why not leave some mystery in 
your life?”

 “I have plenty of mystery in my life,” 
I told her, “particularly when it comes to 
women. That is why I came to this box, to 
see you.”
 She sighed. “Give me the ticket,” she 
said, “and ask your question.”
 “Will I ever meet my true love?” I asked, 
after delivering payment.
 “Yes,” she answered, “a lovely girl, nice 
hair, and a good family.”
 “And?”
 “What and? You paid one ticket, you 
got one answer.”
 I handed over another ticket. “How will 
I know her?” I inquired.
 “She will be wearing a hat,” came the 
reply.
 “What kind of hat?” I asked, but the 
window closed. I rapped on the glass, “What 
kind of hat?” I yelled, but received no an-
swer.
 The green box was the best maintained 
of the lot. The glass in the window looked as 
if it had been recently replaced. Obviously a 
disgruntled customer had smashed it in, and 
I could relate. The window opened a mo-
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ment before I could tap on it. A fast-talking 
fellow greeted me and took my ticket. “No 
time to waste,” he said, “much, much to do. 
How can we help you today?”
 “How should I invest my savings?” I 
asked.
 There was the slightest pause. “I’m 
thinking underwear and socks,” came the 
reply. “They’ll always come in handy. With 
your money, you could stock up for a year or 
more.”
 The window closed.
 I was out four tickets. The blue box 
beckoned. The boy had advised me not to 
visit it, but I have always been the fearless 
type. The window opened, and the voice of 
my late father greeted me. It was less a sur-
prise than I may have expected. I paid him 
and asked, “Was I a good son, Pop?”
 “Darn good,” he said, “darn good.”
 “Thanks. How could I be a better man?” 
I queried.
 He did not answer, and it came to me 
that I had not paid him for the second ques-
tion. It also came to me that I had lost my 
sixth ticket. The window closed.

 I sought out Tom Sawyer, and I found 
him seated on a tree stump reading a copy of 
Lost Horizon. He rose as I approached. “We 
are closing in a few minutes,” he reported.
 “I need more tickets,” I told him.
 “That is impossible,” he replied.
 “But I am not out of money.”
 “That may be,” said the boy, “but I am 
out of tickets. You’ll have to come back to-
morrow.”
 I watched him depart, taking a path be-
hind the blue box, but he never appeared on 
the other side. I felt something come up be-
hind me and then—black.
 I awakened to the sound of knocking. I 
opened the window, and Tom Sawyer hand-
ed me a ticket. “How did you get inside the 
box?” he asked me.
 “I don’t know,” I responded.
 He paid me again. “How will you get 
out?” he asked.
 “I don’t know.” I replied.
 “You don’t know much,” said the boy, 
with no small amount of bitterness.
 And a line of familiar customers formed 
behind him.

Edward Palumbo is a graduate of the University 
of Rhode Island (1982). His fiction, poems, shorts, 
and journalism have appeared in numerous peri-

odicals, journals, e-journals and anthologies in-
cluding Rough Places Plain, Flush Fiction, Tertulia 

Magazine, Epiphany, The Poet’s Page, Reader’s 
Digest, Baseball Bard,  Dark Matter, and poem-

kingdom.com. Ed’s literary credo is: if you fall off 
the horse, get right back on the bicycle.
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In the Year

Julia Hones
 I looked in at the people secluded in the dark room. Clamped onto the blue walls at waist 
level, each of them had enough water and food to survive. For half an hour each day they were 
led to assigned rooms to exercise for half an hour.
 “It helps to boost their moods,” Deborah Sampson said with a smile. She knew the details 
of her job as well as I knew mine. My role was to inspect the place to make sure it complied 
with regulations. Then all I had to do was to fill out a form containing an algorithm that calcu-
lated a score.
 The lack of sunshine in that room saddened me, but sunlight had become a luxury. There 
were too many buildings. Some of them gave way to bridges where more apartments were built 
to optimize space management. The most expensive ones allowed a fraction of sky.

2095
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country and the sake of future generations.
 Their deeds would not go unnoticed.
 Their names would linger in the few 
public parks that were left; perhaps some-
body would use them to craft songs or po-
ems. They would become a part of history, 
even though their lives were wasted in that 
somber room.
 Lives wasted, I thought. Then I let it drift 
away from my mind lest the device catch me 
in a snare of dreadful ramblings. After all, 
everything was done in the name of prog-
ress. I would not state my opinion openly. 
If I did, I would probably lose my job, and it 
would be very difficult to find another one. 
There are too many people out there. Any-
body with the right training would be eager 
to take my position, and my employer would 
not hesitate to replace me.
 Even suggesting that these peoples’ 
lives were wasted could be considered dis-
loyal, and I would end up homeless, which 
had become a lethal condition. Due to bud-
get constraints, most shelters had to be de-
molished. It was more profitable to build 
new apartments to fit the needs of the popu-

lation, but since it was embarrassing to talk 
about how people ended up dying due to a 
combination of starvation and sleep depri-
vation, hardly anybody paid attention to this 
problem.
 Filling out these forms didn’t give me 
any options. “Yes” or “No” answers were all 
I needed to focus on. Yet I relished the pride 
of knowing that no robot was going to do 
it for me. I would continue to be the wom-
an in charge. Gratitude took over my body 
and mind, and I let this soft emotion seep 
into the fabric of my being without restraint. 
If the device was going to catch anything, it 
would be a state of feeling content with the 
status quo.
 I completed my work early that day 
and decided to take a stroll to the restaurant 
where I would meet Jim face to face for the 
first time. Jim. Those three letters had a mag-
ical effect on me. I found beauty everywhere 
at the mere thought of him. I had met Jim 
six months ago. We had held hands through 
a computer screen. We’d agreed that today 
we would leave our thought devices at home 
to avoid the constraints of being monitored. 

 Under the jumbled buildings every-
thing was in shadows.
 “We provide sufficient doses of vitamin 
D,” Deborah added. “The lack of sunlight 
will not affect their lives.”
 It was almost as if she knew what was 
going through my head. It had been a fleet-
ing thought, the way it had to be. If I dwelt 
on something for more than five minutes, 
the device would detect my thoughts and I 
would be in trouble.
 These people had agreed to take part 
in one of the many experiments that would 
most likely prolong their lives and prove ef-
fective in treating a number of ailments. If 
these tests were successful, human beings 
would be able to live one hundred and twen-
ty years on average, as long as they could af-
ford all the right treatments and preventive 
strategies.
 “Do you have any questions? Can I help 
you in any way?” Deborah’s stare made me 
uneasy. I gazed once again at the impassive 
faces of the people whose names would one 
day be engraved in sculptures to commem-
orate the sacrifices they had made for their 
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off the conversation we’d had the previous 
night.
 “There is nothing to discuss,” she’d said, 
shrugging her shoulders. “It is reasonable to 
allow people to marry more than one per-
son at the same time. Why would the gov-
ernment interfere with our right to choose 
what we want to do with our lives?”
 “Whatever. I want to be his only wom-
an. I want him to love me and nobody else. 
Soul mates, that’s what we are.”
 “What if there is more than one soul 
mate for you? You can’t prevent him from 
loving somebody else at the same time ei-
ther. That would be selfish.”
 “I don’t think he would.”
 “You can’t predict the future.”
 Cathy knew that I was at odds with the 
current trends, so she enjoyed challenging 
me.
 “I’m like my grandmother. She married 
the same person and they stayed together 
till the end.”
 “Nobody said that you can’t, but things 
have changed. Now people get married and 
they don’t even need to live together. Our 

grandparents were bombarded with advice 
on how to keep their marriages strong, but 
what about the infidelities that ran under the 
surface?”
 I did not answer. We would never agree 
on this matter.
 “Meeting new people has a risk at-
tached,” she went on lecturing me with a 
rush of pride that made me cringe. “We do 
meet many people through our computer 
screens, don’t we?”
 “But when you feel true love for some-
body it is unlikely that you will fall for some-
body else … I don’t like the idea of sharing 
my husband with another woman, and I 
know he is not willing to share me,” I said 
with a hint of reproach.
 “Life is about choices. Our grandpar-
ents did not have a choice. We do.”
 “I don’t think it’s a choice. I believe it’s a 
trend … something fashionable.”
 “Are you against it?”
 “I don’t have an opinion one way or the 
other. I just can’t stand the idea of sharing 
Jim.”
 “Perhaps you are afraid of losing him, 

We both believed in the power of sponta-
neity in relationships. Some people may call 
us old-fashioned, I know.
 Like people from the past, we also be-
lieved in monogamy, even though my friend 
Cathy insisted that monogamy and spon-
taneity could be at odds. Our grandparents 
were supposed to remain monogamous, but 
with the advent of thought devices so many 
infidelities were uncovered that society came 
to acknowledge that people could love more 
than one person at the same time.
 Some people still claimed that this is 
impossible; thinking too much about some-
body does not mean that they loved the 
person. They tried to dismiss these incon-
venient thoughts for being irrelevant “fan-
tasies.” There were also opinions that these 
thoughts are nothing but obsessions. They 
argued that obsessing over somebody does 
not equal loving that person. To address the 
roots of these heated debates scientists are 
now working on a new device to be able to 
assess feelings and emotions in depth.
 As the night started to enfold the city, I 
thought of my friend Cathy. I couldn’t shake 
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The full moon would greet us through the 
glassed ceiling. We would be like two trav-
elers on a jaunt to outer space. One day we 
would travel together to one of those plan-
ets.
 Thoughts of Jim were always very dis-
ruptive. They would linger in my mind as I 
dealt with my daily duties. At work I had to 
make sure that his face did not intrude upon 
my conversations.
 Did he feel the same way?
 Soon after I stepped into the restaurant, 
a hostess ushered me to the table we had re-
served. I slipped into the ladies’ room and 
attached one of Jim’s red azaleas onto my 
hair. People no longer gave flowers to their 
loved ones because there was not enough 
space to grow them, but Jim grew them in 
his home. He’d read books on how to do it. 
I didn’t know how long he’d been doing it, 
and I wondered if he had done the same for 
another woman. I’d never dared to ask but I 
thought it would be nice to know.
 I glanced at myself in the mirror one 
more time. How would Jim kiss me? How 
would he touch me? Would he be wild or 

gentle?
 I opened the door and caught sight of 
him. His gaze was fixed on the night sky.
 “Love Victorious,” a painting on the 
wall, stared down at him, and the erotic 
scene over his head intrigued me. The en-
ergy of my sole presence must have attract-
ed his attention for his gaze trailed me while 
I approached the table we would share. He 
was bald and cheerful: my handsome Jim. 
The computer screen had not distorted his 
image, and I hadn’t expected it to.
 With my mind and body on fire, my 
heart felt like a hammer ready to burst out 
of my chest.
 “There’s no need to blush,” he said with 
a grin, and I knew my cheeks reddened even 
more.
 Jim had written me a letter not too long 
ago. Post offices closed a few years back. No-
body wrote letters in this digital era, but he 
paid somebody to send it to me. Letters were 
different from electronic messages. We could 
caress them and feel the molecules that the 
other hand had touched. We could feel the 
scent of a letter. There was something inti-

but true love is about loyalty and honesty. If 
he truly loves you he will stay with you, even 
if he loves somebody else at the same time.”
 I wish I had told Cathy what my grand-
mother had taught me. The secret of her 
happy monogamous relationship was that 
they’d cared about each other and had ex-
pressed their gratitude often, but the words 
never came out right and I hated to discuss 
this with Cathy.
 A homeless person approached me, 
and I gave her some money. There weren’t 
many people on the streets those days; most-
ly those who didn’t have a home were the 
ones wandering through the gloomy streets 
to find a quiet spot where they would spend 
the night. Vehicles were so fast that nobody 
wanted to waste their time walking. It would 
have been different if sunshine could reach 
the sidewalks, but there were too many bar-
riers in the air. Modern architecture adapt-
ed to overpopulation much easier than the 
planet did.
 Jim and I loved looking at the stars, so 
we planned to meet in a restaurant that had a 
good view of the sky through its huge dome. 
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 “You pull the best out of me and …”
 His words were like music to my ears.
 “I don’t want to keep secrets from you,” 
he said.
 He craned his neck across the table and 
reached my lips. The smell of wine soothed 
me. His fingers stroked my neck.
 “I was going to tell you …”
 “The secret?”
 “Yes”
 He closed his eyes as if he was swim-
ming in another realm and, for a moment, I 
was disturbed by an urge to snatch him out 
of that private world of his. The azalea was 
on the verge of falling out. I fixed it.
 When he opened his eyes he confessed 
that he had been dating another woman for 
almost two years when he first met me. Then 
he fell in love with me and …
 “Nancy, love is eternal. No beginning, 
no end. We are in each other’s souls and 
always have been.” His fingers clasped my 
hands with a new firmness, his lips quivered 
and his gaze seemed frazzled. A tinge of dis-
comfort made me pull my hands away gen-
tly from his.
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mate and peculiar about interacting with it.
 We did not say much as we savored 
the food together. We knew too much about 
each other to spoil our magic silence with 
unnecessary words, but I needed a kiss and 
he wouldn’t budge. I longed to feel his lips on 
mine. No matter how profound our spiritual 
connection was, I was also made of flesh.
 “Leaving the thought devices at home 
was a good idea. Love is about honesty. Love 
is free,” he said.
 I nodded.
 “Our honesty means that we have to say 
what we may not want to say. Love is about 
trust.”
 “Jim, you and only you have the power 
to say what I want to say. Honesty and trust 
are the basic pillars of any relationship. You 
read my mind without any devices.”
 “Nancy, I’ve always had this feeling that 
we’ve met before. We belong to each other in 
ways that words wouldn’t be able to express. 
Your face, your eyes, everything about you 
has been familiar to me. We are in each oth-
er’s bodies.”
 “I feel the same way.”

 I looked up at the night sky. The ocean 
of stars splaying over me gave me a sense of 
freedom.
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The sniffing is a conversation
and I can translate the language

without knowing a word of it.
“I am not a dog,” she tells the
wild grass, the ferns, the native tribes of flowers.
“I am a wolf.”

It doesn’t matter that she’s on a leash.
Beneath tall trees, in scattered sunlight,
beast leads man into its own lair,
part woodland, part long long ago.

She pulls on my hand.
This is not a neighborhood stroll.
It’s what she has suspected all along.
In the snapping of twigs,
jousting with leaves,
salivating stare
at a skittering rabbit,
it’s an affirmation.

If I set her loose,
in an instant,
she’ll be out the other side
of all restraint,
claiming a fierce tracker,
savage hunter,
for her real self.

Afternoon drawing to a close,
I pull hard on her throat,
turn her head back the way we came.
“Speak for yourself,” she says.
“This is not the way I came.”
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In the

It’s one thing when your bell rings at four 
in the afternoon. It’s another at four in the 

morning.
 “Who’s that?”
 In the absence of a reply, I got up from 
my breakfast and warily approached the 
peephole. The outside bulb had long needed 
replacing, but a nearby streetlamp enabled 
me to make out that nobody was at the door.
 “Some bum looking for a handout,” 
Lamm theorized in the newsroom.
 O’Brien agreed. “The light in your win-
dow probably attracted him.”
 “Yes, and you scared him away when 
you yelled,” Fleming said.
 Their conclusions—sensible enough in 
view of the number of people living under 
Granford’s overpasses—reassured me, and 
the incident had faded from my thoughts 
when I sat down to eat the next morning 

and was startled by the bell a second time.
 “Who’s there? What do you want?”
 Again, my demand met with silence 
and, when the peephole disclosed no one, I 
unlocked the door and leaned out into the 
yard.
 There was frost on the grass, and the 
air stank of prohibited woodsmoke  because, 
when you live near a forest, wood is an ir-
resistible source of cheap heat, whatever the 
respiratory risk posed by its particulates. The 
molester’s house over the way was dark, and 
so were the houses on either side of us. As I’d 
heard no car, I could only conclude whoever 
it was had disappeared on foot into the fog.
 Lamm had a different theory this time. 

“Kids.”
 “At four a.m. on a school night?” Flem-
ing was dubious.
 “Well, I wouldn’t start getting paranoid 
just yet,” O’Brien said. “He could be ringing 
every bell on the block. Have you checked 
with the neighbors?”
 I talked to them after work, but neither 
the elderly widow on our left nor the elderly 
widower on our right had anything out of 
the ordinary to report. Given his criminal 
history, I refrained from approaching the 
molester across the street. Nonetheless, I was 
able to rule him out as a suspect, because he 
needed a crutch to get around.
 And so the night, with its disquiets, re-
turned.
 After the alarm woke me—or rather af-
ter I woke up as usual in time to keep it from 
waking my wife—instead of breakfasting in Pogonip

Stephen Baily
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the dining alcove, which faced the front of 
the house, I left the four-bulb fixture above 
the table off and ate my toast standing up in 
the galley-style kitchen by the feeble light 
over the stove.
 The experiment worked—or at least I 
made it through my meal undisturbed.
 “I was right,” O’Brien said. “He’s like a 
bug, and the light attracts him.”
 “Still, I don’t like being forced to change 
my habits in my own house.”
 “He’ll get tired of it and move on, if he 
already hasn’t,” Fleming said.
 She spoke from experience, having 
once had to leave her phone off the hook for 
three days to exhaust the patience of an ob-
scene caller.
 After that, it was the weekend, when I 
wasn’t obliged to get up early. As a precau-
tion, I propped a baseball bat against the 
wall by my side of the bed, but nothing gave 
me cause to reach for it, and come Monday, 
I felt confident enough to go back to eating 
in the alcove.
 Two minutes after I sat down at the ta-
ble, the bell rang. 

 The obscenities that escaped me 
brought my wife out of the bedroom rub-
bing her eyes. 
 “I think you should call the police.”
 The cop I talked to told me to keep turn-
ing on the lights, and that our block would 
be the recipient of extra patrol.
 “If he comes back, we’ll get him.”
 The result was that—though I didn’t 
have much of an appetite—I ate my break-
fast in peace for the rest of the week. True, 
no arrests were recorded in the vicinity, but 
Lamm didn’t interpret that as a bad sign.
 “My guess is he saw the prowl car and it 
put the fear of God in him.”
 I’d begun to come around to his opin-
ion when the bell rang again.
 That did it. Without seeking further 
input from my colleagues on the copydesk, 
after work I went to Walmart and bought an 
air pistol capable of following up with BBs in 
the event its uncanny resemblance to the real 
thing failed to suffice as a deterrent. With 
this in the pocket of my coat, I switched the 
lights on the next morning and concealed 
myself in the yard, behind our arthritic ap-

ple tree. 
 Visibility was lousy, but as I crouched 
shivering in the pogonip, I glimpsed what I’d 
have taken for a dog slinking along the street 
if it hadn’t been so oversized. 
 “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. It was Big-
foot.”
 “Bigfoot walks upright,” I reminded 
O’Brien. “This guy was on all fours.”
 Fleming stared. “You’re saying it was a 
person?”
 “And stark naked to boot. You wouldn’t 
believe—air pistol or not—how fast I ran 
back inside.”
 The doorknob started rattling while the 
nine-one-one operator was demanding my 
date of birth.
 “What the hell does that matter? I tell 
you there’s a maniac with no clothes on try-
ing to break into my house!”
 She assured me help was already on the 
way, but it was a good twenty minutes before 
we heard a car pull up outside.
 “We found him hiding behind some 
garbage cans,” the cop informed us. “We had 
to take him down with a Taser—but that was 
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just Mungo being Mungo.”
 Mungo Munyon, 34—if you’ll pardon 
the recourse to journalese—turned out to 
live down the block from us, in an unheat-
ed toolshed behind his parents’ tumbledown 
house. As Fiedler, the newsroom’s police 
reporter, discovered for me by consulting 
the state judicial department, in the past 
few years he’d been arrested over two doz-
en times, for trespassing, public indecency, 
stealing six-packs, and the like. A search of 
his name in our electronic library brought 
up a few illustrative briefs. Once, he terrified 
a teenager sunbathing in her yard by vault-
ing over her fence and snatching a flip-flop 
off her foot. Another time, he was pursued 
and tackled on a downtown sidewalk by an 
irate vendor who’d caught him pissing on 
the wheels of his cart. Not to speak of the 
night he tried to break into the county jail, 
because he missed the baloney sandwiches.  
 “They never seem to hold him long, I 
notice.” 
 “They won’t this time, either,” Fiedler 
said. “They don’t have the space, so he’ll 
promise a judge to go back on his meds, and 

they’ll put him on supervised release.”
  In the first foredawn after I heard he’d 
been let out, I kept waiting for the doorbell to 
ring, but it didn’t. I couldn’t relax on my way 
to work, though, because I was constantly 
looking over my shoulder. As I rounded the 
corner of Gamma Street, a movement in the 
thicket of brambles shocked my heart.
 It proved to be a skunk I’d spooked, and 
I was lucky it didn’t spray me.
 No sooner had I recovered from this 
encounter than, toward the end of the de-
serted block, I spotted a dark shape lurking 
outside the door of the Kwiki Mart. I’d suc-
ceeded in convincing myself it was just an 
early bird waiting for the place to open when 
he dropped down on all fours and began 
bounding toward me across the parking lot.
 “Hey, man, you want to party?”
 I didn’t wait for him to reach me to 
brandish my furled umbrella.
 This inhospitable gesture—which sur-
prised me even more than it did him—not 
only stopped him cold, it hurt his feelings. 
In the ill-fitting outfit he had on—a track 
warm-up suit with a white stripe down each 
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leg, no doubt stolen from a thrift shop—he 
looked, as he backpedaled from me with his 
hair foaming about his shoulders, so con-
fused and forlorn I might almost have been 
sorry for him if I hadn’t been so outraged. 
Forget crack and crank—there’s no high 
quite like anger. For a few intoxicating sec-
onds, I knew how it felt to be immortal. 
 That night, complaints about a wom-
an screaming brought the cops to his par-
ents’ house. Entering with guns drawn, they 
found him kicking his prostrate father in the 
head. From the facility he was sent to up-
state, he never—that I heard—came back to 
Granford. All the same, to this day, I still eat 
my breakfast in the dark.
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