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As a literary magazine, fiction is obviously very
important to us. Fiction inhabits a myriad of forms and
serves many purposes, but for me, a critical aspect is its
connection to reality. As novelist and playwright Gao
Xingjian put it, “It’s in literature that true life can be
found. It’s under the mask of fiction that you can tell the
truth.”
The line between fact and fiction is being eroded
almost daily. Is the media biased? In most cases, certainly. But how much of that perceived bias is compounded
and exaggerated by the steady stream of negligence and
easily disproven statements pouring from multiple key
members of America’s current administration? How
about the amount of personal bias we bring to media
consumption from the outset?
As with fiction, the truth can be harvested from the
news, but in fractured times, we look to artists to guide
us from the unthinkable and into the unknown. We’re in
for a long battle for the truth that will test every facet of
our critical thinking. Political affiliations are arbitrary.
Our fellow humans and the truths of their existences are
infinitely more valuable. Stay sharp, keep reading, keep
thinking, keep learning, keep teaching, and always resist.
Josh Smith
&
Your pals at Bedlam Publishing
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Tourist
in
Hades
Maya Alexandri

T

hey had requested that I dig the grave in
advance of their arrival.
Per specifications, I dug two meters
deep. I did not need concern myself about
remaining at least one and a half meters
above the water table. Here the groundwater lies hundreds of meters below. I fetched
plastic body bags for the corpses.
But when the delegation came, it included no dead. The Jeeps carried six Filipino sailors, eleven Chinese stowaways, and
a European captain. The captain and two
of the sailors each drove one of the three
Jeeps. Everyone else lay on canvas stretchers
strapped to the vehicles with nautical ropes.
The Jeeps had no roofs, and their occupants were coated with thick red dust. From
Port Sudan, they had had to drive countless
miles over dirt track through the bush. The
epidemic ward at the hospital in Port Sudan was no help: it already overflowed with
patients dying in queue for treatment. The
drive had consumed days.
We assembled at the camp entrance
to appraise them. A delegation of foreigners was a special event. We at the camp, of
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necessity, focus on the needs of the epidemic patients in our care. The demands of our
mission isolate us. We did not realize that
the plague had spread so far as Hong Kong
and our connection to the rest of the world
now included the bond of epidemic. It had
not occurred to us that, in caring for those
afflicted with this plague, we had something
to offer foreigners.
We are careful to greet all newcomers
to the camp without judgment. We do not
take sides. Neutrality is our creed down to
our body language, though we achieve physical neutrality with varying levels of success.
Perhaps by the expression of superiority
on his face, and his posture of being an important person, the camp director identified
himself. The captain picked him out of our
group, called out a respectful greeting from
a distance.
After a short discussion, the camp director signaled, and we transferred the patients to triage. The pharmacy manager hurried back to his pills to avoid physical labor.
But the stretchers with their cargo were light,
and two of us—myself and the triage tech—

lifted them without strain.
The patients’ symptoms had progressed
sufficiently. We could tell at a glance that they
too were hosts to the same virus whose other victims lay in our ward. We recognized
that the men we bore were hemorrhaging.
The Chinese men also appeared starved.
The young medical tech brought water
to the three drivers, the captain and two sailors. They drank like parched earth soaking
up rain.
The captain and his two crewmen allowed the medical tech to escort them to the
intake clinic. They too required examination.
They wore no gloves, facemasks or gowns.
They had been exposed to contagion. Within twenty-one days, they too might succumb
to the plague.
From triage, in the pre-twilight haze,
when the air was thick with red dust and the
sounds of birds and insects, I walked to the
utility shed to retrieve a roll of tarp and eight
bricks. It was well that the expected deaths
had not come. A grave delayed of its occupants is an omen of hope. A cover will serve
until the time for its use matured.

I carry the tarp and bricks to the grave
in two trips. I lay an end of the tarp at the
edge of the grave and secure it with three
bricks. I unroll the tarp carefully, its water-resistant coating slick on my palms. My
foot against the grave’s edge tips a shower of
clumps of dirt. I look down to reposition my
foot and cry out.
A body reaches up to me from the
grave.
I fall backwards onto my bum my hands
behind me clawing into the dirt. I pedal my
feet in front of me. By grace I raise myself
and my flailing limbs and flee.
It was the head of security and his assistant who retrieved the captain from the grave
and brought him into the office of the camp
director. A live patient transferred from the
intake clinic to an open grave is a cause for
embarrassment. We are professionals. When
the occasion for burying a patient arises, it is
not because of our incompetence.
The camp director stood when the captain entered the office. His face conveyed a
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message of sincere concern. “Allow me to
apologize—” he began.
“I am the one who owes the apology,”
interrupted the captain. He looked around
the office, lingering his gaze on me. “I did
not wish to be covered with the tarp, that
was all,” he said quietly. “I meant to frighten
no one.”
“Our logistics manager perseveres
without fear,” the camp director assured him
quickly, glancing inquiringly at me before
falling silent. We no one spoke.
Understanding that the captain, like we
all of us, conversed in at least three languages, and that for we none of us was English
our first, we all had the same thought: did the
captain misuse his English? Or had the captain by his speech implied that he meant to
be in the grave? We are aware of the strangeness of the behavior of the Europeans, but
we thought it was historical.
The camp director made a gesture to the
chair in front of his desk. We all sat down,
the captain taking the chair across from the
camp director. “A ship disconnects a person
from the earth,” he said with a small smile.

“Have you been on a ship?”
The camp director shook his head “no,”
a constrained motion.
“A container ship, well, that disconnects a person from himself.” He laughed.
“A container ship is a mast over a vault of
boxes, a pulpit over a floating catacomb of
coffins, coffins for things. As captain, I hold
dominion over a mass of soulless things.
“I thought I wanted that, the company
of containers and the efficiency of machines.
The absence of souls and the comfort of taking one’s place among things that work better than anything else and don’t complain
because they don’t feel.”
“If we have failed in our operations,”
the camp director ventured, “we should like
to know the details so that we can improve.”
“Failed.” The captain pronounced the word
as if he had no idea of its meaning.
“How did you come to be in the grave?”
the head of security asked politely.
The captain sighed. “There are things
that can be explained,” he said. “In Hong
Kong, a container was loaded onto my ship
with fraudulent papers. Its contents were not

office furniture, but people. I, who avoid the
evils of social interaction, find myself now a
trafficker of humans.
“And more. These poor souls penned in
the container themselves incubate the virus.
This is how we discover them. Four of my
crew, co-conspirators with the snakehead,
delivered food and removed waste and in
the process contracted the virus. When they
began to hemorrhage, they confessed. We
docked at the nearest port. We drove all our
ill to the nearest quarantine facility, which
is here. This is what I can explain.”We all of
us pondered the word, “explain.” We had listened carefully and, if his speech explained
something, we did not relate it to our concern. His speech did not suggest that his appearance in the grave had been our error.
“Did you request that the grave to be
dug in advance?” the head of security asked.
“Yes.” The captain’s reply was soft, almost kindly.
A shared reluctance to inquire further
took hold of our tongues. We had not erred.
Beyond this, what we had learned verged on
the intimate. The strangeness of the behav10

ior of this European was not limited to the
past. To be taken into his confidence would
be a horror.
“I understand that your rapid response
test was negative,” the camp director addressed the captain, but looked for confirmation to the ward director. The ward director
nodded affirmative. “The ward director will
show you your cot for the night,” the camp
director stated, “if there is nothing else we
can do for you.”

I brought two torches to light my work.
The sun had set, there was no moon, and
the grave remained to be covered. I brought,
also, a canvas body bag. A long time it took
me to find it in the utility shed. Specifications
call for burial of epidemic patients in plastic
body bags. The canvas body bags were in our
inventory because of a delivery mistake.
Walking from the utility shed to the
gravesite, I considered my animal parallel,
nocturnal, solitary digger of the red earth:
the aardvark. Like me, the aardvark digs to

eat. Digs for noble purpose: the aardvark
digs shelter for the living; I, a resting place
for the dead. Although a burrow is a space
below ground with an opening at the surface, it is not an open grave. I am no aardvark.
When I reached the grave site, I saw the
tarp lay partially unrolled and folded over itself, as it had been when I ran off before. I
left it as it was.
I shined the beams of the torches into
the grave. The captain sat in the corner.
When my light illuminated his face, he raised
a hand in greeting. I nodded in return.
I felt as if I had been told he would be
here.
“May I help you out?” I asked him. My
voice was even. I felt no fear, but respect for
that which I did not understand.
“Yes,” he assented.
I held out my hand, but he made no
motion to take it.
“I must ask you to bury me,” he said
quietly. After a pause, he added, “I am sorry.”
“Effendi Captain sir,” I addressed him,
“I cannot do what you ask. Here we do not

bury the living.”
“My friend, I am not living yet.”
I said nothing, made no motion, and
eventually he continued: “I tried. I need your
help now. To live.”
Among the epidemic patients, strange
behavior is not uncommon. I recalled the
ward director said that the captain’s rapid
response test had been negative, but the rapid response test can be wrong. Only twenty-one days quarantine without development of symptoms is a guarantee. The best
thing would be to retrieve the ward director.
The first thing is to remain neutral.
Seeing no disapproval in my face, the
captain continued, “Eighteen months ago,
my wife and infant son died in a train mishap. It was many days and many nights that
I sat still, unmoving, unspeaking, taking no
food or drink, sleeping and waking where I
sat, my muscles wasting and the salt collecting on my skin. After many days and many
nights of stillness I discovered that I had descended. Before me was the court of Hades,
the Lord of the Underworld presiding over
my request behind a veil of water, an irriga11

tion channel dug off the Styx and routed to
supply a water feature for the king’s throne
room in the City of Souls. He bid me go,
follow the veil of the Styx from his fountain
to wade through the irrigation channel to
swim the mighty river across to the living on
earth. My wife and child he would send behind me. ‘But how will my wife swim when
she has to carry our son?’ The Lord of the
Underworld tolerated my question and bid
me go in trust in faith of his promise to send
them behind me: ‘Your failure of faith will
lose them to you forever,’ he warned.
“I parted the veil of water with my hands
and followed the shower along the reverse
of its fall, climbed upwards to the irrigation
channel. I walked in this creek of the Styx,
its frigid waters swirling around my ankles,
every stone on the creek bed polished and
painfully cold against my soles. The waters
rose to my shins and knees, to my pelvis and
waist, to my sternum and chin, and then the
swift waters rushed and my feet were out
from under me. My arms cut against the currents howling around and over me. I struggled against the roar of the raging swells, the

foam stabbing sharply like icicles against my
face. A terrified wail pierced the wall of water noise: my son. His cry caused my body to
shake. Submerged in water on the brink of
turning solid from cold, my trembling was
brought on by my son’s cry alone.
“I thrashed now, turned in circles,
screaming his name and swallowing the
freezing waters when they rushed over my
head. Resurfacing, heavy with the water in
my stomach and the blood congealing in my
veins, I glimpsed behind a veil of water—the
Styx and my tears mixed—I glimpsed rapidly my dear ones battered by the water’s forces. I lunged towards them, my lungs searing with the ice crystals forming along their
membranes.
“So it was that I became a captain of a
container ship.
“They were lost to me forever, and I
stranded mid-river was retrieved by that
fearful ferry master, who has tasked me as
jester to the gods. I entertain as Charon’s
parody, ferrying soulless things back and
forth, remaining myself between the living
and the dead and presiding over goods and

machines.
“Oh those souls! Those poor people I
unwittingly transported, they are my lifeboat out of the river to the shore. They made
me stevedore to the living. They brought me
here, to you, dear digger! To the precipice
of my salvation! Let me know the embrace
of the earth, the warmest, fullest, deepest
depth of folding into the furrow, and then
let me climb out! Let me scratch, crawl, dig,
tear my way out, let me free myself from
the earth like one born anew and walk away
from here alive.”
It was now that my neutrality fell away
like the dried husk of an ear of maize, and
the anger burst present like coals igniting
paper. To be asked to be complicit in the suicide of an epidemic patient was a terrible insult. My labor is honest, my courage is great,
and my generosity is deep. Myself I put at
risk to support the quarantine of epidemic
patients. My family, my dear ones, to them I
am as across this river he described, I know
not where it is, but I am on this opposite side
of the shore so that the afflicted may heal,
and the unafflicted may live. And this cap12

tain thinks me a murderer. I was most angry.
Then—just as the fathomless destructive drive for the source of the Nile routed
the rapacious explorers around the Sudd,
that endless swamp, that insurmountable
obstacle that blocked perception of the Nile
river’s headwaters and the source of life for
the ancients—just so my anger rolled away
the stone at the mouth of the cave of my
heart, and I found before my eyes this vision:
The captain, hanged from the baobab tree,
the rope slung amongst the root-like branches, his broken neck another circuitous, lost
route to the bottom of the swamp.
I understood then that it was for me
to bury this man, this was my fate. I could
bury him alive, or I could bury him dead.
But bury this man I would. Compassion is a
monster, and tonight I am its servant.
The man must have his story. I found
this thought in my head. I looked at the two
torches in my hand, at the canvas bag draped
over my arm. I had come prepared, I cannot
explain how.
Wordlessly, I squatted at the side of the
grave and handed the captain a torch and

the canvas body bag. He accepted the torch
and the fragile protection of the bag, pulling
it over himself and holding the light within,
like an embryo in its sac, its vitality sending
forth emissaries of shafts of light.
I placed my own torch on the ground,
angled upward to light my work, and picked
up my shovel. I counted the shovelfuls of
dirt I threw into the grave.
— one, two, three —
I sprinkled the dirt so that much air
was layered between the particles, so that
the earth would give way when the captain
dug up and out of it. The floating particulate
of red earth was fragrant of minerals and
mosses.
— nine, ten, eleven —
I was careful to arrange the dirt so that
it piled most heavily along his sides and legs.
I left an airshaft around his face and head,
piling the earth around that invisible column. The torch beams shone red through
the dancing dirt molecules.
— sixteen, seventeen, eighteen —
When the earth began its tremor, I at
first imagined that I was overexperiencing

the quaver in my gut. But the muffled growl
was unmistakable, and then I saw the slides
of dirt rushing into the grave. The trench of
the grave was collapsing. When the convulsion ceased, the grave had been reformed as
a furrow, each side a sloping indentation of
soft, loose dirt.
I sat down beside the furrow, lay the
shovel before me. The earth was hungry for
this captain. I would not have burdened him
with so much soil. This man’s story is very
heavy. I might wait five minutes, or ten, to
know that he is dead. And my own fate.
I counted the minutes by my breath,
eighteen breaths to the minute, my eyes
closed, the sounds of the night occluded by
the intensity of my concentration. It was at
thirty-six breaths that the furrow contracted
with soft thudding sounds and quivering of
dirt. My eyes flew open. I was witness to the
eruption of beams of light, the fingers clawing past the last film of earth into the open
night air, the hand gripping the torch so
tightly I could see the bones clearly through
the skin, the torn canvas bag tatters around
his head and shoulders when they emerged,
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the dirt coating his hair and skin and clothes
thick and dark red as blood, his gasping and
heaving, his chest cavity and belly straining
to expand, to gulp the air deeper and more,
the particles of red earth flying and settling,
and everywhere the smell of birth.

“Tourist in Hades” is one of six linked stories in The
Plague Cycle, which chronicles events in an epidemic quarantine camp in South Sudan during an outbreak of Ebola virus.
Maya Alexandri is a novelist and short story writer. My novel, “The Celebration Husband,” was published in 2015. My short fiction has appeared or is
forthcoming in The Stockholm Review of Literature, Fabula Argentea, and The Light Ekphrastic.
I am one of the organizers of the Amplified Cactus
performance art installation series in Baltimore,
Maryland (a free event that presents art responding to questions about social, political, and personal
matters). For more information, please see
www.mayaalexandri.com.

we are peculiar pastimes,
she turns yellow box in her hands; greta shoves a fistful
of vanilla wafers into her mouth, she crumbles crackers
talking over bits that fly out, past her dark scarlet lips,
talking down feelings-what's that like?, owned by
feelings...
Sarah Perrote’s “Ant Hills” is a collection of
narrative style poems about girls who live in a
group home, some of whom are wards of the
state. These characters and stories are fiction,
although the thoughts and feelings about
girlhood, womanhood, being a daughter, mother,
former youth at risk, and survivor of sexual
assault are all very real. Within these poems the
author touches on PTSD, drug addiction, suicide,
sexuality, mental wellness, the foster care system,
stigmas attached to youth at risk and more.

contagious, contaminates arches and arcs
Click
to purchase
chambers flood, she jumps up, hops
to her
feet,
rambles on about broken palaces paperback or
indle
editions!
clumsily paces curbside steps intoKher
way,
mumbling muse, voice fades on, then fades away
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Hybridation 1

Alice Sceriman

Alice Sceriman grew up in Milan in the seventies,
breathing art since infancy. She is fascinated by the
face, the problem of the definition of identity, the obscure side, the boundary between good and bad: in the
person there is everything and the contrary of everything. Alice loves all that is decadent, consummated.
The awareness of the ineffability of the ego is lived by
Alice as a natural existential condition. She plays with
the categories in order to subvert them: male and female, sacred and profane. The same Alice provides us,
via the famous passage of the work by Luigi Pirandello “One, no-one, one hundred thousand” with the
summary of her artistic philosophy: “You will learn,
to your cost, that in the long journey of life you will
meet so many masks and a few faces.” Thus the real
becomes ephemeral. She says of herself: “I photograph
things as I see them, but transform them as I feel them.”
Always at the forefront, tablet and smartphone are her
preferred tools, for the pictorial possibilities they offer.
Find her on Facebook, and check out www.alicescerimanart.com!
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I Am Waiting
to Die
Click to hear Emina
read her poem,
accompanied by
Alen Omerbasic!
Download
MP3!

I am waiting to die.
Out of hunger, grenade, shower made of bullets
Out of someone’s blunt or sharp knife.
In a swirl of dust under lava made of concrete
Out of air smelling weird
And making me bleed
Without a cut
Out of water gone for months
Out of open wounds
Out of hidden ones
Hidden beneath the new ones.
I am waiting to die
Once for all
Because I cannot die again and again
In the eyes of my wife
In her eyes
Gazing forever into the sky over Aleppo.
16

I cannot die again and again
In every child for whom I am failing
To find piece of earth to give them
An eternal peace.
And that is why I am waiting to die
Out of these or those
Out of this or that human evil.
I am not waiting for Godot
Because I know he’s not coming.
Under this dusty sky
The only certain thing is death.
And that is why I am waiting to die
And turn off this fire that eats my beloved
That devours everything
Like there had never been
A civilization
A people
17

A town
A man
Who does not bring harm to other
Who does not bring harm to himself
Because God gives life and death
And not a man made of earth
A man who goes back to that earth.

Emina Dzaferovic was born on March 25th, 1987 in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina. She started writing poems when she was six, eventually participating
in local and regional literature festivals, winning various prizes. Besides her love for the written word, she is also passionate about science. In 2005 she won a
Bronze Medal in the Mediterranean Mathematics Olympiad. She continued her studies in that area, and she is a graduate of Theoretical Physics (University of
Sarajevo). Always writing, she’s been in various poetry collections, including “Lettres Ouvertes” (2005), “To the Stars and Little Deeper” (2006), etc. Her first
individually published book of poetry was “In the Storefront Without Glass” (2007). In 2014, she published another one titled “The Outspoken Silences.” Emina
lives in Sarajevo and writes in Bosnian, English and French.
Alen Omerbasic was born on May 25th 1991 in Sarajevo. He had finished junior music school “Mladen Pozajic” in Sarajevo, after which he starts music High
School “Istocno Novo Sarajevo” where he graduates at two departments: one for cordeon and other for piano. In 2011, he had enrolled in Music Academy in
Lukavica, B&H, and after two years he receives a degree “Teacher of music in elementary school” at the Department for cordeon, piano and clarinet. Since
2011, he has been involved in several music bands like “Latino,” “Laganini,” “Dernek Band,” etc.
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I

Never

Saw
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Again

Bill Wolok
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Nels Hanson

A

King
Day
for a

A

t the hard knock on the porch door, eighty-six-year-old Leif Haverson rose from his chair by
the oven with a twisted ash cane to take the Colt’s weight off his right hip. He stepped to greet
his visitor from the East. He was a friend of Gene Eckhart’s. On a hunch, Leif had taken the ancient
revolver from its hiding place, unwrapped the tanned deerskin and buckled the holstered gun at his
waist. “Hello. Gene said you might stop by.” Leif pushed open the screen door.
“Randall Collingsworth.” The young, brown-haired man in gray slacks and checkered sports
coat, blue sweater and striped tie, smiled and stuck out a hand.
Now the porch smelled of aftershave, lime or pine, Leif couldn’t decide, not the close wet gauze
of the winter tule fog.
“Come in out of the cold. I’ve got a fresh pot of coffee on.”
“Thank you, but I’ve just had a huge breakfast with Gene before I toured his family’s farm. A
portion of it. I didn’t realize their holdings were so extensive.”
“About the biggest operation around. Ten thousand acres, last I heard. No coffee?” Leif half
turned, gesturing with his stick as Randall shut the kitchen door.
“I’ve got a plane to catch. After all Gene’s stories in our time at New Haven I couldn’t miss
meeting you and viewing at least a small part of your collection.”
“A lawyer and a politician, are you? Like Gene? He’s on the TV.” Leif watched Randall’s smooth
face, his brown eyes suddenly watchful.
“An attorney. Private practice. Not yet a candidate, I’m afraid.”
“Well, follow me. I live in here. The kitchen’s warmer with the stove.”
Randall stared at the open oven, the wire element glowing crimson in a series of orange-red
curlicues. “Is that where you put the lamb?”
“Warmed him up and pretty soon he came to.”
“A homemade incubator.” Randall watched the bright heat.
“Gene must have told you,” Leif agreed. “He was always over here as a kid.”
He shuffled in his leather slippers across the yellowed linoleum, pushed at the swinging door
20

and stepped into the stale chill, onto the
sun-bleached rose carpet scattered with a
hundred dead bees from the peeling whitewashed chimney.
“They make wax from the ash. The
smoke stuns ’em. I sort of let things go after
my wife passed away. Fifteen years now.”
“No problem.”
Randall let the door swing shut and
stopped short in his polished amber shoes.
Leif watched him take in the swayed bookshelves with heaps of flaking horseshoes, bridles and jagged Spanish bits, halters, rusty
tools with blades and pincers, branding
irons, shrunken Western boots a child could
hardly wear, and what looked like clippers
for strange sheep from Scotland.
Gene Eckhart’s classmate studied the
china cabinets of wavy jars, cast-iron frying pans and pots, tin cups, pewter shaving
mugs, straight razors and stubby brushes
and blue corked medicine bottles, a dentist’s
pliers and the hypodermic that once had
soothed Doctor Wagner.
Randall’s attention turned to the dining
table and the six chairs stacked with wood

boxes, away from the shedding plaster walls
lined by advancing towers of cardboard cartons leaking cobwebs stuck to Easter ribbons, bunting for a July Fourth celebration,
the silver tip of the star calf roper’s presentation belt and a wedding veil gone the color
of green butter.
The crammed disheveled room resembled a hoarder’s in a program Leif had
watched one night in the kitchen, after a few
minutes switching off the set.
Young Collingsworth swiveled in a
slow circle, until he spied the lever action on
the deer-foot rack.
“The rifle that killed the grizzly?”
“Sorry to say—”
Leif eased onto one of his wife’s two vacant dining chairs, his steadying hand wiping a clean smear across the tabletop overflowing with fruit lugs and slatted vegetable
crates as he positioned himself with the .44
strapped under his bib overalls.
“There, that’s better,” Leif said, settling
himself. “The dust keeps falling, year in and
out. We need rain. Clear the air.”
“You know, Gene’s very concerned

about the drought, water supplies to farmers whose allotments fell short,” Randall said
over his shoulder. “Especially on what you
call the ‘West Side,’ the cotton people. The
agri-business community—”
“Well, Gene’s a go-getter. Always was.”
Leif turned over his fingertips and considered the fine white silt like powdered alkali. “They should never have developed that
land, got the water from the big canal the
state put in. Soil’s full of heavy metals, arsenic, selenium and such. All poison. It killed
the mallards and teal, egrets and blue herons, those evaporating ponds. He told you,
did he, about Lloyd Simpson’s Winchester?”
Randall made his way like a tightrope
walker in Sunday clothes down a narrow
twisting avenue to the hanging gun, staring
up at the lost knife’s carved inscription in the
walnut stock.
“‘The last grizzly bear in California
brought down by this rifle with one shot east
of Tulare. May 22, 1922 – L.S,’” he read aloud.
“Just like Davy Crockett. Killed a ‘bar’
when he was three. That was a kids’ song.
Coonskin caps. Before they sent ’em off to
21

Viet Nam. They say now he didn’t die at the
Alamo. Santa Anna took him into Mexico,
did bad things, like Captain Love to Murrieta. I saw it on TV.”
“Did he?”
Randall turned from Simpson’s battered
30.30, scanning the tilting hills of discarded
keepsakes with what appeared increased interest and amazement. His dark eyes moved
across the heaped contents of one disordered pile and another, always onto the next
as if he searched for a gold needle in a moldy
haystack.
“You must have been collecting for
years.”
“Off and on. People gave me stuff.”
“You should have it catalogued, if you
haven’t already, then appraised,” Randall
said as he weaved back toward Leif. “Do you
watch ‘Antiques Roadshow’ on PBS? The
value of family heirlooms people bring in is
often quite surprising.”
“I need to climb up on the roof. Check
the aerial.”
“You don’t have cable?”
“What’s that?”

The living room belonged to his wife,
especially on holidays with ham or turkey
and pecan pie, the way the barn and milk
house, the shed, the cellar for prohibition
wine and raisin whiskey were his. It was her
place, and with his strange visitor it had the
feel of a tomb, a lost-and-found of scrap no
one would ever claim or want except for some
antique dealer with a sharp eye to make an
easy buck.
Leif wondered again why Gene Eckhart’s old friend from Yale had suddenly arrived in the San Joaquin Valley.
“People must have trusted you.”
“The y knew I wouldn’t sell or throw
out stuff,” Leif said. “The town was supposed
to build a museum. People started stealing
things, broke three locks off the shed. After
that, I moved things to the house. After my
wife—her name was Evelyn—passed away.
I had a small dairy, twelve Jerseys, all good
milkers. Lot of butterfat.”
He swept several dry bees and half an
empty walnut shell from the yarn seat, Evelyn’s worn needlepoint of the two blue lilies.
He remembered he got talkative when some-

one showed up to break the long silence.
“Here, have a chair.”
Randall looked down, hesitating, and
then sat carefully, leaning forward.
“Thank you.” He gazed at the jumbled
rows of discolored glass behind the cabinets’
doors, then seemed to notice the half-gallon
jar with “Mason” embossed across its side.
“That’s not the rattlesnake shaped like
a figure-eight? The hatchling that crawled
through the ring?” The white thing it held
seeming to wake and stir.
“Slipped from the new bride’s finger in
her garden. Had to wear a gold belt or corset, I guess you’d say. He was married to it
for ten years before a rabbit hunter got him.
Over six feet.”
“And there it is, minus the wedding
band,” Randall said. “Did he keep the ring
or return it to its owner? Was he able to find
her? It must have been engraved, etched
with some inscription. How did he ever get
it off?”
Leif nodded at the full canning bottle
on the shelf. “That’s something else. From
my dad. He came from Sweden, worked in
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a tannery in Lund when he was seven or so.
There’s a story there. Sometime maybe I’ll
tell you, when I get to know you a lot better.”
“Gene told me.” Randall was examining
Leif ’s face as if trying to remember someone
he’d known or seen before, so Leif turned
from the curious newcomer from across the
country. “He heard your history from his uncle. You’re of royal blood, from the House of
Bernadotte, one of Napoleon’s generals who
later helped defeat him as King of Sweden.”
“Gene told you that?” Leif looked out
the window as the bare Black Mission fig
blurred and dripped in the dense tule fog that
left the parched ground dry. “He shouldn’t
have—”
“Your grandmother was a peasant
woman. The monarchs had their way with
young attractive female subjects. That’s correct, isn’t it? Gene said your father received
a two-thousand dollar gift from the government to leave Sweden for America when
he was twenty-one. They feared pretenders
to the throne. The whole town knew, Gene
said.”
“There’s a few of us around,” Leif ad-

mitted. He glanced from the dim fig whose
tangled sucker shoots needed pruning. He’d
have to put the whetstone to the shears after
he wrapped the gun in the deer hide.
“‘Widows’ Sons’. That’s from the Masons.”Randall gestured toward the shelf
again, at the milky liquid and its aging prisoner, the two large hooked fangs like fishing
barbs pressed against the jar’s sloping side.
“How did you ever make it fit? It’s like
those clipper ships New Englanders construct in empty bottles.”
“It’s my father’s,” Leif said. “In turpentine. He swallowed the other half.”
“Who did?” Randall asked with alarm.
“The snake?”
“He must have eaten it somewhere,
when it was small, a quarter inch or so. Bad
meat most likely. Poorly smoked. He didn’t
notice for a year or more, till it nearly ate
him up.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
“My father got so he was tired. He ate
like a horse and kept getting skinnier. Weak.”
Leif worried his guest had been stung
by a surviving bee hidden among the others’

hollow shells. He’d heard one buzzing at the
swinging door several days ago. Maybe they
were building another hive and swarming
down the chimney again. It was time to light
a fire. Randall’s clean face looked pale. It was
set off against his tie’s red knot.
“You don’t mean—”
“Twenty-seven feet long. He laid it out
straight in the barnyard, a nail through head
and toe, before he coiled it up. Doc Railey
told him to drink a big glass of turpentine,
gum spirits. He said it was the only way, that
it was sure to kill one or the other of them.”
“That’s incredible.”
“Dad used to show folks that came to
the house. Maybe that’s where I picked up
the collecting bug. He was Grand Master. I
wear his ring.” Leif put out his right hand.
“So you’re a ‘Visitor from the East,’ so to
speak?”
Randall didn’t answer or signal but
kept staring at the curved animal in the bottle. “I studied flatworms in school, before I
changed my major to political science and
pre-law at Gene’s urging. I did a paper once
on internal parasites. I should’ve recognized
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a tapeworm when I saw one.”
“You say you’re a lawyer, like Gene?”
“That I am.” He turned, smiling widely
at Leif. “I confess.”
“You going to run for office, too?”
“I might, in time,” Randall acknowledged. His confidence returned under Leif ’s
waiting gaze.
“I’m considering a run for attorney general. I came out here to observe Gene’s campaign, especially how he handled his media
efforts. He invited me, and I asked myself,
‘Why not?’ Gene said, ‘Who knows? We may
end up as senators together, like classmates
at school.’”
“Lawman, huh. Well,” Leif said, “good
luck. We had our desperadoes, if you want
to call them that. Sontag and Evans. Held up
Stanford’s railroad, when he raised the rates
on the wheat farmers. This was grain land,
Traver shipped more wheat than any depot
in the world, before everything went to fruit
and cotton. Miner families rode down from
Bodie, to the harvest.” Leif looked into Randall’s eyes.
“You ever hear of Burnett Browning?”

Leif asked. “Or Joaquin Murrieta? He came
sometime before.”
“The bandit? Gene said you found his
pistols in a cave,” Randall answered instantly. “That especially peaked my interest. Do
you think I might see one of them, perhaps
hold it in my hand, before I have to leave? As
a capstone to my visit to the Coast?” So there
it was. Gene Eckhart was after Joaquin’s other gun to make a pair, like two sticks to rub
together to throw a spark.
“Capstone, like the pyramid on the dollar?” Leif shook his head. “You mean mile
or corner? Or gravestone? His body’s long
gone, no grave to visit.”
“I understand,” Randall said modestly. “They’re special, aren’t they, the closest
you Californians have to religious relics
or icons? I imagine it’s a kind of talisman,
if you believed in magic, which of course I
don’t, at least not quite like Gene. He said
you’d showed them to him, when he was a
boy, the day before he shot his first blacktailed deer. He brought the antlers to college.
I’d hoped—”
“You could’ve if you’d come a little ear-

lier.”

“You keep them at the bank, in your
deposit box? Perhaps—”
“Stolen.”
“When? Have you filed a report? Could
I help?”
“Maybe thirty, thirty-five years ago. Silver pair, ivory grips. Forty-fours. Some guy
came in at night while my wife and I were at
the Masons. Eastern Star. I found his boot
tracks in the barnyard. A day later I thought
I saw their match, horseshoe taps on the
heels, but that’s all the evidence I had.”
Randall stared at his own upturned
empty hands, as if the second pistol had
just disappeared. Leif thought he looked
like a man praying for a miracle. “I suppose
the guns must be quite valuable, especially
now, what with the current market for collectibles, vanishing Americana…” Randall’s
voice trailed off.
“You know out by Coalinga, that was
Coaling Station A, by Cantua Creek? Captain Love and his posse rode him down. Cut
off his head and Jack’s hand. Put ’em in two
jars, Joaquin and Three Fingers, side by side,
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in alcohol, behind them a row of whiskey
bottles. They were lost though, in the earthquake.”
“During the World Series, in ’89?”
Randall asked with surprise. “I was there,
with my father. My first trip to the West. We
thought the stadium, the old Candlestick,
was about to collapse on our heads.”
“It was San Francisco, 1906. Had them
in a saloon. Lost in the fire and rubble. Just
as well. There’re lots of sons with fathers
that still are bastards. Love was one, in my
book anyway. You know white men attacked
and then killed Joaquin’s fiancée. You get to
be the law maybe you can stop that kind of
thing.”
“I would hope to. Like Gene, I’m concerned about the moral breakdown, especially among minorities, the working classes. The old values are vanishing, as Gene
keeps saying. That reminds me—” Randall
raised his wrist, checking a square-faced
gold watch, and stood, holding out his hand.
“I’ve got to start for the Fresno Airport. Bay
Area to New York, then home to Richmond.
To a meeting Gene helped set up, a confer-

ence with our two senators and their staffs.”
“You going already?” Leif asked.
“There’s other stuff to see, if you’re interested.”
“I’m on a tighter schedule than I’d
planned. My closing conversation with Gene
ran a little long this morning.”
Randall frowned. “It’s too bad about
the guns, but I’ll remember your words of
advice, about stricter law enforcement, if I’m
our state’s new attorney general.”
Leif got to his feet with the loaded revolver, leaning with the cane and grasping Randall’s palm crosswise with his left.
“You’ve got your plane to catch to get back
East.”
“My campaign starts next month. If I
decide to announce. Gene’s been a true revelation, a valuable mentor who’s teaching
me all the ropes, the so-called ‘ins and outs,’
all the knots and how to tie and untie them,
how to nurture good fortune. It’s funny. I remember once at school Gene showed me his
family’s Ouija board. He was uncanny. He’d
pick the horses at Saratoga.”
Randall paused. “He said you were a

dowser, an oil and water witch. That’s how
you found the guns in the cave, felt their pull
with your wand. That once you even made it
rain.”
“Just water wells. One time oil sand but
we ran out of casing.”
“This was an old wooden board, with
painted letters and numbers, the words Yes
and No and this glass viewer that moved
when you touched it.”
“Probably his uncle’s,” Leif said. “That
reminds me. Wait just a second—” He
reached an arm toward the highest box on
the stacked dining table. “I’ve got a piece,
a special one you ought to see before you
go. You ought to touch it, get the feel of the
thing, how it works.”
“Your dense fog is ghostly enough for
me without summoning any spirits.”
“How the sliding knot catches and
cinches tight.”
“Ah, you mean a lariat. That’s what
they’re called, aren’t they?” Randall smiled.
“Now don’t tell me it belonged to Buffalo
Bill.”
“He didn’t need it, but I saw him. Long
25

white hair and goatee, white ten gallon. His
‘Wild West’ train stopped in Kingsburg.
Killed 10,000 buffalo, they say, meat hunter
for the railroad. Not Stanford’s. Something
different. You mentioned knots and how to
tie them—” Leif fumbled with the contents
of the thin-slatted citrus crate like a blindfolded boy reaching into a barrel for a secret
prize, before turning back to his restless visitor, in a hurry after the bad news about the
silver revolver.
“By the way, you for speeding up the
executions? Like Gene? Clearing out Death
Row, to make room for people waiting in
line?” He watched Randall’s brown eyes
grow serious, concerned, considering the
simple question closely before addressing
what might have been a large audience instead of one old man fiddling with a box of
junk.
“There are pros and cons, certainly, arguments on both sides. It’s a complex
proposition. Gene’s quite persuasive, quite
adamant. I’d have to say he’s bringing me
around. Little by little, but steadily, closing
the gap between us, like your lariat around

a heifer’s neck.” Randall grinned. “Or is it a
steer? Isn’t that what they call a fixed male
cow?”
“Like I said, I’ve seen Gene on TV. Let
me show it to you—”
Leif grasped the feathery end of the
thick cord, framed photographs and bundles of brittle newspapers toppling to the
side as he leaned and pulled with effort as
if the other end held a grappling hook that
snagged a body, a heavy bell that wouldn’t
toll, the crate nearly tipping from its perch
onto his head.
“Careful now.”
“There we are.” Leif lifted the dry loop
in the air, so he and Randall looked at one
another through an oval frame.
“You’re joking of course. It’s not genuine—”
“That’s just half of it.” Leif nodded at the
label in old ink that dangled from a string.
“There’s a tale to it, like the missing piece of
rope.”
“I imagine there is, like most things,”
Randall answered. “I wish I had a day to
spend. I don’t remember Gene mentioning

that story—”
“Maybe Gene’s uncle told him. I never
did. Here, hold it in your hand.” Leif offered
the coarse woven hemp to Randall, who
hesitated, as when Leif had brushed off the
bee-scattered chair. “Touch the ghosts.”
“That was the Wild West I suppose,”
Randall acknowledged. “It was a different
world. Some people want to bring it back. I
have to admit they have a point. Gene’s central issue—”
“It was a kind of backward lodge, like
the Masons in reverse. Not exactly by the
compass and square, if you know what I
mean.”
“What’s that?”
“They rode at night,” Leif went on, still
holding out the loop.
“Who did?”
“Black sheets with hoods, black masks
to hide their faces. They called them ‘South
Wind.’ Some time ask Gene about that big
oak in Laton, on the main street. His uncle
knew about it.”
Randall shifted his attention, to the
dangling stretched circle he hadn’t reached
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for.

“Sure,” Leif said. “Get the feel of it.
Go ahead and touch it, like the pistols. He
was there.” Leif pushed the frayed end like
a hooked line against Randall’s still-lowered
hand, until as an afterthought his visitor
grasped the rope, staring steadily at Leif.
“Who was there?”
“Gene’s great-uncle, Raymond,” Leif began. “He was the boss of the outfit. Farming
and otherwise. He was a state senator, you
know, nearly governor. He was the wizard.”
Randall’s face was blank as the white
billboard on the 99 before Gene’s ten-foot
portrait large as God’s was splashed across
it. “What kind of wizard?”
“It’ll come to you,” Leif said. “It just
came to me. It’s hereditary, passed down one
generation to the next.” That was the Devil’s
needle in the haystack, the hidden mystery
of the collection, the password. Murrieta’s
gun grew heavier, heavier, now almost too
heavy to pull from its holster. “Some things
take a while to get untangled, to undo the
figure-eight until it’s a circle like it was before.”

“Hereditary?”
Leif wished his father were here, and
Evelyn, Murrieta, the wheat farmers turned
train robbers, the last grizzly bear, Doc Wagner.
And the grandmother he never knew,
who had loved the faithless Prince of Sweden.
The airless room had gone still, every
remnant of the past waking up alert and
watching after the long drought, a hundred
years of falling dust.
“He was no white magician. He taught
Gene plenty. You think about that, while
you’re hanging up in the air. It’ll tell you
something.”
“Tell me what?” Randall asked.
Leif imagined he heard large drops of
rain against the windows, the first wave of
an advancing front bringing a cloudburst.
“About Gene. Where he’s coming from.
His place. What he’s up to now.”
“I’ve seen his operations,” Randall said
quickly. “Both business and his campaign,
his public relations team. He’s very impressive, very professional and savvy, in every

way. His record is impeccable.”
“Connections made and severed, so to
speak,” Leif said, nodding at the rope. “You
can learn a lot from young Gene Eckhart.”
“I already have, at school and later. I
owe him everything. That’s why I’m here.
Now I have to go.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if someday
soon he doesn’t make president,” Leif continued, “the way he goes after the Arabs, the
Mexicans. If the past doesn’t raise up and bite
him like the snake with the band stuck tight.
It was always more like two snakes than one,
fighting with itself.”
“I’m running late.”
“A circle of gold,” Leif finished, “or a
ring of hemp? Does it matter? You know
what they say.”
“What’s that?” Randall asked.
“‘Show me a great fortune, and I’ll show
you a great crime.’”
Randll’s lips began to form a word and
went still. Leif watched the gears behind the
brown eyes start to mesh.
He looked as if he’d been stung by the
queen’s scout sent to find a location for the
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new hive, maybe in the hiding place where
young Gene had found the other ivory-handled pistol.
“There was another little issue with
Raymond during the war.”
“What war?”
“Japanese relocation, up to Manzanar,
in the eastern Sierras? You know they were
mostly farmers, had their deeds all registered, legal-wise.”
“That can’t be—”
Evelyn always liked the frontier writer Willa Cather. He’d never got around to
reading her story, “Death Comes to the
Archbishop” and it was lost in some box like
the one that preserved the hangmen’s rope.
“What do they call it?” Leif asked. “‘The Ugly
Truth’?”
“You’re seriously mistaken. I’ve known
Gene all my life. He got me into Skull and
Bones—”
“Like Captain Kidd’s Jolly Roger?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
The line was pulling taut as it reached
its final length and clenched, stretching tight
from Kingsburg, California, to Richmond,

Virginia, but not an inch farther, for all eternity.
Now Randall was the condemned man
who’d waited his turn, the trap open under
his shiny shoes and the fearsome jolt that
took him by surprise.
“Hard to prove sometimes. You’re a
lawyer, maybe attorney general pretty soon.
You know that.”
The noose that snapped the neck of
early land baron Burnett Browning dropped
to the carpet among the many dead bees.
“I’ve got to call Gene—”
“Tell Gene you didn’t find Joaquin’s lost
gun, now that all the magic’s run out of the
one he stole. There was just a loop, the wizard’s old necktie.”
Randall Collingsworth spun suddenly,
with an elbow spilling a box of jangling goat
and cowbells, and pushed through the door
to the kitchen. His hurried steps echoed past
the stove where the stunned lamb had revived and come back to life one December
afternoon as young Gene had looked on.
Leif heard the porch door slam and an
engine roar loud as a cotton tractor as he bent

to retrieve the Eckharts’ well-knotted circle
and replace the many heavy silent bells.
Then he stood upright, leaning the ash
cane against a chair.
He passed swiftly through the kitchen
and porch, unclasping one shoulder of his
overalls like an initiate to the Lodge, like a
king for a day, closing his hand on the polished grip as he descended the wood steps
into the gray air.
With two hands, Leif Haverson raised
and fired Joaquin Murrieta’s silver sparking revolver six times into the mist above
the Black Mission fig, firing, waiting, firing
again, waiting, listening, firing, counting to
himself, until with the last shot a silver rain
began to fall.
Nels Hanson grew up on a small farm in the San
Joaquin Valley of California and has worked as a
farmer, teacher and contract writer/editor. His fiction received the San Francisco Foundation’s James
D. Phelan Award and Pushcart nominations in 2010,
2012, 2014 and 2016. 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 2015
and 2016 Best of the Net nominations.
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Alice,
the Police staging
area is right here,
next to where the
bankers and their
puppets are selling
out this country
Alice Sceriman
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Black lives matter
Blue lives matter
All lives
Matter
But does your life still
Matter
When you are black and
Blue?
Do all lives matter
When blues is the backdrop
Framing the frustration
Of their lives?
Does my life matter
When my blackness is not the
Color angels wear
But is the uniform of
A rebel?

Black
Blue
And

Erren Kelly

Click to hear Erren
read his poem
accompanied by
Reverend Gary Davis
Download
MP3!

30

Only rebels are good at
Singing the blues
Even angels rebel when god
Won’t hear their cries!
When the song they’ve known
All their life becomes a song of
Lies
The white man may sing the blues
But it ain’t like mine!!!
The white man may bear the weight
Like Sisyphus
But his weight ain’t mine!!!
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Loving a woman won’t placate it
I ask J.C., “can you you relate to
it?”
The guitars echo the pain
Like a bullet shattering
My brain
Do you know what it feels like
To be blue?
To be black and blue?
I am a Pushcart nominated poet from Los Angeles. I have been writing for 25 years and have over 150 publications in print and online in such publictions as Hiram Poetry Review, Mudfish, Poetry Magazine (online), Ceremony, Cactus Heart, Similar Peaks, Gloom Cupboard, Poetry Salzburg and other publications.
My most recent publication was in Black Heart Literary Journal. I have also been published in anthologies such as “Fertile Ground” and “Beyond The Frontier.”
My work can also been seen on Youtube under the “Gallery Cabaret” links. I am also the author of the book “Disturbing The Peace” on Night Ballet Press and
the chapbook “The Rah Rah Girl,” Forthcoming from Barometric Press I recieved my B.A. in English-Creative Writing from Louisiana State University in Baton
Rouge. I also love to read and I love to travel, having visited 45 states and Canada and Europe. The themes in my writings vary, but I have always had a soft spot
for subjects and people who are not in the mainstream. But I never limit myself to anything, I always try to keep an open mind.
Reverend Gary Davis, also known as Blind Gary Davis (1896-1972), was a blues and gospel singer and guitarist, who was also proficient on the banjo, guitar and
harmonica. His fingerpicking guitar style influenced countless artists. Of the eight children his mother bore, he was the only one who survived to adulthood, but
went blind as an infant. Davis reported that when he was 10 years old his father was killed in Birmingham, Alabama, reportedly shot by the Birmingham sheriff.
“Improvisation: Fast Blues in A” appears on The Sun of Our Life, and is licensed under an Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 United States License.
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Unforeseen
Consequences

Bill Wolok
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The Boy

Classroom
in the

I

t begins with a boy who was not born a
nationalist and ends with a nationalist
who was never a boy.
At least, that is a possible beginning
and end. In the words of Aristotle, we now
only lack the middle to have a complete story.
So now that we know it begins with a
boy, let’s move towards the middle, where
we can place him geographically in Barcelona, Spain.
Spain is one of Europe’s biggest countries. Located on the beautiful Iberian Peninsula in Southwestern Europe, it boasts a
population of approximately forty-seven

Finn Janning

million. More interestingly, for the purpose
of this story, it has three distinct and official
languages: Spanish, Basque, and Catalan. It’s
an assemblage of different languages, traditions, landscapes, and customs.
This is where the boy enters. For some,
he is not placed in Spain but in Catalonia,
the autonomous community of which Barcelona is the capital. More than seven million people live here in Catalonia, some of
whom would like to detach themselves from
Spain and become their own nation.
From a strictly mathematical position,
the majority of voting Catalans don’t want
to leave Spain. Therefore, the independence

campaign has, for a long time, been representing the minority. The minority is typically regarded as good, as if the minority is
in possession of the truth. Yet, democracy
and numbers make up one side, while the
other side represents the dominating ideas
and means of communication. Here, the majority is Catalan. The schools teach in Catalan, although both Catalan and Spanish are
official languages. In fact, speaking Spanish
is, in some parts of Catalonia, looked at with
skepticism and even dislike. Except if you
are tourist who doesn’t know better. But even
with tourists, the Catalans have reached their
limit. Stickers saying “Tourist go home” are
not uncommon around the city. They prefer
their own company.
As a result of the struggle for independence, the Catalan language is no longer a
means of communication; rather, it has become a political tool. Unfortunately, turning
language into a political instrument hinders
the main purpose of language, which is to
communicate, that is, create relationships
and beautiful poetry. Instead, it splits people. The Catalan independence campaign
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echoes the former American president
George Bush’s famous campaign trail quip,
“You’re either with us or against us...”1
You have to be cautious not to step on
anyone’s delicate nationalistic feet.
§
The tiny episode that I would like to
share with you deals with a boy in Spain, in
Catalonia, specifically, in Barcelona, where
he is in a classroom. He is six years old. It’s the
first year where he is taught Spanish, which
after English is the second foreign language
being taught. The boy stands up and yells,
“Down with Spain, up with Catalonia.”
Of course, this episode could be shaken
off with phrases like “boys are boys,” or “it’s
just for fun.” Yet, if we do not see how one
nation (if we accept that Catalonia is a nation) being treated differently from another one is a problem, then there is indeed a
problem. This is why nationalism is a forbidden word, unless you are living in a George
Orwell world where war is peace.
1

‘You are either with us or against us’ -CNN, November 6, 2001

Let us dwell on this episode with the
boy in the classroom. What we learn about
and expect to see in the world is determined
by how we experience the world. In other
words, how the boy perceives the world affects the world in which he lives. The boy,
apparently, lives in a world where he hates
Spain so much that he even hates the language. Thus, the language is no longer a way
to enlarge life, but it has become something
that defines borders.
Is the boy in the classroom a sign of an
emerging sickness called discrimination?
The symptoms are there. For instance,
the nation that awakens strong negativity
could easily be replaced with women, black
people, or homosexual people, who have
and are still being discriminated against.
§
Since the financial crisis in 2008, the
movement for Catalan independence has
caught fire Catalonia is the richest region
in Spain, mainly due to its tourism industry. The money that comes in is sent to Ma-

drid, where it is then distributed to the rest
of Spain. The Catalan politicians have never
negotiated a decent deal with the politicians
in Madrid because the Catalan politicians
were either incompetent, or too preoccupied with filling their own pockets. Instead
of fighting for fairness by political means,
the Catalan nationalists want to free themselves from Spain. It is not because they don’t
like sharing but rather because they can’t be
bothered to negotiate.
I wonder whether some Catalans disapprove of sharing because they, like many
capitalists, tend to forget how they didn’t get
to where they are today alone.
Its geographical location, its reputation, security, welfare, infrastructure, level
of education, healthcare, etc., didn’t come
for free. Some of it can be considered as
lucky “born” privileges, and others as part of
their European and Spanish privileges. Also,
perhaps as an example of the Catalan sense
of humor, they praise themselves for being
the Germans of Spain: that is, they are industrious and rather fond of money. But this
sounds more like the Germans in the 40s
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than now; today, Germany is an artistic and
humanistic center of Europe. The Germans
know that “we”—all of us—are in it together
when it comes to making this world better.
Catalonia confirms what history has told us:
that nationalism and capitalism go hand in
hand.
The Catalans want to be independent so
they can become richer. They define themselves as non-Spanish, which of course is a
negative definition because it doesn’t tell us
what it actually means to be a Catalan. We
are different, they say. And they are different, but so is everyone else. We are all different. That’s the beauty of life.
§
I am aware this may sound aggressive,
so let’s take a look at me (although I am not
really that interesting). This is a love letter. I
love the Catalans; I live here, my kids were
born here, they go to school here, my wife is
Spanish and was born in Barcelona—she is
from here. In short, every day I kiss a Catalan. But I despise nationalism, regardless of

the nation upholding it.
The Catalan independence campaign
is not a heroic fight against a discriminating and oppressive religion or a political
regime; it’s mainly a fight for money. It’s an
antagonistic, protectionist project, which is
not cosmopolitan at all. It is based on vanity,
greed, and hate. Vanity because the nationalists believe that they are better; greed because they want more money; and hate because they blame everything bad on Spain.
At times, the Spanish Civil War is treated
like a football match between Real Madrid
and Barcelona, but the civil war was a whole
country in war with itself. The last city to fall
against the fascist regime of Franco was Madrid.
Sometimes, it is nice to take a critical
view of oneself. When I mention these topics to Catalans, they either agree but remain
silent about these issues, or the nationalists
say “you don’t understand,” “it’s too difficult
to explain,” “during the civil war my grandmother was not allowed to speak Catalan,”
and “it’s too emotional.” I don’t assume to
understand much, but I know hate is un-

healthy. During the Second World War, the
Germans imprisoned my grandfather, but I
don’t hate the Germans. The idea alone is absurd. Forgiveness is a prerequisite if you want
to move forward. You need to free yourself
to embrace life. Of course, we should learn
from the past, but it does not do to get stuck
there. In general, Spain has not been very
good at dealing with the past. Yet, it’s obvious that healing doesn’t emerge from accusations.
The Catalan nationalists illustrate that
it is easier to blame and not reconcile than
to act accountable for one’s past, while at the
same time they try to create a sustainable future.
§
All this brings me to the beginning: the
boy in the classroom. We already know he is
six years old, but what we don’t know is that
his eyes are brown, his hair is dark, and he
is very pretty. Today, he is attending his first
Spanish lesson. He doesn’t like Spanish. He
hates them.
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From where was this hate born in this
innocent boy?
It is obvious that kids of his age don’t
hate; they get angry when they are interrupted while playing, but they don’t hate. Hate,
therefore, can only be a reflection of the parents’ attitude, or worse, the school’s attitude.
Here, it came from the father. Yet, does it
matter who started it? No, it happened. Of
course, parents are the most important role
models. It’s not Cristiano Ronaldo or Leo
Messi. Still, if the schools don’t intervene,
they are systematically promoting hate.
It doesn’t require a lot of imagination
to see similarities to the kids of parents who
have passed on their hate for women, black
people, or homosexuals. Kids are very perceptive. They look up to their parents, and
they are too young to question their parents’
judgment.
Thus, the moral is clear: nationalism
is camouflaged as capitalism, but in truth,
it is simply racism with a better marketing
campaign. It all stems from the anger of not
being sufficiently sovereign. Parents and
schools have a huge responsibility in Catalo-

nia (and many other places in today’s world),
not only to not teach kids to hate, but also to
stop hate.
Why teach hate, when you can teach
your kids respect, care, and love? If kids are
the future as the political clichés tell us, then
what kind of future would we, as parents and
adults, like to create?
§
As I promised earlier, it begins with a
boy who was not born a nationalist and ends
with a nationalist who was never a boy. Because the father of the boy was never really
innocent. He was a nationalist promoting
hate.
Of course, I can’t end with the word
“hate.”
Therefore, let me just propose that the
boy in the classroom is an example of how
we all become what we experience. The little
boy in the classroom was not experiencing
a new language and the terrain that a language opens for him; no, he was experiencing repression. He perceived what he was

trained to expect. He experienced hate. Yet
hate didn’t arrive disguised as language but
in the shape of an unquestionable figure.
I believe that the value of life depends
on two things: what we leave behind—feelings, conviction, thoughts, and gestures—
and what we keep for ourselves.
I guess growing up, becoming mature
and wiser means that we learn what to pass
on and what to keep for ourselves.
I am a father, I could have been this father, was I that father?
Nowadays, I tend to keep what I don’t
like for myself. This is why this is a love letter
to the Catalans. Let your deeds, words, and
action follow your heart, not your fist. Then,
the future will be worth growing up in for
the little boy, and all the other boys and girls.
Finn Janning grew up in Denmark. He has studied
philosophy, literature and business administration
at Copenhagen Business School (CBS), and at Duke
University. He earned his PhD in practical philosophy from CBS. His work has been featured in
Epiphany, Under the Gum Tree, South 85 Journal,
among others. He lives in Barcelona, Spain with his
wife and their three children.
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Alice, I’
m the puppet of
some high-functioning
sociopath
Alice Sceriman
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Kushal Poddar

Between then and now
things changed from big to
nano. The other day
I met my dead friend
searching for a place,
strategic, for his
small suitcase. What’s
in it? I ask. He says
scratching where his head
should have been, N bomb,
dirty. Does one need
a strategy for it?

39

Born in a warm corner of India, Kushal Poddar
(1977- ) is widely published in several countries and
prestigious anthologies including “Men in the Company of Women,” “Penn International MK,” etc, and featured in various radio programs in Canada and USA
and collaborated with photographers for an exhibition
at Venice and with performers for several audio publications.
He is presently living at Kolkata and writing poetry,
fictions, and sketching for an art-poem book. He authored “The Circus Came To My Island’ (Spare Change
Press, Ohio) and “A Place For Your Ghost Animals”
(Ripple Effect Publications, Colorado Springs) and his
forthcoming book is “Herding My Thoughts To The
Slaughterhouse.”
Kevin MacLeod’s music has appeared in Felicia Day’s
The Guild, Scorsese’s Hugo, and thousands of other
films and projects. He distributes royaly-free original
music at incompetech.com. This piece is called “The
Other Side of the Door.” Licensed under Creative Commons: By Attribution 3.0 License.
Nikki is a Portlander by way of Wyoming and has been
writing for Bedlam for most of our existence. She eats
fucking mountains.

Place it beside me.
Sing a song. I have
nowhere right here, here
so much you can destroy.
Imagine pushing
my door open and
seeing no one. Think
my body sans my soul,
my love without its salt.
Imagine a line
of news breaking bad,
snorted through dull nostrils
and imagine people
get high on bad news.
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t was early September in 1973 when Stevie stood in bare feet on the edge of her
grandmother’s yard and watched the bus
pull up and park.
The ground was chilly that time of year
in Maine, but her feet had grown so tough
and calloused over the summer, she hardly
even noticed.
She went out to the street and circled
the length of the bus. It might have been
bright red at one time, but a layer of rust
clung to the exterior. It made the whole thing
look as if it had been painted with blood and
set out in the sun to dry. She shook her head
and sighed. The entrance doors screeched
as they flapped open. Her mother poked her
head out and grinned. “Hey, kiddo. Whaddya think?”
“Are we really going to live in that
thing?” Stevie asked.
Before her mother could answer, the
rear exit opened with a clanking boom and
slammed against the side of the bus. It caught
Stevie off guard, making her jump. The heel
of her foot landed on a sharp stone. She cried
out and hopped around, rubbing at it, as her

father began to hurl vinyl and steel into the
road.
“It’s going to be an adventure. You’ll
see,” her mother hollered over the noise as
she bounded down the steps.
“Why can’t we just stay with Grandma?”
“What?” her mother mouthed, pointing to her ear.
Stevie waited for a pause in the noise before asking again. “Why can’t we stay with
Grandma?”
“She doesn’t have room. You know
that. It’s bad enough that we’ve taken up her
yard all summer with our tent. Besides, your
father can make a lot more money on the

Kristy Gherlone

road.” Finally noticing Stevie’s discomfort,
she asked, “Where are your shoes?”
“I still don’t have any. Remember?”
“Oh. Well, we’ll get you some. Listen,
I’ve gotta give your father a hand. We should
be finished gutting it today. Going to be just
like a regular house when we’re done.” She
slapped the side for emphasis. Gold flecks
shimmied the ground.
Stevie bent over and scooped up a handful. She took a plastic bag out of her pocket
and sprinkled some inside. She tucked the
bag back into her pocket.
“Will there be a bathroom?” she asked,
as more parts of the bus clattered into the
road.

No Parking

42

Her mother raised her eyebrows in
question. “What, Stevie? I can’t hear you.”
Stevie shook her head. “Never mind.”
She wandered over to her grandmother’s
lawn and sat.
She ripped out a handful of grass and
flung it over her head. As she watched the
stray pieces flutter and fall, she noticed
something white. She snatched it from the
air and examined it. A feather! She put it in
her pocket.
She scowled at the bus. She couldn’t
help wishing she was back home. But home,
as she’d grown to think of it, never belonged
to them. They’d only been renting the pretty
little farm house on Merry Meeting Bay. Not
even the furniture was theirs, but it was the
longest they’d stayed anywhere.
Green rows of farmland swept wide on
both sides, and the bay was right out front.
There was even a treehouse in the back yard.
It looked impossibly high when she’d first
seen it. It was way out of reach for someone
her age. She’d stood at the base and peered up
at the tiny house in the branches. It seemed
as though she’d never be big enough to climb

up and see inside, but eventually, she was.
She and her mother used to take long,
lazy walks down to the shore in the afternoons. A crooked cedar tree jutted out over
the water, and Stevie used to climb up on it
like a horse and sit there watching the ducks
and geese take off and land. The air smelled
of flowers, and of hay and boggy water. Sitting there with her mother in the scented air
warmed her tummy. She was beginning to
wonder if she would ever feel that way again.
Her father had been a carpenter. He
made good money, but he hated the work.
He wanted to be a singer in a band. Every
weekend he’d hold practice at the house. Friday night, cars would pile into the driveway
and spill out scruffy men carrying guitars
and beer. They’d listen to loud music and try
to copy the sounds they heard with their own
instruments. Stevie’s nose stung from the acrid smoke wafting out of their skinny cigarettes. The smell made her dizzy and giddy.
On Saturday mornings, she’d have to pick
her way around half a dozen sleeping men
to get to the kitchen. When her father was a
carpenter they could afford to pay rent, but

not anymore.
Stevie had come home from school in
the spring to find the kitchen full of boxes.
“What’s going on?” she’d asked her
mother.
“Your father’s quit his job. He’s going to
play music full time. We can’t stay here anymore. We’ve been evicted. We have to be out
by the end of today.”
“What?” Stevie cried.
“Take what you can carry. We’ll have to
leave the rest behind.”
“Where are we going to go?” She
couldn’t breathe.
“We’ll think of something. You know
your father hates staying in one place too
long, anyway. This is a good thing.” Her
mother stopped packing and smiled with reassurance. “A really good thing. I promise.”
She planted a kiss on Stevie’s forehead. “Go
on, now. Git!” She swatted her with a spatula.
Stevie picked up a few empty boxes and
climbed the narrow stairway to her room.
She looked around, trying to decide what to
take with her.
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Her father peeked in. “Just the essentials. I need room for my equipment.”
“Well, what should I bring?”
“None of that junk, that’s for sure.” He
pointed towards Barbie’s town house and
a collection of stuffed animals. “Just pack
some clothes and whatever else you absolutely need.”
“Dad! I can’t leave all my stuff behind!”
She snatched a Teddy bear from the floor
and hugged it to her chest.
“You’re just going to have to. Besides,
you can’t go anywhere in life if you’ve got too
much junk weighing you down. Keep things
light, then you can hit the road whenever
you want. Don’t ever ground yourself with
material stuff.”
“But, Dad …”
“Nothing is permanent. Remember
that.”
Stevie’s eyes filled with tears.
He turned away. “Leave it all here.”
His shoulders were tight as he paused at the
doorway. For a second, Stevie thought he
might change his mind. “I mean it,” he said,
and started down the stairs.

Stevie loved her father, but in that moment, she hated him, too. She hated him for
quitting his job. She hated him for making
them move. It wasn’t fair. He didn’t even
sing all that well, and everyone knew it. People lied to him to make him feel better, and
now it was going to ruin everything! She
may have only been eight, but she knew that
much.
She closed her eyes and prayed that
roots would grow out of her feet. She envisioned them busting out of her skin, breaking through the floor, and snaking through
the thick earth beneath the house.
Her mother hollered up the stairs. “Get
a move on!”
She checked her feet and scowled when
she didn’t see anything. She stuffed a few of
her favorite things in the boxes and hid them
under her clothes.
Later that afternoon, it felt as if she
was leaving pieces of herself behind as they
pulled away from the house for the last time.
It made her feel sick and weak and hopeless as she watched the house get smaller
and smaller in the rear window. Her stom-

ach flipped when she thought about some
strange kid playing with her toys.
They had to stay in a tent in her grandparents’ yard ever since. Stevie’s mom said it
was just until they figured things out, but it
had already been months.
§
Stevie’s mom got off the bus. She shook
padding and dust out of her hair as she
climbed down the steps.
Stevie stood and put her hands on her hips.
“How am I supposed to go to school?” she
asked.
“You’re not. I’m going to teach you. Isn’t
that neat?”
“But you’re not a teacher.”
“So? That doesn’t mean anything. I
wouldn’t worry about it. The stuff you’re going to learn can’t be taught in school.”
“You know, I could always…”
“You’re not staying here.” Her mother’s
voice was firm.
“Fine.” Stevie ran to the tent and dove
in.
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Stevie’s father finished fixing the bus
the day before the sky spit the first snowflake. She was allowed in for the first time.
All of the original seats were gone, except
for the driver’s. Towards the front, there was
a small table and chairs, a battered love seat,
and a pot-bellied stove. Out back, there was
a walled-in room for her parents and a bunk
for Stevie in the middle. In place of a bathroom was a plastic toilet that had to be emptied. A shower curtain enclosed the area,
giving it a small measure of privacy.
“This is it?” she asked in surprise.
Her father whirled around. His eyes
were full of disappointment. “What more do
you need?”
Stevie got off the bus and ran over to
her grandmother. “Don’t make me go. I don’t
want to leave,” she whispered. She jumped
up and wrapped her arms and legs around
the woman.
Stevie’s grandmother unwound her and
set her down. “You take care now,” she said,
dismissing her with a kiss on the head. “Be
wary of strangers,” she added, swatting her
on the butt. Her eyes twinkled as she reached

up to capture her son’s face. “I’m just so proud
of you,” she beamed, squeezing his cheeks.
“I’m proud of all of my kids, but you…” she
pulled his face down to meet hers. “You are
my star.” She kissed him on the nose. “Follow your dreams, Frankie. You’re going to be
a big hit.”
Stevie’s father grinned.
“Corrine? You take care of my boy.
Hear?”
Stevie’s mother cleared her throat. “Of
course, Mother.”
She waved from the driveway as they
pulled away from the curb.
The first night on the bus was cold and
strange. They’d driven several hours before
her father pulled down onto a dirt road and
parked. The heat from the stove didn’t reach
all the way to Stevie’s bed. Unfamiliar noises
like wolves howling and a woman’s screams
sneacked in through the windows. . Stevie
wrapped herself in a blanket, plodded down
to the front, and fell asleep in front of the
stove.
The next morning when she woke up,
her neck was stiff and sore. She untangled

herself from the blanket and peeked out the
window. There was a police car parked next
to their bus. She tip-toed to the back of the
bus and woke her father.
“Break down?” the officer asked.
“Nope. No sir. We’re just fine.” He
scratched his chest and yawned.
“This here is a private road. I’m going
to have to ask you folks to leave. You can’t
park out here like this.”
“Sorry. We’ll be on our way real soon.”
He began to close the door.
“That kid in school?” the officer asked,
nodding towards Stevie.
“That’s none of your damn business.”
“Well, actually it is.” He smiled at Stevie. “How old are you, honey?” he asked.
Stevie’s father pulled the door shut. He
jumped into the driver’s seat and started the
engine.
The officer pounded on the side of the
bus. “It’s against the law! She needs to be in
school.”
He put the gears in reverse and pressed
the gas pedal to the floor. Stevie’s heart
pounded as the tires kicked up rocks and
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dust. They flew out of the road backwards
and sped away as soon as they reached the
pavement.
As time went on, Stevie’s father got a
better feel for where they could and couldn’t
park in each of the towns they visited, but it
wasn’t always foolproof.
They’d been on the road for a couple of
months when they pulled into the driveway
of an abandoned farm house. They’d stayed
there a couple of times and no one had ever
bothered them before.
Stevie liked to explore the half-fallen
down barn on the property. She was doing
just that when she noticed a man come out
of the woods across the field and start walking towards her. She wasn’t scared until she
saw that he had a shotgun slung over his
shoulder. She froze.
“You got any parents around?” he asked.
He lowered his arm, letting the strap fall. He
caught the gun in his hands.
Stevie nodded, wide-eyed, and motioned towards the bus.
“Get ‘em,” he ordered.
Stevie’s feet flew. She bounded up the

stairs out of breath. “Dad! There’s a man
out there with a gun!” she cried. “He wants
to talk to you.” She ran and hid behind her
mother.
Stevie’s father’s shoved his feet into his
shoes. “Stay here,” he said.
Stevie watched from the window as her
dad got off the bus. “Can I help you?” she
heard him ask. His voice was high-pitched
and nervous.
“Yeah, you can help me. You can get
the hell off my property. Goddamn squatters
think you can just park anywhere you want.
You have exactly five minutes, too, before I
start shooting.”
“Sorry. We didn’t know anyone lived
here,” Stevie’s father explained, holding up
his hands in apology.
“Don’t matter if anyone does or doesn’t.
It ain’t yours, is it? You’re probably the same
damn folks that have been tearing up my
road. It’ll take me all spring to right it again.”
He held up the gun. “Now git and don’t ever
come back. You hear me?”
“I’m sorry we invaded your space, man,
but you got no call to point a gun at me,” Ste-

vie’s father said.
“Don’t you tell me what I got the call to
do on my own damn property. I could shoot
you right now just for trespassing. I suggest
you get back on that rattletrap of yours and
get the hell out of my sight.”
Stevie’s father didn’t argue any further.
He jumped back in and started the bus.
“Hold on,” he said grumpily.
He gunned the engine and wrenched
the gears into drive. Clots of mud flew up
and splattered the windshield. Stevie dared
a glance back as they pulled away. The man
chased after them screaming words that
were swallowed by the sound of the spinning tires.
When they got out to the pavement,
he whipped the bus around and didn’t stop
driving until they came to a shopping plaza.
He drove to the end and parked.
“I’ve gotta look for work,” he said, shoving his feet into his scuffed cowboy boots.
“Stay here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“Bring back some food, okay?” Stevie’s
mom called after him.
“Won’t be much,” he said. “Gotta get
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gas today, remember?”
Stevie looked out the window. Something captured by the wind skittered across
the empty lot. She waited for her father to
leave before getting out. She chased it around
until it crashed into a guardrail and flapped
against the cold metal. It almost took flight
again, but she caught it just in time and held
it up. It was a baseball card. She didn’t know
much about baseball, but she shoved it into
her back pocket anyway and got back onto
the bus.
“What did you find out there, Stevie?”
her mother asked as she poked at the fire.
“Nothing, really,” she said. She pulled it
out of her pocket and gave it to her.
“Huh. The Giants…Willie Mays…” She
turned it over in her hand. “I’m afraid I don’t
know much about sports.” She passed it back
to Stevie.
“Me either,” Stevie said. She went over
to her bunk and rummaged around underneath. She pulled out the shoe box and
opened the top.
“Stevie?” Her mother called.
“Yeah?”

“Are you happy?” Her voice was high
and strange.
“I guess,” Stevie answered. She put the
card inside and closed the lid. “Are you?”
She held her breath.
“I guess,” her mother answered, not
looking up.
“I miss school,” Stevie admitted.
“Yeah,” her mother said sadly. “I miss
…” She didn’t finish the sentence. “I’ll try to
get you some books soon, okay?”
“Okay.”
“I’m going for a walk,” she said suddenly. Her eyes were moist.
“It’s cold out,” Stevie cautioned.
“Yeah.” She grabbed a sweater off from
the chair and draped it over her shoulders.
“I’ll be back,” she said.
Stevie went to the windows. Her mother’s shoulders shook as she hurried away.
Stevie was pretty sure it didn’t have anything
to do with the temperature.
§
Stevie’s father didn’t have a lot of work
lined up that winter. Sometimes he’d spend
all day trying to find a bar that would let him

sing for the night. He didn’t make a lot of
money that way, but it would get them by for
another day.
Sometimes when he did secure a gig,
Stevie’s mom would go in and watch and
leave her out in the bus alone. She’d stare up
at the apartments that were lined against the
street. Lamplight glowed through the windows, casting shadows that ghosted on the
brick sidewalks as the people inside moved
around.
She imagined herself inside. She could
feel the soft carpet under her feet and the
smell of dinner wafting from the kitchen.
She could feel the heat from the furnace
wrapping around her shoulders, enveloping
her in a warm embrace.
One night in late February, Stevie’s father parked in front of a bar in Brunswick.
“We won’t be long. Short set tonight,”
Stevie’s mom said. “Don’t open the door for
strangers!”
“I won’t.”
“Oh, and put another log on in about
an hour, will you?”
“Okay.”
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She started down the steps, but hesitated. “Stevie?”
“Yeah?”
“I love you, you know.”
“I know,” Stevie said. She poked at the
fire.
“It won’t be like this forever.”
“Okay,” Stevie said, shrugging her
shoulders.
“It won’t.”
“Okay,” Stevie said again, looking up.
Her mother smiled. “Okay,” she said
with confidence and walked off the bus.
They hadn’t been gone long when
someone came pounding on the door.
Stevie looked out. It was a police officer.
“This bus needs to be moved,” he shouted, spotting Stevie.
Stevie went and opened the door. “I’ll
have to get my mom,” she said.
“You do that. Tell her there’s no parking
here.”
Stevie got dressed and went in to find
her mother. She batted the cigarette smoke
away from her nose as she tried to make her

way to the stage. Colorful lights zig-zagged
from the ceiling, illuminating the darkened
room for a few seconds at a time. It made
her feel dizzy and like she was walking funny. She tripped and almost fell.
A woman sitting at one of the tables
caught her arm and righted her. “Hey there,
toots! Aren’t you just the cutest little thing?”
she said. “Come sit next to me.” She patted
the chair next to her and smiled through
hot pink lips. Her fingernails looked like
talons as she tapped on the seat, and her
hair looked like the sun on fire. “Come on.
I won’t hurt ya. I’m Patti.” She held out her
hand. “But you can call me Mimi. Everyone
does.” Her hearty laugh turned into a violent
cough. “What’s a nice kid like you doing in
a place like this?” she rasped after catching
her breath.
Before Stevie could answer, a man
stumbled and bumped into the table, spilling Mimi’s drink.
“You clod!” she yelled, jumping up.
Watch where you’re going!” She grabbed a
napkin and began sopping up the mess. “You
owe me a drink!” She glared, but the man

was already staggering away. She sat back
down. “Well, never mind. Let me get you a
drink, sugar.” She patted the seat again. “Hey,
Earl?” she yelled. “Get this little lady a Shirley Temple, would ya? And get me a drink,
too. Put it on my tab.”
Hesitantly, Stevie sat. She craned her
neck around, trying to spot her mother, but
didn’t see her anywhere. Sitting on the table
in front of her was the smallest glass she’d
ever seen. It had a picture of a lobster on it.
She waited until Mimi wasn’t looking before
stuffing it into the waistband of her pants.
She pulled her shirt down to cover it.
“She can’t stay here, Mimi. Even you
ought to know that,” the bartender said as
he sauntered over.
Stevie stood back up. “I’m just looking
for my mom. Have you seen her?”
“Who’s your mom, honey?” the woman
asked.
Stevie didn’t know how to describe her.
“Well, my father is the one on the guitar.”
Mimi’s mouth fell open. “Oh, sweetie!
That’s your dad? He’s a looker! A real heart
breaker.” She put her hand over her heart
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and swooned.
“Out,” the bartender said to Stevie.
“For God’s sake, let her stay. You want
to see your daddy sing, don’t you baby?” she
crooned, batting her eyes at the bartender.
“She can’t be in here, Mimi. Christ.” He
grabbed Stevie’s arm. “Out,” he said, shoving
her towards the door.
“Don’t worry, honey. I’ll find your
momma and send her out.” Mimi winked.
She slurped the last drop in her drink, stood
up, and headed towards the stage.
The bartender pushed Stevie outside
and shut the door. Stevie started for the bus,
but there was a man standing near the back.
He wasn’t facing her, but Stevie could see a
golden arch of liquid coming from the front
of his pants. It cascaded over the tire and
splattered onto the road.
Stevie’s parents stumbled out together
right then. “Don’t come back!” the bartender
yelled. “More trouble than you’re worth with
that hunk of junk parked out front and your
damn kid. Goddamn gypsies,” he grumbled.
The next day Stevie’s father said, “I think
we’ll head down to Florida. I’ve had it with

this state. Besides, there’s a lot more clubs
down there.”
“How will we afford the gas?” Stevie’s
mom asked.
“I’ve been thinking about that. I say we
head up north first and visit my sis. She’ll
lend us some money and then we can be on
our way. We should say goodbye to her anyway. Once we get down to Florida, I might
not want to come back.”
“Am I a gypsy?” Stevie asked suddenly,
thinking about what the bartender had said.
“Heavens, no.” Stevie’s mom laughed.
“Well, maybe…by default, anyway,” she
teased, ruffling Stevie’s hair. “Your father’s
just full of wanderlust. He can’t help it.”
A week later they were on their way.
Stevie had never been that far north before.
It was late afternoon when they neared their
destination. Stevie saw the town where her
aunt lived up ahead in the distance. It looked
as if it had erupted from the earth and spilled
out all over a sea of wilderness.
“What’s that smell?” she cried as they
got closer.

“This is a mill town,” her mother said,
pointing out the window and towards the
sky. “See those stacks over there? That’s
part of it. Looks like they’re making clouds,
doesn’t it?”
Stevie nodded. She watched as towering columns shot out fluffy white puffs and
tossed them into the air. She laughed and
held her nose. “It’s neat, but it smells like
boiled eggs.”
“It does stink,” her mother agreed,
holding her own nose, “but I suppose people get used to it after a while. Oh! Look over
there!” she squealed, as they came to the top
of a hill.
Stevie stood. Over the rise, she saw a
mountain. It was jagged and tall, swallowing
half the sky. It was a magical place.
They descended and paused at a traffic
light.
“Almost there,” Stevie’s father said. “Sit
down.”
Stevie sat back down, but kept looking
out. There was a lot to see. She liked the way
all of the houses seemed to be lined up in
neat rows and how all of the people she saw
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were smiling. She liked that place. It looked
like a good place to grow roots in.
“We’re here,” her father said. He pulled
over and stopped the bus in front of a tall,
green, shingled house.
He opened the doors and Stevie ran out.
There was a dime sticking out of a snow bank
on the sidewalk. She snatched it up and put
it in her pocket. Right beside it, there was a
Pepsi cap. She put that in her pocket, too.
“Hey, Sis.” Stevie’s father caught his sister in a welcoming embrace.
Just before the sun rose a few days later,
Stevie’s father shook her shoulders, waking
her up. “We need to get going,” he whispered.
“What?” Stevie asked, rubbing the sleep
sand from her eyes.
“We have to go. I have a gig in Jacksonville on Friday.”
Her stomach filled with dread. She
didn’t want to leave. She wanted to stay. She
wanted to go to school and make friends.
She wanted to sleep in a warm room and go
to the bathroom in a place that would flush.
She wanted to climb that mountain and look

out over a town she could call her own.
“Hurry up,” her father said. He turned
and tip-toed down the stairs.
She jumped up. Her heart pounded as
she got down onto the floor and snatched the
shoe box from underneath the bed. With a
fluttery stomach, she went to find her father.
He was in the kitchen, rummaging
through his sister’s purse. He looked around
nervously before shoving a wad of bills into
his pocket.
Stevie’s mom stood at the back door,
looking out. She had a cup of coffee in her
hand.
“We need to go!” he hissed, heading towards the door. He pushed Stevie’s mother
out, but she didn’t move past the steps.
“I can’t leave!” Stevie blurted.
“What?” her father asked, surprised.
He stopped moving and gaped.
“I can’t leave,” she repeated. Her voice
was shaky but defiant. She sat down in one
of her aunt’s kitchen chairs and opened the
box.
“I don’t have time for this. We have to
go now!” His eyes were daggers as he held

the door.
“You’ll have to go without me.”
“What in the world is your problem?”
he asked. He stormed back in and grabbed
Stevie’s arm, trying to pull her along.
“I can’t leave because I have too much
stuff!” she said. She emptied the shoe box
onto the table. All of the things she had been
collecting fell out. “You’re the one who said
you couldn’t go anywhere if you had too
much stuff. I think I have too much stuff.”
“Corrine?” he said, appealing to his
wife.
Stevie’s mother came back into the
house. Her face was strange. She took her
pocket book off from her shoulder and
spilled the contents onto the counter. “I
think I do, too,” she said.

Kristy Gherlone was born and raised in northern
Maine. She attended the University of Maine at Orono, spent several years working on Mt. Katahdin,
and as an early interventionist for children with
autism. She is the self-published author of three
novels, and currently resides in New Hampshire.
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Alice,
I see my reflection in
every shop window
and every puddle
on the street
Alice Sceriman
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…the genius of the United States is not best or most in its executives or legislators,
nor in its ambassadors or authors or colleges or churches or parlors, nor even in its
newspapers or inventors…but always most in the common people.

Mourning

Edward Dougherty

(with Walt Whitman)

Click to hear Edward
read his poem
accompanied by Download
Bruce Campbell!
MP3!

He who let the war that tore these States
tear his own soul went in mourning to hospitals,
to deathbeds and stump-wards,
and there he bent his ear to their whispers.
This genius, this compassionate genius,
knits in unity what seems separate,
and is now, even now, working
to shape our tomorrow, it is active
in all off-camera heroes,
those who happen upon but don’t walk by,
who hold the perpetrator down
until authorities arrive,
52

those who see and bear witness,
who don’t stand, who don’t want to get involved
but do because they are and so they call,
they call the authorities, they witness
and they testify, they bag the evidence,
and they trace the flamepath on the charred body
and they take that testimony, they record
how many and how long and what time
they counsel the never-named,
they serve on the jury
and the story goes into them,

they answer the call, they jump up
out of bed and they leave their job,
they drive toward the disaster, they run
toward the fire and the gunfire,
they approach the smoking car crash,
they enter that stairwell, that nightclub,
that schoolroom, that theater,
and they smell what they smell
and hear what they hear,
and though they may never tell us,
the story goes into them,
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they receive the body and wheel the gurney,
they wait at the ER for the ambulance to arrive,
they touch the open wound, the bruises,
the bones broken through skin,
they determine the cause of death
and they sign the certificate,
and the story stays in them,

they who never asked for any of this,
they receive our trauma
and by sympathy are traumatized by it,
they receive our strength
and are strengthened by it,
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they receive our story and it lives in them
because it is one story
and it is common.

“Grace Street,” Edward A. Dougherty’s fourth book of poetry, is available from Cayuga Lake Books, and his latest chapbook, “House of Green Water,” is available from FootHills. Corning Community College, where he teaches English, granted him a sabbatical leave to research the creative process. You can sign up for
his oh-so-occasional Tiny Letter updates by visiting his website at https://edwarddougherty.wordpress.com.

55

A

Certain

Bill Wolok

Amorous Attraction
in

Uncertainty

Bill Wolak is a poet, photographer, and collage artist. He has just published his
twelfth book of poetry entitled “Love Opens the Hands” with Nirala Press. His
most recent translation with Mahmood Karimi-Hakak, “Love Me More Than the
Others: Selected Poetry or Iraj Mirza,” was published by Cross-Cultural Communications in 2014. His collages have been published in over a hundred magazines
including: The Annual, Peculiar Mormyrid, Danse Macabre, Dirty Chai, Hermeneutic Chaos Literary Journal, Lost Coast Review, Mad Swirl, Otis Nebula,
and Horror Sleaze Trash. In 2016, he was a featured poet at The Mihai Eminescu International Poetry Festival in Craiova, Romania; Europa in Versi, Lake
Como, Italy; The Pesaro International Poetry Festival, Pesaro, Italy, and The
Xichang-Qionghai Silk Road International Poetry Week, Xichang, China. Mr.
Wolak teaches Creative Writing at William Paterson University in New Jersey.
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Charles Israel, Jr.

“Raise your eyes to the ceiling,
ladies and gentlemen,”
where you may view the pearly clouds floating across the indigo sky, courtesy of our
new “Animated Scenic Effects Projector,”
reads the promotional title card. It continues: “Here at Memphis’s delightful Orpheum
Theatre, close ranks behind Mary Pickford
when you buy Liberty Bonds, now on sale
in our spacious and gracious lobby. The
Doughboys need you as they’re ‘Over There.’
Tonight, before the feature presentation, we
proffer you this one-reeler:
Title Card 1 “The Lady Wrestler!”

2: “Mula, the Queen of the Jungle!”—In her
dressing room.
3: Lying on the dressing table—a single red
rose, which Mula addresses
4: —“O rose, where are your rosehips?

5: “But, even if you knew where they have
gone—
6: —You could not tell me—for no one
can.”

7: In her dressing room, Mula’s rival—Ilsa
von Brutal—with a half-dozen roses in her
emerald-tinted vase.
8: But Ilsa in her home—So many mouths
to feed!
9: “Mama, where is Mama?”
10: Mula’s mat partner, “Jungle Boy”—
11: —The quiet one.
12: “If only I could tell Mula how I feel.”
13: Ilsa’s wrestling mate, Hans the Horrible.
14: Muscular—though his light does not
burn bright.
15: From the announcer in the squared circle—“Tonight, ladies and gentlemen, a tagteam bout!”
16: “In this corner, Jungle Boy and Mula,
the Queen of the Jungle!”
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17: Her matching leopard-skin leotard. Her
hunting moccasins, laced like those of Diana, Goddess of the Hunt.
18: “And in this corner, Hans the Horrible
and Ilsa von Brutal.”
19: She of the scarlet tresses and black whip.
20: “Jungle Boy, I haven’t seen Ilsa in about
nine months—she looks puffy and tired.”
21:
“Tonight, the Battle Royale! Three
rounds, one pin, or a knockout!”
22: Ding!
23: “Take this, Jungle Boy!”
24: “Folks, it’s an illegal choke-hold by Hans
the Horrible.”
25: “Jungle Boy, wake up! Tag me!”
26: “I’ll wake him up, sweetie.”

27: “Don’t you dare stroke his face with
those scarlet nails!”
28: “He likes it—don’t you, Daddy?”
29: “You should be at home with your children.”
30: “You know, they have me at my wit’s
end—
31: —But at least I have some.”
32:
From Mula—a full-throated cry—
straight from the jungle!
33: Her famous, feared leopard’s leap!
34: Hooray, Mula! Hooray, victory!
35: Repairing to her dressing room, Mula
asks the rose—
36: —“Why can’t you be fruitful?”
37: Knock, knock!

38: “It’s Jungle-Boy—may I come in?”
39: “My door is open.”
40: “Would you accompany me to the Top
Hat Club?”
41: They promenade down Main Street—
the air tonight, so soft—
42: —And the moon so full.
43: “Mula, you look lovely.”
44: “And you, so handsome.”
45: “Thank you. I must sew my own dresses—the clothes in the shops just don’t fit.”
46: “Forgive me for not wearing a tie, but
the celluloid collars pinch my neck.”
47: A laugh, shared.
48: “You know, we are so rarely alone outside the ring—
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49: —so this is nice, Mula.”
50: “Yes.”
51: You were rather severe with Ilsa.”
52: “Her flirtatious behavior with you was
atrocious”
53: “It’s just part of the act, Mula—
54: —so I’m just curious why you did it.”
55: If he only knew—
56: —O rose, so long have I carried this
secret!

60: “With you, Jungle Boy, I feel I can loosen the secret from my heavy heart.”

70: Three months hence, in the back garden at Mula’s family home.

61: Her burden lifted.

71: “Here comes the Bride!”

62: Walking back to The Orpheum, the
moon smiles down upon them.

72: Their foundling, in her bassinet—Rose.

63: From within Mula’s dressing room—

73: The End

64: —a small cry from a mysterious basket!
65: ‘Tis an infant! But whose?
66: “Jungle Boy, she is almost too tiny to
have features—

57: “May I have this dance, Mula?”

67: —yet her face resembles someone I feel
I know.”

58: They dance, not with the mayhem of
the mat—

68: Ilsa tells Hans, “I’m ready to go home
now.”

59: —but with the soft sway of jasmine in
the breeze.

69: Jungle Boy says, “Mula, you look at
home holding her.”

Charles Israel, Jr. teaches creative writing at Queens
University of Charlotte. My poetry chapbook,
“Stacking Weather,” was published by Amsterdam
Press. I’ve also had poems and stories in Field, The
Cortland Review, Crazyhorse, Zone 3, Pembroke
Magazine, Eleven Eleven, Journal of the American Medical Association, North Carolina Literary
Review, and Nimrod International Journal.
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Alice,
whatever happened to baby
Jane?Who’
s crazy, who’
s
normal and who decides?
Alice Sceriman

THANK YOU FOR PUTTING YOUR FACE UP TO
THIS MAGAZINE.
Love, your pals at
Bedlam Publishing.
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