Bedlam Publishing Presents

Editors

Nile Coy

Scott Dvarishkis

Loud Zoo

Catherine Foster
Greg Hirst
Nikki Moen
Josh Smith

The contents of this issue are Copyright © 2015 by the works’
respective creators. Bedlam Publishing, Bedlam Publishing
Presents Loud Zoo and the Chester logo are © 2003-2015 by
Bedlam Publishing. Chester logo by Scott O’Hara.

www.bedlampublishing.com
editor@bedlampublishing.com

@bedlampublishin

August 31, 2015
We criticize the things we love, the things we want
to improve. Criticism, like intelligence, is most effective
when used to propel ideas and elevate others, but easily becomes a weapon that alienates and silences. It becomes wasted energy that festers and swells, smothering
its source. That energy would be better applied anywhere
else.
Most, if not all of us are guilty of this at some point.
I, for one, wrote snarky album reviews for our old magazine. While it was fun for a while, I found discussing
music I actually enjoyed far more satisfying. This is not
to say that good-natured sparring with pals over differing interests can’t be part (or even a highlight) of a great
friendship, but if we have an idea or a point to make and
we actually want to be heard, it helps to scale back the
condemnations. Questioning our heroes, challenging cultural norms, and demanding better from those in power,
are all more effective without personal attacks.
When we criticize America with nuance and reason,
we aren’t turning our backs on it. In fact, the opposite is
true—we care enough to fight for it when problems arise.
However, if we take the dismissive, “America sucks, it was
better when X,” route, we have our blinders on, and all
we’ll do is run in place until we collapse.
Josh Smith
&
Your pals at Bedlam Publishing
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E

Angelina

lla Washington left her apartment on
the second floor of an old white house
sided with Douglas fir three blocks from the
corner of Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard
and Fifteenth Street, at ten minutes after five
o’clock. She was tired, having spent half the
night trying to fall asleep and had more than
this morning once considered calling in sick
to work . Even though she was sleepy, Ella
gave herself a few extra minutes to walk to
the stop since the bus sometimes arrived

early. If she missed the 5:27, she’d be late.
This year, Ella would be celebrating
her twenty-fifth year at Memorial Hospital.
Twenty-five years, she sometimes said to
herself, thinking how the time had flown by
quickly but had taken a toll. At sixty-three,
Ella felt old enough to flop down into the
comfy chair where she sat to watch her shows
and never get up. She liked to say there were
more calluses on her feet than skin. But
like many people Ella knew, she hadn’t put

Patty Somlo

enough money aside to quit working and
didn’t believe she ever would.
Ella Washington was a licensed practical nurse, a profession she had dreamt about
as a child but of which she had grown extremely weary. For all the aches and pains she
suffered, Ella looked much younger than she
was. Unlike most of her friends, Ella tended
toward slender. Also, she was the only woman she knew who’d never had children.
As she walked to the bus stop, she
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couldn’t keep her mind from wandering. It
was that kind of a day where the sun rose
early into a cloudless sky and a warm breeze
already licked her face. The fine weather caused Ella to reminisce about long-ago
summer vacations. She had once been more
daring, traveling on her own to Jamaica,
Costa Rica, and even Paris, France. On a
two-week stay in Jamaica, she had fallen in
love. The man claimed to be a mix of several different ethnicities: a bit African, a touch
Chinese and a smattering of plain old white
Caucasian. Ella could see every one of those
flavors in his face. The cream and cocoa
skin. The high cheekbones and narrow, pale
green-gray eyes.
Ella was foolish enough to believe that
the man didn’t fall in love with every attractive, unattached woman who wanted to taste
the local culture. She didn’t question him or
complain when they went out for drinks and
dinner, and afterwards he waited for Ella to
pay.
By the end of Ella’s two-week vacation,
she had already planned to take a month’s
leave from work. This man wasn’t the only

reason, though he happened to be the most
important. Ella also found the hot, humid
days, gleaming aquamarine water and white
sand to be completely to her liking.
Back home, Ella told her closest friend
Loretta that she was happy in Jamaica. It was
as simple as that. Loretta said, “You’re just
infatuated, Ella,” and sounded worried that
her friend had started looking at Jamaica as
something more than a temporary stay. She
had begun suggesting she might move there.
So on this warm August morning in
Portland, Oregon, as far away from Jamaica in temperament and weather as a place
could be, Ella was remembering. The memories were more than a longing to be in a
tropical place. Her belly ached recalling the
woman she had once been. The obvious
change, even slender as she’d been fortunate
to remain, was that Ella had grown thick in
the belly and hips and had been incapable of
escaping the fate of women her age. Instead
of flaunting her body in snug, short dresses
as she’d done back then, Ella wore flowing
tunic-type sweaters with pants. When was
the last time she’d even put on a dress? Her

feet were so ruined, even thinking about
sliding into a pair of narrow, pointed-toed
heels made her cringe.
No, the melancholy that rose up on
the walk to the bus stop that morning was a
yearning for the Ella she’d practically forgotten she had once been. A woman who had
fallen in love as easily as looking at a man.
Even though Ella was never loved back in
any permanent way, she kept right on expecting it.
Ella had almost reached the bus stop at
the corner of Twelfth and MLK before she
quit reminiscing. When she spied the shelter
up ahead, she made a promise. A trip, she
vowed, back to Jamaica. It wasn’t too late to
have fun. Start a diet. Get over to the gym.
Lose the extra weight so she could wear her
old, cute sundresses.
Maggie Fisk told the baby to hush up
for the tenth time. It was two o’clock in the
morning and her nerves were jangled. She
didn’t even have one cigarette left to calm
herself. She’d nearly lost count of the time
since Rubén had gone and left her with
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the baby who never quieted down. Rubén
couldn’t stand the crying, Maggie knew. Of
course, Maggie couldn’t stand it, either.
The baby lay in the crib at the opposite
end of the one-room apartment. Maggie had
tried putting the pillow around her head but
the cries pierced through the foam, cutting
into her ear and drilling straight through to
her heart. Maggie’s stomach ached. Her life
was a mess. How had it come to this?
Stupid, stupid, stupid, Maggie mumbled to herself. She had wanted to see, that
was all. Just to find out. Twenty-eight and
she had never been pregnant. So she stopped
taking the pill. When Maggie told Rubén, he
promised to help.
Maggie lay on the queen-size futon
thinking that she’d never wanted a child. She
had only wanted to be a woman. Women get
pregnant, she’d thought. Like many things in
her life, Maggie hoped to have the experience and move on.
“I can’t take it,” Rubén said, four weeks
after the baby was born. “It’s like someone
scratching their fingernails against a blackboard all the time. I can’t paint. I can’t read.

I can’t do anything.”
Rubén had even lost interest in sex.
A few weeks later, Rubén sat across the
scratched wooden table from Maggie and
cleared his throat. He cleared it again, then a
third and fourth time.
“I found a live-work studio yesterday,”
Rubén said, his voice weak, low and raspy,
like he was coming down with a cold. “It’s
in a renovated building over on MLK. I can
move in next week.”
That was all. Except that later, after
Maggie started crying and then worked herself into a state where she pounded Rubén’s
chest with her closed fists and shouted,
Rubén promised to help her out with money, though he refused to offer any assistance
when it came to taking care of the baby.
The baby had Rubén’s hair and eyes.
Maggie thought that made the child more
Rubén’s than hers. Maggie’s hair was wavy
and blond, though she’d been coloring it so
long she couldn’t be sure any longer of its
true shade. The baby’s hair was dark, thick
and straight as a knife. She had matching
colored eyes that took up a good third of her

face.

For no apparent reason, Maggie named
the infant Angelina, even though there was
nothing the least bit angelic about her, at
least in Maggie’s mind. It didn’t make sense
to blame a being as tiny as Angelina for anything, but Maggie went ahead and did that
anyway.
“It’s all your fault,” Maggie screamed at
the child, in between sobs as she stood over
the crib. As distraught as she was at that moment, Maggie understood. She had the capacity to harm the child, even to kill her. For
that reason, she locked her hands behind her
back, as if she’d been handcuffed.
At first, Rubén called. “How’s it going?”
he asked the first time, three days after he’d
moved out.
“I’m going crazy,” Maggie responded.
Rubén didn’t know what to say. He took
a deep breath and swallowed. “Things’ll get
better. They always do.”
Then he said he needed to get off the
phone.
Elizabeth Wade let Millie run ahead of

8

her. That morning, the black, white and gray
Australian Shepherd had so much energy
even a romp in the park hadn’t tired her out.
Millie had already chewed up two pairs of
Elizabeth’s sandals and three pillows, scattering feathers and bits of foam around the
loft. After finalizing the divorce and moving
to the live-work space on MLK Boulevard,
Elizabeth thought she needed a dog, both
for company and protection. Her friend
Marianne warned her against Australian
Shepherds—They’re farm dogs, Elizabeth—
but Elizabeth had made up her mind.
Millie’s need to run got Elizabeth out
more often and that was good. Alone for the
first time in twenty-five years, Elizabeth was
at a loss. Her friends were all married, several with kids who had gone away to college
and then moved back in. At fifty-five, Elizabeth couldn’t imagine herself dating. When
she wasn’t at work or painting, she ate Chinese takeout or burritos alone and watched
DVDs.
Millie ran two blocks ahead of Elizabeth and stopped to sniff something on the
sidewalk close to the curb. Elizabeth wor-

ried that Millie might eat something bad and
then started imagining all the awful things
that could have been discarded and might
end up in her sweet dog’s stomach. Elizabeth
started to jog. Her toes curled under to grip
the rubber flip-flops she’d slid her feet into
before leaving. At the same moment Elizabeth started jogging, Millie darted ahead a
few more blocks.
Jonathan Steiner hurried up MLK,
clutching a small container of half and half
he’d just bought. Even though the sky had
lightened, Jonathan kept his gaze moving
all around and his senses sharp. He’d moved
to the neighborhood the previous month.
His friend Alan, who helped him carry the
modern Italian furniture into the loft, called
Jonathan brave and likened him to the pioneers who came out on the Oregon Trail.
“You’re one of the first wave,” Alan said.
“It always happens this way. The artists and
queers settle the neighborhood first. Then
everybody else follows.”
Jonathan wasn’t so sure. He didn’t feel
the least bit brave. No. The move had noth-

ing to do with courage. Jonathan wasn’t one
of those white guys who figured it would be
cool to live in a black neighborhood. He just
couldn’t afford to live any place else. The new
live-work space had a certain number of affordable units set aside for artists and Jonathan had been one of the lucky ones who
qualified.
Of course, ever since moving in, Jonathan couldn’t quit thinking that he’d made
a terrible mistake. Almost nightly, and even
sometimes in broad daylight, people were
shot on the street not far from his building.
The late-night news was full of such reports.
Jonathan listened to the sirens wailing as
they made their way up and down MLK.
Each time he heard one, he assumed another body had gone down.
A few of Jonathan’s longtime friends
thought he was crazy for moving there.
“They hate queers,” Jonathan’s former
roommate Brandon said. “You better practice walking like a straight guy.”
Jonathan refrained from walking in the
neighborhood after nine o’clock. He bought
a used Toyota so he no longer needed to
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take the bus and parked it in the locked garage below the stores and restaurants on his
building’s first floor. He even tried not to go
out early in the morning like this. But he
couldn’t bear to start his day without coffee,
and black coffee wouldn’t cut it.
Jonathan spotted the dog running
ahead of him and froze. In addition to being afraid of people, Jonathan was scared of
dogs. He had once been attacked by a German Shepherd and had to get stitches and
a series of rabies shots. In the thin light, he
couldn’t make out the dog’s breed, but he
didn’t want to take any chances.
Millie stopped running as soon as she
reached the bus shelter. By now, the sun
had inched up higher in the sky. Light rays
streamed out between the buildings. At first,
Millie sniffed, madly wagging her fluffy
white tail. After taking in the bundle’s odor
from top to bottom, Millie let loose a string
of full-body yelps.
Hearing that frantic bark, Elizabeth
tensed. Was someone hurting her precious
dog? Elizabeth ran. She tried not to think

about what might be happening to Millie as
she willed her legs to pump.
Jonathan heard the barking and knew
it wasn’t a good sign. He decided at that moment to cross the street in case something
bad was about to come down. The traffic was
light, so he didn’t wait long before jogging to
the opposite side. He kept his eyes focused
in the direction where the barking was coming from.
Rubén had been lying awake for hours,
tossing and turning on his thin futon. The
buzz from the half bottle of Cabernet he’d
drunk had dulled to a flat tired hangover.
The whole thing was a mess. All night, Rubén
had heard this in his mind. Over and over
again.
He’d been lonely and drank too much.
It wasn’t fair to Maggie. But he’d gone ahead
anyway and stopped by.
“A babysitter?” Rubén asked for the
third time.
“Yes. That’s what I told you,” Maggie
said.
“Where’d you get the money for a

babysitter?”
“I’ve been waitressing,” she said and
sighed.
“I told you,” Maggie went on to say. “I
just needed a little break.”
Rubén didn’t believe the words that
came out of his mouth next, but he said to
Maggie, “Next time you need a break, call
me. I can watch the baby.”
He hadn’t believed Maggie, either,
even though Maggie had said she needed to
go pick up Angelina. That’s what kept him
awake for hours. The way she said it, as if
she’d decided at that very moment
It was true that Rubén couldn’t stand
Angelina’s crying, but when she wasn’t bawling, he picked her up and held her, looked
into her wide, dark eyes and let her grip his
index finger. In those moments, felt an unfamiliar tug at his heart, and he only wanted
the best for his tiny daughter.“Fuck,” Rubén
said softly, as he rolled over on the futon
and pushed himself up. If he wasn’t going
to sleep, he might as well go make sure the
baby and Maggie were all right.
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Maggie waited until enough time had
passed for Rubén to get down the block. She
could see across the one-room apartment
now, though the lights were still turned off.
She pulled on a black hooded sweatshirt,
even though the morning was already hot,
then grabbed a pair of denim shorts she’d
thrown over the chair the night before.
Up until now, she hadn’t let herself
think about the child. Her head felt fuzzy
from the wine and lack of sleep. Her stomach hurt. She needed to give Rubén up, she
decided, but in the very next moment imagined that Rubén would one day fall in love
with Angelina and want to be with her and
the baby.
One thing Maggie knew for sure: Rubén
would never forgive her. He couldn’t find out
what she’d done. Fear propelled her through
the door, and she jogged the three blocks
to MLK Boulevard. She headed for the bus
stop.
Hearing the dog bark, Ella decided not
to get too close. Dogs don’t like black people,
Ella had been taught. She never took the

time to analyze this warning or to understand how a dog could possibly be trained
to only attack black people and not white,
but the sight or sound of a barking dog was
enough to make Ella stop.
Elizabeth reached the bus shelter now.
“Millie,” Elizabeth called, her voice soft.
She didn’t want to wake the whole neighborhood. “Millie, come here.”
Millie didn’t move an inch and kept on
barking.
Elizabeth marched into the shelter and
grabbed Millie’s collar.
“Bad dog,” she scolded, swatting Millie
lightly on the snout.
Just as she started to drag Millie out of
the shelter, Elizabeth’s gaze fell on the bench.
“Oh, my goodness,” she said , her eyes glued
to the bundle as she hooked the brown leather leash onto Millie’s collar and wrapped it
around Millie’s snout to keep her from barking and biting.
As soon as the dog was secure, Elizabeth leaned in closer. She stood next to the
bench and looked down, careful not to touch
anything. “Oh, my God,” Elizabeth said,

when she finally saw what had caused all the
fuss. She stepped a few inches forward to
look again. Yes, that was a baby lying there.
She backed away, thinking she must notify someone but not sure who or how. Then
Elizabeth noticed a woman standing a few
feet away, looking like she was waiting for
the bus.
Elizabeth walked over to the woman,
keeping the leash short and tight, so the dog
brushed Elizabeth’s left leg on the side. The
woman was tall with caramel-colored skin
and short black hair, dressed in white pants
and a patterned, short-sleeved shirt that
looked like what a nurse would wear.
“Excuse me,” Elizabeth began, her
throat raspy with fear. “Did you see?”
“See what?” the woman asked.
“In the shelter.”
“I didn’t go in the shelter. That your
dog?”
“Yes. I’m sorry. She got away and was
barking. But in the shelter. There’s a baby.”
“A what?”
“A baby. Lying on the bench. That’s what
my dog was barking about.”
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The woman moved quickly over to the
shelter and stepped in closer to see.
“Well, I’ll be,” she said. She bent over,
and with her thumb and index finger, pushed
the pale pink blanket aside. The baby’s head
was covered in a matching cap. Straight black
strands of hair shot out from her head. Her
eyes were nearly as dark as her hair.
Then she let her hand hang in the air
for a moment over the infant’s face.
“She’s breathing. She doesn’t look hurt.”
“Someone must have left her here,”
Elizabeth said.
“Yes, well, we better call 9-1-1.” Ella
pulled a phone out of her black nylon bag
and made the call.
“Oh, excuse me,” Maggie said, right after she’d dashed around the corner and run
into a man.
Jonathan jumped back, his hands raised
in front of his face, his heart suddenly racing.
“Oh,” he said, seeing that what had smacked
into him was a slender woman in black. Out
jogging, he guessed.
“So sorry, so sorry,” Maggie said, her

chest heaving as she struggled for breath.
“Are you all right?”
“Fine, fine. Just startled, that’s all.”
“Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
At that moment, Jonathan noticed that
the barking had stopped. The traffic light
was green, so he nodded to Maggie and said,
“Have a good day,” though he wasn’t sure
why, and then hurried across the wide street.
Maggie followed Jonathan, walking
fast, not wanting to scare him by starting
to run again. As soon as she stepped up to
the curb, she glanced toward the bus shelter. Several women and a dog were standing
there.
“Oh, God,” she said. “Oh, God.”
Then Maggie started to cry.
Jonathan heard the woman sobbing
behind him. He didn’t want to get involved.
What possibly could he do to help a crying
woman? Who knew what her problem was?
Maybe this was just a ploy to rob him.
Hadn’t he heard stories like that before? She’d
want money, he felt sure now. But the cries
kept getting louder and Jonathan couldn’t

just ignore her. He turned around and
walked toward the woman, who was standing on the sidewalk, bent over and bawling.
“Are you all right?” Jonathan asked, knowing
that she wasn’t but not sure what else to say.
His question seemed to cause the woman to sob even harder and shake.
He put his right hand on her back, a
natural instinct he wasn’t able to stop. She
sobbed and coughed and mumbled something he couldn’t understand.
After several minutes, though, he was
able to make out what she had said.
“My baby. My baby.”
“Something happened to your baby?”
Jonathan asked, not wanting to get involved
but, again, not being able to stop himself.
The fire truck with sirens wailing arrived first, followed by the ambulance and
a police car. In a matter of fifteen minutes,
the bus shelter was crowded with burly firefighters dressed in heavy black and silver
jackets more suited for winter, one woman
police officer, her blond hair pulled back
into a ponytail, and two EMTs. One of the
12

firefighters, a young, fresh-faced boy who
looked barely out of high school, was holding the baby but then he passed her to Officer Denmore, who held the baby until one of
the EMTs took over. Officer Denmore began
questioning Elizabeth, then Ella. The number 33 bus came and went without a single
passenger disembarking or anyone getting
on. The handful of riders on the bus peered
out the windows, trying to figure out what
the flashing red lights were all about.
By this point, Maggie had finally gotten the story out, and she and Jonathan were
standing a few feet from the bus shelter. At
that moment, Rubén walked up, grabbed
Maggie by the shoulder and yelled, “Maggie,
what’s going on?”
After finishing up with Elizabeth and
Ella and calling in the information that an
abandoned infant in perfectly good health
had been found, Officer Denmore patted
Millie’s head and petted her back, since she
loved animals, especially dogs, and asked
if she could hold the infant another time.
The baby studied Officer Denmore’s face as
she quietly spoke baby talk and played with

those tiny pink fingers.
The firefighters cleared out, and the
EMTs waited. Ella stepped away from the
shelter to call her supervisor and let her
know she was running late. Elizabeth, having left her contact information with Officer
Denmore, headed back up MLK to her loft,
thinking that you never knew what a day
might bring.
Jonathan and Rubén pulled Maggie
forward. When they reached the bus shelter, Rubén said to Officer Denmore, “Excuse
me. That’s our daughter.”
Starting at the very beginning with
meeting Rubén but never quite trusting
him, Maggie began to tell Officer Denmore
her story. She explained that it was just an
experiment, and she hadn’t really ever wanted a child.
Jonathan kept telling himself to leave,
that the last thing in the world he wanted was to get involved. But these were his
neighbors, and he needed to find out how
the story would end, after all.

Patty Somlo has received four Pushcart Prize
nominations and has been nominated for storySouth’s Million Writers Award. Her essay, “If We
Took a Deep Breath,” was selected as a Notable Essay of 2013 for Best American Essays 2014. Author
of From Here to There and Other Stories, her
second book, Hairway to Heaven Stories, is forthcoming from Cherry Castle Publishing (cherrycastlepublishing.com) in January 2017. Her work has
appeared in numerous journals, including the Los
Angeles Review, the Santa Clara Review, Under
the Sun, Guernica, The Flagler Review, Sheepshead Review, and WomenArts Quarterly, among
others, and in sixteen anthologies.
www.pattysomlo.com.
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Waiting

Rebecca
Hannigan
14

Aural Examination

I

grew breasts in my garden,
I found bones beneath
my tongue—leftovers

yellow faces. The basement swallowed
my mother. The A-bombs went off all
at once. When winter came it stayed.

from the river demon my father
caught when the Mississippi
flooded, freshwater
trenches of meat we picked with wet
fingers. Pin bones,
sharp as hair.

I read every book in the house,
plugged in the faux fireplace, mechanical
tinsel crackle, turning like a music box,
heatless, but I pretended.
In the garden, my breasts
waited for enzymes, earthworm spit.

He cut off the human-looking parts.
I grew breasts,
ate the Johnny jump-ups
—knees wet-mudded, chomped trusting

I cried the day the lights went out.
The fire was fake, and the piano.
We sang hymns about the wolf at the door,
I stopped believing he was listening.
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Sara Fetherolf

Click to hear Nikki Moen read
Sara’
s poem accompanied
by Juno Inferna!
Download
MP3!

Sara Fetherolf is a Brooklyn poet, and a recent MFA graduate of Hunter College, where she also teaches. Her poetry is forthcoming or has recently appeared in Arsenic
Lobster, Emrys Journal, Madcap Review and Heron Tree, among others.
See Nikki’s bio on page 61!
Juno Inferna is from Portland, Oregon. http://junoinferna.bandcamp.com/
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Psyche
Larissa Hauck
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Sunset

T

he center of the zoo glowed with fluorescent lights as the sun began to dip
below the horizon. The men wore tuxedos
while the women wore ballroom gowns. No
one bothered with the animals, who looked
upon them with both a mix of boredom and
apathy, although a few guests attempted to
rouse their attention with animal sounds
and pictures. Most were busy bidding on silent auction items held inside the numerous
white tents that lined the promenade while
others hovered around the bar like vultures
slowly draining the various bottles of Macallan and Grey Goose. White lights hung
from above, shining upon the empty bottles
stacked high like a monument of the guests’
achievements. In the center of the zoo, an
orchestra played a compilation of Motown,
swing, jazz, and oldies. A few couples danced
on the floor while the others sat at high top
tables, nodding and tapping their feet to the
beat.
Everyone wanted to be seen, but no one
was looking.

Monkeys

Brandon Madden
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The people that I had come with, my
colleagues from the company, sat alone in
their own private tent, but after spending a
few minutes listening to talk about future
projects and potential new clients, I decided
to step out and wander the zoo to see the
animals. Moving away from the glittering
tents, I neared the heart of the zoo, which
had been left undisturbed. I reached into my
coat pocket, pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and
took a long drag as I tried to eye some of the
animals.
I rounded the corner and looked at
the first sign that read “lions,” but peering
through the glass window I saw an empty
field and a dark cave. Taking another drag
from my cigarette, I sighed and moved on
to the next exhibit, the tigers. Again, no
such luck, nothing but empty fields and
dark caves. Regardless, I continued farther
into the zoo. A bunch of empty exhibits was
still more worthwhile than talking about accounting for the remainder of the night. I
dropped and crushed the cigarette into the
ground as a pair of headlights rounded the
corner.

A security guard in a golf cart approached me.
“I’m sorry, sir, but you’ll have to turn
back now,” he said. “The Sunset Gala’s
boundaries are shrinking for the night, we
can’t have guests wandering around the zoo
in the dark.”
“That’s fine,” I said. “But I think I left my
keys on one of the benches when I was walking around earlier. It will only take a couple
of minutes to get them, if that’s all right.”
The security paused for a moment, considering the request.
“All right,” he said. “But make it quick.
Last year a woman nearly had a nervous
breakdown wandering through the zoo at
night.”
“Will do, sir,” I said, figuring the honorary title would help my cause.
The golf cart sped away, and I continued forward. It was now dark, and there were
only a few lights on to illuminate the signs.
Ahead, though, there was a tree illuminated
by white Christmas lights, similar to those
at the party. In the distance, I could hear the
band playing The Temptations as the horns

belted out the melody. I hummed along as I
approached the lights of the exhibit.
The exhibit itself was impressive. A high
stone cliff loomed large in the sky, with narrow paths cut inside of it, zigzagging down
its façade. A small tunnel hollowed itself out
near the top where the overgrown grasses
that rested on the head of the rock swayed
with the breeze. Adjacent was the illuminated tree. Its branches—neatly wrapped with
the white lights—stretched over the cliff,
giving the appearance of twinkling stars
while illuminating the broad leaves. I could
hear the sound of water flowing but couldn’t
quite make out where it was coming from.
I looked down at the sign:
Snow Monkeys
Please Do Not Feed the Monkeys
“Hey,” said a voice.
I looked around me, wondering if it
was another security guard, but no one was
around.
“Hey you,” said the voice again.
I glanced up, squinting my eyes, and saw a
18

snow monkey sitting on the edge of the tunnel.
“Me?” I asked.
“Who else would I be talking to?” asked
the monkey. “There isn’t anyone else around,
is there? Well, I guess if you count my friends,
but that’s a moot point. The point is, you’re
missing out on the party.”
“I’m avoiding the party, as you can tell,”
I replied. “In search of a ‘pair of keys.’”
“Not that party, this party,” said the
monkey. “So hop over the fence, before it
gets filled up and we miss all the music.”
I paused for a moment and stared up
at the monkey. Not wanting to be rude, I
hopped over the fence, which barely reached
up to my waist. The monkey waited on the
cliff as I climbed up.
“What do I tell the security guard if he
comes?” I asked.
“Don’t worry about him, we paid him
off,” said the monkey.
“Really?”
“Of course not,” laughed the monkey.
“What would we have to give him? But don’t
worry about him; you can just say you found

your keys.”
I pulled myself up to the tunnel. The
monkey was already walking through it.
I flattened out onto my stomach and army-crawled my way through. I was surprised
at how clean and smooth the tunnel was.
The sound of trickling water echoed off the
walls, and I could feel wet steam grazing my
cheeks and matting my hair. I approached
the exit of the tunnel, crawled out, and finally was able to stand upright again. Ahead
of me was a pool of water long enough and
wide enough to fit four people. The pool of
water was hidden from view with a large
hedge encircling it. One of the tree’s limber,
lighted branches hung above the pool, giving it a natural canopy with artificial stars to
gaze at.
A monkey approached me and stood
up on two legs.
“If you would please remove your tuxedo,” he said.
I looked at him. My eyes must have
shown a hint of uncertainty.
“Don’t worry,” he said reassuringly. “I’m
an excellent folder. I won’t get it wrinkled.”

I took off my shoes, crumpling my
socks into each one, and I slid off my jacket.
The monkey carried them away as I took off
my pants, loosened my bow tie, and unbuttoned my shirt.
The monkey reappeared as I stood in
my boxers.
“I’m sorry, sir, but you will have to remove all of your clothes,” he said. “House
rules.”
“If someone sees me, I’ll get a felony,” I
said.
“With all due respect, sir,” replied the
monkey. “If someone sees you, a felony is
the least of your worries.”
He had a point. So I slipped off my boxers and crouched into the pool. It was deep
enough to cover up to my stomach but no
higher. The air was warm, so I didn’t feel
cold. The monkeys all reclined and gave a
nod as I leaned back, mimicking their position. The song in the distance sounded like a
Diana Ross song, but I couldn’t place it.
“So, do you normally do this?” I asked.
“Of course, we hot tub every day:
morning, noon, and night,” replied one of
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the monkeys.
“I meant invite humans to swim with
you.”
“Oh, you mean this,” said the monkey.
“No, you’re the first human to actually agree
to do this.”
“You’ve asked others?”
“Last year,” said one of the monkeys,
who slouched down into the water so only
his head was seen floating on the surface.
“There was this dame, and she was b-e-a-uti-ful.”
The other monkeys smiled at the memory, nodding their heads.
“But when we called her, she got confused and then frightened,” he said. “We told
her all we wanted to do was hot tub with her,
but by then she was already screaming and
yelling all the way out of the park.”
They all laughed, tapping the water
with their hands and slapping their knees.
“I know we shouldn’t laugh,” said a
monkey. “But you should have seen this
dame run in heels. You would have thought
she was sprinting a marathon.”
The monkey that had taken my clothes

returned with the pack of cigarettes from my
jacket.
“Sir, I hate to impose,” he said. “But do
you mind if we have these?”
The monkeys’ face lit up with delight as
the hot tub continued to churn the waters.
“You got smokes? Perfect. Hot tubbing
is ten times better when you have a live band
and one hundred times better when you have
a live band and a cigarette.”
“Um, sure,” I said. “Do you need a
light?”
“We have our own, but thank you.”
One of the monkeys pulled out a lighter
from the nearby bush, took the pack of cigarettes, and lit each one, passing them down
to the next.
They took a few long drags.
“Not as good as American Spirits, but
still pretty good,” he said, exhaling a large
plume of smoke.
“Do you normally smoke?” I asked.
“Only at night, and only when one of
the humans drops us a pack,” he said. “We
learned the hard way that you can’t smoke
during the day.”

“The zoo doesn’t like it?”
“More so the humans,” he said. “They
saw us one day smoking in our hot tub, and
they came barging in right in the middle of
our conversation, took the cigarettes, and
worst of all, raided our stash. There must
have been at least fifty loose cigarettes we’d
found and a couple of fresh packs that we
never got to use.”
“You can keep this pack if you like.”
“Thank you, sir,” replied the monkey
on land. He left the pack near the edge of the
pool and disappeared into the hedge.
“Is he normally so formal? Or I guess
you are all formal like that?” I asked.
They laughed.
“Nah. This is a new trend of his,” one
said. “He’s been watching some of those British shows and decided to walk around like a
butler.”
The music had changed to Marvin Gaye,
and I stretched my arms out and sighed as
the monkeys continued to smoke.
“You got a name?” asked one of them as
the others nodded to the sound of the trumpets.
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“Terry,” I said.
“Nice to meet you; glad you could join
the party.”
“And you?”
“And me what?” he asked as he took the
cigarette out of his mouth.
“Do you have a name?”
“Don’t need one.”
“I guess that makes sense,” I said. The
bushes camouflaged the hot spring very well;
all that could be perceived from the outside
was the music in the far off background and
the lights above our heads.
“So what is it you do?” asked one of the
monkeys as he put out his smoke and sank
lower into the hot tub. “You do do something, right?”
“I’m an accountant,” I replied.
“What’s that?”
“Well, I make sure people have enough
money to live,” I said, splashing some water
onto my chest.
“So you just count other people’s money?”
“Basically.”
“And you find that fun?” asked one of

the monkeys as he picked off some bugs and
flicked them away.
“Well, I guess more practical,” I replied,
watching the bug fall onto the ground. Another monkey took it and squished it with
its hand.
“But not fun,” he finished.
“I guess not. Why do you flick the bugs
instead of eating them? I always thought you
guys did.”
“Do you eat bugs?” asked the monkey
that squished the bug as he wiped his hands
clean with a leaf.
“No,” I said.
“And neither do we. Maybe some of our
distant cousins do, but when you get three
square meals a day for free, you tend to pass
on bugs.”
The beat changed over into Ray Charles’
“What’d I Say” and we all lit up for another
round.
“Ah, this is one of my favorite songs,” I
said, sitting up as my leg began to tap with
the rhythm.
“Really? You’re a fan?” they asked.
“Well, yeah, this is one of my favorite

types of music.”
“Ray Charles is a great musician,” said
one of the monkeys as he straightened up.
“He’s no Duke Ellington, mind you, but he
still has that kind of thing all great musicians
have.”
“You sound fairly knowledgeable about
jazz,” I said.
“Only the good stuff,” they said, the one
monkey who had submerged all of his body
except for his head now looking up. “A while
back, when we were much younger and new
to this place, we had a caretaker who used
to carry around a cassette player and listen
to jazz artists like Duke Ellington, John Coltrane, and Miles Davis. Now, keep in mind,
we were young and fresh from the Japanese
mountains, so this was the first time we had
ever heard anything like this.”
I could see his body swaying with the
music under the water.
“Every night he would play those cassettes, and we really started to take a liking
to it. Of course, he would switch things up,
play some Al Green or the Temptations, but
it was the jazz that really got us going. Any21

way, we overheard that the caretaker was going to leave, so one night we snatched up the
cassette player and as many cassettes as we
could get.”
“It’s nice to meet others with good taste
in music,” I said.
“Isn’t it, though?” replied the monkey.
“Every day they blast the same old garbage
through the speakers, but at night we get to
listen to what we like, and of course when
live bands come in to play.”
“You know, you should really get a record player,” I said. “I have one at home. It’s
like you’re sitting right there in the recording studio with the artist. It’s the best way to
listen to music.”
“Even if we knew where a store was, I’m
not sure how we could get away with hiding a record player and a crate full of albums
without having them damaged by water or
weather.”
“Good point,” I replied.
“Besides, the best way to listen,” said
one of the monkeys, “is to listen to that live
band.”
We sat back and listened to the tune

change from Ray Charles to Otis Redding. I
grabbed the pack and took out another cigarette and passed it around. Reaching out,
one of the monkeys lit the cigarette. We all
took a deep breath as the jazz organ cried
and the musician sang.
“I used to play all these songs on trumpet a while back,” I said as I let the smoke
filter above into the trees, clouding the white
lights. “A group of us would gather and play
at bars during the weekend. Absolutely loved
it.”
“That’s one thing we wish we could do,”
said one of the monkeys. “Play some of these
songs. What’s it like being on stage?”
“Incredible. Usually it’s just a small
platform big enough to hold maybe six or
seven people,” I said. “It’s usually smoky inside, dimly lit with blues, but once that music
starts everything focuses in on the music.”
It makes it easier. Easier to be-a-ar, sang
the musician in the background, while the
trumpets quietly accompanied.
“You still play?”
“Not much anymore.”
“Because you count money?”

“Yup.”
Easier to be-a-ar.
“Sounds like a jazz song with a hint of
blues,” replied one of the monkeys.
“Just one of the things you gotta do, I
guess,” I replied.
“Why not do both?”
I closed my eyes, listening closer to the
music, and sank further into the pool.
“Conventional wisdom says you can
only pick one or the other.”
“Sounds like your conventionalism is
caging you up,” replied one of the monkeys.
“Like you guys?”
“Our cage isn’t that bad,” he said. “We
get free food and shelter, and we still get to
enjoy our music. We can leave any time we
want. In fact, we used to roam around trying
to be more like you guys. But life out there is
complicated, and the more we ventured out
the more we found unnecessary hurdles to
clear just to survive. It was not enjoyable at
all. So we stay here, get what we need, and
enjoy what we like. Although, it would be
nice to have some more jazz.”
The music died down and everything
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grew silent for a moment.
“Is it over?” I asked.
“Wait.”
Suddenly there were trumpets and
drums that swung in melody and erupted
with one large note. With it, fireworks were
launched and exploded over the zoo.
“Duke Ellington!” shouted the monkeys. They raised their arms into the air and
began clapping wildly. Little red cigarette
butts fell off, floating in the air for a brief
moment before being carried away by the
breeze. “Now that’s how you finish a show!
You do it with Ellington’s ‘Jeep’s Blues.’”
The saxophone whistled out like a train,
and the monkeys reclined again after taking
another drag from their cigarettes.
“Let me put it this way,” said one of the
monkeys. “Every day all these humans, big
and small, come to watch us, but really it’s
only the small ones that seem to notice. The
big humans are too busy talking on phones
or doing other things. Never really in the
moment.”
“Like what just happened,” said one of
the other monkeys. “How many people do

you think are paying attention to the song?
Even with that opening power, I bet you not
many.”
“So what are you to focus on?” asked
another. “Things that are practical or things
you like?”
“We’d rather choose the simple things
like cigarettes, jazz, and hot tubs.”
The band grew quieter and then all together fell into silence. The monkeys leaned
back in the tub and took one last puff before extinguishing the flame. We let the song
linger along with the smell of our cigarettes
for a moment longer, before both were carried off out of sight and into the night. Finally, the monkeys got out of the hot tub and
stretched, the water running down their legs
and making little puddles on the rocks. They
shuffled around for a few moments, occasionally looking down at me.
“We don’t mean to be rude or cut a
good conversation short,” one of them said
finally, “but it’s late, and we need to go make
our beds and sleep.”
“All right, I’ll just be out in a minute. I’ll
grab my clothes on the way out. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”
And I reclined in the hot tub, still listening to the music play within my head.
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Jason’
s

ll during his commute to work that day,
Jason had been fervently hoping that
nobody would remember what day it was.
Last year, there had been a cake with his name
written on it in violent blue icing and red balloons tied to the back of his chair. He’d stood
there awkwardly, smiling self-consciously as
his coworkers sang to him, hating being the
center of attention and wishing the day were
over and things could get back to normal.

Special
Day

This year, Jeanne, the company’s receptionist, had taken over as head of the Sunshine Committee. Two weeks earlier, she’d
arranged for a stripper dressed as a fireman
to show up on Astrid’s special day. Astrid
had been clearly mortified as the stripper gyrated in front of her and made her wear his
fireman’s hat. She tried to be a good sport,
but Jason could tell that she loathed every
moment of it. He hoped Jeanne wouldn’t
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have a similar fate in store for him.
He stepped through the glass doors of
his office and shot a swift glance at his cubicle. Good. There were no balloons, nobody
gathered around waiting for him to arrive,
and nothing out of the ordinary. Jeanne was
on the phone at the receptionist’s desk, and
he smiled at her and gave her a little wave.
She waved back at him and carried on with
her conversation.
He sat down at his cubicle and tapped
his computer keyboard. The date came up
on the screen, June 27. Then the screen went
blank. Jason squinted at it. At the work stations around him, people were typing. Nothing was wrong with their computers. Maybe
he should reboot and log in again. He was
reaching for the off switch when the screen
came to life. Rainbow colors swam and a
bright little tune began to play. Oh, shit! Jason thought. They remembered after all.
The song brayed, “Happy death day to
you! It’s your death day, poor you! It’s your
death day. It’s your death day! Cheer up,
don’t be blue!”
“Hey, guy! What’s this I hear about it

being your special day?” It was Gary, beaming and looming up over the chest-high
partition of Jason’s cubicle. Gary was Jason’s
boss. He was in a protected category as the
manager of a company that provided a vital
service to the population (in this case, the
manufacture of a snack food called Chips O
Joy, containing an array of vitamins and minerals along with a low dosage of anti-anxiety
medication.)
Gary didn’t have to worry about being put to death on his assigned death day.
Of course he’d die eventually. Everybody
died, sooner or later. It just seemed unfair
that some people had to know the day and
month of their demise (but never the year;
that information was considered to be too
distressing and potentially damaging to productivity.) Other lucky bastards, like Gary,
could go blithely on, safe from being stuck
down by the Grim Reaper in the form of a
specially trained government assassin.
At that moment, Jason heartily hated Gary. “That’s right. Today’s my day,” he
said, baring his teeth in what he hoped was
a friendly grin.

“Well, super!” Gary crowed. “I’m sure
Jeanne has something fun in store for you.
Catch you later.” With that, he was gone.
Jason surreptitiously flipped him the bird
from beneath his desk, where the cameras
wouldn’t catch it.
Throughout the morning, people
brought him cards and flowers and little
gifts. Astrid bought him a neon blue betta fish swimming in a small tank equipped
with a heater and a filter. The set-up looked
expensive and Jason was touched.
“Pamela and Shaun helped pay for it,”
Astrid said, naming two of their coworkers. “The woman where I bought it said it
can live up to ten years if you take care of it
properly.”
Then she looked stricken, realizing
that the fish might outlast Jason. “You’ll be
around for a long time. I’m sure of it.”
Jason thanked her for the fish. He’d
keep it on his desk, where it would brighten
up his cubicle. “Good,” Astrid said, relieved.
“Everybody’s taking you out for drinks later.
The first round’s on me.”
At noon, Jason’s girlfriend Sarah
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stopped by with cranberry scones that she’d
baked and sandwiches that she picked up at
the corner deli.
“How’s it going so far?” she asked, when
they were seated in the break room eating
their sandwiches.
“Okay, I guess. You know how I hate it
when people make a fuss over me,” Jason replied, taking a bite of his lettuce and tomato
sandwich. “They got a magician to come in
and do sleight of hand tricks. She pulled an
egg out of my ear and made my phone turn
into a dove.”
Sarah said that sounded like fun. “You’ve
got less than twelve hours to go before your
day is over, and then you won’t have to worry about it for another year.” She looked into
his eyes and smiled, taking his hand. “I’ve
been thinking about what you said about us
moving in together.”
Jason held his breath. “What did you
decide?” She was going to say no, he just
knew it.
“Yes, I want to,” she said, followed up
with a kiss.
Jason couldn’t believe it. Tears came to

his eyes he was so happy.
“I needed some time to think it over,
but of course I want to live with you. I love
you. Now eat your scone. I made it especially
for you” Sarah said, unwrapping it and placing it on a napkin.
Jason took a bite, swallowed, and
frowned. It tasted strange. He could feel his
throat tightening as he gasped for breath. He
was able to wheeze out a single word before
he collapsed. “Sarah!”
Sarah looked at the people who were seated
at a nearby stable and jerked her chin at the
door. “You should leave,” she said.
They left, hurriedly. From the office
outside, Jason could dimly hear excited
murmuring as the word spread that it was
indeed his special day.
I live in New Jersey and am the proud owner of
two X chromosomes. My work has appeared in
New Realm, Aphelion, Bewildering Stories, Easy
Street, Flash Fiction Magazine, Suspense, The
Oddville Press and Weird NJ, among others.
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he Building eats young men and women and shits body bags. I suppose the things zipped up in those black cocoons were human at
one point. The bags are loaded into ambulances and taken to some other Building to be incinerated. The ashes are funneled into cheap
urns along a conveyor belt. The urns are shipped to the deceased’s families, placed on mantles and forgotten. Time, working in tandem with
machines hidden beneath the floors and behind the walls of the Building, catches all of us eventually. Time moves faster in the Building
than it does in the outside world. That’s why I try and spend as little time inside as possible.
When I’m out and about and enjoying life, I try not to think about things too much. But sometimes, on snowy or rainy nights when
I’m cooped up indoors, my mind begins to probe the dark secrets of the Building. Based on observations I have jotted down in little notebooks while exploring the halls, I have come to the conclusion that the Building is merely a component of a larger system I call the Funeral
Machine. Its parts are well hidden, they are disguised as ordinary pipes and wiring. The processes of the Funeral Machine are as follows:

Funeral
The

1) The Machine sends nanospores out
into the world through its ventilation
ducts. The spores alter the DNA of any
expecting mothers they come into contact with, causing birth defects in their
babies.

Machine

2) The defective children do poorly in
school and are rejected by the Filtration
System designed to weed the Desirables
from the Undesirables.

Brett Petersen
3) Undesirables, declared invalid by the
Federal Government are sentenced to
one of three places: prison, mental
health facilities or group homes for the
developmentally/physically
challenged. The Building falls under the
latter two categories.
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4) As a preliminary to being placed in
the Building, Undesirables undergo a
mandatory full-body examination.
Nanomachine injections are administered. At this stage, they are still rela
-tively healthy.
5) As the Undesirables live out their
lives in the Building, the Funeral Machine worksbehind the scenes, firing
little lasers and filling tenants’ bathrooms with mind and body crippling
gas as they shower, (which is the best
way to conceal the existence of the gas.)
6) The Machine chews them, so to
speak. The tenants become weak, frail
and increasingly dependent on staff
and caretakers.
7) At some point, after their bodies and
souls have been aged and tenderized by
the Machine, their vital organs fail and
they die.

8) Their inert husks are zipped up and
shipped out for cremation.
9) The news media is informed and
obituaries are printed. Natural causes
account for ninety-nine percent of
deaths on the premises, or so the Building records claim.
10) Rinky-dink funerals are held in the
lobby. Empty plywood caskets, flowers
from the local dollar store and unmarked slabs of concrete are provided
by the Building as consolation gifts.
11) Generic, pre-written eulogies are
read and caskets weighed down with
cinder blocks are committed to the
earth in an unassuming cemetery in
the suburbs.
12) Tears are shed but eventually dry.
13) Life goes on, and the cycle repeats
ad infinitum.

Is it naïve of me to hope that I am somehow exempt from being digested and excreted by the Funeral Machine?
The Building has exactly two hundred
and forty windows; two windows for each
of the one hundred and twenty apartments,
twelve apartments per floor, ten floors in all.
During the day, the windows serve as the
Building’s eyes. It observes the comings and
goings of people along the city sidewalks. It
gazes at them hungrily, waits for them to slip
and hit their heads on the ice and become
prize game in its blood sport.
At night, the windows become peepholes through which the outside world can
observe the inner workings of the Building.
Most passersby however, take no interest in
the Building. They simply continue on their
way: walking their dogs, jogging, going to
the store, never giving the Building a second
glance. And tenants never dare to venture
outside either. For the most part, they don’t
even realize they are trapped, nor do they
have any idea that another way of life exists.
Regardless of their cloistered mindset, they
know better than to leave their curtains un29

drawn at night. As soon as the sun sinks behind the hills of the suburbs, they yank their
window shades down like a skirt blown up
by an undercurrent from a sewer grate. If the
ugly truths of Building life were to be put on
display, naked for all to see, many residents
would likely die of humiliation and shame.
One of the deadliest tactics employed
by the Funeral Machine to keep its constituents in line is the spreading of rumors. The
rumors are manufactured to distract the tenants and keep them from discovering clues
about the Machine of which they are a part.
Every Sunday, during the worship service
held in the Community Room, new rumors
are generated by the Central Computer. The
Computer is connected by well-disguised
wires to a dummy known as Pastor Raymond
O’Doul. Using the angelic-faced O’Doul as a
front, the Computer preaches sensationalist
sermons laced with misinformation regarding deaths, suicides, murders and burglaries
that have taken place in the Building, muggings on nearby streets and sexual predators
living in the area.

About a week ago, I heard whispers
among the throngs leaving the Sunday service that two lonely old women, shut-ins
whom nobody had ever seen or talked to,
had overdosed on prescription drugs and
died. I couldn’t help but wonder whether
those two women were real or just made up
by the Computer to shift the people’s focus
away from the outbreak of bronchitis that
had sprung up as soon as the new heating
system was installed.
One thing I have discovered while living in the Building is that the Funeral Machine’s effects can be staved off by engaging
in positive experiences with peers: making
friends, pursuing hobbies, goals, etc. Although I’m technically a Building resident,
I make a point of spending as much time
as possible outside. Out there, I mingle and
laugh with the City at large, go to heavy metal concerts, drink beer, converse with kooky
people about the Collective Unconscious
and vegan cupcakes, recite and listen to bad
poetry at open mic nights. I feel like if I stay

in the Building too long, the lasers, gas and
the microbes in the tap water will eat away
my body and mind.
In the past, I’ve tried to initiate conversations with other Building residents in
an attempt to pull them out of their dreary
world. Despite my best efforts, the opposite
always seems to happen. I get pulled into
their rumors and misery and anxiety. It’s as if
there’s a constant fog of pessimism hanging
over the place. Every time I take a breath, it
fills my lungs and circulates throughout my
body. If I remain inside too long, my skull
will become a septic tank and the pus, mucus, piss and shit will slosh around in there
like curdled milk in a jug.
It won’t happen to me, I keep telling
myself. Some days, though, I can feel the
Building working on me. I can feel my skin
flaking off, the veins in my eyes throbbing,
and my breath shortening. The moth feelers of the Community Room TV poke at my
heart each night as I sleep.
I wake up with severe back pain every morning. At first I thought it might be
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kidney stones, appendicitis or a swollen liver from drinking too much alcohol while
on antipsychotics. Now I’m convinced it’s a
musculo-skeletal cramp. The best explanation I can think of is that they’ve been periodically breaking in and lowering my showerhead, forcing me to bend over and injure
myself in order to wet my hair. This is just
one of many little things they do in order to
make our flesh easier to chew and swallow.
There is no doubt that the Funeral Machine
is behind it all.
The Machine consumes everyone eventually, but hopefully it’ll come for me when
I’m ninety years old and ready to have my
empty casket dropped into a hole and an
unmarked slab stuck in the dirt beside it.
I may have been born into a wealthy family, but I was never able to acquire the self
preservation skills that might save me from
the jaws of the Machine. Oh well. At least
my children, (if I ever end up impregnating
someone,) won’t be bankrupted when I pass
through the sphincter of this Machine.

One time, this woman who lives in the
Building told me that the highlight of her day
was being able to walk around the first floor
lobby. Sometimes I see her getting picked up
by a white van. Where does she go? What
kind of life could she possibly be leading?
Is she happy? Did she suffer some kind of
brain damage? Is she mentally challenged?
No, it can’t be that. Her belly is swollen as
if she’s pregnant. If that’s the case, I wonder
who the father is.
I’ll admit that I had a crush on her when
I first moved in. We’d stand in the lobby and
talk for ten to fifteen minutes whenever we
ran into each other. She’d smile, and I’d stand
slightly hunched in order to conceal my rapidly inflating hard-on. Then I’d leave, promising to spend time with her at some future
point. I never did. I refuse to allow myself
to get too close to any of the other tenants.
Revealing my heart to them might create an
opening for the Funeral Machine to suck me
farther in.
I don’t know exactly when she became
angry with me and stopped smiling when I
waved to her. I had sensed genuine warmth

in her gaze for awhile. Her teeth were pearly
and glistening under the halogen lights
when she smiled. She seemed cozy, like her
hugs would be an oasis of natal comfort. But
somewhere along the line we lost our connection. Was she pregnant, or did she just
have a big belly? I don’t think I’ll ever find
out. The Machine will eventually wring the
love right out of her like a stained dishcloth,
leaving her dry and pale, her tear ducts encrusted with the remnants of tenderness.
She will lose her ability to give or receive
love. Her flesh will corrode with chemical
agents in the Building’s climate control system. Her urinary tract will become blocked
by too much calcium in the drinking water.
Who knows where they take her when she
leaves in that van? Maybe she’s a corpse kept
alive by cybernetics and has to get her augmentations recalibrated. Could that be why
I never followed up with her?
Doctors are the Machine’s hired muscle. The medical industry keeps us tenants
alive but sick and out of the way so we can
buy the drugs they manufacture. They get
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rich. We suffer and eventually die without
enough money for a slice of pizza at the local
Italian joint.
It should be noted that before I opted to
become part of the Machine, I was miserable. I fought every day to keep myself happy
and occupied and to keep my thoughts from
the darkness that followed me everywhere I
went. I had a twelve-ton demon on my back,
whispering self-deprecating statements in
my ear:
You are not enjoying this.
The fun times you are having will soon
end.
You will never again experience the joy
you felt as a child.
Nowadays, with 150 milligrams of
Olanzapine running through my system
24/7, I find that I’m much happier living in
the Building than I was at my parents’ house.
At least the skin-melting lasers are warm
compared to the shards of glass that were
lodged into my brain during the years I spent
cleaning toilets and mopping the floors of a
government warehouse. It wasn’t so much a

warehouse as it was a labyrinth of dust and
dead mice. If it weren’t for my decision to
sleep on the job that one day, I might never
have been confronted about it. If I was never
confronted, I would never have claimed to be
suicidal. If that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t
have been committed to the psych ward and
I would’ve had to go back to working at that
fucking place.
During the two years I swept and
mopped away my dignity, to be a tenant of
the Building was the one thing I desired more
than anything else. At some point between
graduating from college in 2011 and signing
the lease to my apartment in 2013, I realized
that my childhood had become a cinder at
the bottom of an ash can. I had high hopes
for 2012, but that year was reduced to smoldering depression like a habit adopted and
regretted. 2013 was reminiscent of an atom
bomb. The war may have been won, but at
what cost?
Despite all I just told you about the Funeral Machine and its evils, the day I moved
into the Building was one of the happiest of

my life. It symbolized that the years of reality
TV shows blaring in the background of my
mind were over. One Machine was swapped
for another. I was free to make mistakes and
not be accountable to Mom and Dad. The
Machine is my Daddy now. If I were to trip
the Machine’s sensors trying to steal myself
some kind of freedom, they’d have the Badge
slap cuffs on me and drag me to jail. There,
I’d learn the true meaning of life. It would be
a phrase tattooed on a convict’s forearm:
“Live to Think It Twice.”

Brett Petersen, a self described post-post-postmodernist, enjoys arranging words in various combinations and creating reverse-entropy in an otherwise chaotic universe. He obtained his B.A. in
English from the College of Saint Rose in 2011. His
fiction has appeared in journals such as Peculiar
Mormyrid, Centrifuge and Polychrome Ink. He
also plays drums and guitar and is Creative Consultant for Mushroom Studios, an art and souvenir company. He lives in Albany,
NY.
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Bitter

Haley Zilberberg

Aural Examination

I got rid of my scale
2 months ago
because the last time I weighed myself
the scale hesitated for a moment
and the digitized screen blurted out random lines and dots in hesitation
until across the screen came the verdict:
“babe u r 2 to fab 4 these #s that mean nothing.”
Too true, scale, too true.

Click to hear Haley
read her poem
accompanied by
Tiger Gilliam!
Download
MP3!

So I boxed it up and gave it to Goodwill when I packed up for the summer
to come home to live with good ol’ mom and pop.
Besides,
I see my weight more accurately in my mom’s harsh comments
than in any scale that has ever existed.
My 1500 calorie diet of beans and spinach and fruit and protein
is disgusting and fattening and sickening and
you’re fat you’re fat you’re fat you say.
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I decided to eat just grapefruits instead.
Good ol’ mom said I am doing better on just a few grapefruits per day.
Eat less she says.
And after a while I’ve trimmed down,
cut down on food.
I eat one grapefruit a day.
My body becomes thin and thinner and everything is thinning.
My hair falls out in clumps.
Eat less you say.
So I eat a slice of grapefruit a day.

Mom, I have become the size of a grapefruit.
I am too small.
I am fragile.
I am able to be peeled away.
My stomach grumbles,
so I have the bright idea to walk to the kitchen,
open the refrigerator.
You are already there waiting
when I am eyeing a supple heaping of grains and beans and mmm…
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“May I make you a grapefruit?”
I say yes, sure, put aside the thought of anything else to eat.
I imagine she’ll slice the grapefruit with care,
and hand it to me.
But instead,
she makes me into a grapefruit.
“Mom, I am hungry.
What good will this do?
I just wanted to eat a grapefruit.”
Not good enough, you say.
Eat yourself.
But do not allow yourself any sugar to drown the bitterness of the much too
round grapefruit that you are.
She holds the knife at the place which would be my neck,
I think it brings her joy
when she sees the juices leak,
and imagines if it would be my tears or blood.

I ask if I can use Splenda,
and she says no.
I eat myself,
first the inside,
the bitter slices of my grapefruit self,
my sad, sad juices,
then my rind,
until
at last I am so small,
just a seed,
just a millimeter big,
just a gram in weight,
maybe I could stop here,
maybe she could see that
I could grow into something beautiful.
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Almost, my mother says.
So I take one last bite.
And I disappear.
I am gone.
Ah, perfect, she says.

Haley is a 19 year old student at the University of Central Florida where she studies Social Work and Creative Writing. She started writing when she was in
elementary school, and when she was 9, she won a Harry Potter Essay Contest and her prize was a cruise to Mexico in the Penthouse Suite for her family, and
she has been writing ever since. She was the champion for Original Spoken Word in 2013 in her county’s talent search.
Tiger Gilliam is a Wyoming bred East Coast grown singer-songwriter currently drifting through in the Midwest. She believes in every story there is a song, and
avidly writes music to avoid therapy. She plays the keys, a few chords on the ukulele and will someday be a world-renowned mediocre beat boxer.
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I

was roaming the bayou behind my family’s
home in La Rose, Louisiana, splish-splashing in the swampy water when it happened. I
was eighteen years old. The month: July. The
year: 1958. The air was sweet and sticky like
an already licked lollipop so I was wearing
nothing but cut-short jeans. The water was
dick-deep and bathtub warm and reminded
me of wetting my pants with pee; it was gross
but nice at the same second. Although, the
water felt penguin-cool compared to the 103
degree air. My cutoff jeans were sopping and
heavy like a diaper. Sticks and muck floated
in the swamp around me everywhere. Tree
branches were green with bushy leaves that
dipped into the water, which had a mosquito-trapped-in-amber hue so there was no way
to see what was crawling below, even when I
put my face right down to the surface to try
seeing my feet. I didn’t want to cut myself on
broken glass or a rusty something-or-other
that one of my brothers had plunked into the
muck. If I slashed my skin again I would’ve
had to suck out all the germs, and the water
always tasted like toad poop and fish scales,
so I tried to avoid bleeding at all prices.

Welcome
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I shuffled along, using the bottoms of
my feet like metal detectors when something emerged from the water a few yards
ahead. The object looked like a bumpy submarine covered in grass. Until it clamped
ivory needles around my leg, I had no idea
what the thing was. I had been so focused
on not stomping on a sharp object that I had
completely forgotten about wally-gators. It
dunked me underwater and chomped and
chomped. I thrashed my arms, but I knew
it was useless. The alligator swam away molasses-slowly with my leg lodged in its smile.
Instantly in shock, I knew what had just happened, but I didn’t feel pain. I just wanted to
know why that wally-gator was swimming
away. I wished to pet its back-brail, smooch
it on the nose, and nuzzle it like a puppy-dog.
I called, asking where it was going, when a
second gator ballooned up among the sticks
and water-floaties. I could tell this wasn’t
the same creature because there was a scar
above this one’s slobbery eyes that looked
like a surprised-face eyebrow.
“Hey, little buddy,” I said as I reached
out to wrap my arms around the huggable

monster. “A little closer. That’s it.”
The shocked looking wally-gator approached with teeth gnashing, looking at
me like we were old friends. In a jiffy, the
gator ducked under the water and gobbled
down my other leg. I floated like a dead leaf.
Waves splashed up over my face as if trying
to feed my hungry lungs. I imagined all the
blood flowing out of me and mingling with
the mucky water and knew that I would never swallow another gulp of air. I wished that
the gobbley-gators would return and nudge
me to shore. I wanted to see my momma
again. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to
die.
As my eyes sank below the swamp’s surface, I glimpsed the gators returning for the
rest of my limbs, flashing their dangerous
smiles of pearly-needles. They both swam
directly underneath me and I grabbed onto
their wiggly tails and they tug-boated me to
shore just as I had wished.
The next thing I remember was waking up on the mud-sloppy bank. Blood had
quit leaking from my legs, but the nearby
grass and dirt were drenched with it. The

gators were three feet away, staring at me,
and wagging their tails like pooches waiting
for a chew-bone. At first, I wasn’t very happy
about being legless and eventually stuck in
a wheelchair like a fly in a spider’s-web, but
my likings changed drastically later on when
Wesley Sour showed up on my momma’s
doorstep and asked me to join his carnival.
With my fellow Carnies, I sat around
the bonfire after a long day in the tent. There
were thirteen of us, not including the three
boss-people: Wesley, Vernon, and Gus.
Wesley was taller than the tallest person
I’ve ever met. His gloomy eyes sunk deep
into his head. He had a round face, bulging cheekbones, and a straight, sharp nose.
Combined, these things made him look like
a scary, sinister scarecrow. Wesley was our
savior, and obviously the owner of Wesley
Sour’s Wondrous World of Magical Mysteries Touring Carnival. But we, the Carnies,
were the most important part- Wesley even
told us so. We attracted simple-folk to the
carnival like a magnet with our unique talents and odd gifts. The carnival housed nor39

mal people, too, of course, mostly strays with
nowhere else to go. We called them Lickspittles. They were boring and filthy like barfy
white T-shirts, and were only allowed to do
the smaller jobs like over-watch the games
and fist out prizes. They were never allowed
on stage. The Lickspittles weren’t special, just
a necessity. Wesley only loved le petit groupe
of bizarrely talented Carnies circling around
the campfire, and we loved him back with
all of our hearts. We would do anything for
him, even push someone off a mountain or
die.
The campfire was in the open field behind the carnival tents where the grass was
flattened over like elephants had stampeded
through. The carnival closed sleep-time late
that night. It seemed customers had been
afraid to go home, as if scared of the dreams
they would have later on. I didn’t know exactly what time it was because only the visitors were allowed to have watches. The
closest thing the carnival had to a timekeeper was the music that the electric carousel
Vernon had invented played when he flipswitched it on in the morning to drive away

dreams. Other than that, I lived by Wesley’s
instructions and my animal-instincts which
told me all I needed to remember: when to
eat, when to sleep, when to feed my gobbley-gators, and when to bathroom.
In truth, I didn’t care about the time. I
was just pooped out and wanted to go back
to chez moi, but I couldn’t. No one could
leave the fire and return to their home-tent
until chanting The Honoring of the Host.
I guess Wesley really needed our company
ce soir because it was extremely late, and he
wouldn’t let us leave yet.
It was a glamorous night. The sparkly
stars were shining in the coal-black sky. A
thin layer of clouds napped underneath the
moon, making it glow magically. Somehow
the clouds looked invisible; even though
I could still see them, I could see through
them like they didn’t exist at all. It was a very
pretty sight. I wondered if anyone had ever
painted a picture of it before. However, the
weather was a little too froid for my temperature taste buds. I shivered a lot, even though
my wheelchair was as close to the fire as allowable by Wesley. On my skin the night air

felt crisp, but when I breathed it tasted warm
and cloudy in my chest because of the smoke
from the fire, like I was breathing in a fart.
While touring around the northwest with
the carnival I was never able to warm-up to
the chilly weather. It felt unkind compared
to the water-wet, soft air of southern Louisiana. I wasn’t the only person bent close to
the fire’s heat that night, everyone was. Even
my alligators, Kitty and Giggles, were beside
the mud-clumpy rubber tires of my wheelchair drinking in the orange warmth.
Giggles was the second alligator that
snacked on my leg that summer day in 1958.
She had the raised-eyebrow scar on her head.
I named her Giggles because her mouth was
always open, showing-off her smooth, pointy
teeth as if grinning all the time, and I didn’t
want to pick out something obvious and stupid like Smiley or Happy. She was my alligator. She deserved a clever name. My other
pet wally-gator was Kitty because she always
hissed like a mean growly pussycat. These
alligators were my talent. We had some sort
of mental connectedness that started the
very moment they lick-lapped my blood
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down into their gullets. I couldn’t hear their
thoughts, but they could understand mine.
Those gators did whatever thought I stashed
up in my noggin once my legs belonged to
their bellies. I steered them from the inside.
The year was now 1961, and I had been
part of the carnival for seven months. I was
becoming mighty popular with the simple-folk customers too. People liked seeing a
young, legless man butt-jumping around in
a rickety wheelchair, telling alligators what
to do with his brain.
Usually, people’s eyes went buggy and
their jaws slacked. And sometimes people
felt compelled to holler out harsh words like
creepazoid, mutant, or creature. It used to
bruise my feelings a lot when I heard people
call the carnival a freak show all the time,
but then Wesley explained to me it wasn’t.
The carnival was actually a stage-display of
interesting people with not-ordinary traits.
Wesley also said that our talents drove other people to jealousy, and sometimes made
them spit mean words out of their mouths.
After that, I found pleasure when people
said painful things in my direction. It meant

they loved my pet wally-gators.
Kitty opened her jaws and hissed nastily when I heard the clumsy jingling noise. A
stranger waddled through the field towards
our circle. Giggles’ sharp teeth were stained
orange by the glowing heat in front of me.
The man dragged his feet, dirt-caked, bare
and wet with dew, through the field’s packeddown grass . His face was icicle-white like
the vampires we heard about in some of
Wesley’s fire-circle stories. A dark, squiggly,
patchy beard sprouted from the man’s haunting face. It was a mess of a beard, but looked
neat anyways. I was never able to grow facehair, so I always appreciated when someone
else could, especially Jessica, the bearded
lady. Everybody loved her beard because
it was thick and long and shiny like an animal’s tail. The approaching stranger wore
a dead-red wool coat and white pants that
were drenched in firelight, just like Kitty’s
teeth. His slacks were filthy and frayed, but
the coat was almost perfect. The only ugly
spots on it were the dozens of golden medallions pinned to the sleeves that jangled each
step he took.

“Hello, gentlepeople,” the man said
with a shiver in his voice. He stopped next
to Iron-Belly Benjamin.
Benjamin was the principale attraction
at the carnival. He was the biggest and strongest out of all of us, except for Wesley who
was much taller. Benjamin stood six-feetfiveinches tall and weighed around three
hundred pounds. He didn’t have any flubber
on him though. All his weight was packaged
in his belly that ran away from his body in a
perfect ball, and now rested on his lap as he
sat. It was almost impossible for him to wear
a shirt. Benjamin ate things made of metal:
bikes, screws, nails, coins, lunch-boxes, and
even forgotten about cars frosted with rust.
He wasn’t a smarty-pants, but he was still
one of us. Wesley loved him. I loved him.
And he loved me back. We were family.
“What? Who said that?” Benjamin
twisted his neck around until finally peeping the stranger next to him. Apparently, he hadn’t heard the jingle-jangle of the
man’s jacket-medallions as he approached.
I looked at the stranger, then at Benjamin.
I could tell right away that the stranger fit
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into the carnival’s jigsaw puzzle. And when
I saw cat-murdering curiosity spread across
Wesley’s face, I knew that the stranger would
become one of us soon. Wesley had eyed me
the same way seven months ago as he stood
on my momma’s porch.
Wesley always got what he wanted.
“Good evening, my gentle acquaintances. Don’t fret, my friends,” the unfamiliar man said. He looked down and flagged
a hand like he meant no harm when he saw
Benjamin, the huge shirtless man with a
light-bulb-shaped stomach. “It is my blessing
that I wish to bestow onto your fresh faces
of unknown to me, my presence around this
mightily grand and eloquent fire of camping
for the remainder of the evening. Of course,
don’t be foolish. It is only my intention to
tarry here with all of you pleasant people if
you don’t request my absence.”
I pushed myself all the way back in my
wheelchair, straitening up before speaking.
“What do you mean?” I asked across the
fire. “No special shows if that’s what you’re
after. Come again tomorrow, sil vous plait.” I
grinned and looked at Wesley, searching for

approval in his face, hoping I saved him the
hassle of speaking.
“Sil vous plait,” the stranger said. “That’s
French, my fellow. Very good. What do others call you? I spent some time in France. My
mother and I fled there for a few years when
I was a boy, but that was back in my youth.
You been there, friend?”
I shook my head, wishing that I had
been to France. I taught myself francais at
night by reading old French magazines before bed after Wesley released us from the
fire. Sometimes, I even secret-thought up a
plan of sneaking away from the carnival and
voyager to France in a few years. I imagined
joining a French carnival and marrying a
pretty-smiled woman that sucked cigarettes
and looked over books, but I didn’t want the
stranger to know any of this. No one could
know this stuff. Only my head could know.
Of course, I would never actually leave Wesley, never in a million years, but sometimes
it was fun to imagine. Wesley loved me and
I loved him. Maybe, if this stranger became
part of le carnaval, he could teach me more
French and I wouldn’t feel so naughty about

it.

“Around here, people call me as Lee
L’abrutis: The Reptile Tamer. It means Lee
The Brave.” I said, after again sliding to the
back of my wheelchair. Giggles smiled at the
man and Kitty sang a pretty hiss to him. I
liked him. He knew francais. “Who are you?”
“Well, I’m glad you asked, pal. And I
thank you for that interjection, alligator.”
The man flung his arms drink-drunkenly
toward me. His action was so crazy that his
hands almost tasted the flames. Benjamin
thumbed some nickels from his pocket into
his pie-hole. “But first, are you sure about
that name? L’abrutis, I mean. If I’m not mistaken L’abrutis means the idiot in French,
not the brave. Is that Italian or something?”
“No, It’s French,” I said, wondering
what it really meant. I didn’t like the stranger any more. He didn’t really know French.
Everyone turned to swallow me with their
eyes, and I felt my face getting redder than
the fire. I didn’t want to be part of this family anymore. I just wanted to roll back to my
tent and group-up all my things and leave
forever. But after a moment, I realized that
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I could never leave. I could never really go
to France, ever. The normal people couldn’t
understand me and love me like the other
Carnies did. This was home. Kitty hissed like
a bathed-cat when she sensed my change
of heart regarding the stranger. I had seen
the word L’abrutis in a magazine. The guy
seemed brave, not empty-brained. He locked
himself into the lion’s den one night at the
zoo with five lions. That required courage.
Anyways, it was too late to change my name,
even if L’abrutis did mean the idiot. I didn’t
like the strange man anymore. “Yes, I’m sure
it means the brave.”
“Well, I’m glad that’s settled. Now, I am
wildly proud with pride to introduce you
wondrous creatures to myself, Gilliam Walter Matthew Harold Jefferson III, the direct
descendant of the once great, but now late,
Grey Von Ulrich.”
“Who?” Shelly asked. She sat to my
right, almost directly across the fire from
me, on a tree-stump. She was the smallest
person in the world. Her legs barely dangled
down twenty-five cents of the stump, but
that’s why all of us loved her.

“You don’t know the grandest person
of grand that ever graced the German-lands,
Grey Von Ulrich?” Dumb looks received Gilliam. “Well he was the smartest, most slippery bandit in Germany exactly fifty years in
the future reversed.”
“What’d he do?” I said. “Steal? Kill?
Tax-fraud?”
“You help him? You a criminal, too?”
Benjamin asked. Both of his hands were fondling his flesh-bubble belly.
“No,” Gilliam said, shaking his head as
if tossing these questions out of his ears. “He
did none of that demonic, nonsensical blasphemy. He was more mischievous, more deceptive, and more devious than all that. He
was a professional of falsehood. He never
told the truth, not once in his life. But that’s
not the point. The pressing point of importance lingering lustfully on our fingertips is
who am I?”
“I thought you were Gilliam,” Fat Freddy said. The stage name that Wesley gave
him was: The Voluptuous Man of Mass, but
we all called him Fat-Freddy. He was the fattest person in the world. He was so blubbery

that he couldn’t walk anywhere. Vernon,
the train-conductor and self-taught inventor, had fixed ropes around Fat-Freddy’s soft
chest to drag-pull him around. I couldn’t
help, of course, but it took at least five people to leash him through the dirt and grass.
I remembered a time that Fat Freddy tipped
over on his back and couldn’t get up like he
was a roly poly turtle. It took six Lickspittles
to push him upright again. Right now, he
sat on the ground next to Gus, the carnival’s
promoter.
“Yes, I am Gilliam. Gilliam Walter Matthew Harold Jefferson III. But I am also a
legendary figure. I have a special talent that
I would like to provide to this establishment
as a service of business. The ancients of ages
ago used to worship and cherish people like
me. I am a legendary Silver-Tongue.”
“Your tongue’s silver? Nifty. We see?” I
said, but I thought daggers at this homme
and Kitty hissed at him. She backed up from
her spot and started to circle towards Gilliam, behind everybody in the world that I
loved. Giggles snapped her mouth closed
so that she wasn’t smiling any more. Served
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him right.
“Oh, boy. Let me see,” Benjamin said.
“That’ll be purty.”
Wesley watched Gilliam closely, but remained still and quiet like a statue of God.
The fire cough-crackled little ashes into
the night. I followed the sizzling flakes with
my eyes as they drifted up and up toward the
woolly-blanket of clouds.
“Hot momma! Let us get a look-see,”
Vernon said with his plump lips. He sat a
few seats to my left under Wesley’s towering
tallness.
“No, no, no. My tongue isn’t made out
of silver. It’s just silky smooth like silver. It
means that I can speak in such rhythmic
tones and manners that my words are hypnotizing like the lull of waves crashing on a
pebbled shore.”
I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know
what he meant, but I didn’t feel like a nincompoop because no one else knew, either.
They were all shut-up, too, just like our leader Wesley. Everyone looked around with
perplexite. I shrugged my shoulders when
Gilliam looked over at me.

Gilliam continued, “it means
“Does your Concept of Slanted Illuthat when I speak, people like what
they hear so much that they will mination really work?” Wesley said. “You
do whatever I tell them. Most call have me curious, my friend, very curious
it the gift of a Silver Tongue, but I indeed. What a spectacle that could be, if
have devised a name that I use when
you aren’t pulling our legs, that is.”
referring to this spectacular talent
Wesley must have forgotten that I
that I have been blessed with by the
highest being of beings. I call it: The didn’t have any legs, just pet wally-gators.
Concept of Slanted Illumination.”
Wesley cleared his throat. Everyone
Gilliam stepped back a little and
started walking behind our circle around quieted up and looked over at him. His top
the fire. His medals Christmas-bells-jin- hat tricked me into thinking he looked hungled with each plop of his foot. He hid his dreds of feet tall, even while sitting.
“Does your Concept of Slanted Illumihands in his slacks’ pockets. Gus slapped his
hand on his knee, lifted his leg, and farted. nation really work?” Wesley said. “You have
“Bless you,” Gilliam said. Benjamin’s spoon me curious, my friend, very curious indeed.
and forks laugh chuckled out of him. “It’s the What a spectacle that could be, if you aren’t
easiest of easy my friends. And I wish to de- pulling our legs, that is.”
Wesley must have forgotten that I didn’t
light this festival of fun with my exploits. I
have any legs, just pet wally-gators.
would like a job.”
“Blue-mination,” Fat Freddy said. His
“Do we have those?” Benjamin asked.
neck waved, a sea that was sloshing as he
“I thought we ran out yesterday.”
“No, silly,” Shelly said, sitting there like laughed echoingly.
“Yes, good sir, be assured that it works.”
a human doll. “That was cotton candy. And
Kitty wasn’t far away from Gilliam now. She
I love cotton candy.”
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snake-hissed at him, displaying my thoughts
of dommage. “Wow, little friend, take it easy.”
His face showed his fearfulness, but just for
a second. A few of my fellow Carnies around
the campfire looked scared like I was really
going to make Kitty eat Gilliam. My message
of angry-thoughts was clear, so I made Kitty
waddle back to her place next to my wheelchair’s mud-clumpy tires.
“Hot damn, I wanna try that Slanted Illumination,” Gus said. “That’ll be fun. Go on
and try it on me. Make me slap my own face
or something funny like such.”
“Well I’d love to give you fine folks a
real-life demonstration of my blessings, but
unfortunately, I can’t. It only works on normal folks, and you, my friends, are far from
typical. If you want to see my gifts, you have
to employ me. That’s the deal. And I really
implore that you do. I come highly recommended. People love me. I would even bet
on it. If you employ me then your business
will double, triple, even quadruple. You just
wait and see. I’ll bet it does.”
“So you’re a betting man, eh?” Wesley
bunny-hopped onto his feet. He was lean,

very lean, and looked as if two horses galloping away from each other had stretched
his bones. He was wearing a snazzle-dazzle green suit with black trimmings and a
matching black and green top hat. I smiled.
I knew where this was ending. Gilliam was
going to be one of us. And we would love
him. And he would love us. He would be our
nouvelle friend. “Any ideas Vernon?”
Vernon, the train-conductor, balled up
his pudgy fist and shelved his chin on it to
think. He was known around camp as an
inventor of crazily wonderful objects, but
they were only crazy because they were so
great. He was the person that invented the
world’s first electric carousel. The carousel
was painted yellow and white and red and
the music that played as the carousel spun
itself dizzy was pretty too. I always loved
when its singsong noises filled the morning
air and chased dreams out of my eyes. It was
the best music I ever heard. It was just how I
imagined waking up every morning next to
my pretend femme en France.
“Yes, sir, I think I just might have one,”
Vernon replied. He was such good friends

with his imagination. I was never able to
guess what he was inventioning, no matter
how much I hurt my brain trying.
“Tell me,” Wesley said. His butt sat
back down in the chair and Vernon stood
up. Now their eyes were almost level with
each other. Vernon leaned close and started
to secret-whisper directly into Wesley’s ear.
A great grin slithered across Wesley’s lips.
His eyes jerked toward Gilliam. “I love it.
Are you sure that’ll work?” The fire crackle-snapped again like the bones of Kitty and
Giggles’ food. Vernon kept telling whispers
for what seemed like forever. I wanted to
learn the future too. Vernon reversed from
Wesley’s ear and sat back down in his spot.
“Well,” Gilliam said. “What’ll it be?”
“If it’s a bet you wish, it’s a bet you’ll
have. Here’s the wager.” Wesley stood back
up, a human skyscraper. He started drifting
around le centre of our camp-circle toward
where Gilliam stood behind Shelly. “If you’re
Concept of Slanted Illumination does work
and you’re tent does well, you are welcome
to stay as long as you want and earn a more
than comforting wage. And in this case,
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you will be called: The Silver-Tongue. But
if you’re tent does poorly and people don’t
like you’re act, you are bound to meet my required alterations so that your tent becomes
beneficial to Wesley Sour’s Wondrous World
of Magical Mysteries Touring Carnival. And
in this situation you’re title will be: The Man
with the Silver Tongue.” Wesley stopped in
front of Shelly, remembering not to smash
her under his long legs. He reached out his
hand over Shelly’s little head. “Shake if you
agree.”
“How can I say no to those terms?”
Gilliam said as he shook Wesley’s hand. I
knew right then that he was making a monster mistake, but I was smiley anyways. I was
about to be loved by another friend.
Two weeks after all the huff and puff,
Gilliam’s tent was set up right next to Jessica’s, The Bearded Lady. We moved to a field
outside of Grayling, Nebraska a couple of
jour after Wesley’s bet with the stranger. Gilliam had agreed to wait until Wesley’s carnival quested to a new campsite to become an
attraction. In the end it was no use, but Wes-

ley even told Gus to exclusively advertise
Gilliam’s talents in town, just to give him an
even chance. Eventually, Gilliam lost the bet
like I knew he would. He never had a diceroll. Wesley never formed a bet that he didn’t
win. Wesley was crafty and could never lose
because Vernon was his secret potion.
Gilliam had drawn a full-bucket crowd
the first three days that his tent was libre,
and he had caused a lot of chitter-chatter,
but after those first three days, Wesley posted himself outside Gilliam’s tent and somehow prevented people from bewitchment.
Soon customers stopped dumping bucket of ice water on their friends’ heads and
quit slapping their own private parts. The
crowd began to leave Gilliam alone and his
silver tongue slithered like a snake alone in
swamp-water. Even though Giggles looked
like she was, my gators and me weren’t at all
shocked when Wesley invited all the Carnies
to Gilliam’s tent. I was so joyful. I’d been jittery to see what Vernon had in store. And this
was my first time welcoming a new Carnie.
It seemed long, but the wait was worth the
smiles. It had been two weeks from the night

Gilliam shook Wesley’s hand in betting, and
now Vernon was allowed to unveil our new
friend, and follower of Wesley’s godliness.
All of us filed into Gilliam’s tent. The
roof was lined with cord-dangling, glowing
light bulbs, and the tent was architected out
of rusty metal poles and huge red and white
patches of canvas. I had only been in Gilliam’s tent once before, but I noticed something new. There was a long, black curtain
across the back of the wooden stage that
hadn’t been there four days earlier.
The tent smelled like a barn immediately after a dog-and-cats rain.
My wheelchair was parked in the beginning row in a spot that Gus had cleared
of chairs. One next to each of my tires, there
was also a small space cleared for Giggles
and Kitty. I was cheery that Gus had chosen
the front row for us, that way my wally-gators’ view wouldn’t be blocked.
As I was wondering what the black
sheet at the back of the stage was for, Benjamin and Jessica lumbered in the tent’s opening in the back, then five Lickspittles pulled
Fat Freddy into the tent. I spun in my chair
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to see. The swishing of Freddy’s pants plowing through the dirt and stampeded-looking
grass really caused a commotion, but quickly, Freddy was inside and the Lickspittles
stopped tugging on his rope-leash. He was
parked in the aisle-way, which he completely
matched in width because he was so graisse.
People would have had to walk around him,
but now, everyone was here.
Someone from behind the black curtain on stage screamed for us to silence our
mouths after a few minutes of buzzing from
everyone. We did. It was as if Vernon had
invented a special vacuum to suck up all the
room’s noise, leaving us in a no-cricket silence. Everyone was excited. Shelly sat in the
nearest chair to my left and I saw her wiggle
around. Times like this really made me believe this was a family.
Wesley squeezed under the rope supporting the night-shaded sheet on the stage.
He looked like he had fallen from a family
tree of anorexic giants as he glided to the center. When he reached le centre, he stopped
and faced us, the people he loved. Vernon
pushed away the black drapery the same

way and joined Wesley, who began speaking
once Vernon reached his hip.
“Welcome, my friends. I think all of you
know by now why we have gathered.” We all
cheered. Kitty hissed and Giggles chomped
her jaws. “I have come to introduce you to
someone. Once upon a time, several weeks
ago, a man’s tongue accosted me while I lingered near a pleasant fire with the most extraordinary and gifted people in the world
whom I love immensely. And when I met
this man, I realized that he needed a home.
He needed people to love him and celebrate
his uniqueness. Well, I’m glad to report that
today that man has a home and a new family. I have become good friends with that
man over the past few weeks, and over that
span of time, I thought to myself, Wesley,
what would be the nicest thing you could do
for this man? After sessions and sessions of
pondering this dilemma, I remembered how
his tongue had caused him a bit of trouble,
so, being the good friend that I am, I decided to make sure that his tongue only caused
him good from now on until death. Ladies
and Gentleman, oddly gifted creatures that I

love so dearly, may I present to you Gilliam:
The Man with the Silver Tongue!”
Everyone roared with cheer and clipclapped their hands. A few seconds later,
Gilliam walked onto the stage. He wore the
same murder-red wool coat with the jingle-jangly medallions pinned to his sleeves
and his soiled white slacks. His face had been
clean-shaven. Without his beard he didn’t
look fully dressed. He looked unique and
odd, but his lack of facial hair wasn’t the only
difference. His mouth was gaping open like
pumpkin-lantern with something in there,
sparkling bright sparkles into my eyes. I saw
as he drew near to Wesley and Vernon that
the shiny object was Gilliam’s tongue. It was
solid silver. His tongue’s brightness clanged
against the darkness of the shadowy-sheet at
the back of the stage. I thought it looked like
the stars on the night Gilliam took Wesley’s
bet. I yelled happily and my hands slapped
even heavier. Now, he was really part of the
carnival. I heard the bass-bellowing lowness
of Jessica’s bearded hoorays. I heard the ratsqueaky cheers of little Shelly.
“It is time to recite The Honoring of the
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Host,” Wesley said when everyone started to
quiet down. We recited this every night before separating from the campfire to show
our devotion and love for Wesley.
“My gracious host, Wesley Sour” everyone chanted rhythmically in unison,
“is a god that walks among mortals. I am
a wretched, monstrous creature that is not
worthy of his benevolence. Yet, I honor him
with unconditional love and devotion, even
if he requests my absence or death. My only
virtue in life is to please my host, my master,
my god- Wesley Sour.”
As Gilliam reached the middle of the
stage, Wesley held out his fist and looked
down upon him. Gilliam’s mouth hung open
as if his tongue was too heavy for his jaws.
He pressed his silver tongue against Wesley’s
knuckle-bumps: a kiss, signaling his worship.
“Welcome to the Carnival,” Wesley
roared, raising his arms in the air, presenting his new follower.

Short stories by Alana I. Capria!

A. C. Lippert currently has a story forthcoming
in Tales to Terrify Magazine, and his fiction has
previously appeared in Down in the Dirt Magazine twice, and Conceit Magazine twice. He is a
graduate student at the University of Louisville.
He lives with his wife Stephanie and puppy Reptar.

Throughout the stories in Wrapped in Red, flesh
starves and is consumed, reddens and collapses,
all while clamoring through putrid forests and
dilapidated factories. The bodies might be beautiful but that doesn’t mean they aren’t killers.

Click to purchase the paperback or
e-book from Montag Press!
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T

his week I had the distinct pleasure of interviewing our featured cover photographer, Gay Pasley. Gay was kind enough
to answer my questions late at night, through illness and a busy
schedule. After researching her work, statements, and the words of
others, I am not surprised.
Gay was born in St. John’s, Antigua, arriving in America as
a political refugee. She has grown up from a time when diversity
was not the accepted form of normalcy, to a time when we are still
struggling as a whole to identify, combat, and challenge racism in
this country. She grew up to become a nurse, photographer, writer,
activist, and humanitarian.
Her photography is displayed under the title of Black Swan
Imaging, as well as in several other places. Her photographs taken
with the 4HIM Ministries’ Somebody’s Mama project in Sierra
Leone helped donors see the atmosphere, the people, and the story
behind the cause.
Gay now works and resides in the state of Oklahoma, where
she says, “I have been planted and grown beautifully in the red
dirt that Oklahoma so generously offers.”
-Nikki Ivory Moen

I wanted to speak to you first and foremost about our
cover, which is your photograph titled “Born Suspect.” This is
a rattling image, one that reflects the many terrible instances
of ingrained racism, violence, and homicide that is the current American reality for so many. Can you describe what led
you to set up this particular composition?
My black American father carried in his wallet the newspaper clipping of the four black girls murdered in the 16th Street
Church Bombing. My father openly wept when he showed me
the newspaper clipping. I may have been six years old and I recalled that I thought I looked like Addie Mae. I was as familiar with their names as I was my childhood friends. Addie Mae
Collins, Cynthia Wesley, Carole Robertson and Carol Denise
McNair. I also recall seeing the image of grief stricken Mamie
Till at Emmett’s open casket funeral. Her words haunt me to this
day. Ms.Till said, “I wanted the world to see what they did to my
baby.” As a child I remember thinking how brave she was and
thinking it was a thing of the past. I was a child. And then there
was Trayvon. The truth. He was an adolescent black male who
had walked to the corner store. It was misty outside that day and
he wore clothing that was fashionable for our time. I recall looking around the office at what the other nurses were wearing and
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every single one of us hospice nurses wore a hoodie. They are affordable and lightweight, yet the world wanted us to believe that
because a young black man wore it he was up to no good. I was
the only black nurse present, yet one of my peers said she was
tired of hearing about his murder. Another white friend told
me I should wait to hear the rest of the evidence before rushing to judgment. She had friends in the police department, and
she was confident that more negative information would come
out about him. “Born Suspect” is my truth. It is my testimony
to the world as to what happened in that case. Trayvon Martin
was approached by a vigilante who had been told that the police
were on the their way and to stand down. I listened to the tape.
I heard Trayvon’s scream.(https://youtu.be/mOpGAOXL5Uk)
Trayvon was hunted like an animal. He knew he was going to
die. He was armed with rainbow colored candy and sweet tea.
The thug got away with murder. The thug went home that night,
and Sabrina and Tracy buried their baby.
Many of your images from this series are wonderfully taut. “Loving Sepia” seems to relate across decades. This
beautiful narrative seems at once so modern, and yet calls
back to the true life story of the Lovings. Seeing as how there
was considerably more policing (extended jail time, etc...) of

Mildred than her husband, Richard, what do you think still
rings true about their story today?
This photograph seems to be a testament of honor, and
hopeful one at that. Is this what you intended for the viewer?
The image “Loving” was the second piece that I sold. How
beautiful is it that their last name was Loving? I studied Grey
Villet, whose black-and-white photographs of the couple were
featured in Life magazine. It is Mildred who initiated the letters
to the attorneys. It is her grace and eloquence that they spoke
about and yes, you are correct it was Mildred who spent more
time in jail then her husband and that still rings true today. (The
name of the actress and model who plays Mildred in this series is
Kystal Willis. -Eds.)
“In 2007, 32 years after her husband died, Mrs Loving—
who herself passed away the following year—released a statement in support of same-sex marriage.
She said: ‘Not a day goes by that I don’t think of Richard
and our love, our right to marry, and how much it meant to me
to have that freedom to marry the person precious to me, even
if others thought he was the “wrong kind of person” for me to
marry.’
‘I believe all Americans, no matter their race, no matter
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their sex, no matter their sexual orientation, should have that
same freedom to marry.’”
-The Daily Mail

“The New Old Ones” is a picture that invites us into an
almost enigmatic story. The title is particularly fascinating.
I noticed from the portfolio on your website that this photograph was taken during your time in Sierra Leone. Can you
tell us a bit about your experiences with the women and children there? Was this picture taken from inside a clinic?
As a child I had dreamed of Africa. It was at my father’s knee
that I learned my real last name and those of our ancestors who
had been stolen and sold as slaves, separated from their culture
and people. I longed for Africa. I created stories of returning to
find my long lost relatives and wondered if they had captured
the footprints of the family members gone. While watching Dr.
Henry Louis Gates’ show African American Lives, in which he
featured DNA testing and provided results to several prominent
African- Americans, I assumed the testing would be too expensive for my budget. After reconnecting with my father’s side of
the family, I learned they had done the research and that I was a
DNA descendent from the Temne people of Sierra Leone. These

are the very people whose lives were brutally taken and used for
diamond exploitation as depicted in the movie Blood Diamond.
In 2011, I traveled to Sierra Leone and worked with Dr. Abdul
Daniel Sesay, a Temne physician. I took medical supplies and
documented his work. The young woman in the stirrups was
at the hospital for a circumcision repair. As she was prepped, I
noticed three young African girls passing by and captured them
in perfect time in between the slates. The New Old Ones. I wondered what the future held for them. Nigeria has recently made
history by outlawing FGM (female genital mutilation). Images
that I captured in Sierra Leone are featured prominently on the
Somebody’s Mama website (www.somebodysmama.com). As a
nurse, I saw more women and children die in two weeks than
I had my entire 15 year nursing career. Last year we helped Dr.
Abdul Daniel Sesay build a maternity ward and sent $200,000 in
medical supplies and medications to Dr. Sesay in Sierra Leone.
Eight of his hospital staff of twelve succumbed to Ebola.
Your work is definitely more extensive than the arresting series we feature here, and I find it so interesting that so
many aspects are executed with an underlying theme of compassion, justice, and lyrical beauty. This series seems be similar to the powerful cover you created for The Walmart Repub53
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lic, in that the images are often bold, challenging examples
of different perspectives. In the your re-imagining of Bernie
Boston’s “Flower Power,” the young man is wearing a Palestinian kuffiyeh, correct? What was your intention behind the
fusion of elements in this image?
Both “The Walmart Republic” and “Flower Power” were
created with the assistance of my photography mentor and
friend John Jernigan as Art Director. Check out his portfolio.
He says things to me like, “One day I am going to be proud to
say I worked with you and I am already proud to know you.”
Every year he takes me along as his assistant to photograph the
Oklahoma Book Awards.
John encouraged me to study the original “Flower Power” image by Bernie Boston and the themes. The model, I discovered at one of my art exhibits. A black male who was also
Buddhist. His name was James “Esiira” Reynolds. The kuffiyeh
checkered scarf was part of his style and he was very intentional with wearing it. He was making a statement that everything
Palestinian should not be associated with extremism. This image of him against the American Flag was a vast departure from
my signature black and white. It was powerful, and my response
to the militarized police response to the peaceful protests from

Michael Brown’s murder. The officer is the same actor that was
in “The Loving” image. His name is Rayce Coyne and he is a
cancer survivor. Today is his birthday. I met Rayce on the set of
Mornin’, which was a short film that I not only acted in but was
also the cinematographer. It was produced by Al Merteens and
filmed by Patrick George. Unfortunately, for technical reasons
the film will never see the light of day. I have been reassured it
had nothing to do with my acting ability. I met some amazing
people.
In The Walmart Republic cover art, the iconic Big Tex is in
flames, wearing my creation. I agreed with enthusiasm to be a
part of the cover design for a soon to be published book of poetry.
The Walmart Republic tells the stories of a black man and a white
man born in the post-Kennedy/King southern and midwestern
United States. Their poems explore race and identity against the
backdrop of America in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries—our twisted path, our complicated beauty. The authors define the Walmart Republic as a place where the failure
of the father is relearned in the lessons of the son. The Walmart
Republic’s southern boundary is Houston, the northern are the
Dakotas. It is bordered coastally by Nevada and Pennsylvania.
Remove the fifteen to twenty largest cities from this swath of
Americana and you have a land where chain megastores not
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only crush smaller shops, but also take on a civic role like town
hall or meeting place—shopping as public entertainment and
engagement. Both authors agreed they wanted an element of
fire. I created an artistic piece called “Puzzled Land” depicting
the boundaries as described. It was important the province had
the same vivid imagery that the language of the collection of
poems possessed. Let there be light! It took several attempts.
First I outlined the map, darkening the areas that represent The
Republic, but the result did not feed my satisfaction. Next I excised the states and burned the edges. It provided an aged feel
that did not fit the modern world. I’ll make me a world. Initially
the pieces were more spread out, but this gave the feel of separate countries. Kneeling down, toiling over the land, pulling the
firmament in closer to each other allowed only enough space so
that light could tell on shadow. This is good! Separation so subtle it unites. I stepped back and looked at my creation. Taking a
deep breath, I looked through my viewfinder, closed my left eye,
contorted my face and with my right finger, gently pressed the
shutter. Amen and Amen. The complete artwork is composed of
both the material (the map) and the immaterial (the light and
shadow). In this vade mecum exists an absence of identity. The
names of cities are intentionally nonexistent. It’s the extraction
of place. Identity shifts. Tag and label change. New symbols

evolve to define community. Our collective history. This “Puzzled Land.” It was photographed with lens 17.0 - 50.0mm, f/2.8,
focal length 32.0mm, 9in 35.0mm, 48.0mm, exposure 1/90 sec,
f/22, ISO 400, manual and center weighted. Big Tex’s skeletal remains are on fire, waving at his audience. Beckoning you to his
altar. “Look at me. Look at this place.” The publisher, Mongrel
Press printed the cover on matte—allowing the richness of the
image to reveal itself. It is a stunning piece of art and does exactly everything a cover should do. It makes you wonder what lies
between the front and back panel.
Your work also extends far beyond photography. Your
novella, The Bridge, is a historical novel inspired by the haunting postcard image of Mary “Laura” Nelson, lynched next
her 12 year-old son in Okemah, Oklahoma, in the year 1911.
Was your decision to write the novel from the perspectives of
many of the folks present at the events unfolding in Okemah
influenced by your own time in the state? The synopsis reads
that this is meant to understand the circumstances that could
lead to a mob lynching a mother and child, and then commemorating the act with a postcard. Was this event spoken of
often, in your experience?
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Several years ago I came across a book called Without
Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America (2000), it was
composed of photographs and postcards taken as souvenirs at
lynchings throughout America. It was there that I first met my
protagonist Mary Laura Nelson. There was something unique
about this lynch image. Allen, the author of Without Sanctuary
described her this way: “The corpse of Laura Nelson retains an
indissoluble femininity despite the horror inflicted on it. Specterlike, she seems to float—thistledown light and implausibly
still.” She was the lone female in a book of men who took their
last breath before they were swung by their necks from trees.
After years of extensive research, it is my belief that it is the
only extant lynch photograph of a mother and her child. Woody
Guthrie’s father attended the lynching, providing his son with
firsthand accounts of the family’s murder. As a result, Woody
wrote three unpublished songs about the family’s murder, one
of which is “Not My Baby, Not My Son.” I became obsessed
with Mary Laura Nelson, researching every detail of her life and
death. I canvassed the historical library, poured through newspaper articles, conducted interviews, and created timelines. The
newspaper described her as black and belligerent and L.D. as
yellow and ignorant. The census report from the previous year
indicates he was 11 years old. I found newspapers that stated

that he was as old as 18 years old. The same language that existed then that described the family negatively exists today. Honestly, not much has changed.
As my writing matures so has my manuscript. I do not
know that the title will be The Bridge. I do know it is the ridge
that brought me to it. It is now composed of stories about my
research and the lessons I have learned about living as a woman of color in post-racial America. “Let me tell you something
about niggers and Mexicans” was a statement made to me from
a retired law enforcement officer who I was interviewing about
the lynch murders of the family. The retired officer had no idea
I was a black woman when I spoke to him during a phone interview. I chronicle the story in a non-fiction piece called “Fact
Finding.”
You are also an activist, a community leader who founded a non-profit organization that has helped young mothers
and victims of sexual abuse and assault. Is this community
service still a large part of your life?
Currently in Oklahoma, there are two high profile cases
of law enforcement officers targeting and raping black women.
I have been impressed with how a local group of artists called
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OKC Artists for Justice has come to together to specifically protest the Holtzclaw case. I was able to connect Candace Liger and
Grace Franklin—the founders of OKC Artists for Justice—with
Jennifer McLaughlin, the Rape Crisis Advocate with the Oklahoma Coalition Against Domestic Violence and Sexual assault.
I worked with Jennifer when I implemented the SANE program in its first two hospitals in Oklahoma City. I was formerly
a forensic nurse with the Tulsa Sexual Assault Nurse Examiners (SANE), a role through which I was able to advocate for
countless rape victims and introduce services to our community which otherwise had been woefully underserved. In 1997,
I was recognized by Leadership Tulsa with its prestigious Paragon Award based on her development of The Good Neighbor
Award, which celebrates heroic deeds in the local community:
“Gay’s selfless nature, influenced others in our community to
become more accountable and responsive to the needs of our
neighbors. The original act of heroism which inspired The Good
Neighbor Award was the recognition of an ‘everyday heroine’
who courageously reported a heinous kidnapping and rape in
her neighborhood. This person’s willingness to break the code
of silence not only influenced the commissioning of the award,
but more importantly it inspired a legacy of community activism brought about in part by Gay’s example of service.”

The charitable organization that I started was to teach low
income woman prenatal education. I taught myself how to write
grants and the program was funded by the March of Dimes as
well as the Anne and Henry Zarrow Foundation and The United Way. It was important to me that the program be housed in
the impoverished community that I wished to impact. It had
also developed into a Spanish speaking program. I used interpreters. I moved away and the program eventually folded. I still
get messages from the mothers of the babies that I taught and
helped deliver.
You have come very far as an artist, a writer, and in
community outreach. What do you have planned for future
works?
Creating art and keeping a roof over my family’s head as
I pursue my dream of writing the most compelling nonfiction
I can write, and creating art that speaks to my existence as a
woman of color living in “post-racial America.” After 20 years
as a Registered Nurse, I quit my job to pursue my passion for
writing and creating art. I no longer recognize myself when I
walk past a mirror. I am back to my high school weight. The
weekly hair appointment, the professional French pedicure and
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manicure, the housekeeper and the yard man are all gone. My
children and I are eating beans and rice surviving on school
loans and the art that I create while pursuing a degree in Creative Writing at Oklahoma City University’s Red Earth Master
in Fine Arts Creative Writing Program. It is a privilege to work
with successful and respected authors such as Dr. Jeanetta Calhoun Mish, Kerry Cohen, Kat Meads, Allison Amend, and Lou
Berney. My thesis is my book. I have been asked to photograph
a project for Native American girls similar to Black Girls Rock.
My future photography projects require actors and sets. I would
love to do these things. A salary and budget would really help.
September promises to be a busy month. I am the documentary photographer for the Colorline Project that speaks to
the racial divide that still exists in Tulsa, Oklahoma, which is
home to the Greenwood Race Riots and my hometown. Also, I
present my abstract, titled: I Shot the Sheriff: The Lynch Postcard
Image of Mary Laura Nelson and her son L.D. Nelson to the Society for Photographic Education’s Southwest Conference. My
inaugural nonfiction piece, “First Day of School,” will be published in Thread during the Spring of 2016. I was recently filmed
for a documentary film called America Made Me Black. The goal
of the film is to discuss tensions between black-Americans and
Africans in America. Next year I am scheduled to exhibit at the

Oklahoma State Capitol June of 2016, although I have been told
I can’t be political. ;) I have never felt more alive than this.

Gay Paysley’s photographic explorations in Sierre
Leone and elsewhere (as well as a synopsis for The Bridge)
can be found at her website: www.gaypasley.com.You can
also follow her blog: www.gaypasley.com/blog

Nikki Moen is a Portlander by way of Wyoming and has been writing for
Bedlam for most of our existence. She eats fucking mountains.
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THE DAYS ARE NOT FULL ENOUGH

Artist Statement

This voice, these words. I didn’t expect it. This image in
my mind. I didn’t expect it.
Out of the deep darkness that held me in a vice tight grip,
in the days long past, I took a step. Not the usual step, not
the next step which most would expect from a woman
who has spent the majority of her days nursing others, but
the step to toggle a little button on a camera gifted to me.
What was that? I asked myself that. I didn’t recognize, at
first, the degree of release which came with every frame,
with every ray of light, with every nuance of shadow.
My existence changed in the click of the shutter. I cannot
explain my new enigmatic fixation anymore than a tigress
could explain her stripes. Moments snatch my attention
and there it is, a story that needs telling, a language that
needs expression, an emotion that needs to break free of
the bell jar.
What dawns with the flick of a switch? It is the casting of

light on the irony of humanity. It is the possibility of illuminating truths in everyday existence; the unity of common
experiences. It is the uncompromising urge to shout, to
craft tales marking my watershed.
Like the long awaited September rain after the dry red dirt
August heat, I am embracing my voice and my perspective
with abundant exuberance, as if my ancestors were whispering to me to take up the dance, to shed the inhibition.
They are the Temne people of Sierra Leone.
They are the Caribbean machete croppers of the sweet cane.
They are an ever present evocation when I capture a tearful
child or a marching activist. They shepherd my thoughts as
I pen my stories.
They are the connection that guides my seeking.
And the days are not full enough
And the nights are not full enough
And life slips by like a field mouse
Not shaking the grass
				- Ezra Pound
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e began throwing dismembered body parts into the ocean in hopes that the
salt water would eat them up. Sometimes they simmer in this wretched heat.
We hear harrowing cries from the heart of the city at all times. This might just be our
only release. John decided to lead a raid on the neighborhood Walgreens. For a while,
we only dreamed of what awaited in discarded aisles and what was still living on the
shelves. John’s sobriety birthday was this past Saturday but he said he, like some of the
others, was tired of sticking to the plan and waiting around for the prophecy to take
effect. John captained the herd inside and pried open the glass doors with a giant stick.
We rushed in and began pillaging refrigerators full of Red Bull and Monster. I piled
so many twenty-four ounce cans under my arms I had to start drinking some before
moving on. John leapt up and stood on top of the pharmacy desk. A partition separated us from it, the goods, the drugs, the thousands, hundreds of thousands, thousands
of thousands of tiny bottles filled with spectacular sin. We broke through. We stormed
the pills, robbed our revelry. All the carousing made us sick, though. Some died, some
couldn’t handle it. Even I lay on the floor waiting for someone to come out of the bathroom before I could go in and expel my body of evil forces. Then John crawled towards
me. He keened and kicked the dust. I felt as if he wanted me to tell me something, maybe
something good, perhaps about the end of the world. I lay there on the carpeted floor,
digging my dirty nails into the threads. I wailed as a gut-wrenching pain took hold of
my insides because I wanted out. I turned my belly towards the ceiling and thought we
could really use a leader.

Brittany Ackerman recently graduated from FAU with a MFA in creative writing. She also recently had a feng shui master clear her house and he told her to
drink a shot of apple cider vinegar every morning and eat a green apple at 2:00pm every afternoon. The shots are disgusting, but boy do they work wonders for
the human spirit. More of her work can be found at dailyackermations.blogspot.com
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Bright

“…she’d been stymied by her expectations of what had been promised and what actually happened.”
—from Charles Baxter’s short story, “Chastity”

I. God never gives us more
than we can handle.
he always thought she could handle anything. She was bright, a modern woman, a mother, owned her own business; she
could do it all. An unexpected bill came in,
for the dentist, for the doctor, for one car or
the other, and she took on another client.
Her first daughter needed an outrageously
priced team swimsuit for competitive swim,

S

Kathie Giorgio

“But, Mom, it includes a matching swim
cap!”, and she took on another client. Her
second daughter needed new cleats for soccer, “Hon, if she keeps playing like she is, it’ll
mean a college scholarship,” her husband
said, and she took on another client.
She shopped Target sales. She taught
her daughters the chic style of layering to justify wearing too-small shirts. If she bought
extra large white camis that fit well over her

daughters’ waistbands, their shirts suddenly
doubled their lifetimes, even as her daughters grew taller. They thought it was hip, but
she knew it was cheap. She could get camis at the Dollar Store. On months when her
business was doing well, she bought them
in multiple colors and the girls squealed in
pleasure.
When she gave herself a lunchbreak,
she trolled Goodwill. Target donated their
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unsold seventy-five percent off rack items
there. It might be only three dollars on that
rack at Target, but if she waited another couple weeks it would be a dollar at Goodwill.
Brand new, Target tags still on it. Her daughters never knew. They squealed.
She handled it. She handled it all. She
ran in circles. She was a modern woman.
Even so, it seemed as if the more she
worked, the less her daughters received.
There were no summer camps where silver
and gold friendships were forged. No spring
break trips in bikinis and giggles and saltsprayed sand-covered skin. No family vacations at all. There wasn’t time. There wasn’t
money. She worked to keep up with what
she thought was their future. Her daughters’
futures. She supported private teams now
so that college scholarships would cover expenses later. Hired private tutors to gain advantage. She funded field trips. Field trips in
high school weren’t travels across town, but
across states, across countries. Her daughters
boarded planes to Washington DC to meet
the president and sit in the halls of Congress
and the Senate to Pasadena to march with

the school band in the Rose Parade. They
flew to Japan to live with a host family for
two weeks of full cultural immersion or to
France to speak only French. They toured
the Louvre, strolled the Seine, climbed to
the top of the Eiffel Tower at night and saw
the lights of Paris. Experiences like these,
the school justified, would capture university attention. All of her hard work and investments might lead to scholarships in sports,
scholarships in music or art, scholarships
in academics, and finally, careers that just
might give her daughters happiness. Which
was, after all, her ultimate goal.
She herself had never been out of the
country, even though she once dreamed of
traveling. She used to dream of many things.
Coming home late one night—well, not
really late, she was coming home on time,
which was always late—she sorted the bills
on the counter by the light of the oven hood
left on just for her. To welcome her home.
It lit up a covered pot, undoubtedly holding
whatever was made for supper with her own
carefully reserved portion. Her daughters
were already in bed. She’d left that morning

before they got up. Her husband was already
in bed. She’d left before he did. His job had a
definite start time, a definite end time: Nine
to four. Hers didn’t. When you owned your
own business, there was no time clock to
punch. You were the time clock. She punched
herself.
Her cat wound around her ankles, and
she appreciated the company in the closeto-dark house.
She opened the bill for her life insurance. From the envelope, it was as if a light
blinked on, and suddenly the journey to her
destination was revealed. Welcoming her
home. It’s not the destination, but the journey, the pencil cup on her desk said. Her
daughters gave it to her last Mother’s Day.
Here in the close-to-dark, with her cat winding its way around her ankles, here was one
great way she could handle it all. She was
worth more dead than alive.
Imagine a mother feeling that. She told
herself a mother should never feel that.
But numbers didn’t lie.
In that moment, the earth shifted beneath her. It split. Her feet planted, and her
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head started to move upwards as her body
began an incredible stretch. In width. In
height.
She was a mountain. Her daughters
would stand on her peak. Her daughters
were the destination. Her journey was taking them there.
All she had to do was make sure the
path looked natural.
She could handle it. She was bright. She
was a modern woman.
II. There is a reason for everything.
She knew there was a reason she
bought the life insurance policy. At the time,
it seemed extravagant. She was young and
just starting out. There were so many other
expenses. Numbers didn’t lie. But the salesman was insistent and talked about how this
would protect her family when the far-off
day came that she died. Family comes first,
the salesman said. Of course she wanted to
take care of her family, even though at that
time there was only her and her husband,
side by side. There were plans for conception,
raising children and providing for them. She

bought into it.
The policy was twenty years old. At the
time of purchase, twenty years seemed like a
far-off day.
She checked on her daughters, who
slept now with their doors closed and didn’t
like her coming in without knocking. They
would never know in their sleep that their
mother still looked in, still stood for a moment and let her gaze follow their covered-up almost adult shapes, their faces in
the moonlight diffusing to the soft curve of
babyfat cheeks. Then she went into her own
room, her husband’s room, and pulled back
the covers on her side of the bed. Instead of
climbing in before the heat from his body
dissipated, she padded down the hall, the cat
stalking behind her, and she booted up the
computer. She worked the figures. She wanted the truth. Numbers didn’t lie.
Final expenses would be cheap, because she’d made it clear that she didn’t want
anything more than cremation. Yes, she and
her husband had talked about these things
late one night when she came home, right
on time and he was still awake because he

was upset over the passing of a co-worker. In
the close-to-dark, while she ate her carefully reserved dinner, they argued about final
arrangements. She wanted to be stuck in the
ground in a biodegradable container, maybe
under a tree, maybe next to the Fox River.
He wanted a family plot where they could
all be together forever. She said that was silly, because if you believed in Heaven (which
she didn’t, but he did), they’d be all together
there. Practically speaking, as the kids grew,
there would be spouses and grandchildren,
and just how expansive should a family plot
be? Then just for us, he’d said. Just you and
me. Side by side.
They hadn’t been just you and me in
a long time. She was always at work. He no
longer pulled back the covers on her side
of the bed. To welcome her home. Though
if she timed it right, there were still bodywarm sheets.
In the end, it was their compromise,
a square in the cremation wall at the local
cemetery. They would share it. Side by side.
There would be a nice urn for each, biodegradable for her, a somber black for him,
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which no one would ever see, once they were
cemented into their chamber. Their daughters could come to stare at their names on
appropriate days and could place flowers in
the bracketed vases.
So after final expenses, she figured, her
husband would have enough money left from
the life insurance to pay off the majority of
their debt except for the house. With the debt
cleared away and with his salary and with
whatever remained of the insurance money,
he’d be able to pay for their daughters’ needs
in a way she never could. He’d be there in the
morning before they left, and he’d be there
at night to have supper with them, attend
concerts and games, go to parent-teacher
conferences. The way he did now. The way
she couldn’t. She had to punch herself. There
were the bills to pay. There was the swimsuit
and the soccer cleats.
She sat back in her chair. In the closeto-dark, there was only the white of the computer screen and the black of the figures. It
was plain. It was the truth. Numbers didn’t
lie.
Her cat purred in her lap.

This month, her business wasn’t going
so well. It was better last month; it could be
better again next month. Success was impossible to predict. So was stability. There was
always another doctor’s visit, a cavity to fill,
an exploded muffler, another field trip, another tournament, a new swimsuit, a new set
of cleats. There was also always another client, another three clients, another hour after
hour of work. She was always at work, and
business went up. She was always at work,
and business went down. If bankruptcy ever
went from a nightmare on the horizon to a
closed forever sign on her door, she could
go home then. She could go to concerts and
games, parent-teacher conferences, too.
But there would be no home. The house
would be foreclosed on. Taken away. The
cars would be taken away, too.
Where would they live?
For a second, the earth that opened beneath her opened wider, threatened not to
give her root, but give her a canyon. Where
she would fall and it would close over her
head. It would take her family along.
Like a grave. Like a family plot.

Family first.
Numbers didn’t lie. She could handle
this. She could handle anything. She was
bright. She was a modern woman. There was
a reason she bought the life insurance. That’s
what the life insurance was for.
This was her journey. Her daughters’
futures were the destination.
The earth grounded her again. She was
a mountain. Her daughters would stand on
her peak.
She went to bed. Her husband, facing
away from her, stretched his arm behind
him and patted her hip. Then he was snoring
again.
It was the only time she was touched by
someone she loved that day. Other than her
cat, and she appreciated its nocturnal nature,
the rumble of its purr, the warmth of its fur.
III. It is what it is.
Life’s journey. Life’s path. It isn’t the
destination, but the journey, her pencil cup
said, bumper stickers said, memes on Facebook said. Now she saw them both, the journey and the destination. The destination was
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approaching her from the horizon. The future. Her daughters. Family first.
When she dreamed of her business,
planned it, started it, she had goals. Things
she wanted to achieve. She’d been told over
and over again that she was bright, that she
was gifted, that she could do whatever she
set out to do. Girls rule! She pictured awards
on her wall, statuettes and plaques sitting
on a shelf behind her desk, people coming
to her for answers, for advice. She pictured
herself speaking in front of audiences who
were silent as they listened. Their faces uplifted. Rapt.
Girls rule. But women, but mothers,
were selfless.
The goals changed when she had children. She was no longer going for her success,
but for theirs. Everything shifted, because
family came first. You had children, you matured, and in maturity, you became selfless.
She told herself through her first pregnancy that she could do both: she could be selfless and herself. She told herself that again
through the second pregnancy, even though
she was working hard to pay for childcare

for the first baby so that she and her husband could both continue working so that
they could afford childcare for the baby and
for the second one on the way. By the time
the first child was in second grade and the
second child was in first grade, she learned
her goals were selfish. Her daughters came
first, and so she directed herself toward selflessness, toward motherhood, and toward
being a modern woman. A modern woman
could handle it all. She loved her daughters.
Family first.
Now, she was on the right path. She
was on her journey. The destination was her
daughters’ futures. Not hers. Her girls would
rule! She sat on the earth and her girls stood
on her peak and she knew it was going to be
all right.
It was all going to be all right.
She only had to put everything in place.
It really wasn’t that hard to do.
Another late night. Another night just
on time. She came home and complained
of chest pains. Her husband drove her to
the hospital. No need to wake the girls. She
seemed fine, the doctor in the ER said, but

since her heartrate was racing and her blood
pressure was elevated, he decided it was best
to keep her overnight for observation. She
kissed her husband goodbye. Just in case, she
said, just in case, do you remember where all
the important papers are? The accounts? The
listing of the sign-ins and the passwords?
He did. He kissed her again and said
not to worry.
She wasn’t worried. She was a mountain. She was a modern woman. She could
handle it all.
He went home to the children and soon
she was settled in her hospital room. Someone slept in the bed by the window. She was
by the door.
The doctor gave her Valium to try to
calm her down, slow that heart rate, lower
that blood pressure. She expected that. She’d
done research. A few days before the sudden fictional onset of chest pains, she went
to a walk-in clinic, gave a fake name, told
them she had no insurance and paid cash.
She complained of feeling jittery, feeling
stressed, couldn’t sleep, and she was rewarded with a prescription for Valium. She’d read
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in her research that Valium used to be known
as Mother’s Little Helper. In this case, it still
was. She went to a pharmacy outside of her
town, presented the fake name again and the
cash as well. Numbers didn’t lie. She had the
pills in a plastic baggie in her purse. The bottle the pills came in was bobbing gaily down
the Fox River.
The nurse left her with a glass of water.
Pushing the button on her bed, she raised
herself up until she sat comfortably in the
close-to-dark. From her roommate’s window, she saw a glow and she told herself it
was the moon, even though she knew it was
just a light in the parking lot. She looked at
it, and saw the moon-shape of her daughters’
faces. The soft curve of their babyfat cheeks.
Welcoming her home.
The baggie in her lap gave off the smallest of crinkles as she opened it. Crinkle. The
sound, she thought, a magic wand would
make. Mother’s Little Helper. Crinkle.
She was a mountain. She was bright.
She could do it all. Girls rule!
It would be all right.

IV. It’s a first world problem.
As she lowered the bed and closed her
eyes, she thought of a television commercial
she always had trouble watching. A popular
actress or actor would stand in his or her lily
white skin next to a child so deeply brown
that it made the whites of his extra-large
eyes look like snow. Hungry snow. The actor or actress would claim that for less than
the cost of a cup of coffee per day, anybody
could save the life of this child.
It made her feel guilty. She wondered
if the child died. Her money, her sacrifice of
a cup of coffee, of innumerable cups of coffee, went to save the lives of her own children. She made her coffee in her kitchen in
the close-to-dark before sunrise and carried
it to work in a thermos. Bought at the Dollar
Store. She bought off-brands of coffee there,
too.
In the third world, children starved to
death. They didn’t have homes.
Her daughters had a home. They had
their meals. They went to school. They went
to Japan and France and told her what those
places were like. Their futures looked pretty

bright, right now. If they got those scholarships. If they landed those jobs. They would
do well. Girls rule!
Her daughters had goals. They dreamed
just like she used to. One wanted to be a
swimmer, maybe in the Olympics. She wanted to play the flute in the New York Philharmonic. First chair. She wanted to be a guest
flutist in all the world’s great orchestras. The
other daughter wanted to play soccer, travel
the world in cleats dug in foreign green fields
with cheers in different languages coming
from the stands. Tucked in the alcove between that daughter’s desk and the wall was
a sketchbook. It was the latest of twenty such
sketchbooks. That daughter, daughter two,
hoped to return to France as an adult and
see her work in the Louvre after it had hung
in New York.
They wanted achievement. They wanted success. They wanted to stand in front
of a crowd that would listen in silence. That
would raise moon-faces and be rapt. Her
daughters were bright. They were gifted.
They could do it all. They could be modern
women. Girls rule!
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She cracked her eyes and looked at the
ceiling tile. It was fuzzing up like a dandelion, ripe for a wish. She wished for her cat.
She wished for the touch of someone she
loved.
Her daughters would get married.
While waiting for children to be born, they
would tell each other that they could be selfless while being themselves.
They would be wrong. That was plain.
That was the truth. Numbers didn’t lie.
Here, in this world, the first world, filled
with first world problems, her family could
live on the street if she wasn’t punching herself. Her family could go hungry. First world
problems. Third world possibilities.
Family first.
She rolled her eyes to the side. Took in
the glow.
The hospital would apologize. They
would say in hushed voices that the doctor
or the nurse must have made a mistake and
given her too much Valium. Her husband
would remember the papers, the sign-ins
and the passwords. He’d remember the life
insurance policy for a day that was far-off

twenty years ago.
Her daughters would be all right. They
were the destination. She was on her journey.
She wished again on the ceiling dandelion, as she closed her eyes, that she’d told
her daughters to remain themselves. To remain barren. Girls rule!
V. She’s in a better place now.
Her husband and her daughters heard
this over and over again. Pray, they were
told. Prayer moves mountains.
She was a mountain. She was in a biodegradable container behind a square in a
concrete wall. She was dates, birth and death.
Numbers didn’t lie. Her first daughter stood
by the square every Sunday and played her
flute. Her second daughter brought sketches
and left them in the bracketed vases. They
raised moon-faces and cried.
She reached their destination.
They were in a better place now. They
stood on her peak. Welcome home.
Girls rule.
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uke lost his right eye when he was very
young. It was the end result of an unchecked infection, but it was also something
his parents couldn’t have known about; the
symptoms were pinkness around the lid,
and Luke, as a toddler, had cried more than
most. It also wasn’t a trauma Luke could hold
against them in later life because by the time

he’d amassed a vocabulary sharp enough to
accuse them of neglect, his parents were already dead as victims of an oncoming driver
whose lit cigarette had fumbled into his lap.
Regardless of early misfortunes, Luke
made a proverbial fist of things. While he
may have grown through his adolescence
as a one-eyed orphan, he was lucky enough

to have developed at the forefront of a major technological shift, and his natural diffidence—which turned him inwards and
gave him focus—and the charity showered
upon him following his parents’ demise, allowed him to gain considerable and financially meaningful skills. With one glass eye
and a reluctance to socialise, he lived in the

Drought
The

Alec Hutchinson
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darkness of his room for the latter part of his
teens and early twenties, getting to know the
back-alleys of programming and the shape
of motherboards. By his early thirties, he had
developed a self-sufficient level of wealth,
and with it a desire to grow his personal slice
and move himself out into the sun.
Luke’s home was a reflection of his essence. If one wanted to get Freudian about it,
the house was his super-ego. Two story and
three bedroom, it boasted a deep bath and
a standalone indoor Jacuzzi (the AquaLove
Plunge—recommended retail: $23,000) as
well as a spacious walk-in shower with dual
jets that had all the necessary modulations
for pulse control. The kitchen provided ample bench space, the dining room was cavernous—its skylight bathed it in a tepid sepia
light at all times of the day—and the lounge,
awash with leather couches and a huge TV,
was dark enough to create the true cinema
experience. For all that, he was proudest of
the lawn. Beyond the deck it stretched out
green and wistful—a true half acre hemmed
by waist-high hedges and a mango tree that
seemed to be permanently dropping fruit.

The pool sunk gracefully into the earth, its
dark curved bottom lending it the air of a
naturally formed lagoon, and moist verdant
grass spread out like a carpet to the remaining three corners. The lushness of it all was
maintained by a set of timed sprinklers that
fought back against the arid climate and capricious winds of the wider metropolitan
area. It was his own semi-private oasis. And
he liked it that way. Semi-private. It was important that the neighbours could look over
at what he’d created and fully appreciate the
scene; it was, after all, an expression of himself—a man who found parched conditions
and dusty air hard to deal with. On his rare
forays beyond the property, it was routine
to return with dried gunk around the edges
of his glass eye. Lacking a natural lubricant,
it crusted up, and then it was hell to clean.
That summer in the city—a sprawling city
defined more by its suburbs than its concrete
CBD—the situatuin was particularly dire.
Buried inland, it seemed the heat and
the wind were trying to reclaim the earth,
and in the first month of the season a hot
gale blew desert sand that drifted into piles

at the edges of car parks. The sun melted garbage bins and cooked their contents until the
smell of rotting fish and steamed meat came
and went in hot puffs. During the middle of
the day there were no children at the playgrounds, parking wardens shirked their duties for shade, and birds stopped flying. Cars
were left unattended in the sun, because
even with air-conditioning their interiors
became uninhabitable, dashboards and seat
belts too hot to touch; insurance claims for
steering wheels that had baked and peeled
and become sticky. It was with no little level
of chagrin that Luke discovered all the local
pharmacies had run out of eye-drops (who
could have predicted that this would be a
side-effect of the drought?), so he retreated
to his patch of fecund green and let himself
slip beneath the shady waters of his swimming pool to dampen the socket of his missing eye.
As the summer dragged hot feet across
the calendar, papers turned brown and yellow with the news of the official drought. It
became a nightly feature on the TV as reporters pointed their microphones at meteorol75

ogists, who pointed at red and orange maps
that looked ready to combust. They said the
same thing over and over: ‘I regret that this
looks set to continue on into next week.’
And the week after that … With the city’s
reservoirs beginning to evaporate, the campaigns began. Ad breaks started to feature
PSAs that stressed conservation, first with a
light-hearted tone of solidarity, then, as the
drought stretched, with punitive threats of
fines. The city’s crisis mascot became an industrious camel. There were slogans about
using restraint when flushing, limiting laundry cycles and abstaining from baths. Washing one’s car became a sin. Golf courses became tinderboxes, burnt-out and hard, and
the city itself seemed to wallow in a desiccated amber hue. In the homes of the most
earnest and committed to the cause, faecal
matter was left for whole days to stagnate at
the bottom of toilet bowls. Then people became sick. When the second straight month
promised more of the same, publicity stunts
became part of the show. Quacks and cons
were given breathing space. A rain-dance
concert was organised: thirty dollars to en-

ter (thirty dollars to the man at the gate,
park your car and pitch a tent) and people
paid and bought bottled water and quasi-religious trinkets and at dusk there was a
mass chant—something vaguely indigenous
meant to inspire spirituality and thick wet
cloud banks. But nothing came.
The botanical gardens began to wither.
Streams dried up.
Everything was dusty and cracked, and
in the relentless heat even plastic flowers
had started to fade and wash out and deform and wilt. To look down at the city from
a blimp, one could really take in the shimmer of heat bending light, the empty pools,
earth in garden after garden gone the colour
of wood ready to burn. Until, of course, the
blimp drifted south above the long stretch
of wealthy suburbs, and there one would see
the single slice of green, striking and bold
and juicy, a saturated green that looked like
a sponge that could hold no more, as if it had
sucked the liquid from the city and stored it
all. Down in this paradise of moistness, Luke
floated on his lilo and read a book about
programming and felt, above all else, fully

hydrated. As the afternoon wore on, he sat
amidst his sprinklers and watched hydrangea bloom and flourish and sucked at the insides of ripe mangos until he could suck no
more.
Through the middle of any day, both
before the drought and during its early stages, Luke’s neighbours had the natural tendency to avert their gazes. In the suburbs,
keeping focus on one’s own territory is normal, provided what’s happing next door isn’t
noisy after ten p.m. or lowering the property
values in any obvious way, they turn a blind
eye. At the five contiguous points of Luke’s
backyard, though, it became impossible for
the neighbours not to notice. The waist-high
hedge let them leer. To make contact with
Luke himself, however, seemed impossible: whenever they peered over, he had his
head turned, his face in a book or off at the
sky. While Luke didn’t intend to seem aloof,
he didn’t care to engage, either. His garden
hedge was the extremity of his world, and
with his one eye he seemed unable to focus
on anything beyond it. The issues and complexities of life outside his property had all
76

the depth and realism of wallpaper.
In lieu of making genuine contact with
Luke himself, the neighbours talked with
each other. In the pre-drought world it had
been generally agreed that they respect the
distance a youngish bachelor seemed to demand. As their own lawns dried out, this
became difficult, and at night they could all
hear the sprinklers stuttering soft rotations
around his lawn and the gentle spray as it
flecked the side of the house. With so much
saturation of Luke’s permanently damp
earth, the excess had begun to seep under
the hedges, leaving the fringes of their own
lawns bleeding green. They started to talk.
Something had to be done. Hadn’t he seen
the ads? Did he know nothing about the
wider conditions of the city? Then one of
them had been nominated in an unofficial
kind of way during a BBQ where the heat
of the grill seemed to mirror the burn of the
air, to maybe say something, to lean over
the hedge and make contact. At this stage it
wasn’t necessarily to reprimand or have him
fall into line, because Luke had what they
wanted, and they could use it—their kids

could splash and play, and just maybe, they
too, could take a guilty dip in a lagoon that
looked like salvation. A quid pro quo—ignore the indiscretion if we can siphon just a
little bit of it for ourselves.
The meeting didn’t flow like they’d
hoped. A married father of two from the
home adjacent, leaning over the hedge in a
way that signalled the desire for interaction,
the bramble sticking into his stomach as he
craned and tried to get Luke’s water-logged
attention and distract him from the drift and
float of his lilo. When Luke finally noticed,
removing his water-resistant headphones,
he’d already missed the neighbour’s thoroughly scripted opening gambit: a string
of words that had included his name and a
warm tone designed to calve ice and forge
an immediate and convivial bond. Instead,
when Luke looked up, he saw only a blend
of consternation and pain, the sticks of the
hedge having pierced his neighbour’s singlet
and bellybutton and veneer of goodwill, and
with that they were off on the wrong foot.
‘Sorry, what?’ asked Luke.
‘Fuck,’ said the neighbour.

‘Excuse me?’ asked Luke. There was a
loss of tranquillity happening, and he didn’t
like it.
‘Oh,’ said the neighbour, noticing for
the first time that one of Luke’s eyes was not
one of Luke’s eyes but in fact a hole – a detail
that polite distance had kept from him until
now.
‘Can I help you?’
‘I guess I’m just checking,’ the neighbour said. ‘That’s a lovely pool.’
‘Thank you.’
‘I mean, I guess I’m just wondering, you
know, how…’
‘Certainly, yes,’ Luke said, not being
certain.
‘So you’re aware of the restrictions?’
‘Well, I guess I am. I mean, I’m as aware
as anybody else.’
‘Okay, then, so what’s the story?’
‘What’s the story with what?’
‘With all this,’ the neighbour said, waving his arm over the general garden area.
Luke pulled his neck up from the lilo
in a movement he found a little strenuous;
he immediately resented the neighbour for
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having forced him to make it. ‘Is something
wrong?’
‘It just seems like you might be taking
more than your fair share, you know. And
I’m just saying that some of the neighbours
have been talking.’
‘Oh.’
‘And I guess they were just wondering,
given the situation, that maybe you might
want to let some of the kids have a dip in the
pool every now and then. A sort of goodwill
gesture, yeah.’
‘Goodwill?’
‘And then they might, you know, overlook some of this. In times like these, is all.’
And for a moment Luke considered
what it would be like to have strange children
shouting in his lagoon, their feet tearing up
his lawn, mangos used as weapons, foreign
urine sullying the waters he needed to quell
the burning of his eye… ‘Look, I’m sorry,’
he said. ‘I’m just a very private person. You
understand.’ He smiled, and the neighbour
once again became wallpaper, and Luke gave
it no more thought.
The tenor of the conversation was, how-

ever, relayed to the local community. ‘Guy’s
a jerk,’ the neighbour said to his wife. He was
opening a beer in the heat of his living room.
‘A one-eyed jerk.’
‘What, so he won’t let the kids swim?’
The neighbour took a long draught
from the bottle. ‘And he’s missing an eye. No
kidding—it was just a hole.’
At the next community BBQ this became a joke, something easy on which to
pin their ire. ‘He just doesn’t have the depth
perception to see the bigger picture,’ one of
them said.
‘I wonder how he lost it?’ another asked.
‘Selfishness, no doubt.’
On a day that seemed even hotter than
usual, an official from the city council’s ad
hoc unit for water conservation knocked
briskly on the door of Luke’s home. Since its
inception, the unit had become a tip line for
water abuse and, as a corollary, an anonymous outlet for petty revenge—hoses left
on, rumours of sprinkler misuse, garden
fountains running for no purpose beyond
aesthetics -just dial the number and report.

So, with clipboard and nametag, the official
waited for Luke to answer. The call had indicated a massive level of wastage, and a quick
run through the numbers had confirmed it:
the property’s water usage spiking in a way
that suggested a public swimming pool and
an industrial car wash combined. The official knocked again, harder this time, wrapping knuckles for volume, and when Luke
opened the door he was wearing a towel and
sipping what appeared to be a mojito. ‘Yes?’
asked Luke.
The demeanour of wet and lazy opulence was something the council worker
hadn’t counted on. It forced a juxtaposition
that made officialdom difficult. ‘Are you the
owner of the property, sir?’
‘I am,’ Luke said. The ice jangled against
the side of his glass as he took a wanton sip.
‘What’s this about?’
The official felt dry and looked at his
clipboard. His neck tie was tight. ‘I’m from
the city’s water conservation branch and
we’ve received information regarding excess
water usage at this address.’
‘Excess,’ Luke said.
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‘Yes.’
Luke took another drink and again the
ice met the edge of the glass. ‘I wouldn’t describe it as excess.’
‘You wouldn’t?’
‘I’d say I’m using the right amount for
my needs.’
‘We’ll, sir,’ the official looked back at his
clipboard and turned a page to find the number. ‘According to our records you’re using,
well …’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, you’re using, on most days, ten
times what any of your neighbours are.
Sometimes more. And unless there’s a specific reason—’
‘Like a dispensation?’
‘Yeah. Unless there’s a fully justified
and council-approved reason, then we have
to fine you for excessive use and manually
restrict your access.’
‘But there is a reason,’ Luke said. He
didn’t seem flustered. Far from it. Rather, he
seemed totally assured. ‘Would you like to
see it?’
The official stood thinking for a mo-

ment, hot in the shirt and tie of bureaucracy.
The inside of Luke’s house—the dark that lay
beyond his bare chest and glass eye—seemed
soothing and moist. ‘I think that would be
appropriate, yes.’
As Luke poured a second mojito from
the tumbler in the kitchen and dolloped
it with ice, the official stood dumb on the
porch in the backyard. The sprinklers were
in full misty rotation, cut with sunlight dappled through the mango tree. The lawn itself
was lush with dropped fruit, and the grass
succulent to the point of being edible. Flowers were in hectic blossom, watercolour wet,
yearning, unchaste, somehow defying their
seasonal rules. The shadowy stillness of the
lagoon beckoned him, and in that moment,
with cicadas chittering their song from the
boundary hedges, he longed for its sinful
depths. Submerged, he knew that he would
understand true calm, a shameless freedom.
‘Mojito?’ Luke asked. Draped in his towel, he
was handing a tall glass to the official, who
took it subconsciously, as if he were asleep.
‘So you can see that I need it,’ Luke said. ‘If I
used any less, all this would dry up.’

The official sipped at his drink, unable to remove his gaze from the ripe vista stretching out in front of him, cool mint
washing across his tongue. ‘This is incredible,’ he said. His words seemed to be bubbling up from the bottom of a dream.
‘Thank you,’ said Luke. ‘And of course
there’s my medical condition. My eye, you
know, has to stay wet.’
‘Yes, yes of course,’ said the official, although he wasn’t really listening.
‘So you understand completely. This is
really a necessity. Can I get you another?’
‘What?’
‘Another drink. It’s important to stay
liquid in these conditions.’
The official looked down at his glass.
He’d drained it to ice and leaves. ‘Thank you,’
he said.
‘You look hot,’ Luke remarked. ‘If you
like—I mean, no one would have to know, of
course—but if you like, I have a spare set of
shorts…’
The official looked over at Luke, who
was smiling. ‘Would it be …’
‘You deserve it,’ Luke said. ‘It must be
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hard, doing what you do. Take some time for
yourself.’
The official looked back out at the pool.
Its dark waters would hide dissolute secrets.
At that moment a heavy mango dropped
from the branches above, its weight and
ripeness unable to be restrained. It splashed
against the surface, fanning delicate ripples.
‘That one’s yours,’ Luke said. ‘Go for it.’
The bushfires that began in the following weeks were a violent insult added to the
persistent injury of heat and drought. While
they only affected outlying ranch land and
the farming satellites of the wider urban
sprawl, their coarse smoke blew through the
city on hot tar winds and pushed sunlight
sideways. In all areas the spectre of catastrophe loomed. Palls of thin smoke brushed
ragged across the highways and between
buildings, somehow drying further what
had already been sucked and withered. The
reservoirs were nearing total depletion, and
emergency steps had been taken to truck in
water to quench the thirst of the city’s basic
needs. In this state of deprivation, the neigh-

bours continued to wonder what had happened. Where were the officials when next
door, just over the hedge, the unadulterated
waste simply continued? Luke’s sprinklers
were on and rotating night after night, cooling the roots of azaleas and running ceaselessly into the earth. Further calls had been
placed—the council needed to know that the
excess continued unabated—but each call
was met with an insistence that the property
in question was now in compliance. It had
been checked and double checked, and everything was in order. The green bleeding
into their own properties suggested otherwise, and day after day they found it impossible not to stare over at the one-eyed
man floating in his pool, the drink in his
hand threatening to slip from his grasp as
he dipped into the cool edges of sleep. The
drought had let Luke find a point balanced
between corporeal living and otherworldly
nothingness, a lubricity maintained by perpetually being two drinks deep and always
having one part of his body submerged. In
this state, he found it possible to ignore the
initial heckles that floated across his prop-

erty. The fragments of wafting abuse first
picked on his mono-vision and his selfishness before, over the course of days, they became outright threats of violence. Words are
just words, his soggy reasoning went, why
give them credence? On an evening when
the neighbours again found themselves in
a BBQ-collective, drinking beer and roasting sausages, the ingredients of alcohol and
group-think and proximity inevitably tipped
them over, and Luke couldn’t ignore the line
of men and women, red-faced and swearing,
that had gathered against the hedge. They
leaned over, only meters from his drifting
lilo, and spoke in high sharp voices, not to
him but to each other, about how it would be
a shame to see him drown—about the irony
of a drowning death in a time of drought—
‘The papers,’ they said, ‘would have a field
day.’ ‘I can see it now: jerk dies in pool, city
rejoices.’ ‘You’ve got it coming, mate.’ ‘I’d say
sleep with one eye open, but, you know …’
Luke found all this hard to disregard.
Then the news vans arrived.
All it took was for one of the neighbours to make the call to a paper. At first it
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was a lone reporter, young and symmetrical and keen for a scoop, and with her business jacket and perfume she was knocking
on Luke’s front door. Although it was only
eleven, Luke was already in his togs and one
drink into his mandatory two, and he was
taken aback by her warmth and the immediate assumption of familiarity, as well as her
apparent ability to look past his eye. ‘We just
want your side of the story,’ she said. ‘Your
neighbours claim you’re using more than
your fair share. And we’re not in the business of sensationalising. We just want to get
to the bottom of things.’ She seemed reasonable, pliable even, and so Luke—a man of relative inexperience when it came to the disarming smiles of professional women—let
her in and showed her around, offered her a
drink, and as with the weak-willed official of
the council, she too was left paralysed by the
oasis that unfolded at the back of the property: the chilled stretch of lagoon and fresh
earth, the fact a cold air seemed to exist at
ankle level as she squished her bare feet in
the grass, her journalistic heels abandoned
on the porch like a forgotten deadline. And

butterflies! Butterflies that had melted into
burns on the pavement across the city existed right here in clumsy flutters, drying their
coloured wings on begonia, agapanthus and
carpet bugle. She picked a monarch from a
leaf and held it in cupped hands and looked
back up at Luke, the sheen of a sprinkler
forming a gauzy rainbow between them.
‘This is beautiful,’ she said. It was as if she
were talking to a parent. ‘This is amazing.’
The years were pulling off her. She was eight
again and falling into memory.
‘So you understand,’ Luke said. ‘I need
this. It’s about more than just me.’
‘Yes.’
‘And if you wanted to swim, or come
back at any point, no one would have to
know.’
The reporter was looking now at the
silent waters of the pool, the butterfly still
moving softly in her palms—like a friend.
Luke believed it was done.
But he was wrong, because a transitory
dip into hedonism can never compete with
the thrill—and the duty—of breaking a story, and the following morning he discovered

his face on the front page of a major newspaper—when had she taken his photo?—his
glass eye a dominant and googly feature, all
set beneath a dramatically bold headline:
MEET THE ENEMY. The reporter had done
the leg work. There were numbers to back up
Luke’s massive level of consumption, quotes
from the neighbours, and a single three word
comment from Luke himself: ‘I need this.’
It didn’t look good.
As the news trucks arrived, TV stations set up camp on the street outside, and
Luke’s neighbours were solicitous about inviting the reporters into their homes and
letting them set up cameras that looked directly over the hedge into his guilty green
haven. They were more than willing to
front for interviews in which they detailed
Luke’s aqua-rapacity, and dehydrated children were trotted out wearing rubber floaties and coached to look especially thirsty,
and one even started crying when a reporter
told them they weren’t going to be allowed
to swim—a cruel and calculated blow after
the kid had been informed off camera that
they would be splashing and playing as a re81

ward for participation, so put on your togs.
They trained their lens on Luke’s back porch
and waited for any sign of life, a quick snap
of the offender who’d so brazenly robbed
the city in its time of desperation. But Luke
wasn’t showing. With the arrival of the first
van he’d closed the drapes and retreated inside. This would be a siege. They were going to starve him out, but he could wait. As
long as the sprinklers were going his garden
would not die, and he could simply remain
indoors. If he pulled the TV into the bathroom and turned on the bubble-jets in the
AquaLove Plunge and turned up the volume
on a movie, then he could drown out the
heckles, muting them into irrelevance.
But mojitos sans sunlight are not the
same, and despite his best efforts, he could
not disconnect from what was happening
outside. On the TV he discovered his house
and garden from multiple angles and on
multiple channels. His verdant patch was
fast becoming a cynosure of public hate. Between interviews with neighbours the cameras flicked back to the scene: people were
gathering. They walked in off the street and

joined crowds that were forming in adjacent
properties. Food trucks were set up selling
pita rolls and lemonade, and at intermittent
points the people chanted. On one channel
Luke watched an interview with a man he’d
never met wearing a screen-printed tee-shirt
with Luke’s face on it. He had a stall. He was
selling them. When night fell dead and only
the crickets trilled and Luke believed that
maybe, just maybe, everyone had gone, the
TV stations rolling blank with a.m. infomercials, he crept down to the back double doors
and peeked out (because he had to know
that everything was okay—his pool and his
plants, his sprinklers still stuttering), and in
that moment there was a flash, blinding and
harsh, that seared his one eye and sent him
back into the dark. The following day that
was the photo all stations ran with: MOVEMENT! THE DEVIL STIRS with Luke’s torso pressed against the glass and his face stuck
in the wretched twist of a hunted animal.
The chanting continued as crowds
poured in from around the city. Aerial shots
of the property revealed the scale of the
movement, writhing masses squashed into

neighbouring lawns as they jockeyed and
rotated and shoved past each other for a
brief glimpse of his spongy stretch of contraband. Sealed in his second floor Jacuzzi
room, Luke watched journalists pick apart
the pieces of his life. He was the main event
now. He was the fuel that kept the public
burning, an effigy for the frustrations of the
heat and drought. There really was an effigy
strung up in the street alongside a stall selling
beads, and if people cared to push their way
through the growing carnival throng, then
they could pay two dollars to beat it with a
club. Luke watched this news item with a
morbid interest. The reporter smiled as they
closed off the segment with a targeted blow
to Luke’s proxy crotch, and then he left his
tub to lock the door of the room. When he
returned to the TV, the new item featured
an interview with a psychiatrist, as well as
sound-bites from people he didn’t know but
who claimed to know him: ‘Yeah, he was always an arse,’ said a man who’d declared he’d
schooled with Luke. ‘Didn’t share. Kinda just
thought he was better than you, you know?’
Somehow they’d found out about his dead
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parents and his work history, and they’d
even uncovered the reason for his missing
eye. The psychiatrist was holding court on it
all, linking and inferring and stressing that
although these things seemed prima facie
like the kind of personal tragedies that could
explain hyper-selfish behaviour, they didn’t
excuse it, and that Luke was very much a
product of personal choice: ‘a man who’s
created his own universe, devoid of empathy or community spirit, ultimately a cancer
to the bonding of modern human beings. In
those moments when you might start to feel
sorry for him, it’s simple: don’t.’ The chanting continued. On the street, blow-up castles had been erected for children to bounce
and play in, and someone with deep pockets
and a knack for civic order had trucked in
port-o-loos that lined the sidewalk and for
which, between beer and lemonade, there
were almost perpetual queues. Music from
a stage in one of the neighbouring yards began playing through the night. Luke could
feel the bass of the speakers vibrating the
walls of his house, the din of the crowd now
unchanging, a clamour of voices and instru-

ments that flagrantly ignored all the normal
restrictions on decibel levels. It had become
a party, a twenty-four hour must-visit destination for drought pilgrims yearning to focus their rage. In the days after the TV crews
arrived, the drought itself tightened screws
and dug in harder. The boil across the city
melted gutters, the smoke of outland fires
licked dead sky with ash and ember. The
main reservoir, they said, was now a just a
hole of cracked mud fast becoming dust;
the secondary lakes would go next, and no
matter how quickly water was tanked in, it
would not be able to quench the hate and
anger, it would not be able to soak out problems of financial or emotional debt or sooth
the blisters in relationships left too long in
the sun. It would not undo divorces or reconcile fathers with sons or bring back dead
pets. It would fix nothing.
On the TV, locked in his Jacuzzi room
with cans of tuna for nourishment and gunk
collecting in his eye, Luke watched as an official from the council made a statement.
Overwhelming public pressure, they said,
meant the end of water service to the prop-

erty in question. The statement was live,
broadcast on all channels, and then repeated
through the night as the lead bulletin. While
Luke could not brave the world beyond his
AquaLove Plunge and his twin head showers,
he had full coverage of what was taking place
in the garden. Although he couldn’t hear the
reporter on the TV when the cheers began,
he had a clear view from the well-placed
cameras of the exact moment his sprinklers
sputtered and died. Inside his bunker he
watched his shower, which had been running
constantly since the beginning of the siege,
slow to a trickle and then stop. The volume
of the crowds boomed across his house, and
on screen he saw people hugging and some
crying. A man with face paint grabbed and
kissed a reporter, and on cue a band started,
belting something loud and fierce and confused. Amongst all the tumult, some kids
had managed to scale a news tent and make
the jump for his mango tree, clinging like
monkeys to the branches before sprawling
into his pool. The splash and fleck of water
could be felt by those nearest with a fizz on
their cheeks. The integrity of the property
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had been breached. There was pool water on
the lens of the closest camera, but the operator couldn’t focus enough to be angry, because the penetration had happened. With
a force pushing from behind, he was piling
over the fence and heading fully clothed and
head first for the water. Then came the reporters and the neighbours and anyone else
who’d ever felt cheated, anyone who’d ever
sensed their throat go dry against hot wind
or been dressed in black while stuck in traffic,
anyone who’d ever felt embittered by parking costs or angry at the slow decay of their
marriage: they all came pouring through
in a human rush that destroyed the hedges
on all sides, flattening them in the race for
water and mangos and lush wet grass. They
trampled the soils and the butterflies and
beheaded the agapanthus; they crushed the
sprinklers under desperate feet and discarded beers in the pool and pulled off pieces of
the decking. When Luke, watching horrified
from his internal bunker, called the police,
he was forced to hang up, because on the
TV he saw officers participating. A detective
sergeant whizzed piss against the roots of his

tree and sucked mango into his face.
He prayed they would not breach his
home. He sank to his eyeball in the AquaLove.
Late in the night, with music still blaring and crowds threshing against his back
door, the smell of marijuana smoke curling
through hastily erected strobe lights, the
cameras of the TV crews abandoned to the
mob—now drifting live feeds that caught
the foaming madness as if from another
dimension—he could hear the first fights,
the smashing of bottles and crashing vehicles. Someone had managed to get a car up
through the crowd to skid doughnuts on the
lawn. A fire was burning, and there was crying and laughter and howling. In the sealed
bunker of his Jacuzzi room, where the taps
no longer ran, Luke could watch no more.
He dunked himself beneath its surface and
closed his eye. He tried to block the sound,
burying himself in the silence of the water.
At dawn the crowd was gone. The camera crews had vanished, and the stage had
been disassembled. The half-acre in front
of him had been thoroughly demolished.

The deck was burnt and broken, the grass
gone to tire ruts and mud, the flowers were
squashed or ripped out. Everywhere there
was human debris: wrappers and cigarette
butts and broken glow sticks, condoms and
shards of glass. The mango tree had toppled.
It had been heaved over by the crowd or
shunted by a vehicle. Stripped of fruit and
with its roots exposed, it lay broken in the
pool. A near empty pool. They’d bailed the
water from it, by bucket and by hand, one
scoop at a time, leaving only a stagnant puddle of urine and garbage. He could smell it
in the dry morning heat.
Then it started to rain.

Alec Hutchinson is a high school teacher from
Auckland, New Zealand. Like everybody else,
he’s got a BA, plenty of cultural capital and
very little actual capital. He’s had writing published in Hypertrophic Literary and The Pantograph Punch, and he has an upcoming story
in Neon Literary Magazine.
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Well water drops one foot each week
as San Joaquin’s many thousand pumps drink
greedily our aquifer drained by unbroken
four years of drought. Melting snow
absorbed by Sierra soils and slowly filtering
down to slanted bedrock flows three years
to reach our alluvial floor, charge
the vast lake underground divided by
a dike they say holding water for greener
east and only spilling west to drier land
and arid Coast Range. Twelve decades past

RainSong
Nels Hanson

Aural Examination
first farmers found pure water waiting
six feet deep below million years of
wildflower humus. Perforated iron pipe
a hammer struck tapped springs
bubbling up. This Spring our orchards
wilt and die of thirst. If only
Wovoka the Ghost Dancer returned
or one last believer knew
his song for hard rain he learned
in heaven. Asleep he rose
while sun eclipsed and met departed

Click to hear Nels read
his poem accompanied
by Dash Flanagan
Download
MP3!

spirits, saw the buffalo
before God spoke a message for
the Earth. If I knew the song God
taught I would sing it now. Let’s join
hands to dance and if we swoon into
the circle’s center and the whitest eagle
swoops to carry us to heaven
we’ll learn the song again and
together all sing as
good rain falls and falls.

Nels Hanson’s fiction received the San Francisco Foundation’s James D. Phelan Award and Pushcart nominations in 2010, 12, and 2014. Poems appeared in
Word Riot, Oklahoma Review, Pacific Review and other magazines and received a 2014 Pushcart nomination, Sharkpack Review’s 2014 Prospero Prize and a
2015 Best of the Net nomination.
Dash Flanagan is a multimedia artist who lives in Seattle. He is currently releasing free music via podcast at https://itun.es/us/TwiU8.c
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Home-sitter
The

G

inny stepped inside the front door, and
the latter-day Jesus beamed at her from
above the mantle.
The familiar feeling of home in an unfamiliar place flooded her system, and she
sat down on a chair placed under the golden
angel on the wall. She let go of the breath
she was holding and loosened her tight grip

on her suitcase handles. The angel looked to
be around her age, maybe a few years older. Late twenties, almost thirty. But she had
brown hair, not golden, and brown eyes to
match.
He was larger than anything else in the
room. He contended with the size of the front
door, challenged the couch’s dominance, but
definitely took up more wall space than the
TV. The angel had short hair and billowing
robes, with a narrow horn sticking out like a
long snout, but from his mouth.

Rebecca Hannigan
She adopted the house quickly, as well
as the Mormon faith which came with it. It
happened naturally, with verses from the
Book of Mormon scattered around, accenting the room decor.
Over the fireplace, she was told that “I
have refined thee, I have chosen thee in the
furnace of affliction.” There was a cookie jar
in the kitchen with a bubbly-lettered “EAT
ME” written on top, then translated to Mormon terms: “Behold, hath the Lord commanded any that they should not partake of
his goodness? Behold I say unto you, Nay;
but all men are privileged the one like unto
the other, and none are forbidden.”
The rest of the neighborhood was built
up around spiritual words as well. One afternoon, Ginny stopped by the bakery, which
was run by one of the pastor’s wives. She
walked in, noticed the name of the store,
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and walked out. “Seven Holy-Grain Breads.”
She petted the cat, fed the dog, and did
her job. She went to temple, borrowing the
family’s bible. As much as she tried, Ginny
couldn’t enjoy being Mormon. As she made
her way through the neighborhood, the natural-born LDS either treated her like she
was second-rate, wrinkling their noses when
she walked past, or they talked to her like a
staunch fanatic. She was grateful, though, to
avoid the persistent interactions with evangelicals on the street, since she was no longer a lost, wandering soul that needed to be
wrangled into the warm arms of Christ.
She skirted around the corner when she
saw a brown-haired young man with eager
eyes start walking quickly towards her. He
looked like one of the men with white shirts
and bright ties who approached her with
gospel messages and convention pamphlets,
even though she had attended temple every
week. They sometimes seemed uncertain of
her faith.
Once the family returned and resumed
their normal house life, she put the bible
back, handed over the keys, and said good-

bye to the angel on her way out.

Not counting the Church of the Latter-Day Saints, Ginny had been part of fifteen different faith circles, four cults, and
two Scientology communities.
They shifted under her like sand swept
away in a wave, but she found stability in the
unsteadiness. It made the most sense to her.
The most interesting faith was one that
meditated on Lolita, worshipping Nabokov
for his synesthetic detail in the novel and
character development. There weren’t many
women in that group.

The next week, she lived in an apartment
dedicated to the fine art of coffee-grinding.
The young man and woman had inherited the Starbucks corporation, so she spent
two weeks in a constant state of caffeination.
Even the parakeet she was watching seemed
affected by the dark Sumatra blend, as if the
roasted beans infused the air with their energizing effects. She had never seen anything
like it before.
In other houses, Ginny became familiar

with various forms of coffee consumption,
gaining equal respect for the French-pressers, espresso-makers, and those who took
the Turkish approach. It quickly became apparent that every kitchen was made up of
the same basic components, but they were
all different. Variations on a theme of bread,
eggs, and milk. Wheat, rye, sourdough. Soy,
half n half, whole.
Trying out such different combinations
was part of her job. She was a professional
house-sitter. She filled in the gaps of the vacation-space left behind by others. After five
years, she had built up a steady clientèle, with
regulars as well as new houses along the way.
Most thought it was only a seasonal job, with summers bringing steady work
and winters dragging behind, but there was
always a need somewhere. Ginny managed
to find it.
In the winter, she migrated South, as
warm-weatherers went West to tough out
skiing and test out their tolerance of snow.
Summers were often spent in colder parts,
while the beaches filled up and towels fanned
out on hot sand and surf.
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It was her bedroom. That’s how it all
started. Shared with an older brother for all
twenty years of her life, something about the
room made her squirmy. It might have been
the bed itself, which was carved into the wall
like an animal burrow. Efficient and effective, her father said. Keeps the two kids in a
comfortable place. Her mom agreed, enjoying the way it collected and contained her
children.
Her parents’ idea of comfortable containment did not align with Ginny’s. They
meant well, but something didn’t match up.
Ginny felt as if her family was a filing cabinet,
but she was the corner-crumpled paper that
ended up in a nameless section toward the
back where nobody bothered flipping. Such
a crumpled-corner paper is included in the
files; she was part of the family. There was no
neglect, but somehow, something was off. It
was almost as if she had been folded differently.
Growing up, Ginny planned endless
sleepovers for movie watching and gossip-talking with her friends, always ending

up at the friend’s house instead of her own. It
was elementary school escapism. She gradually developed the ability to assimilate into
the family of the friend, sharing notes about
succulents with Ms. Sclera and excitedly eating goulash made by Mrs. Ostrinkova. Every new mother loved her, and she loved everything new. Ginny loved it because when
she entered and existed in a new home, it
was okay that she didn’t belong. She could
unfold her bent-up worrying and wondering about not fitting in, about why she was
unable to talk to her dad and only be given
pre-rehearsed responses, and why her mom
sat idly by without speaking sincerely.
She started to stay away from home
one night at a time. Her absences shifted to
several days, then a few weeks, and eventually months. Between school years in another state, she spent summers in far-off places,
finding herself welcomed into houses, ushered in with more sincerity and sweetness
than she felt with her family. She felt at home
where she knew she would never belong.

“Yes, I can leave Mrs. Jackson a mes-

sage.” She scrawled the man’s name and
number on a pink Post-it. “She would love to
hear more about this,” she said, shifting the
phone from one ear to the other. “I’ll let her
know, and you can expect a call in a week or
so when she returns home. All right. Thank
you. Goodbye!”
She rolled around in the dark desk
chair and marveled at the organization of
the room. The Jacksons kept everything recorded, filed, and safely stored in labeled
drawers. Both the husband and wife immensely enjoyed their jobs as secretaries.
They worked for competing law firms, and
that’s how they met, according to Mrs. Jackson. They had to call each other frequently,
arranging dates and times for court cases. He
liked the sound of her voice, and he finally
asked her to get coffee after the termination
of a case. The couple had been together ever
since, and they spent a week each summer at
Seaside beach.
Ginny always looked forward to being
surrounded by their neatness; it was the one
week a year when she felt as if she had things
in order.
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The phone rang again. “Jackson residence, how can I help you?” She played
around with the ROYGBIV order of the
pens on the table, testing out different arrangements.
“Ginny?”
“This is the Jackson’s residence; would
you like to leave a message?”
“Come on, Ginny, don’t forget about
Tuesday; it’s his birthday. You need to catch
a flight out here. I know you mentioned only
having a few days off, but you really should
look into—”
“I’m sorry, but Mrs. Jackson won’t be
home until next week,” she replied curtly.
“I’ll tell her to return your call then.” She put
the phone back in the receiver, restored the
rainbow pens, and swiveled out of the room.
In this house, she was a secretary. She
had no time or space for personal calls. It
was better to keep things professional.

Once the Jacksons returned, Ginny
was a fitness trainer. Tommy Duncan was a
man who traveled to the bi-annual “World
of Work-Out” Convention, leaving Ginny

to gawk at herself his house of full-length
mirrors and fitness machines. She flexed her
arms and stretched her legs on the crosstraining-ab-stretcher.
She paused to catch up with her breath.
She hadn’trealized how out of shape she
was. In the six months since she’d house-sat
for Tommy, she had lived in the house of
a French sous chef and a man in a wheelchair whose place was next to Krispy Kreme.
Aside from wheeling herself up the handicap ramp when the ‘Hot n Ready’ sign was
on, she hadn’t moved much.
After squeezing out a few more crunches, she wiped the sweat from her forehead, then moved to the kitchen for a protein-punch to help her recover. She took
these instructions from the muscley man
featured on the ‘Build up a Bangin’ Body’
VHS that was sitting next to the bag of Triceps’ doggy food, which she grabbed to feed
him after their run.
Realizing that the three pound tub of
protein was almost empty, she hopped on
Tommy’s bike to pick up some more. Stepping out of the store with a big box under

her arm, humming to herself, Ginny started
to climb onto the bike but was distracted by
someone yelling.
“Hey, Ginny!”
She saw a brown-haired head moving
towards her from a few stores down, so she
threw her legs over the metal frame and pedaled away.

It was the house boat that made her
parents nervous.
“Honey, do you even know how to drive
a boat? It’s not the same as a car,” her mother said, as if she were relaying a recent news
event.
“Fuel, engine. Seems the same to me.”
Instead of keeping the snark out of her voice,
Ginny made it audible.
“No matter what kind of house we’re
talking about, it’s not our house. We haven’t seen you in such a long time,” her father
piped up, speaking through another line on
the phone.
The conversation sparked up like the
‘empty’ light on the gas tank: it was inevitable, but wanting to be ignored. It started
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when Ginny took her third house-sitting
job, then fourth, which involved spending
two months maintaining the Henderson’s
house boat.
“I just don’t think it’s the best idea,” her
mother’s voice sounded like she had been
folded in half. Crumpled. “You know, these
people are attached to their houses because
they feel at home. When are you going to
come home?”
The conversation started, and never
finished.

She slept in a hammock, hung between
posts on the dock, so the houseboat was no
problem. The Hendersons just asked her to
turn it on every now and then, feed the fish
on board and keep engine and goldfish fluids flowing in good form.
The problem arose when Ginny agreed
to watch Mr. Bowden’s house and pets while
he went to “clean himself up” at his sister’s
place.
The need for cleaning became evident
when she walked, or rather, shuffled into
his two-room flat, through quarter-full and

half-spilled beer bottles and cans and gin
and rum, in order to feed Jack the spaniel
and George the cat. Daniels and Dickel respectively, she assumed. There was a tornup calendar on the floor, with faint tracings
of a reminder of an ‘Alcoholics Anonymous’
meeting coming up at the warehouse on
Thursday.
Ginny didn’t drink much before. She’d
had no more than an occasional glass of
wine at dinnertime, but she quickly became
acquainted with Mr. Bowden’s insular group.
His closest friends, or his only friends, really, were Brandy and Captain Morgan and
Samuel Adams. Toothpaste wasn’t enough
to eradicate the smell on her breath. It stuck
around.
At the meeting, they all looked at her
strangely when she sat in the circle with a
nametag that read ‘JOHN BOWDEN.’
She folded her young hands in her lap
and when it came to be her turn, she started,
“My name is John Bowden, and I—”
“No, it’s not!” a sharp voice cut in.
The discussion leader started to object
to the interjection, unsure of how to keep

peace. He didn’t like where this was going.
“Now, it’s not your turn to speak—”
“But it’s not her turn to speak!” It was a
guy with light hair the color of cream.
“Yes, it is my turn,” Ginny insisted.
“We’re going around the circle, and now
we’re here. I said, my name is John Bow—”
“Am I the only one who sees that this is
a young girl? This ain’t John!”
“Stop it, I know who I am!” Ginny
shook her head and started to stand up. The
other group-goers fidgeted in their chairs
and avoided eye contact with the girl who
sat in John’s seat.
Cream-colored hair man laughed.
“How am I supposed to believe that you’re
John?”
“I am living in his house,” Ginny wobbled slightly, “I am living his life. I am John!”
She left the group early and went back
to the flat. She emptied a few more bottles
and might have accidentally added some to
the animals’ water bowl.

She huffed up to the fourth floor and
pulled the keys out of her pocket to get in90

side. The parrot squawked while she fumbled with cigarette rolling papers. She was
still slow and clumsy at arranging the tobacco inside, like tucking little children into bed.
It’ll get better in a few months, she thought.
The Hamiltons will be traveling with the
theater for half a year, so she’d have time to
get used to the mucky-mud way her lungs
burned with each inhalation and how the
habit stung her nose and emptied her wallet.
Ginny leaned against the kitchen counter and exhaled into the smoke hood above
the stove. Ahh, she had forgotten to lock the
entry door to the apartment building. She
would have to go back down and seal it up.
On the second flight of stairs, a hand appeared. Then an arm, connected to a body, a
face. In her face.
“Where have you been?” He was calm
at first, but the hysteria was rising.
She was unable to breathe. “I, I—”
“Ginny. Look at me.”
She looked and saw the brown hair and
ocean-colored eyes, like her own, that she
had avoided for years.
“Come on, just come talk to me.”

“I can’t do this right now, I have to go
lock the doors—”
“What have they ever done to you?”
he asked. “What has anyone in our family
ever done to you that keeps you from coming home? Everyone else is starting to forget
you, or something, but I can’t forget. You’re
my sister. Remember?”
She tried to push past, go up or down,
but neither seemed to be an option.
“It’s one thing to earn some money by
house-sitting for friends, but you’ve taken
this too far. I want to know, where are you?
Who are you?”
Her eyes watered, her hands wavered.
Nothing was steady but her answer. The only
thing that made sense. “I don’t know.”
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Natural Resources, while also creatively expressing
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in cafes throughout Prague, with a focus on creative writing. Back in the states, Rebecca continues to make sense of her surroundings by building
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can get her hands on.
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Ballad, of Twin Oaks

Aural Examination

The

or socialism for beginners

What dreamers want to hear
that socialism is a farce?
’Tis nicer to hear fairy tales,
cozy on your arse.

Come and join our commune
and be the change you want to see;
don’t let the squalor get you down—
just disregard reality.
If only socialism
could be this, or would be thus;
then perhaps you’d engineer
utopia for all of us.
Equality, my friend,
is an honorable aim;
and worthy of achievement
if we’d only be the same.

Craig Kurtz

Everyone agrees with you
that fairness is a noble goal;
except, of course, those saboteurs
so here’s the rub—some heads must roll.
It’s easy to complain
about the “corporate mainstream”;
and call McDonald’s and Wal-Mart’s
a Mephistophelian wet dream.
But there are alternatives to the
Download
bourgeois Ponzi scheme—
no Big Macs will torment you
MP3!
in Kim Jong-un’s regime.
Ah! But that’s not socialism,
that despot’s got it wrong;
egalitarianism is when
all people get along.

Click to hear Craig’
s
poem read by Chris Beardemphl,
accompanied by Brett Petersen

Chris is a Texas transplant to New Mexico.
This recording features Brett Petersen’s “The Journey to
Wantagh to Find Dental Floss and Unify the Seasons”
from the album Empathy for Vegetables.
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But, lucky you,
there’s such a place
on earth—totalitarianism
with a human face.
It’s called intentional, which means
everyone’s a Leftist;
“meat is murder, soy is joy”—
I think you get the gist.
It’s long-haired and tie-dyed,
polyamorous and pagan;
this would all be very quaint,
if not totalitarian.
The problem with equality
is no such thing exists;
imposing fairness on disparity
requires clever tricks.
This is where the State comes in
with by-laws by decree;
equality distributes someone else’s
fairness evenly.

how complaisant people are;
especially when hungry, unemployed
and with no car.
It’s amazing how sincere they get
when their only bet
is “sign right here” or do without—
only later comes regret.1
Nevertheless! It is truly curious
how folks suspend judgment;
they wholesale buy chimerical
utopias not worth a cent.
Self-deception can assuage
or even foster happiness;
the promise of a better life
will stave the wants of having less.
So! There’s alluring formulas
of “social justice” as nostrum;
come and join the Twin Oaks dream
and you’ll be on the road
to intentional serfdom.2

This procedure takes some care
and often proves a riddle;
planned economies require
trying to plan people.
But! It’s interesting to observe

Most prospective communards arrive
with a duffel bag or two;
’tis not likely jet-set success
is what they’re trying to eschew.
Yes, ’tis easy to condemn
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the “capitalist rat-race”;
especially when one is a mouse
who calls a hovel a palace.
Severe amateurism informs every move
that is made at Twin Oaks—it’s manifestly a law;3
folly perhaps, but there’s a sound reason for this—
amateurs work for hardly nothing at all.
Parsimony is prosperity,
accepting the miser’s dire creed;
and what counts is the infrastructure—
not what the people may need.
Most members show up with little in hand
and when they depart, they leave with no more;
whatever their labor brings to Twin Oaks, stays there—
however hard they may work, they always stay poor.
And this is classic, alienated labor—
all talents and skills go into “the business”;
what workers receive just keeps them alive
and only the fief enjoys the surplus.

luckily for us, the journalists all visit
during the summer so they don’t see the worst.
Ten or more people crammed into cheap barracks
with only one potty for all residents;
the carpets are moldy, there’s rats in the rafters—
in the “corporate mainstream,” we’d refuse to pay rents.
Amazing how “slumlords” don’t apply to this place—
when it’s called “egalitarian socialism,” it’s Not Utopia Yet;
the courtyard is crumbling, it’s the new member ghetto—
uptown, the swells have rooms far less decrepit.
Now, where’s the democratic voting, you might want to ask—
if egalitarian, where’s the ballot box?
sure, there’s “input” on minutiae, gossip and such dross—
but economic planning’s for elites in secret talks.
Inspired by Walden Two—now, that’s quite a laugh
as if B.F. Skinner would last here three weeks;4
not that his “science” is credited with much
except brainwashing pigeons
with totalitarian techniques.

The quotidian standard of living is squalid—
as for myself, my room has no heat;
for half a decade, the kitchen leaks snow
which seems apropos when there’s nothing to eat.
The windows seep air, in the winter they frost—
we set the faucets to run so the pipes do not burst;

Now, in a planned economy,
incentives can be scant;
you’ll hear a lot about “the common good”
and other trite tidbits of cant.
Supposedly community
will curb the urge to shirk;
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but as they say in Cuba,
they pretend to pay us, we pretend to work.5
“We’re all in this together,
we share holdings in the State”;
but patriotism never goes
beyond one’s dinner plate.
“Money is the root of evil,
a false gauge of false success”;
when emolument’s communalized
you get a raise when you work less.
Production’s down, morale has tanked,
the status quo is what prevails;
luckily, there’s immigrants
who still believe in fairy tales.
New communards will pull the weeds,
pack tofu and mop the floor;
and when their revolution wanes,
they leave—replaced by hundreds more.6
Now, almost everyone who thought
that poverty was virtuous
has left Twin Oaks behind
to live a life less credulous.
All the people who extolled
a lack of privacy as good
now live where they can shut a door

and talk unheard, as well they should.
All those dreamers who presumed
their neighbors likewise would be saints
have since discovered self-reliance
less stressful, with less complaints.
Everyone who took on faith
that strangers would make good comrades
decided that went out with hemp,
blue-green algae and such fads.
To all those dreamers who believed
in socialism against advice
and saw their efforts evanesce
I do salute your sacrifice.
I know good will inspirited
your aim to improve humankind;
I know the anguish that you felt
when you had to change your mind.7
But I have nothing but contempt
for those who would bamboozle youth
with rhetoric and flummeries
they know contain no mote of truth.
Is it but coincidence
“non-violent language” does suppress
the criticism of a system
needing us to acquiesce?8
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Our propaganda promulgates
patriotic gasconades
and oft I think ’tis patriots
most need to hear such crass charades.
The advertising never stops,
the microphone is always on;
odd how there’s no bad PR
from any members who have gone.
Those who put in the most years,
they are hardened pragmatists
cajoling pigeons with stale bread—
they’re the flagrant pessimists.
You’ll always find an upper crust
that profits from an under-class;
whatever politics you choose
won’t wish away that vast impasse.
Perhaps you will call me “right wing”
for flaunting socialism’s hoax;
if you’re so sanguine, my friend,
then try a decade at Twin Oaks.
Recent photo of Twin Oaks by Craig Kurtz
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endnotes
1.“[A]bout a quarter of our population leaves
every year... Sometimes people who have complained about our not being simple and rustic
enough end up moving to an apartment in the city.
People who have urged the community to have a
lower material standard of living have frequently
gone on to enroll in a university. People who say
their main desire is to do more traveling go and
get a job that gives only two weeks’ vacation per
year. [...] New people come to the Community,
full of their own enlightenment, ambitious to see
Twin Oaks reflect their ideals, and ready to commit their energies to this end. They try to make
changes, and they meet resistance. Old members
object to their presumption, maybe, or are simply
not impressed and keep on doing things in the old
ways. Some newcomers become quickly discouraged and move on to plant their vigorous enthusiasms in less stony soil.”—Kat Kinkade, Is It Utopia
Yet?, 1994, pp. 166 & 170-71.
2. “Each ‘generation’ of communitarians contributes to the pool of physical wealth that we own in
terms of land, housing, soil improvement, dairy

herd, and so forth. In the early years the apparent
‘costs’ of providing housing for people we hadn’t
met yet disguised the fact that we were, in so doing, accumulating a kind of wealth. [...] I came to
see that my ideological purity, though a hardship
on other people, wasn’t any hardship on me. [...] I
coveted for the Community every dollar anybody
could find, and every hour they could contribute.”—Kinkade, ibid., pp. 69 & 47.
3. “Amateurism is, I believe, at the core of what
Twin Oaks is and is likely to remain for some
time.”—Kinkade, ibid., p. 135.
4. Three weeks comprises the visitor (prospective
member) program at Twin Oaks. In his 1983 autobiography, A Matter of Consequences (p.239),
Skinner waives off any challenge to put his proverbial money where his utopian mouth was by
actually living at such a place as Twin Oaks (or
Los Horcones, another “Walden Two” community), suggesting in a footnote that he would have
done as much if not for his implicitly posh wife
who would reject such rusticity, if not oppilations
to personal liberty. A few years later, Skinner dis-

avowed Twin Oaks entirely: “Instead of weaving
hammocks, [Los Horcones psychologists] use
their skills as behavioral engineers with children,
and that’s the way to do it” (New York Times, “Isolated Desert Community Lives by Skinner’s Precepts,” November 7, 1989).
5. National Geographic, “Cuba’ s New Now,” November 2012.
6. Although Twin Oaks houses no more than 100
people at any one time, there has been over a thousand members since 1967 — an attrition rate of
90%. “The biggest complaint [is] the lack of personal spending money.” — Kinkade, ibid., p. 167.
7. After more than three decades of communitarian living Kinkade, the founder of Twin Oaks, told
The Washington Post she “considers [Twin Oaks]
a failure,” adding “I don’t think egalitarian communities are a good idea” (“The Other American
Dream,” November 15, 1998).
8. “We expect members to conform.” Kinkade,
ibid., p. 195.

Craig Kurtz resides at Twin Oaks Intentional Community where he writes poetry while simultaneously surviving the dream. Recent work has appeared in
Aerie Literary Journal, Conclave: A Journal of Character, The Criterion: An International Journal in English, Danse Macabre, Festival Writer, Penumbra, Red Fez and The Road Not Taken: A Journal of Formal Poetry.
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