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Editor’s Note 

 

 

Welcome Readers, to the second volume of the HCE Review, 

I begin by sincerely thanking the outgoing team for their hard work, determination, 

and drive. Without their vision, there would be no HCE Review; the high calibre of 

their work excites us, and challenges us. Taking up the reins where the last team 

have left off has been embraced by my new team, Team Two, and I whole-heartedly 

commend them for their endeavour and enthusiasm in taking on roles and positions 

that are new and unfamiliar. We aim to continue in the first team’s manner, 

promoting the ethos of diversity and inclusion, through expressions of Art and 

Literature.  

To use the well-worn cliché, it’s been a journey to get this, Team Two’s first edition, 

ready on time, but, oh, what a journey it has been! The volume and quality of 

submissions surpassed all our expectations, and we have enjoyed selecting and 

reviewing each piece of work. The Arts are well and truly alive, and we hope that 

reflects in the choices published here. Over the last two months, the media has 

exposed the silencing and harassment of many women, men, and children in the 

entertainment business; and has revealed a collective voice gaining in momentum, 

and empowering those who have been, not not listened to, but deliberately unheard. 

Our cover piece, Hidden Connections by Sydney Parks, was selected with those 

revelations in mind. This theme of hidden connections is apparent in many pieces 

that we publish in this edition, our way of trying to give others a voice. Without any 

further ado, please, pour yourself a drink, get a cup of tea, put your feet up and 

indulge yourself just a little. We hope you enjoy this edition of the HCE Review.  

Amy Gaffney 

HCE Review Co-Editor in Chief 
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Solo Flight 

Daniel L Link 

 

 

hen people asked Claire what she did for a living, she wished she could 

tell them the truth. Often it was there at the tip of her tongue, the taste as 

irresistible as the first sip of alcohol sneaked by a teenager, and just as forbidden. If 

she could just let it slip, I'm a thief, what would they say? What could they? 

It would ruin the magic, she knew, if she told. Not even the closest of friends 

could be trusted. And, to be honest, she didn't have any friends close enough to 

share her secret with. She loved what she did, but thieving was lonely work. 

"I'm a ballet teacher," she told the man next to her on the plane. 

It wasn't true, but she had taught a few lessons when her own career as a 

dancer had faded. It made a great cover. Go with what you know, they say, and she 

knew it all. Even better was the fact that not many others did. With most men, the 

word ballet served as the perfect conversation stopper. 

"That's interesting," he said, his face already starting to turn red from the three 

vodkas he'd had since take-off. "Married?" 

"No." 

"Must be rewarding." 

"It is," Claire said, not knowing if he meant ballet or not being married. "I 

enjoy it immensely." 

W 
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The man wore a wedding ring. When he saw Claire noticing, he tucked his 

left hand around the armrest and out of sight. 

"Looks like it keeps you in great shape." He leaned in, letting his jacket fall open, 

giving Claire a look at the corner of something black and leather in the inside pocket. 

Passport? Wallet? 

"It keeps me moving." Next thing she knew he'd be talking about her 

flexibility. 

"So what's shaking in Phoenix? Big show?" 

"Yes," she lied. "One of my students." 

"How great." He pointed to her wrist, to the swinging glass bangles hanging 

from her bracelet. "That's pretty." 

"Thanks." It wasn't pretty. The old crystal bracelet was hideous, with its 

yellow and blue and green charms proving impossible to match with any other 

jewellery. It had been her mother's, and Claire always wore it when she operated. 

He started looking for a stewardess. Must be time for another vodka. She took 

the opportunity to turn away, to pretend she was sleeping. It was another four and a 

half hours to Charlotte.      

Commencer. The voice filled her head just as the wheels were touching the 

tarmac, waking her from a dreamless sleep. It was the voice of her first ballet master, 

Jean Marineau. She'd had other instructors, men and women, some older, some 

younger, but none as demanding. It was always his voice she heard when it was 

time to go to work. 

  Claire relaxed back into her seat as the plane cruised to the gate. Everyone 
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around her switched their cell phones on, and fingers flew across keys until the 

plane stopped. The ding that sounded when the fasten seat belt sign was 

extinguished was like the starting pistol for a sprint. Everyone shot to their feet as 

one, rushing to get their bags from the overhead compartments, or just standing 

underneath it waiting for the aisle.  

Echauffement! The voice called out, sharp and demanding. It was time to 

warm up. She reached out and touched the red-faced man at his feet beside her.  

"Could you get my bag for me?" She left the hand there a beat longer than 

necessary. "It's a brown Gucci Boston with a green and red stripe down the middle." 

He dug around for it, finding it all the way to the back where Claire had 

stashed it. A puppy-dog smile came over him when he handed it down to her. She 

felt tempted to tell him what a good boy he was. She settled on a thank you, and rose 

to her feet.  

"Have a great time," he said, the vodka still strong on his breath. "Tell your 

student to break a leg." 

She turned sideways, making herself skinny as she made to move past him. 

As she eased by, another quick touch and a shy smile. He looked like a man in a 

trance, staring after her as she slipped into the throng pushing toward the exit. She 

dropped his wallet into her bag and shuffle-walked with the rest of the passengers 

heading for the tunnel. 

  Airports were her favourite place to operate. She worked in malls, at 

restaurants, even grocery stores, but there was nowhere better than the airport to 

catch people en masse, with money on hand, and in a state of utter confusion. 
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When she reached the tunnel, she had already plucked one more wallet. A 

man was bent over, looking for something in his carry-on. Claire walked by, flared 

her skirt as she bounced around him, then chaîné, a quick swipe and it was hers.  

Everyone moved at an excruciating pace, slogging toward the terminal with 

luggage in tow, the sound of rollers on carpet an eerie chorus as they went. Claire 

made a quick move, plus vite, to get in front of an older gentleman with a tweed coat 

and what looked like expensive loafers. She slowed her pace to match his, 

pretending to look at something on her phone. 

Opening her left hand, she let a small wad of bills and change slip from her 

grip. The coins hit the floor with a plink, one quarter going on end and banking left.  

"Shit," she said, then whipped around. En tournant. She whirled, doing a full 

turn with her head facing the floor and her arm extended toward the falling cash. 

She crashed into the man in the tweed coat. 

"Oh my God. I'm so sorry." She reached out both hands, bracing herself 

against him like he was all that was holding her up. "I'm such a klutz." 

"No apologies necessary." His smile was that of a grandfather, his green eyes 

bright and cheerful. He bent to pick up the fallen money. "You should be more 

careful with that." 

"I will, thank you." She opened her bag and dropped her cash inside along 

with his wallet. 

The drive to her apartment took longer than usual, and the backed-up traffic 

soon killed the buzz she'd been feeling when she left the airport. That depressed her. 

More important than the money was the rush that Claire felt whenever she worked. 
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When she first began operating, the feeling had been so intense, she would get 

shakes from the adrenaline coursing through her. It was still there, the rush, but 

somehow it had become blunted. 

Chasing that feeling had made Claire become sloppy. She was breaking her 

own rules, taking more risks, going for more picks in a day than she ever had, and 

returning to the same spots. This couldn't go on. It would catch up with her if she 

didn't get control. 

When at last she'd climbed the concrete steps to her loft and locked herself 

safely where no eyes could see her, she pulled the false bottom from her Gucci bag 

and emptied it onto her bed. Six leather men's billfolds and one woman's wallet lay 

there, along with the wad of bills she'd dropped earlier. She removed the debit and 

credit cards from the wallets and tucked them in a bureau drawer along with her 

underwear. Then she counted the cash. 

It wasn't until she smoothed out her own bills that she saw it. On a twenty 

wrapped around the outside of the stack, written in black permanent marker across 

Andrew Jackson's face—We've been watching you. You're quite good. 

A shiver went through her, a thousand feathers tickling her skin from her 

neck to the backs of her knees. Her heart hammered and her breath caught. 

She flung the curtain aside and looked out onto the street below. It was dark 

and quiet, the street lamps illuminating nothing but empty asphalt. She sat there a 

while scanning the street, not sure what it was she was looking for. 

A few deep breaths, going up on pointe and back again, flexing her feet and 

driving her toes into the floor, slowly she started to calm. The twenty still in her grip, 
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she unrolled it and looked at it again. It hadn't been with the wallets, but on her own 

roll. That little old man in the tweed coat. But how did he know she would choose 

him? The shakes left her, but the buzz ran through her most of the night, making 

sleep impossible. When she did fall away, the light of morning was already 

brightening the eastern sky. Still, she woke at nine feeling refreshed, and headed 

back to Charlotte Douglas Airport. 

She didn't find the old man that day, but as she worked, she imagined his 

eyes on her with every lift. It was early afternoon when she decided to stop for the 

day, but that buzzing sensation she felt lasted long into the night. The rush was back. 

Her fantasies of working with a team, or of just meeting people she could trust with 

her secret, fueled her work the following month. That feeling was starting to give 

way to frustration when she found herself in Terminal One at Sky Harbor 

International in Phoenix.  

She was only staying the weekend, visiting an old high school friend and 

taking in a show on Saturday. Early Sunday she'd head back to Charlotte. The trip 

was purely for the purpose of relaxation, but of course she took advantage of work 

opportunities when they arose. 

There were already three wallets in the false bottom of her bag when she 

spotted a fat man with a sport jacket so small it was comical. His pants were hanging 

from his hips by what must have been some sort of magic, threatening with each 

step to fall off altogether.  

It was a busy day, the crowd resisting her attempts to catch up with the man. 

He moved well for such a big guy, bypassing the conveyor and choosing to go on 
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foot. When she squeezed herself through a school group and found herself with 

room to move, she rushed to take position in front of him. En avant.  

They were passing a monitor with flight and luggage information. Claire 

turned her attention that way but did not slow. Then she snapped her fingers as if 

she'd just remembered something and spun. Tire-bouchon, a quick one-hundred-

eighty degree turn that brought her face to face with the big man.  

His expression was curious when they collided, an odd mix between surprise 

and a smile. They tumbled to the floor together, Claire somehow managing to land 

on top. The man lay on his back for a moment, then sat up chuckling. 

"I am so sorry," she said as her left hand caressed the smooth lambskin of his 

billfold. That was when she felt the hand on her shoulder. She flipped up the false 

bottom of her purse and slipped the wallet in before looking to see who was behind 

her. 

He wasn't a police officer, at least not Phoenix PD. His dark blue uniform was 

spotless, three chevrons standing out on his big shoulders.  

"Everything all right here?" He stood back, his hands on his hips. He was tall, 

maybe six-five. 

"Oh, it's fine," the heavyset man with the merry face said. He was sweating, 

his breathing a little heavy, but he was all smiles. "The young lady here was just 

teaching me how to watch where I'm going." 

"No," Claire said. "It was all my fault." 

"Well, either way, I'm glad to have made your acquaintance. Now if the two 

of you would be kind enough to help me up." 
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He raised his arm and the cop nudged Claire aside and hauled him to his feet. 

"Thank you, officer, but I had best be going. My Uber arrived five minutes ago." 

The man hurried off, and Claire called another apology after him. She turned 

to go in the opposite direction, but the cop's voice froze her. 

"Ma'am. Before you head on out, do you mind if I have a look in that bag of 

yours?" 

"Why do you want to see my bag?" 

In all the time she'd been operating, Claire had been caught only twice. It was 

unavoidable. So many variables went into a pick that sooner or later someone would 

feel something, spot something. Both times it had been the mark, however, never the 

police. Those times, she had run. This hulk of a man wore a gun on his belt and 

looked like a football player. She was trapped. 

"Just a routine check. We've had a lot of illegal activity here in the airport this 

year. The bosses insist on random checks, tightening our security." 

"What kind of illegal activity?" Claire's eyebrows shot up. "Drugs? 

Terrorism?" 

He laughed and shook his head. "We see some interesting stuff, but it's not 

always that exciting. Theft, mostly." 

Claire gave a little smile and touched him on the forearm. "Well, I'm sure 

everyone around here feels a lot more safe with you looking out for them." 

That got a smile in return, but he still held out his hand for her bag. Seeing no 

other choice, she handed it over. Claire held her breath while he went over the items 

in the main part of the bag, then opened the little zippered inside pocket. When he 
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nodded and handed it back to her without discovering the false bottom, she had to 

let the breath out slowly through her nostrils. 

"Looks like everything's in order," he said. "You have a good weekend, Mrs 

Stinson. Or is it Ms?" 

"Still a Ms." She registered the slightest widening of his grin. "Thanks, officer. 

Keep up the good work." 

He tipped the bill of his ballcap at her and winked. She could feel his eyes on 

her as she walked away. It was all she could do to not break into a run. 

Heart jackhammering in her chest, she made her way out to the taxi stand. It 

wasn't until she had told the driver her destination and climbed into the backseat 

that she felt it start to slow. She leaned back and sighed, letting her hands fall atop 

her Gucci bag on her lap. That's when she saw her wrist. 

Her mother's bracelet. It was gone. Her heart rate and her mind raced as she 

went over the encounter. She knew she still had it coming off the plane, she had 

toyed with it while waiting to disembark. That toggle clasp, those weren't easy to 

undo. She hadn't felt a thing. A thrill of excitement went through her. 

Claire closed her eyes and opened the bag. She checked the rear-view to make 

sure the cab driver's eyes were on the road, then flipped up the false bottom. The 

wallets were all still there. Four of them. She checked the first three she had taken, all 

still stuffed with their owner's cash, cards, and pictures. The fourth, the lambskin 

she'd taken from the fat man, had only one thing inside—her driver's license. 

"Stop the cab." She said it with enough force to scare the driver. He stomped 

on the brake. Claire tossed him a twenty from one of the other wallets. "Keep it."  
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The strange mix of fear and excitement she felt was electric, thrumming 

through her and making her nerves sing like a tuning fork struck on a rock. She took 

off her shoes and ran barefoot back to the terminal, her feet slap-slapping against the 

hot concrete. 

Who was in charge, the old man? Was he here? The cop and the fat man were 

both in on it, she was sure. How many of them were there? The answers didn't 

matter. What mattered was that Claire wasn't alone. It had been almost ten years 

since she'd danced, since she'd even practiced, but she couldn't help herself. She did 

three pirouettes on the concourse before rushing through the glass doors back into 

Sky Harbor. 

Vole. 
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Five Feet of Earth 

Jim Barnett 

 

 

he light came on. Corporal Robbie Hinton blinked as his eyes adjusted to the 

bare bulb’s yellow glow. He felt for the telephone receiver at his side and held 

it to his ear. Waiting for a voice to come through, he stared at the rough surface of 

the plywood plank above his face and thought about the passengers on yesterday’s 

bus trip from Tulsa to Avon. One of the riders might have been Joan. Robbie only 

knew her by her voice. 

After a few seconds, Robbie heard the click on the other end of the phone line. 

An adult’s voice said, “Go on, say something to the soldier.” 

“Hey Mister Soldier,” said a child’s voice. “Are you scared to be down there?” 

Robbie turned his head to the left and faced the periscope lens. “No,” he answered, 

“I like it here.” 

So began twenty-four hours of confinement and short conversations with 

people he couldn’t see, although with the periscope they could get a look at him. 

Most of the voices Robbie heard belonged to children whose parents paid the 25¢ fee 

for one minute of phone time and a look through the periscope. The kids usually 

wanted to know how Robbie handled his toilet needs (“I try not to think about it.”) 

and what he had to eat (“Saltine crackers.”).  

T 
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When the adults took their turn, some of them were curious about why he did 

what he did. Why did he travel from town to town, from one American Legion post 

to another?  

Robbie’s short answer was that he was proud to help raise money for the 

families with loved ones who had been killed or injured in line of duty. He might 

have added that the fundraisers were always successful. People paid to talk to the 

soldier in the ground, and local business leaders wrote big cheques to help the cause. 

The long answer, he kept to himself.  

It was the fall of 1947, and Robbie was one of thousands of young men back 

from the fighting. His pay, $25 for twenty-four hours in the ground, barely kept him 

going. In the beginning, he discovered that being buried alive suited him. He loved 

the solitude. Now he realized that he was growing tired of the above ground travel 

and the long hours below ground. But because of Joan, he couldn’t quit. 

The American Legion booth on the courthouse lawn above the spot where 

Robbie was buried closed around six in the evening. When the last caller hung up 

the phone, the yellow light bulb blinked out. The filaments glowed orange for a few 

seconds and disappeared in an inky blackness. Deep within his ears, a gentle roar 

gradually whirred to life. The only other sound was the reassuring cadence of his 

breathing. He drew comfort from the plywood box’s musty lumberyard smell.   

During the dark time, Robbie’s thoughts returned to yesterday’s bus ride. 

Through the smudged window he had seen towering dust devils swirling across the 

acres of corn and milo stubble. Green copses with water tanks and church steeples 

marked distant towns. On the edge of his dream, he saw his bus come to a stop 
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within sight of one of the villages. The bus’s doors swung open and he stepped 

down, into the warm wind of the Oklahoma farmland. Behind him, Joan descended 

the steps. They stood together on the sunny roadside while the bus resumed its 

journey.  

In his mind, Robbie was turning his head to look at Joan’s face when he heard 

her voice coming through the phone receiver. He brought the receiver next to his 

ear. His radium dial watch showed 0220 hours. 

“Are you listening?” Joan asked. She was speaking low, just above a whisper. 

“Yes, I’m listening.”  

“Were you asleep? I’m sorry if I woke you up.”  

“No, it’s alright. It gets kind of lonely down here.” Robbie meant that as a 

joke, but Joan didn’t laugh.  

“Robbie,” she said. “Can I turn on the light?” 

“It’s not fair, you know. I can’t see you.” 

“I know.” Joan’s voice was soft, almost as if she were lying beside him 

whispering in his ear. 

He closed his eyes to let the light in gradually, then turned his head and 

looked into the periscope lens. His refection stared back. Robbie had fallen in love 

with Joan’s voice. It didn’t matter that their conversations were usually about 

nothing. The streets of whatever town they were in needed sweeping. Campaign 

signs from a past election still cluttered a vacant lot. Stores selling army and navy 

surplus were opening. Children could be seen playing with the remnants of war: 

helmets, gas masks, and parts of uniforms.  
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When the talking paused, Robbie took a chance. “Were you on the bus with 

me yesterday?”  

The rhythm of Joan’s breathing changed. After a few moments, she said, “I 

don’t want us to know each other like that.” Then, she added, “Not yet, anyway.” 

Robbie needed to tell her that the dream had returned. He knew he had to 

proceed cautiously. This relationship, whatever it was that he and Joan shared, was 

fragile. She might hang up the phone and disappear from his life if he asked for 

more than she was willing to give.  

“Joan, we’re just disembodied voices separated by five feet of dirt and a 

plywood box.” 

Joan kept her voice low. “I need that five feet of dirt. It doesn’t separate us; it’s 

what holds us together.”  

“I wanted the dirt, too, at first,” he said. “For twenty-four hours I’m out of the 

world. I’m on the moon. Creation is condensed to a single voice through the phone 

line, just one word at a time. That’s how I liked it. Then your voice came to me. For a 

long time, that was all I needed … until the dream got in my head.” Robbie paused 

to listen to Joan’s breathing. The rhythm had slowed; she seemed calm, so he 

continued. “I’ve been dreaming again about seeing the buses roll by in the distance 

instead of riding on them. You’re there with me. We’re waving at the buses. 

“What do I look like, Robbie?” 

“You’ve got long blond hair, straight as corn silk, and you’re wearing a white 

dress. The wind is gusting, and whenever I try to see your face, your hair blows over 

your features. Can you tell me, Joan, is your hair the way I describe it?”   
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Robbie heard Joan draw a short breath, then her breathing resumed at a 

slightly increased rate. She said nothing.  

“Joan, I’m starting to envy the people in the towns that we pass. I can’t see 

them. I don’t know if they are really happy. But they’re in the world while I only 

skitter across the earth’s surface and burrow beneath the grass on county courthouse 

lawns.”  

Joan was quiet for a moment. “Following you from town to town keeps me 

moving. I like that. I must avoid getting to know people. People who know me are 

far more dangerous than strangers. You don’t know me, and that makes me feel safe. 

Robbie, I need some more time.”  

Robbie thought he detected a sob, a catch in her voice, before she spoke again. 

“Maybe one day we can watch the buses go by together.”  

Only a “maybe,” but this was something new. He wanted to howl and pound 

the lid of his box. Instead he kept his cool. 

“OK, Joan. If I can trust that you’ll be there to talk to me, I’ll get on the bus 

tomorrow. The next town is Newberry. It’s a long ride.”  

She didn’t say anything.  

He listened for a few moments and said, “Joan.” The light blinked off. The 

universe disappeared. “Joan,” he said again, but nothing came through the receiver. 

He imagined her somewhere above him moving among the small-town shadows. 

Their conversation kept spooling through his mind until drowsiness won him over 

to sleep. 
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Robbie awoke to the yellow light switching on and off. He picked up the 

phone and the guy from the Legion said they were digging him up. When he 

emerged from the box the sky was cloudy. A light rain was falling. He smiled 

because the weather was meaningless where he’d been. Despite the drizzle, a large 

crowd had assembled to cheer him back into the world. The local post commander 

announced that the event raised $378. Robbie shaved and cleaned up in the 

courthouse bathroom. The commander shook his hand, saluted, and gave him $25. 

Two hours later, he sat near the back of an idling Trailways bus. Four 

passengers got on with him at Avon: two sailors, an elderly man, and a young 

woman. He didn’t get a look at the woman’s face. She wore a beige scarf, an 

overcoat, and a brown Fedora hat. Her hair was auburn, not blond. Carrying only a 

small case, she took a seat five rows in front of him.   

She could be Joan. It would be easy to find out, but Robbie respected her 

rules.  

The bus pulled out of the station and left Avon for the morning highway. The 

rain had stopped, and the clouds were breaking up. As the sun moved shadows 

across the seats and passengers, and Robbie saw something flash in the woman’s left 

hand. She was checking her makeup with a small mirror. Suddenly Robbie realized 

that she was using the mirror to look at him. He didn’t have to wonder anymore.  

It was a small gesture and a turning point in their relationship. He allowed 

himself a fleeting smile. Tomorrow morning he would return to the ground and give 

her the five feet of earth she needed.  
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Robbie took his eyes off the woman and stared out the window at the passing 

countryside. The miles gave him plenty of time to think. Far across the September 

fields he saw a grouping of trees clustered around a water tower and church steeple. 
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Crone  
by Wade Bentley 

 

I have been sitting   

this fencepost for so   

long the grey wood   

has grown over   

my claws, so I know   

how the wind changes   

hour by hour, how   

the girl comes   

in the afternoon   

to walk her ginger   

horse, spotted dog   

trailing behind, how   

she has been told   

she is not ready, too   

young for a full   

gallop, yet today  

for the first time,   

when she returns   

and salutes the old   

magpie in passing,   

the sweat is up   

in the horse, blood   

red in her cheeks. 
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Number, Please  

by Wade Bentley 

 

I pick up my Little Brother in the city at his mother’s home 

that sits like an inhabited oasis in a desert of deserted houses. 

This Saturday we are heading upstate where you can find 

an autumn festival of some sort in every small town, and where 

he might lose some of his hard edges for a few hours, sipping  

apple cider and taking a tractor ride out to the pumpkin 

patch where he can pick out his favorite and take it home. 

I haven’t let him bring his headphones, and his cellphone is soon 

out of service, so he sits sullenly in the passenger seat, pushing 

buttons on the radio, occasionally looking out the window, 

startled to see black and white cows lining the fences, as foreign 

 

to him as square dancing. A couple of hours in, we stop 

in the town where I grew up, for lunch and because the program  

guidelines suggest that the sharing be reciprocal. We park 

next to Hudgen’s drugstore so I can wow him with a chocolate 

egg cream which, as it turns out, no one knows how to make.  

Instead, we sit on a bench, silently working the chocolate coating  

off our Eskimo Pies, and I ask him about school and basketball 

and music, and he hands me a handful of nails in response: 

“It’s all fucking fine, dude. Livin’ the dream.” I don’t push. Give 

them the opportunity, the manual says. Open the door; 

they’ll come through when they’re ready. “You won’t believe 

 

this,” I tell him, “if it’s still here,” and take him around the side 

of the drugstore where the last payphone in town does, in fact, 

still hang on the wall, as much a museum piece to him 

as a typewriter or blue corner mailbox. “Put a quarter in. Punch 

in the phone number.” “Who knows phone numbers?” he 

says, so I pull up the phone book that still hangs from a chain, 

and he looks at me like he wonders how humans survived 

long enough to mate. “Here’s a quarter,” I say. “Who you gonna 

call? Wanna try your dad?” which I know is a mistake 

as soon as I say it, him dropping the receiver like it’s hot. “Pretty  

sure he’s not in the book. Show me the goddamn pumpkins.” 
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Milk 
Perrin Clore Duncan 
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Weir 
by Wade Bentley 

 

Below the elbow 

her skin becomes 

milky as meltwater, 

a few blue ribbons 

like rivulets up 

and over the raised 

line of the radius 

bone along her wrist,  

where that tangle 

of tendons, veins, 

and arteries forms 

a thatched weir 

before running free 

into the wider delta 

with its spits of white- 

sand fingers, the weir 

showing a few faint  

lines running aslant, 

the aged and silvered  

scars of a near  

breach in the distant  

past, upon which,  

if you place your finger- 

tips lightly, today, 

you will feel 

something like fish, 

a pulse like pink- 

flushed salmon flashing,  

leaping up a ladder 

rung by rung by rung. 
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MOORE’S ROAD 
by Eoin Deveraux 

   

Three narrow chimney-stacks   

Watched over Moore’s Road   

The smallest of them  

Stunted, you said   

Because it took up smoking,    

When it was young. 

 

During a lunchtime swim   

A migrant salmon was caught   

By putting salt on its tail   

In the dusty world of the fitting shop  

Pheasants, rabbits, cooking apples   

Were often exchanged.  

 

One foggy November Saturday in Cooper Hill,  

We climbed heaven-wards   

Into the steeple-high crane  

It dredged grey mud   

From the river’s edge  

For the making of Portland Cement  

  

The trick to climbing, you said  

Is to never look down. 

 

Some years later  

When the Danish Bosses were long gone  

The factory offered a quarter of an acre  

To its loyal workers  

For a token penny a year  

To find the place  

You entered through a gap  

In the bramble ditch on Moore’s Road  

Where endless potato drills were dug   

And weeded by our calloused townie hands  
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The secret to this, you said  

Is to work at a steady pace. 

   

It was a strange place to be  

At the age of fifteen  

Standing between almost forgotten rural roots   

And the guff of punk bravado  

‘Ashes to Ashes’ 

Brought me to a different place  

Via the Pye transistor radio  

While stooped over mounds of wet late August mud   

Hand-picking potatoes   

He’s a quare hawk, you said  

Bowie, the Scary British Queen.  

 

The allotments didn’t last very long  

They were ploughed over   

To make way for other kinds of plots  

A new cemetery   

To bury the expanding city’s dead  

And when the time finally came   

For you to leave the factory gates behind  

Not once did you look over your broad shoulders  

 

The knack to surviving, you said  

Is to never look back.  
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THE BULLFIELD  

by Eoin Deveraux 

 

On All Souls Day  

I knelt down  

On the mottled Tundra clay 

 

Below, at ground level 

I could faintly hear  

The murmurings of madmen 

Buried, nameless in the paupers’ grave 

 

Simple men like Cecil Murphy and Brendan Plunkett,  

Let out for the day  

To belly crawl over damp drills 

Handpicking potatoes, Savoy Cabbage, carrots and mangles 

 

Able-bodied innocents like Mattie Keane and Pa O’Brien 

Chopping wood or ricking turf  

Thrown the odd Players or Woodbine  

As payment for their toil 

 

Tormented men like Jim Sullivan and Dinny Ryan  

Fattening pigs with sour milk and potato skins  

Slopping out greeny brown scutter from their pens 

 

Dumped in silence at first light  

From the back of a red Ford tractor  

In exchange for bed and board  

In the madhouse  

 

Named after the Patron Saint of Workers.  
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Mindeyness 

Andy Osborn 

 

 

 entered the world as I intend to depart. Through a hole. A dark, hungry, empty 

hole. I have no memory of this, or of anything up to the night we met. Of this, I 

am certain. Knock, knock. Tap on wood.  

She was a lady of the night. We met in a place familiar to both. I was almost 

15. She was older. Considerably. Money? Not a mention. Diddly. I had none. If I had 

been flush, and disintercourse were conditional of a spondoolicks contribution, well 

then, cashy cash or hashy cash?  

The hand on my leg confirmed the take. Sealed the deal, if you like. 

Ambiguity free episode this. Nearly popped on the spot. Eau de loneliness, I 

thought, as we fermented. Deft, nonetheless, as she topped me up. Organised, as she 

ordered cans and communicated a plan of action towards unfamiliar zones. Maith an 

Coleen. 

On the linoleum floor of her one-roomed hovel lay a mattress, all naked and 

shamed by the legion of degenerate bastards that came before. Tonight, some other 

dice. My attendance was a somewhat more privileged affair, the particulars of which 

were neither certain nor a concern. 

Whingy midget fridge? Check! Bin liners and streetlight in kung fu 

showdown? Check! Busted two-bar heater squaring off with space? Check! Broken 

plate for ashtray? Check! Stock-check complete. If this had been Japan, I may have 

I 
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marveled at the minimalism of it all. But this was Rialto and I recon the Japs 

would’ve struggled here. Everywhere, a trickle. On everything and on all things 

connected, hung a job lot of immeasurable improbability. Mise en fucking scène. 

‘Let's practice our verbs’, I said, in order to say something.  

‘I am piss poor. You are piss poor. He is piss poor. She is piss poor. We are 

piss poor’. 

‘Fuck off’, she said, as she looked longingly at me. 

‘Amuse fucking bouche, my dear’. 

She lit a half-stubbed spliff, removed her clothes and lay on the mattress with 

her legs spread eagle. Each drag was accompanied by a curious intense expression, 

as if her scrawny body was sucking on a last pain-filled breath, not wanting to let go 

and wanting to let go all at the same time. I looked down on her and tried to recall 

the journey of life up until that moment. I soon abandoned that train of thought and 

contemplated the reasons why I should turn her over. There were many, I 

concluded. Yakety yak. 

While I was trying to get to grips with the dowdy stuff, what was what and 

what went where, lonely-cans-lady got up to answer the door. It was the first time I 

had seen a vagina up close, so I was appreciative of the time out, to collect the 

thoughts and catch the breath. When we resumed, lonely-cans-lady said prick-at-

the-door had given her something to mind, as she guided me in, relit the spliff, and 

told me to get the fuck on with it. Decent, I thought, as I tried to get the fuck on with 

it. Au courfuckingant. 
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  Tick, tock, slip, slop. Tick, tock, slip, slop. Tick, tock, slip, slop. Tick, tock. 

Finally, it has happened to me, right in front of my face, and I just cannot hide it. 

Ticker tocker, sliper sloper. Ticker tocker, sliper sloper. Ticker tocker, sliper 

sloper. Holy saints and quick-step struggles above. See how we planned for saddened 

eyes, and tears to pave the way. 

Tick, tock, slip, slop. Tick, tock, slip, slop. Tick, tock, slip, slop. Tick, tock. 

Rialto. We have a problem. Zut alores! 

Tickity. Tockity. Slipity. Slopity. Tickity. Tockity. Slipity. Slopity. Tickity. 

Tockity. Slipity. Slopity. Tickity. Tockity. Twisting the bones until they snap, I scream 

but no one knows.  

On reflection, I may not have been that fond of her.  

That was a long time ago. Then I understood it all. Then I didn’t.  

 

I have been here ever since. Or somewhere similar. 

Amlodipinelansoprazoleanxicalmbisoprololpregabalin. 

Here, time punches each new turn with a generous self-helping to pass up on. 

Wait. Rest. Wait. End. Wait. Rest. Wait. End. Season with chemicals. Reduce slowly 

to point of uneventful handover. Repeat daily. 

Good morning, Vietnam! 

‘Here we go again. What time is it?’ 

Boxing time! Mother-of-fuck-time! Fuck-off-the-next-time! Sit down. It will pass.  

‘No thanks. I’m outta here’. 

Oh yeah. And where will you go, fuckface? Freedom? Violation? You might like that. 

‘You're not helping, you know.’ 
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Tell me something I don’t fucking know, motherfucker. 

‘What should I do then?’ 

Sit the fuck down! Stay inside, for a moment. Say fuck all. Deal with it! Sit in the 

half-life. Keep the feet firm. Breath. Take it in. Forget. Let it out. Remember, the inside are the 

greatest deficiencies. Smile passively. Confuse the fuckers! 

I in calm out smile. You in calm out smile. He in calm out smile. She in calm out 

smile. We in calm out smile. You lot in calm out smile. They calm out smile. I in calm out 

smile. You in calm out smile. He in calm out smile. She in calm out smile. We in calm out 

smile. You lot in calm out smile. They calm out smile. I in calm out smile. You in calm out 

smile. He in calm out smile. She in calm out smile. We in calm out smile. You lot in calm out 

smile. They calm out smile.  

There's a spot in old Tirconaell, there's a wee house in the glen, where dwelt an Irish 

colleen, who charmed the hearts of men. She was winsome hale and hearty, fair and graceful 

as the dawn, neighbours loved that widow's daughter, happy laughing Noreen Bawn.  

Fuuuuucccccccccckkkkkkkkkkkkkk! You fuckin’ moron! Can’t you do anything right? 

‘Noreen. Stick the mindeyness up yer hole. I told you, I’m outta here.’ 
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The Other Side of the Street 

T. Concannon 

 

 

ight was coming on as I drove into the cemetery. My parents were buried at 

the rear and I passed several cars parked on the many small side roads as I 

sped down the hill. There was something ahead of me in the road and I slowed. It 

was a small white dog and it wasn’t moving. I put the car in park and got out to 

look. The dog was dead. I bent over and put my hand on it. It was still warm.  

 I looked around but I didn’t see anyone. I decided I’d call the police when I 

got home. It wasn’t a 911 call and I didn’t know the number for the police station. I 

got back into my car and continued down to the bottom of the hill. I parked along 

the edge of the grass and walked to my parents’ grave. By now it was so dark I could 

barely read the inscription on the headstone. It was the first anniversary of my 

mother’s death and I placed the bouquet of flowers I’d brought on the ground and 

stood for a few moments. 

 As I was going back up the hill, I saw in the headlights a woman walking my 

way. I could tell from the headscarf, or hijab, that it was Mrs. Jandran. She and her 

husband lived in the house across the street from my condo. And they had a small 

white dog. I pulled over to the side and lowered my window. Before she opened her 

mouth, I knew what she was going to say. 

“Mr. Morris, I’m looking for our dog. It got off the leash.”  

N 
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I took a deep breath. “There’s a dead dog farther down the road. I think it’s 

yours.” 

 The expression on her face changed. She started running down the hill. I put 

my car into park, turned off the engine   and got out. By the time I caught up with 

her, she was crying over the dog. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I passed it on the way down. I didn’t realize it was yours 

and I was going to call the police when I got home.” 

“Did you see who did it?” 

I shook my head. “It was here when I got here. I didn’t see anyone.” 

She looked at me. The expression on her face hardened. “Did you run it 

over?” 

“Of course not.” 

Her face softened. “I’m sorry,” she said. 

“That’s all right.” I wondered, though, if she believed me. 

She took out her cell phone. 

“Are you calling your husband?” I asked. 

She nodded. 

“I’ll wait till he gets here.” 

“Thank you.” 

 Mr. Jandran was there in five minutes. He parked his car and got out. He was 

a tall man with a big chest and wide shoulders. He put his arm around his wife. 

Then he bent and put his hand on the dog. I waited until he stood up.    

“I’m going to get going,” I said. 



HCE Review                                                                                                       November 17 
 

“Thank you for waiting with me,” Mrs. Jandran said. 

“You’re welcome.” 

“Thank you,” Mr. Jandran called as I started up the hill. 

 I didn’t know them well. They’d bought the house two years earlier. They 

kept mostly to themselves. They were from Pakistan and I knew there were people 

who weren’t happy about Muslims living in the neighborhood. I’d heard some 

comments. I’d always tried to be friendly. It couldn’t be easy for the Jandrans, 

especially since the Boston Marathon bombing right in our own state. And now 

there was all the talk about ISIS. 

 In a few days I forgot about the whole incident. The following week a couple 

of big thunderstorms flooded our street. The bottom of my car got caked in mud and 

I had it washed as soon as everything had dried out. 

 It was on a Tuesday, about ten days after I’d seen the dog, when my doorbell 

rang.   

“Hello,” I shouted. 

“Detective Lyons,” a woman’s voice answered. 

I unlocked the door. Detective Lyons was tall and thin with short brown hair. 

“Are you Walter Morris?” she asked. 

“Yes. What’s up?” 

“Can we talk inside?” she asked. 

“Sure.” She followed me into the hall and closed the door behind her. She 

opened a small notebook.  
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“You found a dead dog at the cemetery on Saturday, September 28, at about 

six thirty,” she read from the notebook. 

“I don’t know what the date was. It was the Saturday before last about that 

time. The dog belonged to the Jandrans across the street.” 

She looked up at me and asked, “Did you run it over?”  

“Of course not.”  

“Mrs. Jandran said you seemed on edge.” 

“I wasn’t on edge and I didn’t run over their dog.” 

“They wondered if you did it on purpose because they’re Muslim.” 

“That’s absurd. I don’t care what their religion is.” 

“Did you see who did it?” 

I shook my head. “It was dark when I arrived there. There  were cars parked 

on the side roads but I didn’t see anyone down at that part of the cemetery.” 

“Why were you there?” 

“It was the anniversary of my mother’s death.” 

She nodded. “Is that your Camry in the driveway?” 

“Yes.” 

“When’s the last time you had it washed?” 

“Saturday. Like everyone else. The thunderstorms last week made a mess of 

the roads.” 

“How convenient.” 

“I didn’t run over their dog. To be honest, I’m probably one of the few people 

in the neighborhood who’s friendly to them.” 
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“It was reported to us and we’re required to investigate. Since it was reported 

as a possible hate crime, it makes it that more serious.” 

“I understand that, but I tried to help them. I waited with her until her 

husband showed up.” 

“How long have you lived here, Mr. Morris?” 

“About five years.” 

“Do you live alone?” 

I nodded.  

She asked me a few more questions. After she’d left, I looked out the window 

at the Jandran’s house across the street. I’d always been friendly to them. There were 

other people in the neighborhood who would probably run them over if they had 

the chance.   

 I looked up the penalties for hate crimes. I could get ten years. I debated 

whether to call a lawyer. I hadn’t been officially accused. Detective Lyons had only 

said they were investigating the complaint. There couldn’t possibly be any evidence 

since I hadn’t done anything. 

 One afternoon the following week, when I got home from work, Mr. Jandran 

and Brian from down the street were talking in front of Mr. Jandran’s house. They 

must have heard me pull into my driveway because they glanced my way. I looked 

back at them and waved. Only Brian waved back. Mr. Jandran and Brian. That was a 

combination. Brian had been one of the most vociferous people on the street in his 

complaints about Muslims moving in. He was the type of person who believed 

Obama wasn’t born in the United States. One time, when Brian and I’d been talking 
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and we’d seen Mr. Jandran go into his house, Brian had said, “He’s probably making 

pipe bombs in there.”    

 Inside my condo I looked out the window at the two of them still talking on 

the other side of the street. I was standing behind one of the drapes, where I didn’t 

think they could see me. Every once in a while they looked toward my condo. 

 Another week went by. I was going out for a run Saturday morning when I 

saw Mr. Jandran raking his front lawn. I crossed the street. 

“How’s your wife doing?” I asked. “I know she was very upset about your 

dog.” 

He shrugged. “How could she be doing? She loved that dog. It was our 

child.” 

I nodded. “I’m very sorry it happened but I didn’t run over your dog. I wish 

you would believe me.” 

He was holding the top of the rake with both hands, looking at me. 

“Then who did?” he asked. 

“Probably someone in a hurry and not paying attention.” 

“We think it was someone who knew us and did it on purpose because we’re 

Muslim.”  

“Most people in this town wouldn’t do that.”  

“If it was an accident, why didn’t the person who did it stop and report it to 

the police?”  

“They didn’t want the hassle.” 
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He shook his head slowly. “It was someone who knew us. It was done on 

purpose.”  

“I’m sorry again that it happened. I hope your wife is okay.” 

He just looked at me.  

“Have a nice day,” I said. As I jogged away, I knew he didn’t believe me.  

 Another week went by. On Thursday night I got a call from a lawyer 

representing the Jandrans.  

“We’re willing to settle out of court, Mr. Morris,” the lawyer began.  

“Settle what out of court?”  

“The lawsuit the Jandrans are going to file.”   

“The lawsuit for what?”   

“Pain and suffering for their dog being killed.” 

“I didn’t kill their dog.” 

“There’s an eyewitness.” 

“There’s no eyewitness. That’s a bunch of bullshit. If there’s an eyewitness, 

why haven’t the police charged me?” 

“You should ask them that.” 

“I’m not going to ask anyone anything.” I slammed down the receiver. 

It worried me, though. 

 I went to the window and looked across the street at the Jandran’s house. The 

lights were on. I was trying to be understanding but the whole thing was beginning 

to annoy me. One of my roommates from college was a lawyer and I gave him a call. 

He wondered if it was a scam to get some money. He doubted the police would 
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pursue the case unless the Jandrans could produce a witness. He warned me to stay 

away from the family. I wanted to talk with them and convince them I hadn’t run 

over their dog. I turned off the lights in my living room and stared out the window 

at their house. 

 The following week there was a second call from their lawyer and he repeated 

the offer to drop the charges in return for a settlement. I told him to fuck off.  

 Five minutes later there was a knock on my door. It was Mr. Jandran. He 

pointed a finger at me.  

“You killed our dog.” 

“I didn’t kill your dog. Please believe me.”  

 He was still pointing his finger at me and for a moment I thought he was 

going to hit me. He was much bigger than me. Then he put down his arm.  

“Then who did?” 

“I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone. All I know it wasn’t me.” 

He shook his head. Then he turned and left. 

 There was no persuading them. I didn’t know if I should feel annoyed, angry, 

afraid or exasperated. Or a little of each. I thought about what my college roommate 

had said about a scam to get money but I hated to think that. I wanted to believe the 

Jandrans were sincere. 

 The lawyer didn’t call again. I kept looking out the window to see if I could 

catch Mr. Jandran working in his yard. I wanted to try talking with him again but I 

didn’t think knocking on their front door would go well. I finally saw him raking in 
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the back one afternoon and I crossed the street and walked down his driveway. It 

was November by now and it was a dull, cold day.  

“Mr. Jandran, can we talk?” I called out.  

He stopped raking and looked at me. “What do you want?”  

“How can I convince you I didn’t kill your dog?” 

He shrugged. “You were the only one in that part of the cemetery.”  

I looked him in the eye. “I can understand you might think I accidentally ran 

over your dog, which I didn’t do, but do you really think I did it on purpose because 

of your religion?”  

 He shrugged again. He had big shoulders and I could see them move. 

“Do you know what it’s like to be a Muslim in this country?” he asked. “How 

people look at you? What they say to you?”  

“I don’t,” I answered after a few seconds. “But not everyone is like that.”  

He shrugged for the third time. “It’s hard to know.”  

“I’m not talking about the whole world here. Just you and me. We’ve been 

neighbors for two years. I’ve always treated you the same as everyone else. I don’t 

know what else I can say.”  

 He just looked at me. I turned and crossed back to my side of the street. I felt 

angry. There was no reasoning with him. For a quick moment I thought maybe Brian 

was right. Maybe the Jandrans were making pipe bombs in there. As soon as I 

thought that, though, I hated myself. I wasn’t going to be that kind of person.  

  Thanksgiving came and went. Then Christmas. I rarely saw the Jandrans. 

Then in January the “For Sale” sign went up. Some people would say I should be 
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happy the Jandrans were leaving the neighborhood. I wasn’t, though. Things hadn’t 

been settled yet.   

 By the beginning of February there was a “Sale Pending” sign. Then a “Sold” 

sign. On a gloomy Saturday morning in March I saw the moving truck. I watched 

from my window as the movers steadily brought out the Jandran’s possessions. It 

was late morning before I finally saw Mr. Jandran smoking in front of his house. I 

bounded down the steps and across the street. When he noticed me, he dropped his 

cigarette and stubbed it out with his shoe.  

 “Mr. Jandran, I hope you weren’t planning to leave without apologizing.”  

“Apologize for what? You killed our dog.” 

“You know I didn’t kill your dog. 

He waved his hand at me. “Go back to your side of the street. I’ll call the 

police if I have to.” 

“Good. Call the police. That’s all you do. Leave. You don’t belong in this 

neighborhood.” 

“That’s why we’re moving. Nobody wants us.” 

“Don’t blame me. I welcomed you.” 

“Nobody welcomed us. Our dog was killed.” 

“I hope you go far, far away.” 

I turned and crossed back to my condo. I felt terrible. 

 I kept glancing out the window. By early afternoon everything had been 

loaded onto the truck. The clouds had gotten blacker and it looked as though it were 
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going to rain any moment. Mr. Jandran came out and spoke with the movers. They 

got into their truck and pulled out of the driveway.  

 Mr. Jandran lit a cigarette and I went out and crossed the street. His back was 

to me and this time I didn’t hurry. 

“Mr. Jandran, I’m sorry for what I said this morning.” 

He turned and looked at me.  

“Are you sorry for killing our dog?”  

“I’m sorry you lost your dog. I didn’t kill it.” 

He shook his head. “Just leave us alone.” 

 There was nothing more I could say. “Good luck” didn’t quite feel right. Nor 

did “Goodbye.” I turned around and crossed  back to my condo. I never saw them 

again. 
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Man Watching 
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The Man Who Looked 

C. G. Fewston 

 

 

 know I shouldn’t be here—outside his window watching his wife undress—but 

I’m captivated by his perfect life: he has a job he loves and is passionate about; he 

has a hot wife he adores and they both enjoy making love or the hard fucking—I 

should know because I’ve seen them pressed as one; and, he has a son, about two or 

three years old, who is the centre of a life I wish I had.  

 His wife—I don’t know her name because I’ve never met her husband; so let’s 

call her Natasha—unzips the back of her red dress and steps out to reveal her usual 

black bra and panties, the ones she wears for work and not for delighting her 

husband—or for me.  

 I’ve never met him, but it was on a hot June night when I followed him off the 

train platform and out into the street. He swung his leather briefcase—with his 

initials imprinted on the buckled flap—and casually walked down the street—the 

one I wish I lived on—and into a two-story house, the same one I’ve envied for the 

last three weeks—it took me that long to locate the perfect vantage point to view, 

undisturbed, the bedroom window from the woods at the back of the house.  

 Natasha must be an exhibitionist because she removes the black bra and 

panties to go in the nude around the bedroom where she twists her hips to a song by 

Bruno Mars, and it occurs to me that she must know I’m watching her from behind 

the tree and that she wants me to be watching her in her most private of moments. 

I 
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I’ve seen the way she moves with her husband and it’s just as free and provocative 

as it is with me, because she must sense I’m here behind the tree.  

 The first three or four times I hadn’t planned on coming to his house. When 

the train halted at his stop, my feet carried me out onto the platform, down the steps 

and to his house. The first time I’d wanted to knock on the door with an urge I 

forced myself to resist. Eventually I found at the end of the block a path that led to a 

trail into the woods. Each time I arrive at my tree, dusk settles the heat of day into a 

cooling period that makes me and my sweat-sweetened skin a prime target for 

mosquitoes, and so I’ve had to invest in repellents while the early bites on my arms 

and legs heal.  

 Natasha has changed into her in-door clothes, a casual set of grey pyjamas top 

and bottom with white stars, she faithfully wears each night after coming home from 

work in the city. The bedroom light is switched off and she makes her way down to 

the living area on the first floor as I switch to a tree that I know can offer a clearer 

view of Natasha taking her son from the day-nanny. Natasha holds her son close 

and kisses him and I can feel the love she has for him and her family, and deep 

down I wish beyond the isolation and pain to be fortunate to have what she has with 

her husband and son.  

 After watching him and his family for a week, I followed them one weekend 

to the beach, a ten-minute stroll from their house. I told myself there was nothing 

wrong with me being across the street at the same moment the man I wish I was 

came out of the front door with his son in his arms and a bag over his shoulder—I 

admired how he never let his wife carry anything—and she followed behind her son 
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riding atop her husband’s neck, the boy laughing and clutching his father’s long, 

brown hair—almost like mine—and it was only coincidence I was there to follow 

them to the beach that day.  

 Tonight, with dried leaves crunching beneath my boots, I came prepared to 

get a closer look at the man who haunts me in my sleep, in the cold showers I take, 

in the early morning train to his station so I can follow him to his office and, then 

before he leaves in the evening, to take the train to his house—just as I’ve done 

tonight. The aerial drone is on and the four propellers await my command to lift into 

the air and fly in for a closer look. Tonight I came prepared to find out who this man 

really is.  

 With my thumbs, I adjust the nozzles on each side of the viewfinder in the 

centre of the remote control in my hands. The drone has a video camera and I can 

see and record everything it sees as it hovers thirty feet above the house. From 

behind the tree, in my nest of seclusion, I sit and navigate my third eye through the 

growing darkness and down low enough to see through the window the man who 

has it all enter the kitchen to speak to his wife—the woman who delights my 

fantasies because, whether she knows it or not, she’s my dream girl—and he kisses 

her as I should kiss her and holds her close. She places her head on his chest and 

seems to take comfort in the arms of her husband who holds her for another minute 

or so as they both breathe together. How lucky I’d be if I had a life like that: Just to 

breathe with someone you love.  

 Natasha takes her son up to his bedroom with the day-nanny and they 

proceed the nightly routine of putting the boy to sleep. The drone hovers outside the 
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window while I watch from the viewfinder the mother read to her son in a language 

that is not English and sounds to me something like Mandarin. The boy sits between 

his mother’s legs on the bed and when she tells of what I believe to be a duck hiding 

from hunters the boy snuggles deeper into his mother’s embrace. When she says, 

“Boom! Boom!” to mimic the shooting of a gun, her thumb and forefinger extended 

to create the shape of a pistol, her son clutches at her wrist as if to stop the shooting 

from happening and save the duck in the children’s book lying open on the bed. 

How blessed I’d be if I had a wife and son like that.  

 The boy, asleep, is put to bed and the day-nanny leaves for the night. I direct 

the drone over to the master bedroom and keep a good distance away from the 

window but allow the camera to zoom in as though I’m in the room with them. The 

man reclines on the bed reading a thick novel, and on closer examination I see the 

book is Daniel Martin by John Fowles. After about twenty minutes—the drone 

constantly in hover mode (thank goodness for technology)—the wife comes out of 

the shower and into the bedroom with a yellow towel wrapped around her head and 

her glorious body in the nude: Her stomach boasts a six-pack; her breasts firmly brag 

of two brown nipples, perfectly shaped as though she was still twenty-three; and, 

her hairy patch begs and breaks my will as it drips wet between her legs, toned and 

refined from hours of squats.  

 The husband marks his place with a bookmark and sets the book on the 

nightstand beside him while his wife cleans her ears with Q-tips. He watched her—

as I watch her—and he must have the same thought as I do: How did he get so damn 

lucky? 
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 An owl screeches from deep in the woods but I can’t take my eyes from the 

screen because it’s like watching a movie, and I know something is about to happen. 

I can feel it burning within me.  

 Natasha tosses the used Q-tips into a trash can beside her make-up table and 

dries her hair. She bends over to show me and her husband a tight but rounded butt 

that stirs my blood and manhood. When she’s finished, she hangs her towel in the 

bathroom and returns to the bed, where her husband has stripped bare. I zoom in 

because I want so much to be him, to have a wife and son like his, and to be on that 

bed as his wife crawls across his legs and touches his thighs with the backs of her 

hands.  

 But something has happened and he grabs her hand to stop. 

 “Do you hear that?” he asks.  

 “What do you mean?” she says.  

 He gets up off the bed and while I’m watching his wife roll over to her side of 

the bed I have no time to react when I find the man standing at the window. He’s 

staring into the darkness and I don’t move the drone, I don’t even touch the controls, 

because I hope he hasn’t seen the red light between the four propellers softly 

humming in their hover mode.  

 But he’s seen something. He unlatches the window and lifts it up for a better 

view. And for the first time I can see him clearly because we are face-to-face: he’s 

looking directly at the drone’s camera and from where I sit behind the tree in the 

woods, I’m looking directly at the screen on the drone’s remote control.  

 We’ve locked eyes, he and I, and we are one: he is me and I am him.  
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 I think back to the initials on his briefcase—the ones I gave little attention to—

and see now that those are my initials on my briefcase. His life is my life and my life 

is his life. How could I have been such a fool not to have known? How could I not 

see how beautiful and fortunate my life is? How could I take for granted my wife 

and son? 

 There’s no drone. Only the one in my imagination. There’s no man sitting 

behind a tree out in the woods. Only the one I created.  

 From the window inside my house, I turn to face my wife and admire how 

strong and passionate she is and has always been. I’m still nude but I don’t care. I’ve 

wasted too many days wishing for things I already had—even though I know I’m an 

imperfect person who seeks out the imperfect while searching each moment for 

perfection. And I believe I’ve found that perfection I’ve been looking for all my life, 

and it’s been in front of me the whole time.  

 “I love you,” I tell my wife. “I love our son. I love our family. Thank you for 

everything.” 

 From the bed, now beneath the covers, she looks at me as though I’m 

someone else and says, “Good. Now come here and give me a kiss.” 

 And I do. Oh, boy, I do.  
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Behind the I 

by Alice Penfold 

 

How much do we ever really see? In today’s ever-hectic society, with its never-

sleeping cyber world and a thousand different tasks to do at all times, our eyes and 

our every sense are becoming too distracted; there never seems to be a moment to 

spare. A moment to step back. To observe our world. To see. 

Interestingly, we are becoming, quite literally, more and more short-sighted, with up 

to 60% of the world’s population now requiring glasses or contacts. Indeed, eye 

strain is an increasing issue with proven links to alterations in lifestyles, particularly 

the constant virtual pressures on our vision. Many studies over the past decade have 

shown the undeniable connections between the plummeting rates of people with 

perfect sight and society’s soaring addictions to all types of technology. Research by 

King’s College London in 2015, for instance, documented the rising number of 

diagnoses for myopia in the UK, with those of us between the ages of 25-29 most 

affected (a frightening 47.2%) and with the majority cases if recorded in those with 

higher education post-16. The study concluded by deducing the central contributing 

factors: we spend more time studying and reading texts, we spend less hours 

outdoors and, most worryingly, we spend more and more time tied to computer 

screens.  



HCE Review                                                                                                       November 17 
 

This escalation of literal eye problems, however, could be the start of a whole 

different article. It could kick-start a persuasive piece about the ever lucrative laser 

eye surgery market, for instance. Or perhaps rant about how reading books offline 

and online is actually a health hazard. By spending more time indoors, buried in 

books and, crucially, stuck to the glaring screens of laptops, phones, iPads and 

whatever other gadgets have most recently hit the headlines, we are becoming 

dangers unto ourselves. 

Perhaps one particularly prevalent learning point here is the extent to which our 

fading eyesight is symptomatic of wider societal concerns. We are, it seems, living in 

a world with a population less and less able to step back and see the details of its 

experiences and environments. This article, though, is of course far from being a 

warning against too much reading! Books are a beautiful gateway into exploring 

other ideas, experiences and emotions, into developing empathy and a wider 

cultural understanding, into escaping our own fraught and faulty surroundings by 

diving into all sorts of imagination-firing fictional worlds instead. 

However, this recent research is a wake-up call; it is a warning that we should 

consider what other factors are stopping us from stepping back in order to see and to 

sense the streets of our habitual comings and goings. Our incontestable collective 

addiction to all sorts of screens and smartphones suggests that such overwhelmingly 

addictive technology is not, perhaps, all that smart after all. Proven to make stress 

levels sky rocket and to skew self-perceptions about the importance of our own 

individual problems and priorities, our societal short-sightedness runs far deeper 
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than just a statistical report of the rising number of myopia sufferers. Whatever the 

condition of our corneas, we are failing, not only literally but metaphorically, to see 

the details of our everyday existences. 

We live in a country scattered with all sorts of sounds, sights and smells, with so 

much for our senses to make sense of that it can be hard to know where to start. 

Although this is particularly apparent for the busy bees bustling through London’s 

streets, it is apparent in all sorts of urban and rural locations across the country. With 

faces forever glued onto gadgets, everyone’s eyes remain diverted onto email 

checking and social media obsessing and away from observing any of society’s often 

spectacular specifics. What about the magical colour conglomerate of an autumnal 

sunset? Or the mysterious expressions of a row of city centre gargoyles glaring down 

on the pedestrians below? Or that one gorgeously flourishing evergreen, still 

growing strong along the side of an otherwise empty fence, despite the cruel wind's 

weathering attempts to tear it down? 

It is an increasing concern that we are too absorbed in our omniscient online world 

and too dangerously distracted by the tens of thousands of things we assume we 

have to be juggling at any one time that we forget to ever really see. This is not to 

say, of course, that we are not continuously overloaded with tasks and to-do lists, or 

that it is wrong to use commuting time to cram in as many catch ups as possible. 

There are quite palpable pressures to meet deadlines, to be available long after hours 

or to manage fast-paced family life alongside work’s difficult deadlines and do-now 

demands. And, after all, if we can tick off our admin and odd jobs whilst walking 
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from one meeting to another, or when travelling from the office towards whatever 

more relaxing post-work destination awaits, or whilst taking a train from one stress 

to the next, then we can, theoretically, get everything done and put away the work 

later on, focusing entirely on an evening with a partner, family and friends, or 

simply to soak up the change of environment and the headspace it should bring.  

We can all see, figuratively, that this is simply not reality. Not only do we miss 

actually looking at the little details of our routes by trying to reply to those last 

minute requests or complete that one final chore– from architectural anomalies, to 

the magical skyline and its magically moving shades, to protesting posters and paint 

patches that scratch out heartfelt messages – but our inability to notice is so 

ingrained that it stays with us even when we’ve met up with friends and family. 

Even when we have supposedly, but only superficially, switched off our devices and 

switched off all other demands on our thoughts. Even when we’ve arrived at the 

time that we’ve theoretically decided to set aside. 

But would benefit would this article be if it simply complained about the state of 

society, without making even the simplest suggestions about how to make us start 

seeing once again? Let’s celebrate the already evident attempts to awaken us to the 

world. From tour buses to themed walks to free exhibitions across many cities’ most 

spectacular sites, there are opportunities for us to get observing. However, whilst 

such examples allow us to nominally notice what’s happening around us, they can 

actually encourage us to actively hide our eyes behind a screen, camera-shot or 

smartphone; we can become too busy tweeting, texting and taking pictures of what 
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we’re seeing to really take time to see it. Whilst there’s nothing wrong with snapping 

away in this way (indeed, photos are special ways to keep our memories alive), we 

must make seeing, and not selfie sticks, the new normal. Like taking up exercise after 

a long stretch of lethargy, or cooking fresh new recipes rather than falling back on 

the same tried and tested dishes, observation will only happen when we make it a 

habit. And, like any new hobby or habits, change takes perseverance but it can 

absolutely be learning, improved and enjoyed.  

Here are two examples of recent London events that focused on encouraging 

participants to really observe. The first was an Alternative London street art tour, 

winding its keen walkers through East London’s streets to see all sorts of rather 

talented graffiti and to learn about different artists and genres of graffiti. Whilst 

there is an overload of tourist-attracting walking tours to choose from in the capital, 

what made this particular event stand out was the walking group leader’s insistence 

that we keep phones silenced and, most importantly, refrain from camera-clicking. 

More than just off-putting fellow participants, our guide made clear just how much 

it would stop us really seeing. And how right he was! We spotted small and intricate 

designs on the edges of lampposts, in the hidden bits of buildings, as well as 

patterns or repetitions in the art as we walked along. Having arrived with next to no 

knowledge of well-known graffiti artists or what graffiti meant beyond some late-

night spray paint on street walls, we soon found ourselves able to recognise the 

unique style of certain artists and to see where faded designs had been drawn upon 

with new ones, with such layers giving us insight into how London itself has 

changed over time. We saw, too, political angst and injustice-driven anger behind 
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many pieces of art and became able to detect tiny shifts in messaging or tone, 

depending on the street or sign or wall or window that the work was created on. 

Although the attendees of the walk will inevitably go on to wander East London’s 

streets with heads buried in social media and sending messages, when there is no 

longer a guide to bring us out of ourselves, such events undoubtedly help to change 

perceptions of what it means to see. 

The second example also took place on a similar section of East London, but with a 

creative writing focus. We were given observational foci on each new road. For 

instance, what eclectic examples of red do you see between here and our next 

stopping spot? What do those different shades mean? This second walk was so 

creatively engaging, it also served as a sad reminder of how much our imaginations 

can ebb when we don’t let our eyes mindfully soak in our surrounding sights more 

frequently. Nevertheless, these examples are undoubtedly replicable across other 

boroughs, other cities, other counties and, hopefully, other countries, making more 

reflective behaviour a regularity. 

It can be easier to start honing our observational ways in a new place, where each 

detail is a new discovery. We often overlook the intricacies of our home 

environments and experiences simply because we assume we know the details of 

our doorsteps. However, approaching familiar faces and places like a stranger can 

help our minds to reimagine and to start to see all the finer sights we have somehow 

previously missed, engaging with our environments through new, more thoughtful 

eyes. 
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Even if we have to force ourselves, at first, to properly pay attention to the details of 

our daily grinds, it’s still a start. It is such a habit to be too busy bouncing around 

inside our own minds that we forget to be present. We are simultaneously sorting 

out the day ahead, whilst worrying about our loved ones, or a heated conversation 

we had with a flatmate or friend the night before, whilst also making sky-high plans 

for the trillions of as yet unmade plans, such as squeeze in that run, or re-learn the 

dust-covered cello from your childhood, or sort out the pile of half-nearly completed 

knitting projects that have grown over the months – or years. We are too busy over-

thinking to step back and notice how distracted we’ve become. 

The advantages of taking time to observe are too many to mention in detail. This is 

the simplest of starts: we are, contrary to what our stress-soaked brains may think, 

decreasing our risk of burning out by buying time to see, we make smarter, more 

thoughtful decisions and, as one study by the University of Amsterdam excitingly 

revealed, a more mindful attention to detail makes us more creative. With attention 

fully aware, we have far more descriptive capacity and our imaginations are almost 

instantly released.  

We have, due to the draw of creating cyber connections rather than connecting with 

the world around us, become worryingly too secluded.  

And we have become a species that spends too much time secluded! Now, this isn’t 

to say that we should be skipping work hours to stand around outside just 

absentmindedly observing. But being outdoors a little more is not only a huge 

victory for our health (fresh air, Vitamin D, the sun’s nourishing effects on the 
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eyes… the evidence is pretty solid). but being outdoors psychologically alters the 

way we see things.  Staring at a screen plays damagingly with our eyes, whereas 

outdoors, observing, things tend to present themselves in clearer ways. We can re-

connect with our creativity if we leave the screens inside just for a while. 

Finally, perhaps the biggest gain from taking more to observe is the impact on our 

emotions. Our online obsession does, it seems, makes us far too self-obsessed – and 

often without realising it. By taking time to see and sense and soak in our 

surroundings, we can move away from becoming unhealthily absorbed in our own 

lives and can gain perspective beyond all those individual situations and stresses. 

Slowing down helps to boost our memories of life’s moments, as we take the time to 

step outside our minds and experience the world and its wonders vividly and 

meaningfully. 

I have – until this sentence – refrained from overdoing the ‘I’. By replacing our ‘Is’ 

with our ‘eyes’, after all, is the central message. Let’s step back and really see the 

details of who and what we have around us; let’s experience the wheres, whens and 

whys of our surroundings; let’s see if seeing more can help us become a happier and 

healthier society. 
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Starting School 
by Catherine Conlon 

 

The blue schoolbag is 

too big for your little back 

and the new uniform 

makes you 

suddenly smaller. 

 

Behind you my hands are free, 

loosed to your will. 

I imagined a child with dark eyes. 

Instead, your smile is proud, 

eager towards bigger boys. 

 

In that room where tears echo 

on tiny  faces, 

there  is a silence between our eyes. 

Only your hand in mine 

Speaks. 
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Grand Mar  
by Colin Dodds 

 

Can a letter know the word it’s in?  

Can a word know the sentence?  

Sentence the paragraph? Paragraph the chapter? Chapter the book?   

Can the book know what it means  

to the one who wrote or who reads it? 

  

Awash in strangers, abutted by strangers   

maddeningly similar to strangers  

Silent letters, typos, punctuation  

 

Wild winged vowels, restraining consonants  

Shall we letters find our words?   

Have those words claimed us already? 

  

Bent to a grammar   

assembled from the recurrence of certain stars  

the paths of squirrels, of the sun  

and assigned to figures of speech   

we intuit from the expressions   

on one another’s faces  

 

Who can know what they mean?   

Who can know their own name?   

Who can do but what they do? 
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THE AGE 
 by Katherine Gaffney 

 

 

Insert telephone call for ambiguous emoticon. Exchange flower bouquet 

     on a doorstep for dick pic in an inbox. 

Swiping right has replaced wiping a dab of ketchup from his stubble. 

We collect people like stamps 

(that we no longer need to lick) on social media, but never meet 

them in the flesh 

and whine about single life. Taboo is 

kissing a stranger 

in a bar. It’s leaving a number on a napkin. Such security 

we feel in profiles and logins. 

Where do we now find the thrills of stolen touches? We are 

the Jetsons’ era 

when the Jetsons are all but forgotten, where hoverboards roll 

and microwaves only heat. 

Oil saturated the gulf and Dawn used it to commercialize the washing 

of downy ducklings. 

Cinderella marries a prince, only Cinderella has crows’ feet and comes 

        with an eating disorder. 

Youths picket the one percent, but the wall still stands. A plane full 

of people evaporates 

over the Andaman Sea and it will become an episode on that mystery 

show played at 3 am. 

Snowden springs a leak, continues to tweet, and slides onto 

the silver screen all in 

three years. Floods mount to Noah’s grandeur and float cars down 

a newly-minted river, 

but images dissolve. Celebrity is stupidity, it’s fleeting, nasal, 

nudity; there is no art 

in it. A mass shooting in France, eleven artists dead, escapes 

America’s mind; we’re better: 

churchgoers, LGBTQ clubbers, school children--it is our art. 

Little girls shame each 

other into wearing bras and how to shake it where there’s 

             nothing yet. Pedestrians overlook 

grasshoppers on panes, neglect passing smiles, tune out 
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bells with buds, play 

victim with the gusto of an operatic soprano. 

McDonald’s uses lettuce now. 

What did they use before? Libraries are for the placeless and computer 

use so books lie limp, browning 

like sage in the sun. Screens strive to mimic the ease 

of the page. Drones deliver 

books, kill men, drive cars. The age of the yellow cab is passing. 

Stores are for 

the social or the lonely, but even that will change. Posts are where we 

emote. We must not 

cry, tear, shred, punch, scream, cuss about, under, behind, by, in person 

to, for, at, over anyone. Delete empathy, 

return sentiment, shift passion, command instinct—Enter 

a mode: rest, sleep, shutdown, turn off. 
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Hunting Vermin 

Justice McPherson 

 

 

 never really understood why Mr. Jeeter from next door was so hellbent on 

hunting gophers. My mother first moved us to the neighborhood when I was 

only 8 years old and Mr. Jeeter had recruited my services the second day of the 

move. My mother was unpacking her dishware and I was sitting on the porch step 

with the front door open to the summer breeze. Mr. Jeeter came high stepping over 

to our yard dressed in dirty work clothes. His skin had patches of brown; either dirt 

or sunmarks, maybe both. White hair grew in a half moon over the back of his head 

like moss, and he always wore a weathered baseball cap to cover it, always.  

“Mrs. Heathers,” Mr. Jeeter said, standing in our walkway. I could tell he 

wanted to take his hat off and bow, old men usually did, but he never took that hat 

off.  

“Miss,” my mother corrected, wiping a plate in the doorway.  

“Miss, I was hoping you could lend me your boy for the afternoon, help me get rid 

of some gophers been tearing up my backyard.” 

 I was playing with a stick, drawing circles in the beaten-up pavement. I 

looked to my mother, then to Mr. Jeeter, and back to my mother again. I could see in 

her eyes that I was going to have to help him. She had a look, her eyes went dull, but 

I it didn’t fool me; that was when they were the sharpest. She liked having me taken 

under other people’s wings, being guided, I guess, so I didn’t fight back on the 

I 
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matter. I put on a pair of shoes and met Mr. Jeeter in his backyard. My mother went 

back to wiping plates. 

 Mr. Jeeter’s property was shabby and neglected. Paint peeled from the walls, 

exposing bare wood to the burning sun. Other patches of wall were painted over in a 

white just a few shades darker than the original, enough to bother you some. His 

backyard grew wild, most of it dry grass as high as my knees. There was an old 

basketball hoop with cobwebs dangling from the rim. Someone had taken a shot and 

missed, and that’s where the ball remained, flat, faded, near the fence line. Mr. Jeeter 

was waiting for me by his old shed near the back, under the shadow of a tall maple 

tree. He had a rifle in one hand and a garden hose in the other.  

“This is your job, kid,” he said to me. “We’re going to shove this hole into the 

plug, then on my say-so, you’re going run the hose. You sit tight. I’ll call ya if I need 

it turned up our down. That’s how you flush them out, see?” 

 I looked at the ground around us. There was a mound of dirt at the corner of 

his shed, but I didn’t see any hole. Mr. Jeeter swept the mound away with his foot 

until it was flattened. He poked the hose at the loose soil, all the while going on 

about looking for the crescent shape mound and how the gophers plugged their 

holes up. You have to find them, he told me, it’s not easy. 

“There is it,” I said when the hose pushed through the surface.  

Mr. Jeeter nodded his head really fast and said he was sure it was a nasty one. I ran 

back to his side yard to man the hose.  

“Just a little,” he called out to me. I turned the leaky nob and the water ran, 

but I couldn’t see much from where I was.  
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“That good?” I asked.  

“Fine. Leave it there.” 

 I sat down in the hot dirt and went back to drawing circles with my stick. 

From time to time, Mr. Jeeter asked me to turn it up, or back it off. It wasn’t as 

exciting as I imagined it being, but Mr. Jeeter was the expert, so I waited.  

“There he is,” he yelled. I heard a sharp pop and the sound of the water 

running over the soil. “Shut it off, kid.” 

 I turned off the hose and ran back to the shed. Mr. Jeeter was standing in a 

pile of mud. The hose looked like some kind of snake all covered in it. Mr. Jeeter’s 

yellow teeth flashed in a weird grin. He held the rifle in his hand, a wood pump grip 

BB gun, and stood over the dead gopher like a hunter on an African safari. The body 

was hard to make out, all slimy and wet. Its fur was matted down, but it was dead, 

alright. The gopher was no bigger than my two hands together. Except for the 

wound and the big teeth, it didn’t look like much. Still, it creeped me out a little. Mr. 

Jetter was used to it. He scooped it up with a shovel and threw it away, then thanked 

me for my time and said I was a good soldier.  

 Most of my first summer in that town was spent flushing out gophers. Mr. 

Jeeter had a bad vermin problem. Whenever a new one showed up, he came yelling 

for me to come help. I jumped up to get my shoes and ran over fast as I could. It was 

fun at times. Other times, nothing happened. While the water ran on and on, I sat 

under the hot sun without shade. The only action I ever saw was turning the knob 

more or less. If the gopher didn’t break the surface, Mr. Jeeter sent me home. Either a 

new mound showed up the next day, or Mr. Jeeter called it an unconfirmed kill. He 
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didn’t like those much. I suspect it’s because it’s not as fun as hunting them. Even if 

it’s not much sport.  

I asked my mother why we didn’t have a gopher problem of our own.  

“Because,” she said, bringing out her tuna casserole, “We’re still too young to 

be getting gophers in our yard.” 

 I guess that made sense, but I think my mother just didn’t know enough 

about gophers, or she didn’t want to admit we had a problem. I poked around our 

yard with a stick, but I didn’t find any dirt mounds. If we had gophers, then they 

were well hidden.  

 Near the end of July, I heard Mr. Jeeter yelling for me, calling, Kid, Kid, get 

over here. I was on the porch. My mom was pouring me a glass of lemonade from 

the pitcher. We both watched him running, holding his hat down, yelling my name. 

My mother made him catch his breath and have a glass of lemonade. He tried 

waiving her off, but my mother, with those dull eyes, made sure he sat put and had 

some. Mr. Jeeter wiped the juice from his stubble and smacked his lips, his crazy 

eyes falling on me.  

“We got a trouble maker today, kid,” he told me. “This one’s nasty. Haven’t 

seen a yard tore up this bad since me and my brother used to hunt gophers in my 

grandma’s yard.”  

My mother nodded, and I laced up my shoes. Mr. Jeeter hurried me along to 

his backyard. 

 He wasn’t lying. I’d never seen more than a mound or two, but there were 

five big ones clumped together outside of Mr. Jeeter’s shed. I figured it must have 
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been some kind of family of them down there under the ground, but Mr. Jeeter was 

sure it was just one nasty trouble maker.  

“What makes you so sure?” I asked him.  

“Trust me.” Mr. Jeeter poked around the dirt mounds with the backend of his 

shovel. That was how he figured out where the hole was. “I can tell, kid. I just can. 

I’ve been around them long enough now that I just get a feeling for it. I really do.” 

I shrugged and ran to the side yard to wait for his signal.  

 There was a soft pink on the horizon. The heat was getting weaker. Shade 

stretched out from under the small eave of Mr. Jeeter’s house. A white spot lingered 

on my arm from where I’d pressed a finger to my burnt skin. Mr. Jeeter was in the 

same spot, focused. He crouched behind the maple tree with his BB gun aimed at the 

hole where the hose ran. Sweat soaked his hat. 

“Some tunnel,” he said.  

“What?” I called out.  

“Turn it up some more.” 

I turned the pressure up. Water from the leaky valve dripped on the ground.  

“More,” Mr. Jeeter said, but nothing happened. 

“Anything?” I asked.  

“Turn it up more.”  

 Water sprayed like mist from the leaky valve. My mother wouldn’t like me 

getting my shirt wet, but I cupped my hands and wiped the water over my brow. 

My skin sucked it up. 

“More,” Mr. Jeeter yelled. “Come on, Kid, crank it up.” 
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 I cranked the handled as far as it would go. The pressure was straining the 

hose and pushing water through. There was a loud cracking sound, a gargling 

almost, and then a sharp hissing. I turned around the corner and saw a geyser of 

water shooting up a few feet from the dirt mound where Mr. Jeeter had the hose 

stuck in. He was yelling at me to turn it off while I watched. The hose had broken 

through the dirt and come up to the surface spraying around with a life of its own. 

 By the time I turned off, Mr. Jeeter’s yard looked like a swamp. He stood in 

the puddles among the dirt mounds cussing to himself and kicking chunks of mud 

around. I felt bad, so I stayed late to help him flatten all of the gopher mounds and 

tidy the yard up as best I could. Dusk had settled by then. 

“Another unconfirmed kill?” I asked.  

“I’m not so sure,” he said, his eyes fixed on the ground like he could see the 

gopher through the dirt.  

 He was right. Mr. Jeeter called me back the next day when a new mound 

showed up, and the day after that. For a week straight, that little gopher tore up Mr. 

Jeeter’s backyard, dirt hills piled up everywhere. We never saw the gopher. The yard 

flooded every day, and Mr. Jeeter only got madder with each miss. He stood in the 

deep, muddy puddles looking at his wrecked yard, thinking hard, but not saying 

much.  

“Maybe it’s an unconfirmed kill,” I’d tell him as I wrapped the hose up. 

“No way that thing’s going away so easy,” he said.  

 Mr. Jeeters woke me up in the middle of the night, knocking on my window. I 

had to keep quiet, or my mom would hear and give me an earful about bedtime. He 
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spoke to me in a harsh whisper, louder than some people talk. He figured we could 

catch the thing off guard at night, maybe even watch for it at sunrise. The crickets 

were loud at that hour. I rubbed my itching eyes trying to wake myself up, but I was 

exhausted, not just because it was late, but because I was tired of hunting gophers.  

“What’s the point?” I asked him. 

“What’s that?” Mr. Jeeter asked. His eyes glistened.  

“Why don’t you just leave them be? I’m tired of catching them. It’s not fun 

anymore.” 

“It’s not supposed to be fun, kid,” he said. He gripped the window sill and 

leaned in, “It’s about maintaining your yard. If you leave those gophers be, then 

they’ll tear your yard up until you lose all control. You can’t lose control of your 

yard; that’s your manhood, you see? Let those little things burrow into your yard is 

like letting them burrow into your soul, and they’ll ruin everything.” He poked my 

chest where my heart was. “Everything.” 

 I didn’t know what to say, and he looked at me like maybe I was too young to 

understand. Mr. Jeeter sighed and took his hat off to rub the shiny bald spot on top 

of his head, then he looked at me.  

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, “Go back to bed and don’t tell your mom I was 

here tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll take you some place and show you what I mean.” 

 I was pretty tired and I wasn’t sure what he was getting at, so I nodded and 

went back to sleep, though I forgot to close the window. It was bad sleep after that. I 

kept having a nightmare, just one over and over, but those are the worst. There were 

gophers inside my mother’s house, baby ones mostly, digging around the halls and 
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in the kitchen, making dirt mounds everywhere. My mother had to step over them 

when she brought out her tuna casserole for dinner. I felt sorry for her, and I wanted 

to help, but I didn’t know much about dealing with gophers, just what Mr. Jeeter 

had showed me. I kept tossing and turning trying to figure out how to deal with 

them all. My brain fried like an egg and I felt sticky all night. Whenever I woke up 

from the nightmare, I swore I saw Mr. Jeeter still there in my window sill watching 

me like he wanted to help me with the gophers or something. 

 The next morning, I was sore; not in my body, but up in my head from all of 

those nightmares. Mr. Jeeter was waiting for me on his front porch, sitting there with 

a dark beard like he hadn’t had much better sleep than me. He looked old, really old. 

I said morning to him and he nodded. He said he wanted to show me some nasty 

gophers, but that we had to drive to get there. I asked why he didn’t have his BB gun 

with him in case we flushed any out. His face was long; his body drooped when he 

looked back at me from his truck.  

“That little thing won’t do much where we’re going.” 

 He took me way up into the hills. We rose with the morning. Trees were taller 

out there than any I’d ever seen and they shaded you from the sun a lot better than 

Mr. Jeeter’s eaves, or even his maple tree. His truck snaked its way up a single road 

that curved around the hillside and he parked on a dirt patch just off of the 

pavement. His whole body jerked forward when he stopped the truck and he rested 

his chin on the steering wheel for a while, his eyes off somewhere I couldn’t quite 

see. I let him stay like that, mostly because I didn’t know where we were or what 
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was going on, but I trusted Mr. Jeeter. He pointed towards a gated driveway a ways 

up, and opened the car door.  

 The driveway went downhill towards a house bigger than any I’d ever seen. 

Mr. Jeeter punched a code into the keypad by the gate and it swung open for us like 

it might have been expecting us. I looked down at my dirty gopher hunting jeans 

and felt like I wasn’t supposed to be there, but Mr. Jeeter walked down the driveway 

and I followed.  

 The house was pretty, painted white with blue shutters and a red door. The 

driveway was big enough for four of five cars, but it was empty. Mr. Jeeter stopped 

at the end of the driveway where the front yard started. It was the kind of yard that 

would have made my mother put a hand to her mouth to cover it. The grass was 

thick and deep green, cool looking. I wanted to lay up on it and watch the sky. 

Bordering the yard all around were all sorts of roses and bushes with so many colors 

that my eyes hurt. I’d been so used to Mr. Jeeter’s dried up grass and his dirt 

patches, and this place made me feel less thirsty, like taking a bath after a day out in 

the sun. The last thing I noticed, and probably the thing Mr. Jeeter wanted me to see, 

were the gopher mounds scattered around the yard, mostly near the lawn’s edge. 

There were dozens of them, more than I wanted to count.  

 Mr. Jeeter nodded when I looked at him. He walked around the grass to keep 

his boots off of it, grabbed a hose from the side yard, and stuck it in the nearest 

gopher hole he could find. We waited a while. The whole time, Mr. Jeeter watched 

me. I can’t say how long it took before the water started pouring over the mounds, 

but long enough that I imagined some massive tunnel system just under our feet, 
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and a whole town of gophers living there. Mr. Jeeter turned off the hose before the 

yard flooded, before it did any damage.  

“See what I mean, kid? You leave those gophers be and they take over your 

entire yard. How many holes you think you see?” 

I shook my head. “Whose place is this?” 

“My brother’s,” he said. “Nice, I have to say, really nice, but look at his yard. 

Ruined. Now I’m sure he doesn’t mind that too much. In fact, I know he doesn’t. 

He’s worried about bigger things, but this is what happens when you let the little 

things be. They’ll eat you up from the inside out.” He nodded and spat into the 

bushes. “By the time you realize what’s going on, it’s too late and you’re all 

hollowed out. You understand?” 

“I don’t know, Mr. Jeeter,” I said. I couldn’t lie, just looking at him sometimes 

made me tired. And that house his brother lived in was so nice. “If it’s between 

having a place like this and having to hunt gophers every day, I say let the little 

things be.”  
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Happy Hour in the Antipodes 

Stephen John Walker 

 

 

 rain squall worked its way around the north side of the island, but didn’t 

come ashore. Even if it had the patrons at the outdoor bar wouldn’t have 

been disturbed. 

  Skipper Jake’s, the pre-eminent watering hole in the Cook Islands, sat at the 

end of a pier along the north edge of Avarua overlooking a small anchorage. Second 

only to Quinn’s Bar in Papeete, this was the place in Polynesia to rub elbows with 

rogues and rascals, vahines and wanderers, ex-pats and pirates, scribblers and 

scoundrels. Not internationally known and well off major trade and tourist routes, 

Skipper Jake’s was in a South Pacific backwater—its main attraction to those seeking 

a less-public life.  

 Week’s end. The usual assembly—Maori, European, and mixed breed—stood 

two deep at the open-well bar on the lower level. A tin roof protected the locals and 

punters from the occasional rain shower. Wooden tables with palm frond umbrellas 

scattered around the pier gave seating for those wanting to order fresh fish and 

chips or sandwiches from the kitchen’s short order menu.  

 Up a flight of stairs at the long bar in the restaurant level, owner Jake 

Cartwright held court as he did every Friday afternoon before the dining room 

opened to the public. Two regulars sat at the bar: Reggie Pobjoy and Malfrey 

Pinchot-Wiggins, known as Wiggie. An ex-para, Wiggie, worked odd jobs around 

A 
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the islands and sometimes hired on as a cook—sous-chef, he called it—on passing 

freighters.   

 Reggie enjoyed his first Suva beer of the day while he watched Jake sort the 

lunch receipts. He lit a cigarette and turned on the bar stool to look out to sea. At 

high tide, ocean rollers broke on the island’s barrier reef sending up sheets of white 

foam. 

“You still serious about going back to France?” Jake said, not looking up from 

the pieces of paper scattered on the bar. 

“Yes, mate. It’s something I need to do. Things to sort out. Several reasons.” 

“Oh, yeah. Name two good ones.” 

“I want to try’n find the folks who helped me in ’41. I want to see if I can find 

the safe house in Paris where I was hid. And, maybe—just maybe—who fingered me 

to the Gestapo. That enough, mate? We’ve had this discussion before.” 

“Waste of time. The Gestapo? It’s been over twenty years. You think the Frogs 

are going to help you do in one of their own after all this time? Didn’t they send a 

whole lot of French Jews—their neighbors and such—to the death camps?”  

 Jake raised his head from the paperwork and looked to the left. Turning back 

to Reggie, he lowered his voice. “Speaking of Frogs.”  

 He pointed with his pencil toward two white men—one in a linen suit, the 

other in a police uniform—who stood at the lower level bar talking to one of the 

female bartenders. 

  “That must be the French copper from Papeete who’s been snooping around 
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asking lots of questions. Bobbie’s giving him the tour. Thought they might show up 

here sooner or later.” 

“Not much gets by you on Raro, does it, Jake?” Malfrey said.  

Jake frowned and nodded to the Maori bartender. “Have another drink, 

Wiggie. On the house. And, old son, move off a bit and try to keep it shut while the 

coppers are about. Right, mate?”  

 Malfrey, with a hangdog expression, slipped down the bar away from Jake 

and Reggie. The bartender placed a double scotch in front of him. The two white 

men walked up the steps to the restaurant level. Robert “Bobbie” Peel, a New 

Zealander and the Cook Islands’ new assistant commissioner of police, made the 

introductions. 

 “Evening, Reggie. Jake.” The policeman nodded toward Malfrey. “And 

Wiggie, of course. How are you?” Turning back to Jake, Peel removed his hat; the 

visitor did the same.  

“Here’s someone I’d like you to meet,” Peel said. He turned to the man in the 

white linen suit. “Monsieur DeRemer, this is Monsieur Pobjoy, or should I say 

Captain Pobjoy. And, of course, Monsieur Cartwright, the proprietor of this fine 

establishment.”  

The newcomer shook hands with Jake and Reggie. Jake pushed his 

paperwork aside. 

 “Right. What’s your poison, mates?” 

“One of your fine single malts would be good,” Peel said. 
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“A chilled glass of Chablis, if available,” DeRemer said, “or a rum with cola 

over ice.”   

“Monsieur DeRemer is an inspector—detective—with the French gendarmerie 

on Papeete,” Peel said. “He’s looking for a man who killed a police officer. I told him 

you know most of the white men in the Cooks.” 

The bartender placed the drinks on the bar. DeRemer sampled the Chablis. 

“This is quite good, Monsieur Cartwright. Not French?” 

“No. Australian, I’m sorry to say.”   

Malfrey slid off his bar stool and walked toward the gents’. 

“I have a photo,” DeRemer said. “I would appreciate it very much if you 

could give it a moment of your attention.”  

The French policeman took a small manila envelope from the inside pocket of 

his coat and slipped out a photograph. He laid it on the bar. Reggie picked it up. The 

face in the photo was of a man in his thirties with longish dark hair, wearing a 

floppy hat. He was sitting at a bar. There was a surprised, maybe even frightened, 

look in his eyes. Reggie recognized him. He handed the photo to Jake and winked at 

the two policemen. “That’s you, isn’t it, mate?” 

“Nah. Too good looking,” Jake said. “When did this all take place—the 

murder, I mean?”  

“Five years ago, in May, 1958.” 

Reggie took the photo back and held it at arm’s length. “Goin’ to need specs 

soon. Spooky lookin’ fella. Who’d he kill?”  
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“A police sergeant and former Foreign Legion officer. . . Heinrich Vater. A 

very sordid affair, I’m afraid. All over a prostitute. But to be entirely honest, his 

death was no great loss to France.” DeRemer took a drink from his glass. He turned 

to look out towards the reef. “This is an exceptionally beautiful venue.” He turned 

back to bar. 

“Vater was former German Army, probably Nazi and SS. He served in Indo-

China and Algeria with the Legion. From my interviews, I have concluded that he 

was genuinely hated by everyone who knew him. He enjoyed beating up prostitutes, 

but no charges were ever made against him. My suspect, Jean De Groote, apparently 

took exception to this anti-social behavior and stuck a knife in Vater’s chest. De 

Groote may have a Swiss passport, but we have reason to believe it is a forgery. And 

he may also be a deserter from the Legion.” 

“Why do you think he’s here, in the Cooks?” Reggie handed the photo to the 

French detective. “What’s his real name?” 

“His real name? I’m afraid I have no idea. After the debacle in Indo-China, 

many legionnaires took steps to avoid a return to France. Our sources in Saigon 

reported that a legionnaire named Emile Volantes purchased a false Swiss passport 

in the name of Jean-Philip De Groote. But the name De Groote, or Volantes for that 

matter, may not be accurate. There are stories about legionnaires who exchanged 

identity tags with dead comrades. This entire episode is obscured by the aftermath 

of defeat and the fog of war. And our hurried exit from the colony seven years ago.” 

De Remer took a sip of wine. “When I was on Nouméa last week showing this photo 

to others, I interviewed a lascar seaman who said he was crew on a tramp out of 
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Papeete that rescued a white man of this description adrift east of Tongareva—

Penrhyn Island you call it. He left the ship here on Rarotonga.” DeRemer replaced 

the photo in his wallet. 

“What was the name? One of my ships? A tramp?” Reggie stood back from 

the bar.  

“No, Reggie,” Peel said raising his hands. “Not one of yours. No one would 

ever think of calling your vessels tramps.” 

“My apologies, Captain Pobjoy,” DeRemer said, “The vessel in question was 

the Dorado. Not one of yours.” 

 “Sorry, Monsieur DeRemer, I take special pride in my little flotilla. And no 

one has ever referred to any of them as a tramp.” Reggie sat back on his stool. “Jake, 

let’s have another round here for our new friend.” 

 Jake nodded toward the bartender, who brought the same again. Malfrey, 

who’d returned to his stool, leaned forward with a hopeful look on his face. Jake 

ignored him. 

“There’s a lot of white driftwood floating ’round the islands,” Reggie said, 

“Don’t know them all. Could send a description of that fella out to my stations. It’d 

be some weeks before you hear from most of them, if at all. How long are you 

staying on Raro, Monsieur DeRemer?” 

“This is actually my—How do you say it?—swan song, Captain Pobjoy. I 

return to France in a few weeks to begin my retirement. I am sure my superiors in 

Papeete sent me on this journey through the islands as a farewell gift. I hold no false 
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hopes of finding this man, but the opportunity to tour le beau paradis is quite 

satisfactory.” 

“Where in France? I’m off to Paris myself in a month or so.”  

“Très bon. Paris is my home. How long will you be there, Captain Pobjoy?” 

“Don’t know for sure. Some weeks. How do you feel about collaborators, 

Monsieur DeRemer? Wait a minute. I can’t keep calling you ‘Monsieur.’ What’s your 

given name? I’m Reggie.” He extended his hand again. 

 The French detective smiled and grasped Reggie’s hand, “Theatris, but my 

friends call me Theo.” 

“Monsieur DeRemer, you’ll have to excuse Captain Pobjoy. Some folks tend 

to become somewhat informal after living in the islands for many years.”  

“No need to be a stuffed shirt all the time, Bobbie.” Reggie said. 

“Collaborators, Theo. What do think about them?” 

“May I ask why the interest, Cap . . . Reggie?” 

 Jake reached across the bar and placed a hand on Reggie’s shoulder. “I can 

best answer that, Monsieur Theo. My mate doesn’t like to talk about his war 

experiences. He was shot down over France in 1941, helped by the underground as 

far as Paris, and then got picked up by the Gestapo. Spent over three years in a 

Stalag.” 

“I am most sorry to hear that,” DeRemer said. “I also was a guest of the 

Germans for a short time. Fortunately, I was able to escape and join the Free French 

Forces in North Africa. Why do you ask about collaborateurs—collaborators?”  
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“I’ve always had the feeling that someone must’ve fingered me to the 

Gestapo. I’ve no proof that’s what happened, but there was a lot of discussion about 

it in the Stalag. There was some talk, rumors mostly, of a deserter—an English 

soldier gone bad—who was responsible for turning in Allied airmen to the Germans. 

Ever hear the name Paul or Harry Cole?” 

“No. The name is not familiar to me.” He took a notebook from the inside 

pocket of his coat and wrote down the name. He turned the page in his notebook, 

wrote again, tore out the page and handed it to Reggie. “This is my address in Paris. 

Please contact me when you arrive, Reggie. Perhaps I may be of some assistance. At 

the very least, I would be pleased to show you some of the sites of my beautiful 

city.” 

* 

The two policemen finished their drinks and left the bar. Reggie watched them walk 

along the pier toward the town centre, and then turned on his bar stool and looked 

out to sea. He lit a cigarette. 

“That’s your man on Rakahanga, isn’t it?” Jake said. “One of the lotus-eaters, 

isn’t he? What’re you going to do?” 

   “Not sure, mate. Must have a chat with De Groote or whatever his real name 

is, during my final island visit.” 

“You really selling out to those fellas from Wellington?” 

“Tweed and Black? Sure. Why not? They’ve made a good offer. Maybe I’ll 

open a pub here on Raro. Could you handle the competition, mate?” 
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  “What competition? You’d drink up all the profits. Speaking of profits, it’s 

your go at buying a round, Wiggie.” 
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Weather With You 

Max Dunbar 

 

 

 wish, for once, the weather would do what I want it to – it’s that thought, or 

something like it, that gets you over the edge of sleep, and into a strange semi 

lucid dream. In this dream you’re in the lobby of a golden city somewhere, and the 

screens in the lobby are playing scenes from your life – dreary scenes, for the most 

part, where always for some reason the weather is wrong. All your life it’s been 

sunny when you’re doing a three-hour exam, and raining when you do the half-

marathon. Light blocks out the TV screen through drawn curtains and hailstones fall 

when you invite dates on a walk. You existed under a dull grey scrim.  

There’s a wistfulness to this wish, a feeling of life out of sync, that you feel 

comes with middle age but that you’ve probably known since the age of eleven or 

so. Today, for example. For eight hours you cut the verges along the Moortown ring 

road in the kind of weather that should be enjoyed from a beach or beer garden. 

Endured the questions and babble from local pensioners, and the derision from the 

local lads (some of said ‘lads’ look to be well into their thirties) who questioned, 

perhaps rightly, why anyone from the Lingfields would work for a living. 

In the evening you log on to the delivery app and take orders. Your 

motorbike is in the garage, so you’re on the pushbike, which is fine, when you are 

just biking around the North Leeds villages. In the mid evening a call comes in from 

your dad, who lives two streets away from your tower block, and is calling to 

I 
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remind you about the barbecue coming up, an all-day family event where everybody 

drinks too much from warm cans and asks you when you are going to buy your first 

property, will it be next year now? Plus: missing this social event is not an option 

because to do so may jeopardise the day job for your father’s landscaping company, 

and also the monthly stipend he sends. 

Around ten o’clock, the clouds gather. And you just accepted an order. It’s 

from the Boss Burgers in Hyde Park. You’re not supposed to be able to order from 

the branch in Hyde Park. It’s a glitch on the website, that whoever runs it, can’t be 

bothered to fix. You do the deliveries to scrabble some capital together but if you 

have to go to LS6 and back the hour won’t even be worth the tip. 

You call the customer, who still wants the order. In the background there are 

women’s voices, and a tune you recognise: De La Soul, ‘Potholes On My Lawn’. 

By the time you get to Hyde Park and pick up the order, rain is hammering 

down. You bike down Queen’s Road past the student bars with light and music 

pulsing out of the warmth. You bike the order up the long hill to Chapel A, blinking 

back the rain that runs into your eyes and hearing the De La Soul chorus repeating in 

your head: Potholes on my lawn! Potholes on my lawn! Potholes on my lawn! 

Twice you skid and fall off the bike. 

The customers are a bunch of lads near half your age. They live in a beautiful 

detached house on the upper Canadas. They fall upon the food and complain about 

how long it’s taken. 

‘We thought you’d be on a moped or something,’ says the main guy. 

‘I’m on a pushbike,’ you tell them. 
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They laugh. They just laugh at you. 

There is no tip. 

 

After such a long bad day, and a night of shivery sleep and crazy dreams, you feel 

weirdly good and peaceful when you wake up. You finish off the ring road verges, 

and today the weather is perfect – warm enough to work outside, not so warm that 

others want to stand outside and say things like why can’t council cut back that waste 

patch on Turnpenny Lane, or e’ya mate was you in my half year?  

The rest of the working week passes just that way. Murky and cold when you 

want to stay in. When you’re out on the pushbike, there is a mellow sunlight and a 

fine breeze dusting your face. The winter clings still to the air but its puddles and 

ice-patches and little accidents, a constant hazard for the pushbiker, part like a red 

sea for your tyres. When you play golf on Saturday, the wind and thermals appear to 

guide your ball every time.  

In the clubhouse you have a couple of drinks and normally the booze sends 

you into a dull, silent reverie, thinking about growing up on the estate fringes of 

Alwoodley, dreaming of selling houses in Los Angeles, where the weather is always 

fine. Manchester was as far as you got, and within a few years you were back, 

leaving nothing to the rainy city but a failed marriage, a couple of void properties 

and two kids you never see. Back to Alwoodley and the deliveries and the tractors 

on the ring road. 

But today, for the first time in years, things feel different – you feel synced 

with the world, and in control.  
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You’re on the balcony in the early evening sun. You realise it would be nice to have a 

fresh breeze on your bare arms: and with the force of whim, you make it so.  

  Your father calls. He calls often, and wastes your time with long meandering 

conversations. He is the kind of man who likes to keep tabs on those close to him.

 After fifteen minutes he says: ‘Still up for the barbecue? Looks like we’re 

going to have the weather for it!’  

And you’re thinking: oh, I don’t think so. I think it’s going to be rather 

inclement. 

 

In the event, said barbecue did not take place. Why was this? Because the night 

before there was a spring storm which took out your old man’s house in a direct 

lightning hit. Unfortunate. More unfortunate still was that the fire killed not just 

your dad but several of your uncles and aunts, who had slept over the night before 

rather than drive the hour from Huddersfield on the day. 

The fire made the papers. The Met Office called it an ‘anomalous weather 

event’. 

But to you, it’s not anomalous at all.  

Comes a good summer with plenty of nights out and trips abroad. The heat 

never becomes sticky, though, and loving thermals wash the humidity from your 

sleep. You drag the summer out, keep the sun fighting against the nights that come 

in with the clock change, and finally get sick of the heat and let winter take its turn 

upon the stage. Jack Frost has a patron now. He draws his ferns and leaves to your 

command: chips out obscene graffiti upon the homes of the men who, as boys, made 
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fun of you in the playground.  

  To please the town, you make it snow on Christmas Eve, and run about 

pelting snowballs, in the way you never did as a child, full of bold laughter and a 

harried red fire in your cheeks. Snow forms into hard, keen projectiles between your 

palms. 

 

Come New Year you inherit your father’s home and business. It’s out of the 

council flat in Leafields and down to London, where you finally buy your first 

property. The first buy is an ancient Spitalfields weaving place and the owner, an old 

lady with an irritating voice, initially doesn’t want to sell. That’s no problem. A 

growth of black ice, sprouted overnight on her middle stairwell, does the job nicely.  

You flip that property, then another. All of a sudden you have a portfolio, and 

offices, and employees. Life gets faster, but not like it used to, when it felt like the 

years galloped and left you behind in time’s wake. Now time seems like the weather, 

something under your control. A poem your college girlfriend liked comes back to 

you: When he laughed, respectable senators burst with laughter, / And when he cried the 

little children died in the streets. 

One evening in a street-front café in Holland Park, you meet the woman who 

will become your second wife. She’s wearing a split skirt and, for a laugh, you 

conjure up a sudden draught and tease it open. 

 

People worry about the long summers, people talk of climate change, but you know 

it’s because you’re feeling so good right now, with a new woman, thriving business 
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and another baby on the way. The elderly may be suffocating in their tenements, and 

cars melting in traffic jams, but you’re doing fine. 

Then: a run of irritations and bad luck. Someone in your shop leaks 

information about the faulty heating in your towers. Newspapers get involved, and 

then lawyers. Things aren’t so good at home, either. You forgot how irritating 

bringing up a child can be, especially when you’re pushing fifty yourself. Outbreaks 

of storm and rain flicker across the sky’s blue face. And potholes on your lawn. 

You shout and row your way into a messy divorce. London gets to seem too 

fast and noisy for you. You buy a place back up in Alwoodley, on the Chase, where 

the posh girls kept their carriages. Life slows back down, but doesn’t calm down. 

You drink too much, and start dreaming again, mad unlucid dreams of sociopathic 

storms, solar fire, seas boiling, hail coming down in rocks and craters.  

In the waking world, people ask questions. London’s climate attracts COBRA 

meetings and UN rapporteurs. The city once basked in your happiness, now it is 

pulverised by your indignation. The Thames bursts its banks, the Shard is shattered 

by lightning. People start asking questions, about this environmental catastrophe, 

and also about why it’s always so warm in Leeds (in February, and localised entirely 

around your back garden). 

In your dream you call the English Dream Foundation and plead with them 

to take the wish back, to make everything stop. But the guy who answers the phones 

has a smart answer for you. The company bears no liability for interference with causality, 

laws of physics or the natural order of things undertaken by the customer, he says. In the 

background, you hear phones ringing, laconic voices ploughing through another day 
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of difficult conversations. That’s right in the contract. Every wish comes down to I wish I 

had never wished. That’s basic human condition stuff, man. Don’t you know anything? 

 

Finally the government men visit. You knew they would come sometime and were 

not afraid. You have something to bargain with, after all. London could fall into the 

sea if you are not satisfied.  

You drink tea in the sunlight of your back garden. As he talks, one of the men 

loosens his tie, and repeatedly rubs his index finger against his thumbpad.  

‘It’s interesting. We always complain about the weather in this country, how 

it’s either too hot or cold,’ says the government man, ‘but I’ve been to Bangladesh 

when it floods, I’ve crossed the Gobi desert, and I was in Orleans when Katrina hit. 

Did it never occur to you how lucky and anomalous it is to live in a country with 

boring weather?’ 

After forty minutes of conversation you come to an agreement. 

 

And that’s how you finally came to Los Angeles. With a new name, a house in Van 

Nuys and a sinecure redeveloping properties in earthquake county. The English 

papers are delivered every Sunday. As per the terms of your undertaking, the British 

weather has returned to its normal murky self. Climate again surrenders the front 

pages to war, terrorism, famine and other twenty-first century horsemen.  

You know you should be happy, but it’s not easy. The hours are long, and no 

one seems that interested in you. Weather gods are ten-a-penny here on the faultline. 

In the evening you gaze up into a blameless blue sky – and pray for rain. 
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Tyraman 
  Stuart Mackenzie 



HCE Review                                                                                                       November 17 
 

 
Damage Assessment 
by Cameron Morse  

 

Light filters through the motheaten   

quilt of maple and oak tree shade, 

   

the tattered shadow quilt draped   

over the moss-tinged pickets   

 

of the privacy fence, the patchwork   

of leaves draped over my legs. Spread   

 

across the stoop, I hold myself   

in abeyance. Beyond today I know   

 

nothing. Can only infer night rain   

from the dripping bird bath, the blasted   

 

phloxes, the black-eyed Susan now   

more black eye than Susan. In the aftermath,  

  

I make a new entry in my dream journal,   

pick pink petals out of the grass.  
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Intimations of Autumn  
by Cameron Morse 

 

I catch the cicada crying in the driveway,   

waterlogged as a newborn coughing up   

the amniotic fluid in its lungs. In the hospital   

of August rain, I, too, will drown like a leaf,   

face down, in the bird bath. I will turn away 

  

from the rotting swing set of my childhood,   

from its wet seats and blackened planks,   

to join the Japanese beetles that copulate   

in the out-of-reach branches of the rose   

of Sharon bush, and mate before the freeze,  

 

before the sludge of leaf-loss and autumnal   

silence.   Meanwhile, I linger like a stain   

of rainwater in shady corners of the patio,   

my face, the steam pressed against   

the window pane, its wet ghost breath. 
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Tommy Brought the Guns 

J. Triangle 

 

 

ommy hadn’t made his arrival into the world when the rage started, he hadn’t 

made his arrival because he was still only ticking over in the womb. It was the 

pregnancy that triggered it. Riddled with hormones, those crazy fuckers that 

demand all types of food to curb cravings and cause the tears to start. It was never 

the cravings that started the guns: it was always the tears. Powerful dribs and then 

you’re heaving up for hours. Collecting collateral and all that shite. All because 

you’re pregnant and a man should never hit a woman, especially when she’s 

pregnant—isn’t that right Mam? 

See I did listen to you, it’s funny isn’t it? You said that I never listened when I 

was out messing around with the ones you thought were bad for me: there was 

Jamie with the eyebrow piercing and that long black hair; then came Shea with the 

shaven head and the motor bike that shouldn’t have been allowed on the road. 

People like them lot were only after the one thing, you said that when I had that 

hickey on my neck that was peeping out from under my school jumper, you made 

me nearly piss myself with laughter, “Ma, we’re all just after the one thing, but at 

least I’m using a johnnie.” After that you left the kitchen, huffed off and let the 

potatoes boil over on the stove. 

“Mam,” I yelled from the bottom of the stairs, my pubescent face, a mask of 

welts and pus, “the spuds are turning into mush. Dad’s going to lose his rag if he 

comes home to a dinner like that.” 

T 
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You were crying, I knew that from the way your reply came back all muffled 

and broken, “oh you finish the dinner if it’s so important to you, you finish it and 

use the potato water to clean your filthy mouth out.” 

“Alright mam,” I said, “I’ll do that, sure at least I’ll get tomorrow off from 

school with all the damage that’ll do.” 

You said nothing. Imagine, that I couldn’t turn off the stove, I had to take the 

potatoes from the ring and ended up scalding, not my mouth, but my hand. We 

spent the night in the emergency room, you didn’t stop crying. Dad must’ve been a 

mess when he came home and the dinner was on the floor, remember the way he 

went mad? Ah look, that’s all done now; a trip down memory lane because of all the 

exes. Oh there was a string of them wasn’t there? All different variations of the same, 

most with piercings and tattoos, everything I loved and everything you hated. You 

told me they were going to land me in trouble, that there would be, ‘a little accident’, 

and I’d be stuck in the town working for some dipshit earning fuck all. 

You were delighted when I met Terry, remember the day of the introduction 

and the way you smiled all dopey? Even the good tableware was brought out for the 

welcoming. After the departure, you turned to me, and in that squeal of a voice you 

use when you’re excited, said, “that’s the one that you’re going to marry.” I suppose 

in a way, you were right: a marriage is binding, and so for that matter is a death. 

Do you remember the night, I told you that you were to be a grandmother? 

You answered the door in your thick, pink housecoat, your face fell when you saw 

that I was on my own. 
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“Where’s Terry?” You asked me, with your hand still on the door, guarding 

the house. 

“It’s Tuesday night, where else would you expect?” I said, breathing onto my 

hands to keep them from freezing over. 

“At the gym then,” you said. “Well I suppose you better come in and get 

yourself out of that cold.” You stepped out of the way, your back turned to me—it 

was then that I noticed how much you were after withering away. 

“Is he here?” I said when you led me into the sitting room. 

“He doesn’t be in the evenings,” you said and sat down on the plastic covered 

sofa. There was a cup of tea on a doily on the floor, you picked it up and used it to 

heat your hands from the chill of the room—a cold that was emphasised by the bare 

walls and the empty shelves. How it was freezing that December, I felt bad for you 

knowing that the oil tank in the back was dry, and the grate hadn’t seen a fire since I 

was a baby myself. 

“Good news for you mam,” I said, sitting down on the opposite end of the 

couch, making the plastic squelch under me. 

You squirmed, it was barely noticeable, but you did, “you’re moving to 

Canada are you?” 

“No,” I said, faking a laugh. “You’re going to be a grandmother.” 

And how you smiled. Finally something good for you to hear. A blessing to 

light up your face after all the years of it being in the dark. You wouldn’t have been 

happy if you had known that Tommy would bring the guns. 
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The first time the temper flared was in the first trimester. You saw the dent in 

the wall on your weekly visit; you knew I was lying when I spun that yarn about 

hanging a picture and hitting the hammer too hard against the plaster. That look you 

gave me was vile. 

Each week was something new, and you started popping your head in, far too 

often. Terry didn’t like that. 

It was with the ending of lent that I took back all my bad behaviours and 

everything I did caused havoc. Even before all the baby equipment came, I knew it 

was Tommy, Tommy had brought the guns. And then he arrived, all red faced and 

screaming, puffing his way into the world. You loved him Mam, didn’t you? Despite 

his namesake, you loved him. Even for a while it appeared that Terry loved him too.  

Then the colic comes and keeps me up for hours’, while inside the room, 

Terry is thrashing back-and-forth with a pillow on top of her head, just trying to get 

some sleep because babies are noisy and they are helpless and isn’t that the more 

reason to pick on them? 

Remember when I was a little boy and Dad broke my arm.  

“Ah but Tommy, Daddy didn’t mean to break your arm,” that’s what you 

said to me when he had come back from the Beer Shop—that’s what I used to call it, 

wasn’t it mam? The Beer Shop. “Leave Daddy read his paper and don’t try and be 

playing with him when he’s relaxing.” 

Then there was one of the other times, the time when it wasn’t me that had a 

broken bone, but it was you. I know, I know, there were too many to count. Your t-

shirt wasn’t meant to be red when you turned to me, when your nose was still 
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squashed and pumping, “let’s run away mam, let’s go away just the two of us 

together, off into the night like two superheroes looking for an adventure.” 

You smiled at me then, even though your nose was broken and half your 

front tooth was after falling onto the floor by your overturned good shoe, “and how 

would we have any money Tommy?” 

“We’d be bank robbers mam,” my face animated, eyes wide and hands like 

lightening, “we’d get guns—real ones—and have all the money in the world.” 

And that’s where I made my mistake, your smile was gone. You got up from 

the linoleum floor, “it wasn’t always like this Tommy, your father’s a good man; it 

was you that brought the guns.” 

And now I’m a father. Baby Tommy, named after me in a gesture of goodwill 

by the mother. Baby Tommy who shouldn’t have little bruises on his arms and legs. 

But he does, because his mother said, “that little fucker is driving me insane.” 

You spat in my face when you saw those bruises and threatened to call the 

services. You never said that when you saw my bruises. 

 Terry was gone to the gym, you shouldn’t have been there mam, but you 

were. That night it was you that brought the guns. Terry was angry, she was so 

angry when she spied your torn anorak leaving the house.  

“Tommy?” she said in that calm voice she uses—the one before the storm.  

“How was the gym?” I asked, coming out from the kitchen with the baby’s 

bottle in my hand.  
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“How was the gym?” She said, “How was the fucking gym?” She ran her 

hands through her hair, yanking at the roots, pulling the skin of her forehead 

back. “I told you I didn’t want that bitch in my house.” 

“She just brought him a few bits,” I said, “a knitted yoke—something in-

between a cardigan and a jumper,” I laughed, trying to diffuse the situation.  

“You think it’s funny, her dressing him like a pansy.”  

The shouting must have got to him. He started crying, his colicky wail from 

his little Moses basket. I swore I saw steam coming from Terry’s nose when she went 

charging for him. 

August nights are warm, but not warm enough to keep the heat in a baby. 

There was no time to get a blanket, so I wrapped him in my fleece-lined shirt. His 

head rested in the crook of my elbow. His soft dark hair always smelled like baby 

shampoo, it blew in the wind. You were the only one I could bring him to.  

 “Mam,” I said, standing on your doorstep. And I told you, that it wasn’t me 

that hit the baby. 

“Don’t,” you hissed, staring at his sleeping eyes, “it’s never the girl that uses 

the fists.” Your eyes were sunken, and your skin was yellow from the cancer that 

was killing you for years.  I thought you were a reaper when you hobbled towards 

me.  

“You’re a nightmare,” you said, pointing your finger at me. Words failed you 

didn’t they mam, that’s why you stuttered the rest of the sentence, “it was always 

you that—”  

“No mam,” I said, shaking my head, “it was Da and it was Terry; it was never 

Tommy that brought the guns.” 
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Mr. Wills 

Eric Smith 

 

 

 met Lionel Wills at Redneck Roadside, a hillbilly bar off route 9 in Morgan 

County West Virginia. Visiting the baths at Berkley Springs for a long weekend, 

my wife Lydia spent the day at the spa while I searched around for a place to watch 

the Redskins play the Eagles. Philadelphia—the home of Benjamin Franklin and the 

snake who demanded, “Join or Die.” 

I parked in the gravel lot and passed three brownish laborers in stained t-

shirts, cigarettes dangling from mouths, shoulders slumped, work boots torn with 

rubber heels detaching. I said hello, and one of the men raised his eyes up for a 

moment before staring back down at his boots. All three were caked in grime and 

smelled sour in spite of tobacco smoke.  

 Entering through the heavy door, I heard Lynyrd Skynyrd from speakers on 

the far wall. Two hand sewn versions of Gadsden’s Flag, the snake and “Don’t Tread 

on Me,” hung from either side of the speakers. The bar ran along the opposite wall, a 

straight line beginning at the heavy front door and continuing the full length of the 

room to the bathrooms and dart boards. No tables to sit down at. Just the bar, a ping-

pong table, and a small raised stage in the corner.  

 The bartender, a heavily bearded man wearing a skull cap, didn’t stand up 

from his stool behind the bar as I sat down. Like the men outside, he wouldn’t look 

at me.  

I 
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“Samuel Adams,” I said, but still, he didn’t get up. I practically shouted. 

“Samuel Adams.”  

He rotated his stool, but he didn’t stand. “Don’t have it.” 

“Bud Light, then.” 

 As he handed me the pint glass filled two inches below the rim, I asked him 

about the game.  

“Not here. Just Pittsburg games.” 

 He turned on the TV. And sure enough, The “Steel City” was playing 

Cleveland.  

And that’s when I met Lionel Wills. He had been sitting on the far end of the 

bar by himself, an old, bloated man wearing a weathered John Deere hat to cover his 

baldness. As he approached I noticed his alcoholic flush and the whiskey on his 

breath.  

“Another Old Crow,” he said to the bartender, sipping brown liquid from a 

shot glass. “This is Steeler Country,” he said to me sitting down on the stool and 

staring straight ahead. Our eyes didn’t meet and he didn’t offer his hand.  

“Always will be,” he continued after a kick-off return and an injury timeout 

as a commercial for “Clean Coal” lit up the screen. “Outsiders. They come in. Try 

and change things. Try and say what’s what.” 

 I bought him another drink and he told me his name, “Lionel Wills,” as he 

reached over to shake my hand. And as I gripped his soft palm, he told me his story.  

 The following narrative represents the essence, the sound, and the voice of 

Lionel Wills’ story. I cannot claim a flawless retelling; however, many of the lines 
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have been remembered verbatim. And much like the gentleman on Baker Street, 

who catalogued the tales of the illustrious detective, I have allowed myself certain 

flourishes in story-telling—a regard (for lack of a better term) for drama and 

suspense. Besides, the facts of the case have already been reported to the police. 

After speaking to Mr. Wills, I drove directly to the sheriff’s office. Without any 

further introduction, here is the story he told me:  

 

“It’s Monday, my day off from selling Amish baskets and planters by the 

roadside, so I lean over and says to the empty chair, the spot my wife would sit if she 

weren’t dead, “Cut off the T.V set, I’m going out for the ride we talked about, and I 

can’t stand another god-loving minute of this here judge yelling at these kind folks 

in fancy clothes. Unrealistic. The judge don’t yell. They just say how it is and then it 

is. I’d know. 

Watching court shows sprung the idea.  

 The defendant, I figure, never sees it coming till it’s too late. That’s the 

problem with systems of justice, and I knows it from experience. A man don’t have a 

chance, not figuring which way to squirm and wiggle till after it’s over and done and 

the verdict’s been given. Not like the real world where a man might square up, look 

his accuser right between the eyes, and settle things the way things oughta be 

settled. 

 I don’t wear a watch, so I check the flashing red numbers on the microwave. 

It’s set thirty-seven minutes slow from the time the power went out and came back 

on at 12:37 last winter. Never changed it. Just let it flash and do the subtraction. It 
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says 4:23, so I pull the blue Dickies down from the hook and zip up to my chin, my 

breath dancing out six inches past my lips as the screen door snaps shut and the 

dogs bark snarling murder from gaps in the fence.  

 So I drive the white Ranger around the corner and down the gravel road past 

Dolan Mallory and his shop doors left wide open. He’s standing at the workbench 

with pink respirator filters springing out from his mask and a pair of safety glasses. 

Safety glasses? A respirator? Who does he think he is, anyway?  

 Wind cutting up the hill blows drifts of leaves, and the oaks are swaying on 

both road sides. I take the Ranger past the crossroads and sit awhile. He won’t be 

walking for another thirty or forty, and he can’t see me driving back so soon. Might 

think it’s queer, me going out for a minute or two. There’s nowhere to go in a minute 

or two. So I wait ten on the dot and then flip it back towards Mallory’s house. Sure 

enough, shop doors are closed. But he ain’t left the house yet. I’ve been watching 

now for two months, driving past at the same time, 4:23 on the microwave. 

 Back at the house, the dogs are barking before I can slam the door shut. When 

he walks past he’ll cross the narrow gap where the juniper died. Right in front of the 

barn window. The one that’s open to the world. And all I’ll do is sit up there and 

wait.  

 You’ve probably heard of Liza Kohn. Got the same letter from Mallory last 

week. Same one I got before the hearing and the $1,874 in attorney’s fees made 

payable to Barrel Creek Property Owners Association. For not paying dues that ain’t 

worth a damn and for not fixing things up that don’t need fixed. That’s what the 

judge decided—pay up and fix up or spend your free time in the jail house. And 
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Mallory, the bastard, walks up the road and down the road like he owns the place. 

Mr. President.  

 Liza says she begged him. Hands and knees on the front porch step. I can’t fix 

it myself. I can’t do it. And the money. The money. I don’t have the money. Help me. 

Help me. Help me.  

Unbelievable. Well, I won’t do it. Too late now anyway. The suing’s been 

done, and I ain’t aiming to change a damn thing, and I ain’t going to jail on account 

of contempt against the court for not fixing the things they said I’d fix. They said I’d 

fix them. But I didn’t say a damn thing. Just “Yes, sir. Yes, sir.” An 

acknowledgement but no agreement. An agreement requires the shake of a hand, 

not the thud of a gavel.  

So I’m sitting at the loft window at the top of the barn with plywood creaking 

at my feet with every change of position. The dogs start to bark and I knows it’s him. 

He comes into view and I can see him closer than I’ve ever seen him before. At the 

court house I wouldn’t make eyes. And I’ve never talked to him face to face. Just 

over the phone the time I got the letter and let him have a piece of my mind—a big 

piece.  

 He’s coming up the hill slow, but not too slow with hands in his pockets. It 

ain’t so cold I can see his breath, but he’s wearing a hat and it’s the only thing I can 

see through my scope. But then I aim down towards his chest and back up to his 

eyes which are looking straight at me. He’s looking, but he doesn’t see nothing. If he 

did, he wouldn’t be walking. Just staring at the open barn window. Probably thinks 

of it whenever he passes. Me sitting here. 
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 With the dogs barking, I can barely hear the shot. He falls down for a second 

and gets up touching the place in the centre of his chest. He tears at his jacket and 

falls over again. His feet kick at the gravel, and he stretches out towards the open 

barn window. His face strikes the road and that’s it.  

 The dogs keep barking. Must’ve thought he was there in the road and not 

dead. They’d been cagey all morning and all afternoon. Hell, they’d been cagey for 

months now. Years. Since Mallory started walking each day, they haven’t had no 

rest. Can’t blame them either. Living in a cage ain’t so bad until you see something 

walking around free.  

 I lean the rifle against the sill and climb down the ladder. Out on the street I 

kick the body and he doesn’t move. “You see that deck. It’s falling down, but I ain’t 

fixing it. You hear that, Mallory? Hear it? And the trespassing signs. I won’t be 

taking them down. You hear that? Of course not. You’re dead. Who’s telling who, 

what, now? Huh? Who’s telling who, what?” 

 I wait on the road, but no one comes to see what I’ve done. The neighbors fire 

off their guns every weekend, so a shot or two doesn’t serve for much of a surprise. I 

was hoping his wife might walk up the hill or drive up, but upon retrospection, I 

remembered her car missing from the driveway when I drove back up. 

 The blood pools up around his chest and it’s redder than red. A real shame 

Mrs. Kohn isn’t around. She’d appreciate a sight like this one. I take a picture with 

my phone to show her later and yell at the dogs to “shut up,” as I climb the porch 

steps into the house. It doesn’t matter. They won’t stop barking. 
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 And that’s the only thing that went wrong. It’s the one thing I would’ve done 

differently. If I had locked the dogs up in cages at the back of the property, it 

wouldn’t have been so loud and I could’ve rested after the shooting was over. But 

with the dogs barking, I couldn’t let my thoughts go.  

 Back in the kitchen I notice the flashing numbers on the microwave. 5:09 and 

then 5:10. Too early for supper, so I sit next to my wife’s chair with the imprints from 

where her hands would go and the cigarette burns from her falling asleep to the Late 

Show.   

“So, you wait as long as you said you would?” she asks dragging on her 

cigarette. To be clear, I ain’t crazy and I know she ain’t there and that I’m making her 

up for someone who’ll listen—really listen. And now that she’s dead, she knows 

which questions to ask and what reassurances to make. “All the folks here—they’ll 

thank you for it. They’ll want you for president. Someone who does right by the 

people. Not like Mallory, the thief.” 

“I didn’t do it for all that. Someone else can have it.” 

“Yeah, but no one liked him. Telling people what to do. Stomping around on 

other people’s property. Saying what’s allowed and what’s not. And with what 

right?” 

“That’s not it. I didn’t do it for no one else. Not you. Not the fine folks of this 

here community. It’s for me and that’s all. Just for me.” 

“You should’ve killed the other one. David Weamer. He’s the real problem—

the vice-president. And you’d of done it the same. Him driving past on the tractor 

dragging the road. And bang, ass-over-end. Dead before he hits the ground.” 



HCE Review                                                                                                       November 17 
 

“There you go and ruin it,” I say standing up and then sitting back down, the 

creak of the recliner raising my feet up level. “He’s harmless anyway. Scared him off 

with the baseball bat. Must’ve been ten or twenty years back. But Mallory. He 

doesn’t know better. An outsider. Too dumb for getting scared.” 

“Too dead.” 

 I raise up and out the chair to check the window and the body lying there on 

the road. Dogs haven’t stopped and the little furry one is scratching a tunnel under 

the gate.  

“Leaving it there?” the wife asks.  

“Too much blood. It’s all over his clothes, and if I drag the body, it’ll smear 

the road. Besides, I don’t want blood on my hands. And if I grab under the arms, I’ll 

get it all over.” 

“Fine by me,” She says. “It don’t change my condition. But won’t someone 

find him? Cars drive by every day. The postman—he’ll drive through tomorrow. 

And the neighborhood watch—old Sherman with his bull terrier pup, Mo—he’ll be 

through later this evening.” 

“Well,” I answer finally, “If it wasn’t me, it would be someone else. PRE-

tentious bastard. Stomping up and down like he owns the place.”  

 And that’s that. The wife and I make conversation till Fox News with the 

microwave blinking 6:37. I make two frozen dinners and we have our supper on the 

couch.”   
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 Mr. Wills finished his story and I finished my drink. The bartender stared at 

me. Mr. Wills, with the points of his canines hanging out over his bottom lip, stared 

at me. The men who had been standing outside—they stared at me. I paid and left.  

 Arriving at the Sheriff’s station, I couldn’t catch my breath as I fumbled with 

the door handle, pulling instead of pushing. The deputy, a middle-aged man with 

his hands resting on his gut, didn’t motion for me to sit down.  

 I broke into the story. I told him about the murder. I told him about Lionel 

Wills. I commanded him to get up and follow me to Redneck Roadside. “He’s there. 

He’s sitting at the bar. You need to go now. Catch him before he gets away.” 

 And as my desperation peaked, he broke into a smile. He smiled and 

he laughed and he pointed towards the door.  

  “You should go,” he said. “There’s nothing to report. If I had a nickel for 

every time an out-of-towner burst in here with the same old story—trust me—Mr. 

Mallory or whoever—he’s alive as he ever was. 
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Room 807 

Samuel Cole 

 

 

har—Mrs. Ossoff to the staff—turns off the car radio and drives the black tar 

road leading to The Veteran’s Rehabilitation and Research Facility in 

Cleveland, a familiar drive and second home during the last thirteen months. Maple 

and oak trees, busy shedding autumn skin, blanket the ground with brown, orange, 

and burnt sienna leaves. Of all places to pick up what’s shrivelling and in decay, she 

thinks, this is that place. 

A slight breeze teases a new, shoulder-length haircut and navy-cerise 

pinstripe dress. Peter—Mr. Ossoff to the staff—prefers long hair, tight blue jeans, 

plaid shirts, and cowboy boots. But that’s not who she is anymore. She’s different. 

Like him. No more revealing getups. No space for playtime. Just take the concrete 

stairs one and one and follow the rules and work the plan and be diligent and 

punctual and prudent and don’t complain or question ideas of fairness or 

perpetuity. The words ‘I do’ are the opposite the words ‘I don’t’. Change, like war, 

occurs, redefining commissioned agreement. Denial, like physical therapy, also 

occurs, redefining routine pointlessness.  

The facility lobby smells of peroxide, laundry detergent, and sunbeams. 

Receptionists, doctors, nurses, lab techs, volunteer greeters, fall interns, and even a 

few of the scary-hairnet cafeteria staff move around the area with ease, transmitting 

C 
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obligatory equipment to and from those suffering from the ill-ramifications of 

combat. The elevator zips to the eighth floor with timely express, fulfilling its duty, 

dropping her off at the backend of the front line.  

“Hey there, Mrs. Ossoff,” Carl, an orderly says, exchanging places with her on 

the elevator. “Bet you’re excited about today.” 

“Super excited,” she lies, watching the elevator doors close. Silver doors. Not 

brown. Why did she think they were brown? She gasps at the widened reflection. 

Before Peter’s deployment to Afghanistan, she’d been the epicentre of heart-health 

fitness. A yoga instructor. Toned tummy and abs. Lean proteins. Vegetables. Fruits. 

¼ cup of almonds twice a day. Water and rest. Trail walks with picturesque views. 

So good. So long ago. What else has she failed to see clearly? Recovery, everyone’s 

favourite word around the grounds, seems overinflated. As does healing. And 

progress. Moving forward here is the incongruity between endurance and 

dissonance. Aren’t members of the military supposed to come home stronger than 

how they left? 

“We’re all rooting for you Mrs. Ossoff,” Raylene, the tallest nurse from the 

nursing station says, writing in black marker on a whiteboard first names, room 

numbers, and numerous patient concerns. Peter’s name isn’t on the list. For once.

 “It’s gonna be weird not seeing you around here every day.” 

“It’s gonna be weird not coming here every day.” 

“Hey there beautiful,” T.J., her favorite male nurse whispers, walking beside 

her, carrying a stack of white towels.  

“I told you not to call me that.” She slaps his forearm. 
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“I call it like I see it, babe.” 

“What if someone hears you?” 

“Look around you,” he whispers. “No one’s paying attention.” 

“How’s Peter today?”  

“He’s Peter being Peter.” 

“That bad, huh?” 

“Have you thought anymore about what we talked about last night?”  

“Not here.” She steps back. “Not now.” 

Vance, a new nurse, walks out of room 807. “He says he doesn’t feel great 

today, but I don’t detect a fever or sense anything too off.” He points a thumb back 

to the room. “He’s all yours.” 

Room 807. A twelve second walk from the elevator’s silver doors. Not brown. 

A six second walk from the nurse’s station. A twenty-two second walk to the large 

bay window at the end of the hallway overlooking a vegetable garden. Won’t the 

overnight janitorial staff be relieved when she’s gone? No more shoe mud or jacket 

dust to mop. No more candy or gum wrappers to sweep. No more strands of blonde 

hair or fingernail clippings hiding in the hallway corners. No more breaking the 

back-throbbing recliner in which she’d had the misfortune to sit, eat, drink, read, 

pray, talk, cry, and sleep.  

Char waves the discharge papers at T.J., and then at Raylene. “Doctor Cates 

needs to approve these before we can leave.” 

T.J. looks at Raylene. “Call Doctor Cates at extension 3254 and let her know 

The Ossoff’s paperwork is ready.” He nods at Char and waves for her to follow. She 
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nods. Please, he mouths. She walks to the elevator where he stands and whispers,

 “Meet me in the laundry room in five. Please.” 

“I can’t do that anymore.” 

“Don’t say that.” 

“It has to stop.” 

“You can’t leave without telling me the answer. You promised.” 

The elevator dings and the doors open. T.J. enters, winks, and mouths, Please. 

The elevator doors close. Damn him for being so able-bodied and sexy. Damn him 

for being able to walk and wink. Damn him for telling her that she didn’t have to be 

the archetype wife; the savior; the hero; the diaper changer. Of course he’s right. It’s 

better for Peter, and for everybody, if she leave in frustration rather than stay in pity. 

Why can’t she convince herself of such lucid rationality? She rubs a thumb across the 

slightly raised numbers on the door sign. How brail must feel to the blind, she thinks, 

how befitting. 

“Char,” Peter yells. “Char?” 

She can’t move, frozen to the mandates of this place: physical therapy 

strengthening exercises—once in the morning, once in the afternoon, and twice in 

the evening before bedtime—to be continued at home; the wide range of emotions 

psychologist Nettie said she and Peter were sure to experience during the 

challenging road ahead; the tri-fold brochure in which Chaplain Ed had highlighted 

area churches, websites, emails, phone numbers, and community support groups for 

post-war survivors and their families; the cold hospital food she’d spat into scratchy 

napkins; the heart rate monitor she’d accidentally unplugged on her way to the 
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bathroom; the midnight readings from memoirs written by brave soldiers, dedicated 

children, and supportive spouses embodying filament courage, strength, and 

tenacity, traits she questions whether she and Peter possess. She stares at the card 

table and two matching chairs sitting at the end of the hallway, dispossessed at the 

moment of people, puzzles, coffee cups, and board games. A harmonious symmetry 

of complimentary parts. The way she and Peter used to be. The way she and T.J. can 

be, if she’d just say yes. 

“Char.” 

She turns around, power walks to the stairwell, and takes the stairs two and 

two, ignoring the many well-wishers and pill pushers she’s come to know by face, 

rank, and name. People at the top of their game who chose to work with those at the 

bottom of defeat. When did below-average become a cruel word? Why do people 

frown on the status quo? She deserves above-average consistency, T.J.’s consistency. 

She deserves to be happy. And free. She peeks in the laundry room. T.J. isn’t inside. 

It’s a sign: turn around and go to room 807 and embrace Peter for who he is, and 

isn’t, and will never be—which isn’t his fault—fulfilling a duty to the President and 

to Congress and to the call of honor. If she leaves Peter, she knows his heart will 

break. But what about her broken heart? Is it less important? A broken heart that T.J. 

promises to help mend. Maybe she can continue the affair in secret. Every couple has 

secrets. Nobody’s perfect. Why should she, Peter, and T.J. be any different? 

T.J. wraps his arms around her waist. “I miss you so much already.” He 

squeezes. “Thanks for coming.” 

“I feel like I need to stay with him.” 
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“You’re not a bad person if you leave.” 

“He has no family but me.” 

Peter’s springiness before the war brings an onset of tears. The way he 

skipped to the mailbox in the summer. The way he shoulder-pushed the garbage 

cans to and from the curb. The way he pulled her into his arms whenever she felt 

sad, needy, or scared. The way he made love to her whenever she felt unloved. The 

way he held her hand at Preston Beach, their favorite spot to swim, sunbathe, and 

watch the sun sing good day to the moon.  

“I can’t leave him.” 

“You don’t have to be the architype wife, the savior, the hero, the diaper 

changer.” 

“But I said I do, not I don’t.” 

“But I love you, and he’ll never be able to make you happy.” 

“Maybe it’s my turn to make him happy.” 

“You’ll lose. We’ll all lose.” 

“I have to try.” 

“I won’t wait for you.” 

“Then I guess this is goodbye.” 

 “You’ll regret this decision.” He pushes her back against the wall and walks 

away, taking with him something she willingly gave—a mistake—one she will make 

right over time. To herself. And to Peter. Back upstairs, she smiles when Patrice says,

 “He won’t stop calling your name.” 

“He’s never been a quiet man.” 
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“Char.” 

She enters the room. “Good lord Peter. Be quiet.” She can’t help but cringe at 

his toothless smirk and plastic cheekbones, nose, and lips. No left arm. No legs. No 

nipples. No functioning penis. No balls. No working sphincter. Before the casualty, 

she’d never seen a colostomy bag. 

“Guess we’re supposed to be jumping for joy about leaving,” he says, his 

voice cutting out between words, dog tags bouncing against a hollow and undefined 

chest.  

Jumping for joy, she thinks. Yeah right. Other military wives in her support 

group said they couldn’t imagine the response if their husband came home broken, 

mangled, or deformed. Lucky bitches were spared, the entire lot. She sits in the 

recliner beside the bed. “Guess what I found today?”  

“My limbs.” 

“Your theme song.” 

“What? Like Beauty and the Beast?” 

“Half-full, remember.” She sticks out her tongue.  

“I’ve got a theme song for you,” he says. “She’s mighty mighty, letting it all 

hang out.” 

“Peter Edward.” She crosses arms over her belly. “I haven’t gained that much 

weight.” 

“Let’s do the time warp again,” he sings off-key. 

“Stop it, you brat.” 

“I know, I know. You gotta look at this, too.” 
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“How are the new contacts feeling?” She rubs thumbs over the smooth flesh 

where wiry eyebrows used to grow. “Still feel weird?” 

He blinks, or at least tries to. “So what’s this theme song of mine?” 

“I heard it on the way over and I knew it was yours.” 

“A car song? Oh joy.” 

“I don’t know all the words, but I promise to learn them.” 

“Theme song of my life and you don’t know all the words. Awesome.” 

“You need to learn patience, Peter, remember.” 

“It better not be anything from that Spears chic or that Gaga whore.” 

“It’s the theme song from St. Elmo’s Fire.” 

“The eighties TV show?” 

“I think it was a movie.” 

“But you don’t know all the words.” He laughs. Not a laugh. More like a 

snort. A girly snort. A little girly snorty-snort. 

“I know the first two words are growing up.” 

“That’s unfortunate.”  

“No, we’re not.” She leaves room 807, only to return five minutes later 

holding an open laptop. Doctor Cates stands beside her.  

“Come to stare at the mutant sutures one last time, have we?” Peter says. 

“It’s nice to see you sitting up and talking fluidly,” Doctor Cates says, leaning 

against the doorway. Raylene enters and sits on the opposite edge of the bed, 

tapping the bottom of her shoes against the floor. 

“Everyone quiet.” Char pushes the enter button. A soft guitar begins to play.  
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“Turn it up. I can’t hear it,” Peter says. 

She turns the volume to one hundred. Soldier on, only you can do what must be 

done. 

“I gotta go.” Raylene wipes her eyes. “Best of luck to you both.” 

“I’m coming with ya.” Doctor Cates follows Raylene. 

Char closes her eyes, surrendering her heart to the rhythm of silence fading 

into air. “So what do you think of it?”  

Peter closes his eyes, surrendering his heart to the rhythm of silence fading 

into air. 

“So? So? Peter. Peter.” 

T.J. walks out of the bathroom. “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” 

“It’s Peter. Something’s happened. You have to check on him. Like now.” 

T.J. closes his eyes, surrendering his heart to the rhythm of silence fading into 

air. 
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Do -It Yourself Therapy on Water Street 
by Alikazam Loukoum 

 

The cheap pharmacy razor cuts slowly   

but superficially  

into a pudgy, pale patch  

of fuzzy forearm  

slicing two lean parallel lines,  

twin trails of evenness, conveying  

a disjointed unevenness,  

sputtering droplets of   

the hue of a Ruby-  

perhaps the name he might have had  

had he been a woman, and then he might  

have been more competent-  

more comfortable-  

at liberating lacerating shards of thoughts.  

But, like too many panicky theatregoers  

stuck in a second-storey exit,  

nothing can escape-  

not even a choppy chain of profanities and tears,  

so he hunches in screwed-up stoic silence over a   

buttercream ceramic sink  

in a tidy Canadian toilet  

trying to conjugate verbs  

and inflect nouns  

in the language of pain. 
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Southern Summer Party 
by Alikazam Loukoum 

 

I detached myself from a sticky plastic deck chair   

and crept from a broiling bungalow 

to the slightly less stultifying 

festival get-together 

in a temple of trivialities: 

chirruping chatter 

about cricket and Christmas 

and lawns and prawns. 

Human doilies 

in paisleys and pastels 

cooed and clucked over curried eggs 

or the divinest devils on horseback ever to grace a plate; 

their knights in polyester, sucking on cigars, 

nodded blandly like mechanical men. 

I sat in a stupor 

til the family-man slipped into focus, 

swilling a crème-de-menthe, 

owlish eyes judging from behind square spectacles, 

eyebrows soaked in a slick layer of sweat, 

bony body bathed in pedestrian cottons. 

His condescending voice as dry as the Gobi 

prattled on about pleasantries 

before informing me of his infidelity  

to Penelope with the (bottle) ginger bob. 

A half-giggle tinkled forth as he bragged   

about his well-endowed Maltese in Manukau, 

about discreet pickups in public toilets, 

about pleasuring a solicitor in a sauna. 

He spat out accounts of slapdash conquests 

to me, his appointed confessor (God knows why), 

subsequently squeezing my shoulder 

and vowing  

'See you in chapel.'  
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Thank You, St Jerome* 

by Alikazam Loukoum  

 

Source language is blue, like the stripes of the Argentine-or Uruguayan-flag; 

target language is white, like the Cliffs of Dover. 

The computed-assisted tool toggles  

between the tongue of Torquemada 

and the language of Lizzie Borden, 

frantic fingers capturing keys 

to transform almohada,  

brought from the Arabic 

by marauding Moors meandering into Iberia, 

into pillow, 

as Anglo-Saxon as beer and brawling, 

or into cushion, 

a nod to the noble Normans  

splashing against the shores of Sussex. 

Let the translator toss words, 

just as a sous-chef tosses a salad, 

for the Tower of Babel remains broken, 

and deadlines are unforgiving.     

 

 

 

*St Jerome is the patron saint of translators, librarians and encyclopaedists 
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+  C A N D Y G R A M  F O R  M O N G O  +  

b y  D o m i n i c  L a i n g  

Today, I am learning how to make my dreams come true.  

  Entering college, I believed my calling in life was to move to Hollywood, pay 

my dues, maybe struggle a bit, but eventually become a thoughtful, well-regarded, 

occasionally controversial (but for like, awesome reasons) writer-director-producer-

content-manager-mentor-entrepreneur-pioneer who just so happened to be 

compassionate and social-justice-minded and Christian and Oscar-winning and rich 

and famous. 

  I mean, once God saw how successful and rich and famous I was going to be 

for His name’s sake, how could He not bless my efforts? I was going to take the gifts 

God had given me and returned them back to Him — and in the process, I would see 

my name in lights — and on television — and on a Star on the Walk of Fame. 

Everywhere I’d look, there I’d be. 

  (For God’s glory, of course.) 

  Today’s lesson in learning how to make my dreams come true involved 

getting a job as a production assistant on film shoots. 

  It is not a glamorous job. Nor is it the most coveted position on set.  

  But it is the first rung in my ladder of fame and fortune and righteousness.

 (Which one of these is not like the other…) 
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+  T W O  +  

 

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, thank you so much that you’re making my dreams come true.  

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, thank you for the opportunity to be famous and happy for your  

name’s sake.  Thank you thank you that you’re giving me everything I want. 

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, thank you that you gave me rich and famous 

dreams that are coming true I can taste it they’re all coming true, 

everything’s coming true, thank 

 you thank you. 

 

+  T H R E E  +  

As a production assistant, I was going to make all my dreams come true. 

  Also, I was going to make coffee for directors, producers, for clients, for 

creative directors, for actors, for grips, for data managers and other production 

assistants. 

  In addition, I was going to make copies of the call sheet and hand them out to 

hair/makeup, to the head of the Art Department, to the DP, the 1st Camera 

Assistant, the 2nd Camera Assistant, and the ioatir,. 

  …And then, I’d make my dreams come true. 

  But first I’d set-up Crafty, better known as Craft Services. Then, I’d restock it 

throughout the day and make sure whoever wanted food at any point in the day 

would have whatever kind of food they wanted.  
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I would take lunch orders, and I would make sure everybody’s name was 

written on their orders, and I would make sure if they didn’t want onions, they 

wouldn’t get onions. …And then, then — I would make my dreams come true. 

  Unless I was also needed on set to take out the trash and make sure everyone 

parked in the right place and make sure everyone knew where the bathrooms were 

and make sure everyone had their cell phones on silent when we were calling 

“Action!”, except the producers and the clients, whom you can’t be angry at because 

they’re the ones with the money and they need to keep their stupid fucking cell 

phones on because they have a “Very Important Meeting” they need to be available 

for at all times, because that Very Important Meeting is More Important Than 

Anything Happening On Set.  

  But…after all that was taken care of, then I could get to work making all my 

dreams come true.  

  As soon as I got everyone coffee and finished printing out these call sheets. 

 

+  F O U R  +  

Standby for the client to complain. About the heat. About the cold. About the green in 

the jacket they picked out for the talent to wear. Standby to hear about how it’s not the green 

they thought it was. 

  Standby to laugh at jokes you don’t think are funny. 

  Standby for the producer to want you to make a specialty coffee and candy run. 

  Standby for someone to tell you to go fuck yourself. 
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  Standby for someone to ask you what jobs you’ve worked in the past, what jobs you’re 

working next, what famous people you’ve worked with and what famous people you’re going 

to work with. 

  Standby to take out the trash again and again and again.  

  Standby for everyone else to tell you about how they’re making their own dreams 

come true. 

  Standby for the Best Boy to talk to you about the Documentary he’s directing. 

Standby for one of the Grips to talk to you about the short film he’s editing. Standby for one 

of the other PA’s to talk to you about the web-series he’s acting in. Standby for one of the 

background actors to talk to you about the Instagram series he’s going to write as soon as 

there’s a gap in his schedule. 

  Standby and get insanely jealous at everyone who somehow knows how to make 

dreams happen faster and better and easier and more successful than you do. 

  Standby for someone else to tell you to go fuck yourself. 

  Standby for every single one of the grips to hit on the lead actress.  

  Standby for the fucking second AC, who doesn’t give a shit about the actress, to 

capture her heart.  

  Standby for everyone to secretly admire and despise the fucking second AC. 

  Standby for shit to happen. 

  Standby to go fuck yourself. 
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+  F I V E  +  

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, thank you that you have made my dreams more 

noble and more shining bright than all these people. Thank you that by 

your grace and by your strength, you’ve called me to more than this 

sorry lot of shit-heads.  

Thank you that my happy and famous and bright-shining dreams have  

kept my heart pure. 

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, I know these days aren’t fun, but I believe people are 

going to love me and they’re going to say ‘wow oh wow oh wow oh 

WOWWWWW’ when they hear my stories, and they going to clap-clap-clap 

and say ‘yay-yay-yay’ because my stories are so beautiful and my stories will 

make my dreams come true.  

+  S I X  +  

Today, I am learning how to make my dreams come true.  

  I am talking to Mongo, head of the Art Department. Mongo — obese, pale, 

middle-aged — resembles Jabba-the-Hutt, decked out in a backwards baseball cap 

and pitted-out skin-tight black t-shirt. Mongo’s telling me the story of how he just 

spent four days on a shoot as Fred Flintstone in a “Flintstone’s” XXX parody. 

  He took pictures and video of the shoot, and now he’s showing everybody 

within a ten-foot radius, including me. He holds the phone in his meaty, sweaty, 

sausage-finger hands, and he gleefully makes jokes about the women in the parody.  
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  One of the best parts of the whole experience, he claims, was that one of the 

actresses had to call him “Daddy” for the entirety of the shoot. He beams like the 

sun; belching gas and emitting toxic waste from every pore. 

  Mongo shows me a picture on his phone of a girl bent over with a thong 

jammed in her ass-crack. He shows the picture with the same pride I would show off 

a picture of my niece or my newly remodeled car, or a mountaintop view of the 

sunset. For Mongo, this up-skirt photo of an actress fills him with as much awe and 

wonder as an Ansel Adams shot of El Capitan. 

  He pulls out the picture at random, and he goads me. “Isn’t that awesome? 

Isn’t that hot? Isn’t that something?” The words stain his face, like fucking grease 

and slop, like he’s a fucking pig in the middle of a fucking mud pile scrambling for 

food in the trough. 

  Mongo looks like a fat ass.  

  Mongo looks like a human-sized Cinnabon. 

  Mongo looks like the guy who died at the beginning of “SEVEN” — the one who sat 

at his desk and ate himself to death until his insides burst out in waves of fucking mess and 

swill.  

 

  I imagine when he sits for any time longer than five minutes, and the temperature is 

anything above freezing, rivulets of sweat stream down his fat, bulbous calves. 

  I imagine what he’s lost in the rolls of his fucking neck; any number of potato chips, 

all kinds of pens, spare change perhaps, maybe a cigarette or two.  

  I imagine that when he tries to find his dick so he can masturbate, it’s like finding a 

needle in a haystack, except the haystack is sweaty, puss-filled, slimy, seeping, oozy fat. 
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  He smells like an unplugged refrigerator after two weeks in the Louisiana Summer.

 He smells like four deviled eggs spent two weeks on a vision quest in the New Mexico 

Desert. 

  He smells like Old Faithful if it was actually the world’s biggest Asshole, and it was 

spewing diarrhea twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, projecting it high enough into 

the air where some of the diarrhea molecules might dance across atmospheric layers in a state 

of weightlessness, like astronauts — like Ass-tronauts — and then tumble back to earth as a 

shit meteor. 

  “Isn’t that awesome?” repeats Mongo. “Isn’t that hot? Isn’t that something?”  

  Mongo touches my face once, and I feel like slapping it away, as if he were a 

leper. 

 

+  S E V E N  +  

Oh Lord, oh Lord, thank you that I’m better than Mongo. Thank you 

that I’m not fat like Mongo is, thank you that I’m not a pervert like 

Mongo is, thank you that I’m holier and more lovable than Mongo. 

Thank you that you love me more than Mongo, and that my dreams 

are better than Mongo’s dreams.  
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Oh Lord, oh Lord, I’m thankful I don’t think about porn — I mean I 

don’t think much about porn — I mean I used to, yes, but now I’m 

better, now I figured out how to be better, how not to look at porn — I 

mean, look at fucking Mongo! I know I’m a better person than Mongo.  

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, please please pretty please make all my dreams come true 

and help me not look at porn because — because Mongo’s fucking disgusting 

and I know I’m better than Mongo. Lord, all of my bright dreamer dreams are 

going to come true.  

 

+  E I G H T  +  

There’s a story in the Bible, in the book of Judges. It concerns Ehud, a judge of 

Israel. At the time, Israel was under the rule of Eglon, king of Moab, described as “a 

very fat man.” (That’s a straight quotation). Ehud presented a tribute to the king, 

and after the presenters had left, Ehud managed to trick the king into commanding 

all of the attendants to leave. After that, Ehud approached the throne, leaned in close 

and said, “King, I have a message from God for you.”  

  And then Ehud pulled out a knife he hid underneath his cloak and stabbed 

the king. The tip of the blade went out the king’s back, and the fat of the king’s gut 

spilled over and swallowed the handle. He was so fat he died upright.  

  Ehud fled unharmed, and the attendants stood outside the room, waiting. 

“Perhaps he’s relieving himself,” they said. But when they entered, they saw the fat 

king in his throne, motionless. 
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  In-between takes, I imagine myself as Ehud, and Mongo as King Eglon.  

  I imagine I’d make up some on-set emergency, one that would require the 

attention of everyone on-set. Then, when all the PA’s left him, when he’s by himself, 

I’d lean in close, and I’d say, “Mongo, I have a message from God for you.” Then, I’d 

lean in close, reveal the blade, and I’d see the light bounce of the steel and glimmer 

in his eyes. Then I’d stab him, throwing all imaginable force behind my thrust, and 

the tip of the blade would stick out his back, and the fat of Mongo’s gut would 

swallow the handle. 

  I imagine myself stabbing this fat fucking asshole I barely know and it helps 

me feel a little less like I’m wasting my whole fucking life getting fucking coffee for 

sad fucking people who’re doing something none of them actually give a fucking 

fuck about. 

  Truth be told, the thought of stabbing this fat pervert makes the day go by a 

little easier. 

N I N E  +  

  Mongo’s talking to the costume designer, who’s always talking about the 

celebrities she worked with, and all the times she hung out with Cameron Diaz and 

Janice Dickinson and blah blah fucking blah-blah fucking blah-blah — 

  And then she mentioned something about The Flintstones. Mongo stops. He 

pauses, takes a step back and smiles. “Can I tell you something without you judging 

me?” 

  I walk away — because I know what’s coming next — because I’ve heard this 
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song before — because I don’t want to hear that same old shit again — because I’m 

— I’m terrified — because the last time I heard that — because the last time I heard 

someone say ‘Can I tell you something without you judging me?’ — it was me 

saying it.  

  It was me. 

+  T E N  +  

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, thank you that my dreams — my dreams — they — 

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, I’m sick, and I can’t stop looking at porn. I want to 

stop, but I don’t know how. I don’t know how to stop masturbating.  

Oh Lord, Oh Lord, i don’t know what to do, because I thought my 

dreams meant I was supposed to be rich and famous and happy, but 

I’m not happy, and I’m not rich and I’m not famous, and I’m not 

recognizable in airports or hotels or coffee shops and I don’t see myself 

anywhere on Sunset Boulevard and I don’t feel good about myself — 

 

Oh Lord, I thought my dreams made me holier, and I thought I was 

more lovable and more likely to get into heaven than Mongo. I thought 

I was better than Mongo. I swore I was better and less hell-bound than 

Mongo. I wasn’t as much of a sinner as Mongo. Lord oh Lord it hurts 

so much I want to be better I — I don’t want to be like this.  

I want to be better — my dreams — Lord — my dreams —  
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Oh Lord, Oh Lord, I don’t know what my dreams are anymore.  

 

+  E L E V E N  +  

  Can I tell you something without judging me? 

  Because I have something I’ve been dying to say, but I’m terrified — because I 

don’t know how people will react. I don’t how they’re going to view me once I tell 

them what’s been burning inside of me. I’m afraid I’ll be cast outside the city walls, 

despised and rejected by everyone. 

  I’m afraid the minute I’m honest, everyone’s going to hate me and leave me to 

die alone. 

  And they’d have every right to hate me. Because I know what I feel is 

despicable and disgusting. And because I feel such things, I know I’m not worth 

loving. I’m not deserving of affection or compassion — not deserving of anything, 

really. I deserve to be alone. 

  I can’t trust anyone with what I have to say because I was never meant to say 

anything like it. I was meant to keep disgusting, horrifying shit like this to myself, 

and if I keep it to myself long enough, then it will die, like taking the oxygen away 

from a fire. I have to snuff out all existence of what I feel in my heart. 

  So I have to deny what my heart is feeling, no matter how loud or how much 

it feels it. 

  Deny. Deny. Deny. 
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+  T W E L V E  +  

  I always thought myself a gentleman. I always thought myself as some kind 

of Gentle. 

  But if I’m a gentleman, so is Mongo.  

  If I’m a sinner saved by grace, so is Mongo.  

  If I’m spotless and fearfully and wonderfully made and imbued with love, so 

is Mongo. 

 

+  T H I R T E E N  +  

Today, I’m learning how to let go of my desire to make all my dreams come 

true. 

  Today, I’m learning how to trust someone else with my dreams. 

  Today, I imagine myself walking onto a set and seeing Mongo, huffing and 

puffing and wheezing and ordering PA’s around from his throne. I ask for a private 

audience. Mongo shoos out all the PA’s. Once we’re alone, I imagine leaning in close 

and whispering, “Mongo, I have a message for you…” 

  And then I approach the throne. 

  And then I pull out the old sword… 

  …and I drop it at my feet. 
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  And then I lean in and wrap my arms around him, and they reach all the way 

around him, and all is beautiful, and I begin to cry, and I begin to laugh, and I feel 

warmth in my heart and soul. 

  And then I say, “…Me too, Mongo. Me too.”  
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The Comedian: Attention-getters in ways not 

relevant to group’s objectives 
Sydney Parks 
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Mummy Always Says 

Tara Hanneffy 

 

 

ummy always says that I’m not allowed to touch the top drawer of the 

dresser in the sitting room.  

I wish that I could open it. Or even hold the handle. The handle on the drawer is my 

favourite handle in the whole house. In the whole wide world even. It’s really pretty, 

brown with a white bit in the middle that has a picture of a horse running. The horse 

looks so happy, and I used to think that that meant that the drawer was a happy 

drawer, and Mummy didn’t want me to open it because she was saving the 

happiness for a day that we were sad.  

But now I know that that’s not true. 

One day I was very bold. Mummy was gone to the shops to get eggs for my tea and 

Granny fell asleep by the fire like she always does. I think that if she didn’t drink so 

much tea then she wouldn’t always be sleepy. But actually old people are always 

sleeping. Like babies. Babies and old people. Anyway, one day I was very bold. 

Nobody was watching me and anyway I’m a big girl and I don’t need to be looked 

after and so I thought that it would be ok to open the drawer a tiny bit (I promise  it 

was only a tiny bit) and to have a quick look inside. When I put my hand on the 

handle it felt very big and smooth, but it was difficult to open the drawer. Like it 

was stuck with glue. But I thought about it a bit and I decided that the drawer was 

M 
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probably just really full of happiness, and so it was heavy and even though I’m a big 

girl I’m a bit small at the same time so it might be hard for me to open the drawer.  

Anyway after a few minutes a small gap appeared and I was able to stand on my 

tiptoes and peek inside. 

The things inside the drawer make me feel sad. 

I don’t feel sad a lot. I feel sad when my friends don’t let me play with them, and I 

feel sad when my Snow White DVD ends. Sometimes I feel sad when we are having 

stew for dinner. Granny told me that feeling sad is a part of life but we shouldn’t be 

sad all the time. I think that Granny forgot to tell Mummy this because Mummy 

cries almost every night. But she doesn’t know that I can hear her, so I just pretend 

and hug her tighter in the morning.  

Inside the drawer there is a blue ribbon, a t-shirt and a photograph. I have seen all of 

these things before. Mummy doesn’t even have to tell me, because I remember. The 

blue ribbon is a bit crumpled now, but I know that it tied the little white dress when 

we went to the church to show the little boy to God. I know that the little boy wore 

the t-shirt that day and I know that it is stained in one place because of what 

happened. And most of all I know that the photograph is of the little boy.   

I am small, but I remember a lot of things. I remember the day the bad thing 

happened so well. I especially remembered when Mummy told me that I would be a 

big sister soon. That was when it was just me, Mummy and Daddy and the little boy 

was coming soon. I remember their happy faces and how they smiled all the time. 

And when Mummy came home from hospital I was happy too and I smiled all the 

time too. I knew that when I was grown up I wanted to be a nurse and to make 
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people better and look after cute babies. I thought that I would hate the new baby 

because he would be smelly and loud, and that Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t pay 

attention to me anymore, but that didn’t happen. I really liked the baby because he 

didn’t smell at all and he made me feel happy and like a grown up because I had to 

help Mummy with the baby all the time.  

Mummy said that what happened on that day was nobody’s fault. When I sit down 

on the floor and close my eyes tightly, I can remember it all. 

I hit my little toe off a rock in the sand and it stung me. 

“Ow, ow, ow,” I sang. “Ow, ow, ow, ouch-y ow ow!” I thought that beaches were supposed 

to be sunny and hot and people would be walking around in their sea-underwear, but this 

beach wasn’t like that. The sky was grey and little birds were rolling around above the dark 

sea, which looked really angry. It looked like Mummy when she was cross, like it would start 

yelling at me at any minute. But the sand was FANTASTIC. It never stopped moving, 

always in between my toes, tickling me and moving, moving, moving. If I tried to pick it up 

and keep it in my hand it fell out like water. But the most magic thing ever happened if you 

mixed the sand and water: you could make shapes with it, like a sand cake. It was so cool.  

Me and Mummy and Daddy were there and the little boy who wasn’t a baby anymore. 

Everyone was happy because we’d just eaten ham sandwiches and apples for our lunch. The 

wind was cold on my legs but it was ok because we were going to build more sand cakes! 

Daddy had promised to bring me and the little boy down to the tip of the sea so we could 

collect more water for them, and we started running down the beach. The sand made us slow 

because my feet kept sliding and scrunching in it, but I didn’t mind because I really like sand. 

The wind was cold and my cheeks were stinging a bit.  
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“Race you!” I shouted. “Race you, race you, race you!” Daddy smiled at me and picked up 

the little boy because his legs were only short and we ran and ran and ran and I won. I think 

Daddy might have been letting me win but I didn’t mind so I pretended and cheered anyway.  

I don’t know if I like the sea. It was angry and cold, colder than ice cream and licked your toes 

like it wanted to eat them. The water moved up and down, up and down, and Daddy said that 

those were called waves and they were very strong. Daddy let the little boy down so he could 

feel the water too and he squealed because it tickled. I put my pink bucket in the water and I 

filled it until it felt heavy. The water was shouting, pushing at my legs and my arms and 

making me wet. I didn’t like it. The sky was still grey. Daddy and the little boy were a little 

bit away from me and I could see them. The water was stinging my legs and shouting in my 

ear and I was a bit scared. 

“Daddy! Daddy I want to get out!” 

Although Mummy says it’s not, I know it was my fault. 

Daddy looked away from the little boy and tried to help me. The little boy was only playing 

but the waves were strong, big and strong and a huge one came and the little boy was gone, 

gone, gone. He didn’t even cry but Daddy did. It was like he was screaming and Mummy 

was screaming too. The little boy came back but he was very quiet and he didn’t say anything 

and he just lay on the sand with his eyes closed.  

Gone. 

“Sarah?”  

Mummy was going to be cross.  

“I didn’t mean to, I swear I didn’t…” Mummy looked sad and she came and sat 

beside me. I put my head against her shoulder and rubbed her arm. 

“Mummy?” 
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“Yes sweetheart?” 

“Are you cross?” She tried to smile but it wasn’t very good. 

“No, no I’m not.” I waited for a second before I asked the next question because 

sometimes I ask a lot of questions. 

“Mummy…Mummy what was the little boy’s name?” Mummy just stroked my hair. 

“It doesn’t matter darling. The little boy isn’t here anymore, so we don’t use his 

name anymore.” I was small but I knew that I shouldn’t say anything else because 

Mummy didn’t want to say anything else. 

“Tea in ten minutes?” I nodded and Mummy left the room without looking at me. I 

picked up the photograph and tried to read the words on the back: 

“Jack Morrins, 1999-2001.”  

That bit made me cry. 
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Foreign Airwaves 

J.P. Sortland 

 

 

he old man cranked the pepper once. The salt once. He raised his head. The 

old woman was busying herself in the kitchen. Paying no mind. He cranked 

the salt once more. 

“Once is enough,” she said. The black coffee set in front of him. 

“Tastes better with two.” 

“You’ll be tasting nothing in the grave.” 

“Hmph.” 

Silence blanketed the time it took before the coffee was cool enough to drink. 

It was not unpleasant but welcome. It had been for many years. He consumed the 

eggs that had been his breakfast for just as many. She read the paper. 

“Ollie Anderson passed.” 

“Hm.” 

If they discussed anything it was triggered by a familiar name in the 

obituaries. Their stoic nature was a relief from the drama beyond the property lines 

of the farm. A drama that proved increasingly incapable of controlling itself. He 

neither anticipated nor feared any announcement of death. The farming lifestyle has 

moulded him from a seed. It was a necessary ‘Evil,’ he initially thought but changed 

his mind. ‘Cycle,’ he decided was the best word for it. ‘A necessary cycle.’ After all 

he didn’t consider the violent upheaval of vegetables he produced to be evil. Nor the 

T 
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countless animals he had slaughtered. It was a necessary cycle. He viewed it as 

inevitable from his limited perspective of fields and barns. He set his mug down. 

“More coffee?” the old woman asked. 

  Her eyes still read. The mug’s recognizable sound informed her of its 

vacancy. 

  “No that should do it.” 

He brought himself upright with more ease than many men he knew. For that 

he was thankful. If the old man feared anything it was not inevitable death. It was to 

be feeble when it arrived.  

“Need to get some feed,” he said with a little stretch. “Need anything?” 

A particular word should be noted in this questioning. “Need” in place of 

“want.” This was no haphazard choosing of words. The old man spoke with care to 

even his wife. 

In their manner of thinking there were many things readily available at the 

store the old woman could have requested had he opened the gates of “want.” 

Though their farm still brought a satisfactory income they viewed it prudent to 

scratch and save for the day they no longer worked. A day that was even more 

difficult to envision than death. 

“No I don’t think so.” 

Cleanliness and care were the staples of their living. Within the garage 

shelves were arranged and labelled. Parked on the scrubbed concrete floor was the 

well-maintained pickup. It had never occurred to the old man that the vintage truck 

was eligible for collector plates. He viewed it neither with emotion nor nostalgia. 
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The pickup was merely a tool. Like all the other tools neatly arranged on this farm 

he made sure to keep it clean and well oiled. Doing so prevented any repair bills and 

inconvenience. To incur them would be a sign of neglect and shame. Not a failure of 

the tools part or its manufacturer but that of its owner. It was not until he was on the 

county road that he turned on the radio. It was a courtesy he paid to the old woman. 

To avoid subjecting her to any unwanted music or words being broadcast upon the 

car starting.  

Whatever was on the radio did not initially catch his attention. He first 

studied his fields and his neighbours. He had done so countless times since he had 

obtained the knowledge to grade crops. It still consumed much of his senses. Only 

until he had concluded his examination did he realize something confounded him. 

The words on the radio did not make any sense. He listened for a moment and 

found it strange. He attributed the confusion to a temporary interference in the 

broadcast. It would return to normal shortly. 

But the signal was strong and clear. He leaned over and tuned the dial until 

he came across another station. The relief was short lived. The DJ spoke in a 

language he could not make heads or tails of. Once more he turned the knob slowly 

and seeking the next station. He came onto airwaves that played music too exotic for 

his own taste but that he was willing to endure for the duration of the drive. Out of 

the blue the lyrics revealed themselves to be the same foreign language of the 

previous stations. 
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The staccato and colorful images that came through the speakers were lost on 

the old man. His mind was clouded with an impenetrable confusion. He turned the 

dial once more. It returned to the first station and he promptly turned the radio off. 

He pulled the pickup into the vast parking lot. Its size he compared to that of 

a field and half of which he considered a loss of good farm land. This was a new 

store. It was closer than the old store and yet it felt farther away. Much of it seemed 

to define waste. Many of the aisles he never ventured. There were only a select few 

he dared enter. He took pride in lifting the feed into the cart without much struggle. 

He exchanged no words with the cashier, one of those new people. He paid in cash 

and exited. 

He had not considered it until he saw the bay doors for the auto repair and oil 

change section. He parked the pickup in front. He went in and found a young 

mechanic whose age did not fill him with any reassurance. But the old man was 

desperate enough to take a chance. 

  “I think the radio’s on the fritz.” 

“Let’s have a look.” The young man moved the dial along the horizontal 

measure. 

“Seems okay to me?” 

“Couldn’t understand a word coming through.”  

The young man showed no alarm at the disclosure. 

“Might’ve just been acting up. Come back in if you want it replaced.” The 

young man projected an air of irritation for the old man taking his time. 
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He could not bring himself to turn the radio back on. He made for the farm. 

What he increasingly viewed to be a lone oasis within an ever maddening world. 

The new store had always filled him with an ostracized feeling but he had never 

failed to shake it by the time he returned to the familiar county roads.  

There were people there he did not know. It was a place purely constructed 

for monetary transactions. The old store provided the items he needed. The stories 

and advice were an added bonus. He did not know those people at the new store. 

He did not want to know them and hoped they would leave soon. Yet the store 

seemed to have more new people every time.  

A feeling that things would never return to the old ways caused him to 

inadvertently turn the radio on. From the airwaves came a loud and inaudible music 

that so completely overwhelmed the vulnerable old man that his mind went blank 

and his body slack. 

He awoke in a foreign land. Foreign voices. Foreign faces. Foreign 

instruments. They all busied themselves and compounded his disorientation. A 

recognizable sensation brought his eyes about. The old woman clutched his hand. 

“Hiya hun.” 

“They say you flipped the truck.” 

“I suppose I did. I can’t recall.” 

“These good people brought you back.” 

The old man studied the new faces that had fixed him. They were foreigners 

to him. But he was under their care. He was a tool they had brought back to serve its 

purpose. He owed them his life. And he was thankful. 
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The Short Happy Life 

 of Francis Macomber 

Michael Pesant 

 

 

he station in Roanoke was just like the one in Charlottesville and 

Harrisonburg before that – faded brick and stained concrete, sulfuric exhaust 

rippling from underneath the buses like the collective flatulence of so many sad 

passengers. Still, he felt a charge in the air, everything imbued with a familiar magic. 

 She waited under the elm tree separating the station from the parking lot, its 

leaves beginning to copper. He noticed she’d cut her hair. It looked shorter but not 

short, rings of reddish brown landing on her shoulders instead of rolling down her 

back. He thought he should say something. But what? He liked her hair then, he 

liked her hair now.  

Besides, he couldn’t speak. She was the kind of girl you wished would get a 

bad haircut – she’d still be beautiful, but maybe you’d have a millimetre of a chance. 

“New shirt?” she asked, smoothing a line on his chest that reformed as soon 

as her hand fell away. 

 He shrugged. He’d changed at Charlottesville, disappointed to find wrinkles 

on the wrinkle-proof dress shirt his mother gave him for graduation. 

“You look cute,” she reassured. “Like a travelling salesman.” 

“It’s not Plaid Michael Murray,” he said, finally. “But at least it has sleeves.” 

T 
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 It was a thing they did, or they’d done, naming things, their exuberance for 

each other animating the world around them. 

 They’d met at camp, where he was a counselor and she lifeguarded. She’d 

attended as a kid but it was his first summer, both a job and a ticket out of his house 

two months before college started.  

  She’d just sort of picked him, laid her head on his shoulder at the first 

campfire and said they should meet after taps. 

   Each night after, he’d waited until his last Webelo snored away in their cot, 

and snuck across the lawn to Fishbowl, the little cabin above the boathouse she 

shared with another lifeguard named Jess.  

  Even Jess, known around camp as the consummate annoying little sister type, 

became something of a mascot for them, their cherished third wheel. 

  The nine-hour bus ride from his college to hers was triple what it took by car. 

“I can’t believe you came for your fall break,” she said, driving to campus. “I 

flew home for mine.” 

   “The bus ride home would have taken my whole break,” he joked. He wanted 

to say, “I missed you.” “Besides, I wanted to see you.” 

  “This is it,” she gestured toward the gated entrance of her college. 

  “It smells amazing here,” he said. “Fall hasn’t started at State yet, unless it 

happened while I was on the bus.” 

  “I know you’re an English major,” she snickered, “but we just learned about 

this in biology - what you smell is decay. Rot.” 

In the parking lot, everyone they passed knew her name. 
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  “It’s so different here,” he said. 

  “Small, but I love it.” 

  “My campus is like Manhattan, people everywhere.” 

“Sounds lonely.” 

“It’s just different,” he defended, but she was right. 

 He followed her under a wooden walkway that connected two buildings, and 

into the freshman quad. Under her dorm’s portico, while she fumbled through a 

floral tote bag for the key, he took her hands into his hands and kissed her. 

“Careful,” she warned. “It’s college, everyone is watching.” 

 In her room, they sat together on the bottom bunk. He looked at the pictures 

taped to the wall: her family at beach, her prom night, the camp lifeguards on the 

dock, a costume party. He kissed her again, and again she let him, but instead of 

returning the kiss, she made fish lips and fluttered them around his mouth. 

“Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss” she said. “Good thing Becca is at field hockey.” 

“Your roommate?” He asked. 

“She’s one of the top recruits in the country – she’s playing today.” 

“When’s the game?”  

“Match,” she corrected, checking her watch. “It started at one – I doubt we 

can make it.” 

Someone knocked on the door. 

“Becca?” She called out. 

 A chubby girl in a blue cardigan opened the door, introducing herself as the 

RA.  
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“You have a visitor?”  

 He like he was facing a nightclub bouncer. 

   The RA started to ask him something else, but instead asked if he’d give 

them a moment. For ten seemingly infinite minutes, he milled around the common 

room, until the RA walked out, disappearing down the hall without another word to 

him.  

  When he entered the room, her eyes were red, but she leaned away from his 

embrace. 

“You can’t stay,” she said. 

“Why?” 

“I’m not allowed to have any more overnight guests.” 

More? He thought. 

“I’ve got the car for the weekend,” she said.  

“We could drive to State. The dorm is locked for break but we can sneak in.” 

“Let’s drive to Barrister.” 

Their camp friend Pete was a junior there. 

“How far?”  

“Hour,” she said. “Pete’s fraternity is having a function.” 

 He wondered what a function was, and how often she travelled an hour for 

one.  

  They drove with the windows down. It was too cold, but he didn’t care – 

where he’d grown up, in Florida, cold meant Christmas, and even though it was still 

October, the brisk air cheered him up. They stopped for gas and when she pointed 
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out a display of Pumpkin beer, he bought a six-pack, hoping to impress her with the 

confident deployment of his fake ID. 

  “Leave it in the car,” she ordered when they pulled up to the house. “Booze 

practically flows from the faucets here.” 

 Pete met them on the porch, sporting a new beard. The Tudor mansion 

looked grand from the outside, but inside smelled like mulch and spilled beer. He’d 

never been interested, but now knew when he got back to school he’d look into 

joining a fraternity. He needed somewhere to take her. 

 A pledge took their drink order, and she asked for ‘the usual.’ Pete instructed 

the pledge to bring a Bourbon with Ginger Ale.  

  He asked for a beer and directions to the bathroom. When he came back out, a 

nervous boy in a camouflage hat tore the bottle from his hands. 

“Cops coming,” he said. “If you’re not a Beta or their date – you need to go.” 

 He found her in the kitchen, sitting on a counter across from Pete. 

“We have to go,” he said. 

She looked at Pete. 

“We could probably hide him in a closet,” Pete said. 

He tried to look stoic. 

“We’ll go.” She slid off the counter. “Where I don’t know.” 

“Let’s just drive for a while,” she said when they got to the car. “Until the raid 

is over.” 

“No, I know where we should go.” 

“Where?” 
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“Fishtank,” he said. “Camp Wandatalah.” 

“For real?”  

“I’ll drive,” he said. 

 He started west, while she plotted a route in an atlas she found under the 

seat. With camp on their minds, they fell back into easy rapport. The sun retreated 

behind the emerging hills, and she rubbed his shoulders, thanking him for driving. 

Around midnight, his eyelids grew heavy, and he pulled onto a shoulder marked 

“scenic overlook.” 

“Ok to stop?”  

“Sure,” she said. “Pumpkin Ale?” 

 She grabbed the sixer from the backseat, and walked around to the front of 

the car. It was too dark to see the overlook. 

“Crap,” he said, “they’re not twist-off.” 

“No bottle opener? What kind of college boy are you?” 

“Hang on – I think there’s something in my bag.”  

“Macomber!” She squealed when she saw it. 

He popped the beers open with the comb handle. 

“Oh Francis,” she said, running the faux-turtle shell comb through an auburn 

curl. “My hero.” 

 For a while, they leaned into each other’s warmth and drank their beers, too 

exhausted to speak. A chill jolted him when she finally moved her body away. 

“You know I know,” she said.  
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“I wasn’t sure.” His voice broke. “I was afraid if I told you, you’d say not to 

come.” 

“It’s not like we ever had a formal arrangement,” she said. “That’s how I 

found out – Pete assumed we’d broken up.” 

“We didn’t,” he protested. “But that’s no excuse. I wanted rules. In my heart 

there were – I just fucked up.” 

“It was a summer thing; you can hook up with whoever you want at school.” 

She scrunched her nose in exaggerated disgust. “Even Jess.” 

“No, I can’t, I… I don’t want to. That’s why I’m here.” 

“Because you feel guilty?  

“I do feel guilty,” He fought tears. “But that’s not it – before I felt guilty I felt 

sick, alone without you.” 

“Save it - I don’t feel like dealing with that.” She cracked the comb on a new 

beer bottle. “Dang!” 

“I can glue it,” he reassured, but she scattered the broken pieces on the 

ground. 

He wanted to keep talking, to try to explain what happened, but knew the 

weaker and more desperate he became, the less she wanted him. Better just to be an 

asshole. 

“I might as well tell you everything, too,” she said. 

“Pete?” 

“It wasn’t planned.” 
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 He wanted every wretched detail, but he figured they were stuck together for 

at least a hundred miles in some direction, and he couldn’t let her see him any more 

broken.  

“Let’s just try to sleep.” 

 He reclined the driver’s seat, and she laid down in the back. Hours passed, 

but neither slept. At dawn, he got out to pee. When he came back, she was sitting 

behind the wheel. 

“Let’s go,” she said. “We shouldn’t stay here.” 

 He looked at her from the passenger seat. Even on zero hours sleep in the 

back a borrowed car; she was beautiful, still smelled like the spring. He smelled like 

a bus station. She checked the rear-view, but when she hit the gas, the car went 

forward. She braked, but it slid, front wheels rolling down the embankment.  

  She shifted into reverse and accelerated, but the wheels spun in place. They 

both got out. The car straddled the embankment, with the front wheels about an inch 

off the ground. The mountain dropped precipitously beyond it, the scenic overlook 

they’d missed the previous night. 

“No, no,” she sobbed, the first tears he’d seen her spill. “Why did we try this – 

why did you even come here?” 

“Get back in,” he ordered, climbing down in front. 

 She sat back in the car, and when he told her to, gunned it in reverse. He 

planted his loafers into the ground below him, and lay his chest against the hood, 

trying simultaneously to apply downward and backward pressure. As the front 
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wheels made contact with the ground, they kicked detritus up towards him, 

pummelling his face with dirt and rocks. 

“Are you ok,” she asked, letting off the gas. 

“Gun it!” he screamed, ducking his head to avoid more shrapnel.  

The tires caught and the car reversed up and out of the embankment. He climbed 

back in. 

“You’re bleeding,” she said, tracing her fingers across his temple. 

He leaned away from her touch. “It’s fine.” 

 They were both so shook up that neither paid much attention to where they 

were going. Sooner than he expected, she pulled off a familiar highway exit, and 

minutes later, they passed through the gates of Wandatalah. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said, lowering the windows. “I’ve never seen it in the 

fall.” 

“It’s rot,” he reminded her. 

“Yes,” she said. “But it’s our rot – that’s something, right?” 
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The Procreant Urge 
by Richard Weiser 

 

The august cicada thrums his electric song.  

Christlike, he emerges from the earth,  

sheds his terrestrial skin.  

 

He calls from the treetop for a mate— 

not the church or a virgin, foolish or wise— 

inception, urge and urge. 

 

Then to die, to sleep, not at The Father’s right hand,  

but in the earth, to be the earth from which  

his descendants will rise. 
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Adonais, If You Were Wondering 

by Richard Weiser 

 

Mary Shelley kept her husband's heart  

wrapped in the leaves of a poem,  

stuck in a drawer,  

as if that necrotic organ  

had captured the wind  

like the arms of a tree.  

 

And was it even Percy’s heart at all  

Hunt grudgingly gave to Shelly?  

Was it even his body,  

handless, faceless,  

they wrested from the Ligurian sand?  

But, does it matter  

 

if that unburnt heart was his?  
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Interstice 

by Richard Weiser 

 

The space between  stimulus and response,  

between    action and its opposite,  

is filled with intention,   or its lack.  

 

Do not mistake  these vital moments  

of inaction  for indecision. No mere shadow,  

in this space    is nothing less  

than the very marrow   of your being.  
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Outer Edge 

by R.L. Aseret 

 

As a teenager, I agreed to go with my mother to visit my brother at Camarillo 

State Hospital because she did not want to go alone, especially not the first time. She 

had abandoned him in the empty house when we moved about a year and a half 

earlier because he quit junior college and would not look for a job. When I had 

protested, “We can’t just leave him here!” she had said, “You want to stay here with 

him?” 

Traffic stretched what should have been a ninety-minute drive into three and 

a half hours, during which my mother forced me to breathe the air in her car that for 

some reason reeked of melted plastic.  

I slightly rolled down the window on the passenger side.  

She rolled the window back up.  

Insisting I needed fresh air, I rolled it down a little.  

She used her executive control button to lock the windows and doors — and 

rolled up the window on my side.  

When she finally parked amid the sprawl of low, run-down beige buildings 

surrounded by miles of agricultural land, I wanted to run screaming from the car, 
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but restrained myself. I did not want to motivate any professional onlookers to make 

it difficult for me to leave.  

I tried hard to settle my expression into something close to “normal,” 

although I had no idea what that might be in this situation, especially since I felt as if 

my skin, if not my head, might explode after spending so long confined in a small 

space under my mother’s control.  

No gatekeeper, real or metaphorical, appeared. We saw no one as we 

wandered among buildings marked only with faded numbers. Chilling moans 

emanated from the interiors. We became increasingly lost.  

“I’m going in,” I announced, knowing that my mother viewed me as reckless 

and defiant of all standards of behavior, safety, and decency for doing so. Peeling, 

stained walls made it plain that no one had painted in more than a decade. The smell 

of urine, cigarette smoke, unwashed bodies and clothes, and ironically, paint, 

sickened me, as did a strong smell of rot.  

What happened next reminded me of an occasion when I entered an aviary 

and the keeper emerged from the back room and tossed me a container of birdseed. 

On that occasion, dozens of birds rushed at me, flapping their wings wildly about 

my head as they pecked at my scalp, shoulders, and arms.  

In the Camarillo State Hospital corridor, a swarm of more three dozen 

patients, all of  
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whom were male, converged upon me, stroking and patting my hair, arms, and 

back, all the while making strange sounds — croons, moans, sighs, and whiney, 

whispery gibberish. I felt suffocated by them pressing in all around me — and too 

suffocated by my ambivalence to speak.  

The guys in the hospital were just like a lot of guys I encountered on a daily 

basis, guys who made slurping, groaning, guttural noises when they passed me — 

only the patients had even fewer inhibitions.  

I could not possibly scream “GET AWAY FROM ME!” It would hurt their 

feelings... it might damage their obvious fragility…and they might attack or even kill 

me.  

Instead, I chose a direction and started walking, until a guy on the outer edge 

of the circle called my name in a whiny whispery voice. In a different way than the 

other guys, I hoped, my brother was happy to see me. Yet, he fit right in. 
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An Exercise in Humiliation 

by Lynn Buckle 

 

Hopes queued in the line of prospective tenants 

Eligible, desirable, reliable, proof of current employment? 

No kids, no pets, no underdogs 

You’re on the Rent Scheme? 

Must call in the pest control. 

Call out the roll call and the twenty-four reduces some more 

when the agent asks for cash up-front of 

thirteen hundred and then some more for 

the next three months and another amount 

because he’s a cunt 

and thinks you’ll wreck the gaff, despite his 

filtering system 

in eugenics. 

Sneers 

Shouldn’t breed if they’re homeless. 
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
by Aoife Doyle 

 

There’s an air raid going on inside me 

Every second I’m awake. 

Bombs fall like rain around me 

And there’s nowhere to escape. 

 

The city of Self is now debris 

Damage irreparable this time. 

Half-rubbled buildings surround me, 

my city, in ruins labyrinthine. 

 

I pick my way through the broken edges. 

Murdered streets. 

Dead hedges. 

Along deformed paths I seek 

 

once beautiful architecture. 

Past another disfigured landmark, 

searching in vain for a cure. 

Along, alone, again, I embark. 

 

Yet circles pass with draining venom 

and cowering I stagger on, 

in fading hope of a home, 

a sanctuary from killing exertion. 

 

The siren is shrill and piercing 

and I can’t get any rest. 

The blackness is an Infinity 

but I swear 

I’m trying my best. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HCE Review                                                                                                       November 17 
 

 

Nine 
by Ruth Elwood 

 

I was nine years old  

 

 

Receiving communion  

At my father’s funeral.  

 

Nine older siblings 

A mother mourning  

A farm to manage  

In the days where people had nothing 

Our front door never closed 

Wall to wall, brimming  

Family, friends, neighbours 

Always welcome 

We were known around town  

The blonde haired blue eyed bunch 

From that lane called Sickeen  

A huge family was the fairytale; 

Years passed 

I had no prince 

Then I met you 

The wish came true  

Had names in my head 

But ended just as fast. 

 

Our baby was dead.  

  Me, in hospital battling for both lives 

  You, in Murphy’s for the night  

 

   I have not been in so much pain 

   Since I was nine years old. 
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The Initiator: Takes initiative in defining problems, 

proposing actions and suggesting procedures 
Sydney Parks 
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Maude 

Matt Morgenstern 

 

 

e was jerking off to Maude in the shower when WOULD SHE LIKE THIS? 

 The thought had come, and the white shower tiles fell into the liminal 

spaces and sponged together and through themselves and he rested his left hand on 

these tiles, a prude palm splayed out like Ugly Cherries, yes, right, right. He took his 

right hand off and his head was down and he felt the deflation of promise away 

from the moment in the shower. The light was blocked by his head moving out of 

the shower and into the bathroom, a room darkly bright with May behind the grey 

blinds. The thought had come.  

 

He looked around and saw himself in the circular mirror on the way. The shower 

water was still running, there was a dizziness around everything and he couldn’t 

help but think of the pictures he had seen of Maude, oh gosh, what a name that was, 

what an attitude, how much of that really was i don’t know, though, i don’t know if 

that’s even her...what does she think about jerking off, that would be important to 

know, something like that. His face was in the mirror and he knew it looked tired 

and uninspired, made of strains and strains of skin, and he looked at his dick and he 

saw it had become what it once was and how it had mostly existed. The gray towel 

was unwelcoming against his unshaved cheeks, and he rubbed and rubbed. And in 

the shower he had stepped on the uneven floor thinking this, yeah this was going to 

H 
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be the day to masturbate, and he had taken off his clothes and his bare feet had 

touched the bathroom floor, sensitively. His feet, with blisters and nails cut far 

down, went into the shower, and were soaped up with orange stuff, and were 

nothing with the shampoo, all a blank and indistinct smell coming around his body, 

falling into the drain, anyway, away.  

 

It had come again. And today was a Wednesday, and the North Koreans and Donald 

Trump were bringing into his life queer nuclear disasters and inside his head it was 

a tenseness, and the ambient selfless unawareness, and he had said that maybe 

jerking off would relax it all, and he looked at Twitter and Facebook and he knew 

that all along that all he knew was that he had been wrong about death, and that he 

knew he had always been inadequately preparing himself to walk around and 

squint his eyes when the sun would come and come. The shampoo was a white 

bottle with black letters that reminded him of writing a note about what he had to do 

that day, and he didn’t know who he was going to jerk off to, contacts limited, 

imagination limited, images limited by sensations, and himself. But he took in his 

hand his dick and he said alright!, now, i’m going to do this today, or he thought 

that, but it felt like he had said it out loud, what’s that about?, what the fuck is that 

about?, who knows, i don’t fuckin’ know, nobody’s even around, i can’t hear 

anything anyways...thoughts moved through the empty house into him and he 

turned the shower light on to feel better about what was he doing, and he started to 

think and he moved from one person to the next like skipping songs and songs for a 

few hours, and the guilt of his own existence came to him like it always has, like it 
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always has, uninspired and sharp. He started after a space of time and he went, he 

went from this girl from high school, then this actress, then this imaginary woman, 

then Liv Bruce, what great eyes and bashfulness, two people to think about in one 

there right?, what nice drumming they or she, or she, she plays nice drums, and he 

felt dizzy getting nowhere...  

 

The right hand went first around it, and the people continued through and through 

his blinking mind and he said no god damn it no at each one, either unstimulated or 

guilty at the fact that most he jerked off to he would never meet, never say hello to, 

never shake the hand of, never have a real conversation with, never be able to 

consider their perspective coming out of their lovely mouth and their lovely eyes, 

and he felt he understood the reality behind this, but i don’t know what the fuck i’m 

talking about, he was too young and too lonely, too young and too lonely. The left 

hand went second if the right wasn’t doing well enough, and he felt his dick doing 

what it should, hardening, moving up, responding to his fingers that had touched so 

many countless things...But it was switching between the two, that was it, putting 

himself on the current that led to the consequence of jerking off, an unhappy 

thought, that shit fell out and stuck on everything alive. He knew it would get stuck 

on his black thigh hair if he let it out at a certain point and a certain position, and he 

knew it could land on his white toes with little brown hairs, which would walk 

around the house with these feet, and in high school he used to not be able to sleep 

well after jerking off hours after the fact, sensing a certain thing following him 

around...And so he was doing it, and he lighted on the fact rather quickly that he 
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didn’t have anyone getting him anywhere. And the thoughts went and went 

together indistinguishably, and then, well, maybe it’s a Jewess! maybe there’s a 

Jewess i can think of, of course, a Jewess, everything and more, and this dragged him 

to thinking of funny Jewish girls, and he thought of funny Jews he knew, and then 

he thought of Maude, and he started suddenly and he then knew the groove had 

come, and he wanted a ride away from here for a little while...  

But, what was it? 

 He didn’t know. 

 There really wasn’t anything to say because he felt his choice never coming 

around to speak about it, that there wasn’t really anything going on to get to that 

relationship, a reality and a relationship, a relationship in reality, with Maude, or his 

idea of Maude, or someone else’s Maude? Out the bathroom into the dull light of the 

hallway he went, with eyes open, a dread in his chest, naked, leaning against the 

white doorframe taking his hands in his hair...jesus christ, what the fuck is that all 

about, i don’t even have a chance of getting along, i mean my fuck how would that 

even f happen i would have to find some way to even meet her or do whatever, i 

mean fuck i had that poem and maybe she saw it but i’m probably just some fuckin’ 

jerkoff that doesn’t even have any talents for her, i mean i’m not even fuckin’ writing 

anymore right now she’s there and she’s this type of person with this background and 

the ability to write and think, and think!, my god, a fucking thinker, and i don’t even 

really know who she is, she probably wouldn’t even like me, fuckin’ guy from 

Cleveland cruising in like a real cruiser, did you know i sat next to you in class a 

year ago, used to look at you looking out the window, used to think about painting 
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things even though i never tried to paint things, used to imagining disaster scenarios 

and disagreements and militant unhappiness and waiting on the end of time because 

that’s when it will all be okay, and i’ve had one girlfriend before i even knew about 

polyamory and my fear about the dissolution of identity such as i have, which may 

be fairly unattractive to someone who thinks and someone who writes good poetry, 

and guess what?, i’m a Jew too, we have something in common, blah blah blah blah 

blah blah blah blah, that’s all i am, just me just me just me…yes, i read your poem 

about your father, cascading away from your consciousness, and i really enjoyed it, 

but i didn’t think about telling you…yes, i never got to know you anyways… 

 

The windows in his room were open and he felt the spring wind, what a wind, he 

said, and it sounded like his clothes hitting the floor, what a wind, he said, he felt it 

riding against his heart,  as much as writing that made him grossly unhappy, but it 

made him think of something else, thinking of a feeling like sleeplessness. The 

windows were open and he was naked looking to the empty street, there was always 

an alarm to hear, always an alarm, he beat his chest a few times and felt a dizzy 

sensation looking around everywhere, what a day, forget your dreams, open the 

windows, play some PWR BTTM, close the windows, sleep and sleep. But he looked 

and he saw another set of unremarkable clothes he wore when nobody would see 

him and he put those on too and he looked around and he muttered to himself and 

he realized he had nothing else to do, what an uneasy day, he didn’t know what he 

had been doing or thinking to do, he had been thinking of death, right, i can’t tell, 

was that it?, so he grabbed his phone from the dresser and he went out of his room 
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and down the stairs, feelings of grey and blue and old, and he knew he was older 

now, at least too old for himself, and he turned left on the landing and he saw the 

sun was coming in through the white blinds set against the grey, stirring walls, and 

he felt a movement riding in his heart, and he kept going down the steps and he 

heard the quiet of the house on this empty day. Alright, alright!, and he went onto 

the cold floor before the porch and opened the screen door and went out on the 

porch, grey and blue and unidentified, and this was Cleveland now, and Maude 

wasn’t anywhere, Maude wasn’t anywhere, but he missed Maude, or what he 

thought of Maude.  

 

What a sun out there, behind a sheet of clouds, he thought, an uneasy sheet of 

clouds, and the porch looked out on Cleveland and nobody was around, they were 

all doing something else, and the white paint was chipped a little bit and the blue 

steps were under things of grass and desiccated April flowers that had bloomed 

from the beautiful trees, what beautiful trees, a romantic remark he could’ve shoved 

in that Billy Collins poem to Maude, but i used to do that, right?, nevermore like a 

fucking paramour fucko, and he swept them off like his mother had asked and the 

lives of the grass and flowers looked really lonely against the ground there, his head 

looking down in the disappointing sun on the concrete sidewalk, and he thought 

about this being a nice day to bang his head against the concrete sidewalk, to take a 

knife and shove it into his head just to consider the way it looked like a hat, he 

thought that and he felt the ambient uneasiness, and Maude would get squeamish if 

he said that to her, around her, around anybody, in some reality, she probably 
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would, that, right, yeah, of course, and he said fuck fuck fuck fuck, fuck, and he had 

nothing to do against the blue steps he swept and swept and he stopped, dizzy, 

didn’t know what the use was in thinking all this time…And he smelled the grass 

and pollen and untwisted flowers and he heard the wind chimes coming around and 

through, around and through like any sweeping notion. The broom was set against 

the doorframe and he sat on the red cushion of one of the lawn chairs, and he put it 

on the lawn, and he looked at each end of the street, blankly. The sheet of clouds had 

covered everything in their disappointing sun, and he knew he was a young man, 

and he thought about Girls and how he was excited to be a young man just then, to 

just have youth inside his heart, but uneasiness is easy, and fuck i don’t know any of 

that stuff, i mean Hannah’s just a fuckin’ invention and so is Adam and so are all 

those god damn “adventures” and i know, you know, i mean those things came out 

when i wasn’t even thinking about this type of shit, what it mean to be fuckin’ 

young, anyways, and not have to look out the window to make sure the ground isn’t 

gone every god damn morning, what it meant to be young here and read out my ass, 

consider Billy Collins on an unhappy winter’s day, and why had she sent him that 

poem? What was that poem? 

 

The podcasts on his phone were interesting then, and he thought to listen to one, 

and he saw that Maron had reposted his Apatow interview, and so he turned it on 

and the voices that he knew well and wished to know well went out throughout 

Cleveland, and he knew he was creeping inside of something that he knew jack 

about. Listening and listening, he thought them both kindred people, kindred people 
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of his own regard, both Jews, both funny, both good guys, right?, i mean, maybe 

they’re just nice guys, you know, but maybe they’re just adults, like anybody, just 

like grandpa saying cool after i told him about the god damn poem winnin’ the 

money and them seeing it on Twitter and fuckin’ responding to it, right? This was an 

important interview, he knew, but he knew he wouldn’t remember anything from it 

after a little while of just sitting here. His mom would come home and he would 

have dinner with her and his brother and then it would all keep going again 

everything moving on and on in a dizzy perspective, on and on. 

  

Are they talking about Love? What are they talking about? Are they talking about 

This is Forty? what are they talking about, who’s that guy running past, do i know 

him, i don’t, he’s not goin’ that fast, i don’t know what he’s runnin’ for, does he 

know?, does he know?, yes, he must know there’s a god damn nuclear bomb about 

to take this god damn block off the face of the god damn earth and all we can fuckin’ 

do is hope, and all i can do is think about this Maude, never got to explore Maude, 

never found myself turned around and looking at her, you know, writing lifetimes 

together, out and around in a sweeping notion, what a day what a day...oh Maude, 

oh Maude...i mean jesus christ, i don’t know, i don’t know. Maron and Apatow are 

laughing, brief things of laughter, what are they laughing at, what the hell i am 

thinking about, what the hell am i doing out here…There didn’t seem to be any 

nuclear bombs coming today.  
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He was relieved a little bit about the bombs, relieved a little bit…But the thought still 

spun in his head like a song, but it was that one song she had played sitting next to 

him on the porch that he had never liked, and he had felt the intimacy and said he 

didn’t like it, but for some reason his tone had been abrupt, and he hadn’t had the 

chance to tell her about the Billy Collins poem before he had left…it feels like i can’t 

go back and get that thing, i don’t fuckin’ know, can’t get back what was never 

there…i really enjoyed jerking off to her, but no, i didn’t…more real people around 

me, i guess, but jesus christ what a way to treat a woman what a way to treat a 

woman, but i don’t know how to fight, I’M A COMEDIAN, am i?…i don’t know 

how to be, I’M A   WHAT?, I’M A…ok, c’mon i gotta give myself something to 

enjoy, something to believe in, even if it’s drifting and even if it’s vexing, even if it’s 

just something stupid…but somewhere, somewhere like any person…she is not 

thinking of the failure, she is not thinking of the inscrutable, she is not thinking 

about a guy she sat on a bed and watched a movie with, looked at a little bit, not the 

guy she sent the Billy Collins poem to…He remembered the poem, THE FIRST LINE 

OF A POEM, and then he remembered Maude, faraway, looking out the window.  
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Promiscuous by Nature 

Jenean McBrearty 

 

 

f Millie hadn’t bought that picture at Mr. Krasner’s yard sale, she might have 

saved her marriage. The irony of the was that she bought the 11x14 inch 

photographic portrait for the frame, not for the stony-eyed military man whose eyes 

admonished all who beheld it. 

“Who is he, anyway?” Millie said casually as she counted out a ten and four 

ones.  

“Marshall Zhukov,” Krasner replied. “Is that a Confederate uniform he’s 

wearing?” 

“Ah…no. World War II. You want me to wrap the old guy up for you?” 

She was going to dispose of the old guy, but said yes and waited as Krasner 

searched for newsprint and tape. She used a Windex-soaked towel to clean the glass, 

and for a joke, hung the portrait in the dining room. Jaxson might recognize him. 

Maybe Tom Hanks made a movie about him. Jaxson was a film studies major.   

“Where’d you get it,” Jaxson asked. “That uniform is Russian.” 

“Krasner found it in his attic. Behind a mattress. He’s handsome, in a way.” 

He moved closer to and then farther from the picture, inspecting it from 

different angles.  “If you like hyper-masculinity. I’ll bet he was a real son-of-a-bitch.” 

I 
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The picture situation might have ended then if Millie had swapped the 

portrait for her still life oil of a vase of roses. Instead, she’d put it off until the entrant 

deadline of the Art’s Center exhibition. After a week, she couldn’t do it.  

“Didn’t you tell me your best work is your roses?” Jaxson said. He was poring 

over headshots of wannabes.   

“I thought it was my best work, Now, I’m not so sure.” She expected an 

exasperated sigh, but not the silence that followed.  

  Where was the pep talk about what a good painter she is, or an offer to swap 

out the pictures. He was supposed to insist because the roses looked so real, you 

could practically smell them.  

The deadline passed. Her mother delivered her “don’t be afraid to fail” 

lecture. Her father spoke of procrastination as self-sabotage. Jaxson said nothing, 

and his silence was the harshest recrimination of al. 

“Are you going to keep that picture of a stranger on your wall forever?” her 

mother asked six months later. 

“I can’t just take it down. And do what? Throw it away? Stash it in your 

attic?” She felt her eyes begin to tear. 

Her mother’s arm wrapped around her shoulder. “If it makes you feel this 

bad, maybe you ought to get rid of it.” 

“I can’t explain it. It’s like everyone wants to replace the hero 

with…nonsense.”  

  She brought her rose picture out of the closet and put it on the table next to 

the vase of now-wilting Astromeria she’d bought at Kroger.  
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“Your painting is much easier on the eyes,” her mother said. 

“But, my flowers and my painting aren’t the real thing. They’re twice 

removed from life compared to the flowers in your garden. I could go to your house 

and see the real ones but I don’t. As long as I live, I can see three versions of the 

same thing.” 

“And?” 

“There was only one of him. I never knew his name or saw his face until I 

went to Krasner’s. He was born half-way around the world. Fought in the greatest 

war in history. Maybe drank vodka and liked to sing. Now, he’s here. If I don’t keep 

him, he’ll have made the trip for nothing.” 

“He’s not a puppy, Millie. He’s doesn’t know where his photographs are. 

He’s dead.” Her mother kissed her cheek. “You’re a poet, you know. A poet in 

paint.” 

     *** 

Millie checked the clock above the door. Two A.M. and Jaxson hadn’t texted 

or called. He’d warned her getting married while they were both still in school was 

risky. His senior project was writing and directing a fifteen-minute film. Finding just 

the right people to play the central characters⸺a psychiatrist treating a beautiful 

young woman who believed herself ugly as a gargoyle. It sounded suspicious even 

to her. Art was promiscuous by nature.  

What did she have tonight? Chicken for dinner.  Oil. Flowers. A silver vase. 

Glass. A photograph. She took out her notebook: 

The soldier rose from the dust. 
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Christ put flesh on his bones  

And a sword in his hand.  

God has many purposes; 

To the statesman he gives silence and the knowledge of when to wield it. 

The farmer knows his crop and when to field it.  

Makers of cloth and cabinets, 

Houses and pot, 

God grants them skill and knowledge of what is and not, 

But to the warrior He gives lifetimes. 

To lovers, goodbyes. 

 

She remembered Jaxson’s favorite Uncle Bryan who died shortly after their 

wedding. His mother gave him Bryan’s graduation picture from U.C.L.A.. The one 

that had hung on his grandmother’s hallway wall for a quarter of a century. He’d it 

put in a box, along with his high school memorabilia, and put it in the trashcan. 

She’d rescued it, and added it to her Facebook collection of family pictures.  

     *** 

The next morning, she put the rose picture back in the closet, emptied the 

vase of its flowers, and rinsed it in the sink. She slipped her poem into her “to type” 

notebook. Then she drove to Krasner’s.  

“Where did you get the photograph you sold me?” she asked. 
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“It was with the family pictures of an Asian coupe who owned the house 

before me. The first monument to Zhukov in in Mongolia⸺he helped kick the 

Japanese out of there and they were grateful, I suppose. Why?” 

“I’m going to keep it.’ 

“Okay. It’s yours.” 

It’s worth keeping. One of a kind, and so am I, she told herself as she drove 

home.   

 Jaxson was asleep on the sofa. Remnants of Cheerios floated in a bowl half-

full of milk sat on the coffee table. Clothes, reeking of perfume lay on the chair. It 

was the same version of a man she’d seen before. It was a picture not worth keeping.      
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Roughing It 
by Fabrice Poussin 

 

A rough dress forgotten, designed for a lady, worn by  

a mom, who never took much to the traits of stars. 

 

Modelling hands of ruby nails, and soft lotions, bare 

no likeness to the digits crevassed by cold and rain. 

 

Mouths needed feeding, food had to be planted, 

and dirt soiled the folds of a skin still trying to be young. 

 

No time for jolly waltzes in the dusty, musky ballroom, 

only a moment to turn from oven to table at work. 

 

Eyelashes faded, braids unravelled with the passing days, 

the make-up hardened to become cement in a tight jar. 

 

When death came, at last beauty was allowed anew; 

she lay still, rosy cheeks, peaceful under deep foundation. 

 

The little girl had dreamed of a cover glamour shot, 

success indeed; that it is the last memory of her. 
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TREASON 
by Anna Kapungu 

 

Loved at last sight 

Closed society became her adversary 

Jealousy came easy 

Open to violation 

Her disposition’s desecration 

Strangers in her environment 

Breach of her liberty 

Invasion of her oasis 

Her elixir, her nucleus 

Subversive it was treasonous 

False impressions, the humiliation 

Her secrets communicated with earth 

Unsafe her world was perilous 

Believed in daylights 

Revelation of sunlight 

Fighting depravity 

Worthy of supremacy 
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Johnny Highway 

Greg Oldfield 

 

 

ohnny Highway started one late summer night late before high school after Tick 

and I were throwing rocks at cars. There’s a winding two-lane road that cuts 

through a patch of forest behind our neighborhood, an old horse and wagon trail 

that connected two towns back in the day. Nothing much to it, except it has a hill 

with a hidden lip at the top where cars catch air if they drive too fast. The neighbor 

on one side, Mr. McDonough, is always writing letters to the editor complaining 

about the accelerating rpms and the scraping mufflers. Quite a few times he’s had to 

pick the rims out of his front yard. After a while, he got so fed up that he left them 

out in a pile at the end of his driveway with a painted sign that read, “Come and get 

‘em, dipshits.” 

Tick’s real name is Lawrence. He got the name Tick because he played this 

game where he’d tell someone he found a tick on his body. They’d step back, cover 

their mouth, ask him where. Then he’d pull up a leg of his shorts. They’d edge 

closer, and he’d expose the bottom of his nut sack. I’ve witnessed him do it to a 

dozen or so people. Gets me every time. 

We watch the headlights in the distance and wait behind a downed tree 

twenty feet from the road until the car bottoms out. Then we throw our rocks. Once 

we hear the dings, we run back through the woods, up a small hill, and blend into 

the darkness. Most cars brake then keep going. A fallen limb, a loose rock, aftershock 

J 
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from the jolt. But tonight this old bastard slams the brakes real hard, tail end 

skidding like he’s a Hollywood stunt-driver. He gets out and starts hollering, but we 

know he can’t see us because we’re dressed in black head to toe, T-shirts tied over 

our heads with just a slit for our eyes. Real ninja shit. 

He yells he’s calling the cops, and we listen to his heavy wheeze as he lugs his 

ass back to his Buick, cursing as he walks around the car, rubbing the metal with his 

hand until he finds a spot where one of our rocks made impact. 

We crack up after he finally pulls away.  

Then Tick says, “I got something good.”  

He always says that when he has an idea. Like when we let all the 

neighborhood dogs loose at the same time. Mudslides down the rich people’s front 

lawns. Stink bombs through mail slots. When he wanted to, Tick could be really 

creative. 

“Let’s make a Johnny Highway,” he says. 

“A what?” I say. 

“You know, a dummy, dummy.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

He shows me back at his house. We take his dad’s sports equipment and stuff 

it into a pair of old jeans, a Kelly Green Eagles sweatshirt, some long wool socks, and 

boots. Tick sews them all together with some fishing string. 

 I ask him where he learned how to sew and he tells me from my mom.  

“Just playing,” he says. “Home Ec.” 

“Thought you failed Home Ec.” 
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“So?” 

Tick says that we’ll do Johnny next Saturday night. It’s Labor Day weekend 

and that’s when drivers cut through to avoid the police checkpoint out on the main 

road. And because a few of them are a little buzzed, Johnny is sure to cause some 

extra excitement.  

I don’t see Tick for the rest of the week because of my family’s trip to the 

Jersey Shore, and I had forgotten about Johnny until he called me up to remind me 

the next Saturday night. Said he’d been bumming around with a few juniors from 

another neighborhood. Stepped up his game. 

I tell my parents Tick and I are going to play manhunt with a bunch of kids 

from school. Mom says okay, be back by ten. I ask for eleven but she tells me not to 

push it. Got to do our clothes shopping early. School starts Tuesday, and Old Navy’s 

having its sale. She says there’ll be nothing good left by the time I wake up. I try to 

tell her that ninth graders don’t wear that crap, but she’s having none of it and tells 

me I should get used to Marshalls then. Or better yet, get a job. 

When I get to Tick’s house, he’s outside his garage waiting, all geared up with 

a backpack over one shoulder. Johnny’s sitting on a rock wall, a zombie mask on. I 

see the fake eyeballs inside the eye holes, and it creeps me out for a second. Tick tells 

me to take Johnny then he disappears into the garage.  

Johnny weighs about fifty pounds. “Got a little heavy, didn’t he?” I ask. 

“Made some modifications,” Tick says, reaching under the workbench, and 

when he comes back, he tucks something into the backpack and zips it shut.  

“Wanted a little extra kick.” 
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“Isn’t that a little too—dangerous?” 

“Grow a set, will you?” 

I throw Johnny over my shoulder. The head sags as if there’s something 

weighing it down. A bowling ball, I assume.  

  We make it through the neighborhood without being seen. Two kids dressed 

in black carrying a body, as if that’s not suspicious. We trudge through the woods, 

following a bunch of dirt paths that had been carved out by kids older than us with 

their bikes. There’s even a few jumps, one of them nicknamed “ball buster” because 

it’s got an odd sloped landing and that’s what happens when you hit it wrong. Tick 

broke the record for longest jump a year back. Almost broke his ankle, too. The piece 

of wood with electrical tape wrapped around the end is still sticking out of the 

ground. His record will probably stand forever. 

 We walk almost a half a mile to the other end of the woods and veer off the 

path. The dried leaves crinkle beneath my feet, and twigs snap every two or three 

steps.  

“Shut the fuck up, Chuck,” Tick hisses. “You’re going to blow our cover.” 

“Sorry,” I say, doing my best to step a little quieter. But Tick didn’t have to 

carry Johnny all the way through the woods dodging stumps and rabbit holes. My 

legs are weak and my shoulders are burning. I’m sweating like crazy, so I undo the 

shirt around my head and slide it down my neck as if it’s a bandana.  

 We stop about a hundred feet from the road and look down the slope through 

the tree trunks as the first pair of headlights comes our way. My knees start shaking, 
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and I feel like I’m going to piss my pants. I put Johnny down on the ground and take 

a whizz behind a tree.  

“This makes me want to rub one out, too,” Tick says. I’m not really sure what 

he means but I say yeah anyway. 

We let a few cars pass until Tick says it’s go time. He tells me to wait while he 

takes Johnny to the road. He says that whatever happens, grab the backpack and 

we’ll meet up by ball buster if we get separated.  

“What’s in the pack?” 

“Plan B,” he says. “Don’t forget it, or I’ll beat your ass.” 

 Tick walks through the woods with Johnny over his shoulder, weaving in and 

out of the trees and over logs as if he’s in one of those sniper movies. I lose sight of 

him for a while until he emerges by the road, illuminated by a sliver from Mr. 

McDonough’s porch light. He walks out to the centre, stands at the top of the lip, 

and looks in both directions. 

 For the first time, I consider the consequences. What if someone really does 

think they hit a person? It’s going to sound way different than a snowball or a rock. I 

start to think of who this person might be, driving down a dark road through the 

middle of the woods unaware of what lies ahead. I already feel bad for them. What if 

it’s a mom on her way back from the grocery store whose kids are at home throwing 

up all over the place while her husband’s trying to read them bedtime stories. What 

if it’s someone’s grandparents? They’ll shit their Depends. What if it’s someone we 

know? One of our neighbors? Our friend’s parents? What if they trace Johnny back 

to us? Not worth going to juvie for this. 
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 I decide maybe this isn’t a good idea, so I walk towards the road to tell Tick it 

looks like no one is coming, that we’ll try it some other time. I know he’ll call me 

something. Probably a pussy. But he’ll back out. Tick’s crazy but he’s never been this 

stupid. I’m about halfway down when I see the headlights in the distance. Tick sees 

them too because he shuffles to the side of the road and hides behind a tree. I freeze. 

 The lights come faster than normal. I hear the tires gripping the pavement, the 

small pebbles bouncing off the underside, the engine roaring as it picks up speed at 

the bottom of the incline. The lights shine on the tops of the trees on the other side of 

the lip. There’s no way they’ll see Tick. The car speeds up. About sixty in a thirty-

five. As if it knows about the lip and is trying to hit it on purpose. 

 I hear the music through the open windows, some top-forty female club mix, 

and people in the car singing out of tune. The car reaches the top. There’s a brief 

moment where it’s suspended in the air and the tires claw at nothing. The engine 

purrs. The headlights drop to the ground. I see Tick throwing Johnny into the air. 

The tires re-grip. The shocks absorb the force of the landing. The bottom scrapes out.  

 Johnny smashes the windshield just as the driver steadies the wheel. It sounds 

like someone two-handed a pumpkin against the side of a house. But louder. The 

people in the car scream. At least two girls and one guy who sounds like a girl when 

his voice cracks. The brakes squeal. The tires skid. The headlights shift as the car 

swerves across the road then back the other way headfirst into a tree. There’s a 

smash of glass and metal and wood. And then it goes quiet. My ears start ringing. At 

some point I dribble in my pants. Tick’s running back up through the woods. Full 

tilt. He stops at the tree where we had met. 
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“Chuck,” he calls out in a half-whisper. “Chuck!” 

 

I run towards him, stepping on a few twigs so he hears me coming.  

 

He grabs the backpack from my hands. 

 

“Jesus Christ,” he says, laughing. “I never expected that.” 

 

The excitement in his voice makes me want to vomit. 

 

“Come on, man” he says. “Let’s get out of here.” 

 

I look back at the road. I can hear their moans. 

 

“We should help them,” I say. 

 

“Fuck. That.” 

 

 But when Tick sees that I’m not moving, he unzips the backpack. I finally see 

Plan B. 

“We don’t know anything about this, Chuck,” he says. 

 I look back at the road one more time. Mr. McDonough’s running out his 

front door, yelling for his wife to call 9-1-1. I tell myself this is probably the last time 

that Tick and I are ever going to hang out as I stare at the gun barrel pointed in my 

face. 
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Cuban Car  
Sam  
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Little One 

Cláudia Köver 

 

 

y name is Shoush. Or, at least, that’s what she used to call me. “Shoush” 

she would call out the window. “Shoush” walking towards me with a 

bowl of food. I am sure she liked me in her on way. She was a heavy woman, whose 

body had clearly suffered from her weight. Short white hair and deep brown eyes, 

greyed by age. Lonely, even when her husband was still alive. It had been years now 

since he had past.  

My leash was three metres long. I could move three metres to the front, three 

to the right or three to the left. I couldn’t move to the back because of the barn that 

they had built a few summers back. During that time, they had moved me to the 

other side of the yard. There, I could move three metres to the front, three to the 

right and three to the left. The flowerpots were behind me so I couldn't move 

backwards. However, it was a nice change.  

 # 

I thought the world was meant to be seen from afar. The mountains from afar, 

the river and the trees. They were meant to always be out of reach. When I grew 

older, and was no longer a pup, my vision started to blur. This was a change. All 

those things in the horizon were still there, they just looked different. Not much else 

changed except for the seasons and the fact that, over the years, the winters became 

less pleasant. The cold would make my bones ache. One evening, it started to snow. 

M 
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I was in pain. She called my name so many times out the window, as if she was 

desperately looking for me. I was trying to tell her I was there. The next day, she 

brought me a house – a wooden house, a bit bigger than me and a pillow. "Shoush, 

now you will be quiet!" she said as she threw the pillow into the shed. I told you, she 

cared in her own way.  

The day she died I wept. There was no food later that day. But I guess it is 

right to fast in times of grief. The day after, the lady from next-door came over with a 

bowl. It was the most delicious bowl of food I had ever tasted. For a second, I felt 

guilty to eat it. But I ate it to the bones. I did not eat the bones because my teeth had 

gone bad in the last few years. I wiggled my tale so much, it hurt the next day.  

I had seen the lady before, looking at me through the window. I had seen her 

putting on her make-up in the morning, reading and hosting. Occasionally she 

would just sit there, looking out into the night. It was my favourite pastime too, to 

observe the world.  

A few days went by. Every day, the lady from next-door fed me, sometimes 

even twice a day. About a week later she came and did something I had experienced 

only once before. She undid the knot and detached my leash from the wall. I thought 

I would be moved to the other side of the yard, to the flowerpot. That would not 

have been bad. But I wasn’t. She took me further then I had ever been, out the yard, 

through the gate. At first, I hesitate, pulling back on the leash. I was afraid. Slowly I 

gave in. We crossed the street and, for the first time, I saw the gate to the yard from 

the outside.  
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We entered her home. She walked swiftly and determinately. Her legs carved 

out of strong muscles. Her house smelled like flowers - that she would pick from the 

garden, just like the ones at the flowerpot -, and old wood. It also smelled like food. 

It was an overwhelming amount of fragrances, like someone's entire life would 

suddenly embrace your numbed senses.   

# 

The flames felt so hot I thought they would burn my nose. She put a blanket 

over me and I was so ashamed when she caressed my coat. I could feel her fingers 

getting stuck in my matted fur. It did not help that I saw her wash her hands right 

after. However, I still fell asleep right there, next to the fire place. The next day she 

took me into another room, colder than the first one, no flames and a slippery 

ground.  She used a big hose to rinse me and she went through every inch of my fur 

with some instrument I had never seen. Then she oiled me. When she was done, I 

stank worse than before. For a moment, I felt as cold as on that winter day. She got 

close to me; so close I could see her pale face quite distinctively. She was not old and 

not young, expressions had not been heavily carved into her soft skin, but her eyes 

didn't shine like those of children. Her hair was pitch black and her hands 

disproportionally big for her figure. She said “Shoush, shoush, it is almost done”. 

She seemed to know my name, although occasionally she would also call me “little 

one”. I guess that was fair, as I could fit under almost anything in her house: chairs, 

sofa, table, smaller tables and cupboards. I went under things quite a lot for the next 

few days. It was strange to move so much and often, honestly, it was a bit painful.  

But, a few days after she first took me home to see the fireplace, I went into yet 
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another room with a large window that led to a porch. “What a view” I thought. Her 

view was as beautiful as the one I used to have: the mountain, the river and the trees. 

Now they were all blurry, but I could still recognise them and imagine them clearly 

from my younger days. She followed me and opened the backdoor to the yard. I 

looked up to her and she nodded. I tried to go down the stairs to her yard but she 

soon realised it was easier to carry me. I hadn't been picked up in so many years. It 

was so scary at first. 

Afterwards, I didn’t want anything else. Her yard was endless; it went on and 

on, down to a gate. Behind the gate: the field. I had seen that field before. It led 

straight to the river. “One day, I will go there”, I thought. I had never thought about 

it before. 

Over the course of a week, I spent most of my days by the fire. I learned that 

the lady liked to have me on her lap and I rejoiced as she played with my broken 

ears. Once a day, she would take me downstairs and put me on the ground in the 

yard. I would go see the flowers; I would put my nose into them. I also stick my nose 

in the soil. It wasn't muddy dirt like I used to play in, it smelled like life. Once I was 

done with this, I was exhausted. My breath felt as heavy as if I had run to the river 

and back. She would lay me back near the fire on a pillow that she had grabbed from 

the closet. It wasn't just any pillow; she had grabbed it for me. She had gone through 

a pile of options, puffing them, smelling them, until she found the right one. 

Although my time in her world had been so short, I had seen this lady so many 

times through her window; she almost seemed to have been part of my life for 

longer. 
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# 

By the end of the week, a man came into the house. Tall, dark, his head 

covered with the shiniest hair I had ever seen. His look though; the disappointment 

on his face when he sat next to me. He pressed my belly. It hurt. He looked into my 

mouth, wide opened my lids to see my eyes. He spent quite some time with me. 

Before he left, he put his hand on the lady's shoulder and said "At least he is happy 

now". I had never thought about it before, but I was indeed happy. Was the lady? I 

wondered. She had always seemed happy to me from the window, when we would 

both gaze at one another and then look up to the stars. She didn't seem lonely and 

sad, like the woman who cared for me before. Her phone rang often and her fridge 

was filled with postcards. She smiled when she read a book, like she was smiling at 

someone. Her grandchildren had not been over for a while, but they seemed to be 

the ones buzzing the phone. I think she was happy. 

# 

A week had already gone by since I moved in with the lady. "Time is flying" I 

thought. That next morning she picked me up and took me, through the yard, 

through the gate, down to the field and all the way to the river bank. There it was, 

the noise of the water plunging through the stones. I felt like I did as a pup. My first 

memory in the yard. Every day, someone would come to play with me: children, 

grandchildren. I had completely forgotten about those days. It was a burst of 

excitement. My paws moved so fast, my legs could barely keep up. I ran, and I ran. I 

dug my nose into the water and wet my paws. I used to do this with my bowl of 

water. Oh, it used to make the old woman scream: "Shoush, you are making a mess". 
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But this lady didn't scream. She laughed. The lady sat down and watched me 

muddying my paws. I played for about an hour. Tiredness hit me suddenly. I laid 

down, as if a heavy sleep was pressing me down. She came towards me, I could see 

her rushing. She called "little one, little one, are you alright?".  The sleepiness was so 

heavy. My body could no longer move, but I could still gaze at her. She caressed my 

rough fur and held my dirty paw. For a moment my vision sharpened. I saw her 

there, so close, teary eyed. "She has only known me for a few days", I thought. My 

vision blurred again until the rays of light were all that remained. Oh, I had lived so 

much that week; I had even seen the river up close.   
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The Obfuscator 

Joe Davies 

 

 

orter sat in his swivel chair, hands locked behind his head, eyes closed, legs 

outstretched, the sun streaming through the window, warming the length of 

him.  On his desk, beneath the innocuous envelope which usually contained nothing 

more than his pay stub, a separate slip of paper, this one, off-white with a single 

word printed on it: Obfuscator.  That one word and today’s date, and on Porter’s 

face, a smile that might easily have been misinterpreted as having something to do 

with escapist thoughts, a day at the links, a weekend getaway.  But no, it wasn’t this 

at all.  Porter’s mind was hard at it, and oh lord, if he could just figure out how he 

was going to bring off what he was thinking, what a week they would all have, all 

one hundred and eighty employees at Clewett Wilson Integrated.  They might still 

be sorting it all out a month from now. 

When he opened his eyes, Porter leaned over and picked up the slip of paper 

and inexplicably found himself trying to imagine the hand that had put this 

particular bit of paper into the envelope with his name on it.  How did they do it 

anyway?  Who decided? 

There was a knock on his door and Porter hastily threw the paper back onto 

his desk and slid a file over top to hide it. 

‘Come in,’ he said, and the door opened. 

P 
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‘I have something for you to sign.’  It was Connolly, his assistant.  ‘Sorry, I 

would have buzzed you first but for some reason the system won’t recognize my 

password.  Won’t even let me use my phone.  Damned nuisance.’ 

‘This is hand-written?’ 

‘Yes.  Apparently we’re still compensating Westcorp Enterprises for that 

shipment of green outer panels, you know, when they were supposed to get the 

blue, and since there isn’t enough in stock we’re having to initiate a whole second 

run.  And then, of course, the printer down in requisitions has gone on the fritz.  

Thus... hand-written.  Exciting, isn’t it?’ 

‘Terribly,’ said Porter, sounding completely bored and signing his name at the 

bottom of the page. 

‘Much obliged,’ said Connolly, beginning to bow out of the room, the flicker 

of an evil smile appearing on his face as soon as his back was turned to Porter, which 

vanished the moment he noticed there was someone else in the doorway, about to 

knock. 

‘Mr. Porter?’  It was Selkirk, from accounts. 

‘Yes,’ said Porter, looking up.  Connolly squeezed his way out of the room. 

‘Can I steal a little of your time?  There’s something funny we wanted to show 

you down in our broom cupboard.’ 

‘Broom cupboard?  Funny?’ 

‘Actually funny, yes.  Ha-ha funny.  Do you have a moment?’ 

Porter blinked a couple of times, a little annoyed at first, that is until he saw 

how this might work to his advantage, how it played almost exactly into what he 
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was thinking.  Accounting was right next door to shipping, and if he was already 

down there it wouldn’t look at all suspicious to just drop in for what he could then 

easily pretend was purely a spontaneous visit.  Just in the neighbourhood, he could 

say.  Not so likely to raise anyone’s eyebrows.  The men down in shipping were so 

competent these days there was never the least cause for himself or any of the 

management team to go in there for anything.  But if, and here’s what it all came 

down to, if he could get them away from the machine that coughed out the packing 

slips for just one minute, less even, thirty seconds might be all he needed, then he 

might pull it off, get the sequence of orders and addresses misaligned so that 

everything got shipped to the wrong the place.  What a coup it would be!  The folks 

over in personnel might even find they could justify interviewing a few new faces, 

even if it was only temp work.  At least it would make a break from stuffing Kleenex 

into trusted old hands before showing them the exit.  Oh, but hadn’t efficiency 

turned out to be such a pest. 

His mind having shot quickly through all this, Porter said ‘Yes!’ to Selkirk and 

nodded vigorously, then stood up with what might have been just a little too much 

enthusiasm.  For a moment Porter was worried he’d given himself away.  But 

Selkirk’s expression remained unchanged.  Bemused, perhaps even eager.  

‘Well, then,’ said Porter, gesturing towards the door, ‘After you.’ 

The trip down to the accounting department was very unusual indeed.  There 

was something in the air.  A kind of electricity, which Porter wrongly assumed was 

somehow emanating from him, from the sheer mischief of his thoughts. They 

arrived at the elevator and Selkirk pushed the button.  The light wouldn’t come on. 
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‘Funny,’ he said, ‘That happened down on our floor as well.  I thought it 

might be just our... Oh, well.  Feel like taking the stairs?’ 

‘The elevator’s not working?’ 

Selkirk shrugged and said, ‘Apparently not.’ 

‘It was working an hour ago.  That’s very....’ 

And Porter turned and looked back down the hall.  ‘I...,’ but whatever it was 

he was thinking he didn’t say.  Instead he shook his head. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘Nothing,’ said Porter.  ‘All right... Uh, the stairs it is.’ 

A door opened just next to them, the door to one of the meeting rooms. 

‘Just the man!’ came a voice.  ‘Hoping I would catch you.’  It was Lapinski. 

‘Can it wait half an hour?’ 

‘Half an hour?  Well... Can I just give you the thrust of it?  Won’t take a 

second.  Come on in, I won’t keep you.’ 

Porter turned to Selkirk, said ‘Pardon me.  I’ll just be a minute.’  Selkirk 

nodded. 

Almost ten minutes later Porter emerged from the room, pulling the door 

shut behind him.  He gave Selkirk a dark look and said, ‘I swear, I have absolutely 

no idea what that was all about.  Sorry to keep you.  We were about to take the 

stairs?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Selkirk, starting, as if he’d been in the middle of a little nap, and the 

two men entered the stairwell. 
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‘Utter gibberish,’ continued Porter.  ‘I hate it when people can’t spell things 

out in plain English.  I thought we’d done away with jargon.  If this is what happens 

when you send people away to seminars we’ll have to re-think that.  Bloody 

inculcation all round.  Stupid idiots.’ 

‘This way,’ said Selkirk, opening the door to the first floor. 

‘Yes, thank you.  I believe I know the way,’ said Porter, pushing past him. 

‘You know,’ Porter went on, leading the way, ‘It used to be that we’d have a meeting 

over every goddamn decision that had to be made around here.  Never mind how 

little.  No one had any guts.  No one would take responsibility.  And there’s Lapinski 

talking the same old way.  The same goddamn language.  Oh, yes, let’s see, how can 

we cloud the issue so no one can figure out what the blazes the issue even is.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Selkirk, ‘I... I hear you,’ as Porter swept through the door and into 

accounts, where he continued with his rant. 

‘Thank god for efficiency and streamlining.  And far better all these deliberate 

obstacles to overcome than all the red-tape we were always wrapping ourselves up 

with.’ 

‘In here, sir,’ said Selkirk, opening the door to the broom closet. 

‘If I didn’t know better I’d say Lapinski was deliberately trying to... 

obfuscate...’ 

No sooner was the word out of his mouth than a bolt of lightning shot 

through him, the possibility of what he was thinking.  No!  Could it be?  And he 

wheeled round to face Selkirk who had both hands out in front of him, and with a 

measured push, shoved Porter into the closet and slammed the door shut. 
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In the dark, Porter felt quickly around for the door knob, grasped it, twisted 

it, and pulled.  Locked! 

‘Damn it, Selkirk!  What is this?  Are you... Are you mad?!  Are you trying to 

get yourself fired?  Goddammit, I’m Obfuscator this week!  It’s my week.  What are 

you...?  Are you... Do you have any idea what you’re doing?  This is a fireable 

offence!  Let me out of here!  We can’t all be Obfuscators!’ 

‘Oh,’ came a tired little voice from somewhere in the dark, ‘But I’m afraid we 

can.’ 

‘What?!  Who’s there?  Is there someone else in here with me?’ 

‘Prentice, sir.  Reggie Prentice.  Accounts.’ 

‘Well come here Prentice, on your feet, and we’ll see if together we can’t 

knock this door down.’ 

But there was never the sound of anyone or another getting to their feet or 

readying themselves for an almighty push at the door.  No, there was near silence, 

the sound of quiet breathing and the muffled sounds of a entire building on the 

brink of going absolutely nuts. 

‘This.... This is all my doing, I’m afraid,’ said Prentice, and he chuckled a little 

to himself. 

‘You?  Your doing?’ 

‘Yes.  I... It was my turn last week.  I got the slip of paper with my pay stub.  

And it came to me immediately.  I hadn’t even considered what I’d do if it was ever 

my turn, but there it was, all at once, how to make this whole place go completely 

and entirely head over tail.  Do you know, I never thought it was such a good idea, 
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throwing a wrench in the works just so we could all have something to do.  Seems to 

go against everything civilization has striven towards for thousands of years.  But 

then I’ve been so bored down here for so long and when I saw that slip of paper and 

the idea came to me, I couldn’t resist.  Try as I might I never thought of a good 

enough reason not to.’ 

‘What are you talking about?  Who are you?’ 

‘Prentice, sir.  I told you.’ 

‘Are you the little fellow?  The one with the pinched face?’ 

‘Yes, sir.’ 

‘Well, goddammit!  What have you done?’ 

‘It was simple really.  So very simple.  I’m the one who relays the payroll 

information to the outside agency we use, the people who randomly slip the 

Obfuscator notes in with our pay stubs.  And I have a friend... All it took was a kind 

word, a pair of tickets to the theatre.  She agreed to put a slip in the envelope of 

every single one of our employees.  And just like that, we’re all Obfuscators, 

everyone of us...’ 

‘Outrageous!’ shouted Porter.  ‘This is outrageous!  You’re not supposed to 

have enlisted anyone’s help.  Especially not outside help!’ 

‘I know.  I know,’ came the soft little voice.  ‘But I realized, I don’t care.  And I 

don’t care what happens to me now.  I’ve lived all my life with such strange words 

bouncing around in my head: The meek shall inherit the earth.  The meek shall 

inherit the earth.  I think what they really meant to say was: The meek shall inherit 

what’s left of the earth.  That’s all.  Just what’s left...’ 
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‘My god,’ whispered Porter, ‘You’re insane.’ 

And as he turned to throw his weight once more at the door he felt himself 

tumbling, as if sliding towards a floor that wasn’t there. His head thumped against a 

wall, and his eyes flickered and came open.  He squinted, trying to get used to the 

light.  The room was cheerless, with drab walls, and not very warm.  In a moment he 

knew where he was.  Not his usual spot.  Today he was over by the wall.  Somehow 

he’d let himself fall asleep.  There was drool at the corner of his mouth which he 

wiped with the back of his hand.  He’d been coming here day after day for months.  

He was beginning to fall asleep more often, just like the others, and now, trying to 

get up, he noticed he was in his sock feet.  His shoes were gone.  His shoes! 

He looked around at the others who were waiting as well, at all the grey 

bundles wrapped in everything they owned, and he looked to see if any of them 

seemed more likely than another.  Which of them took his shoes?  But as he looked 

round, none of them moved so much as a hair.  They too, every one of them, sat 

slumped in their seats in such a way as to say none of them had the least expectation 

of finding work today or any other day. 

Porter stood and scuffed along in his socks towards the woman at the desk on 

the other side of the glass. 

‘Excuse me...’ he said, trying to get the woman’s attention.  He had to say it 

several times before she looked up. 

‘There are several things one has to know in order to present a less fitful 

vision of outcomes.  Myself,’ said Porter, mumbling into his collar, ‘I’m of the 
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opinion that provoking, actually inflaming, lighting a match, all this is satisfactory.  

It’ll do.  Knowing that this, or any attention, is better than hiding.  Hiding.’ 

He whispered this last word so softly the woman behind the glass actually 

stopped chewing whatever it was she was working on and said, ‘What?’ 

‘I said,...’ murmured Porter. 

‘Speak up, man.  Speak up!’ 

‘My shoes, goddammit!’ he shouted, spreading the fraying arms of his 

greatcoat wide, and behind him, several of the others creaked about uneasily in their 

chairs. 

‘Someone has stolen my shoes!’ 
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Spielberg/Beckett 
by Frederick Pollack 

The air in the tunnels is bad and cold, 

sickly-warm around the fires 

of settlements. Elsewhere it’s dark. 

A torch might last from one to another 

settlement; maybe not. 

The food is as bad as the air, or just about; 

but they share it with you and give you a metal plate, 

only asking that you wash 

the plate and when it’s your turn clean the pot. 

And gather water from the dripping walls, 

drop waste and corpses into an abyss 

a quarter-mile away, first standing 

awhile in silence around the dead, 

etc. (They hardly need to talk 

to ask this stuff. Really, they don’t need to ask 

at all – you’d figure it out.) 

No one molests you when you sleep. 

Nobody steals the nothing you possess. 

They neither curse nor rape nor fight, 

though sometimes someone goes berserk 

and is put down without delight. 

When they talk – which they do – they turn 

aside; in fact they seem to look away 

at every interaction, or alone. 

They have no music, though at times 

there seems to be some. Likewise speculation 

about the point of things and intermittent  

rusty ladders leading up. 

It’s never very smart, and somewhat cheapens 

the scene. Kids run spectacularly free, 

bringing smiles to the half-blind and dirty faces. 

Which also feels cliché. 

As if this peace meant nothing but the old 

quarrel between the director, sentiment, 

and the writer, mind; which can be won 

neither by easy tears nor holy cold. 
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The Decorator Said 

by Frederick Pollack 

 

There are (said the decorator) styles – 

let’s call them vernacular – which can be, 

in the aggregate, quite expensive, but 

whose fans would never think of calling me. 

A certain horizon  

inhibits them as much as poverty. 

Velour, velvet. Vast overstuffed things. 

Chandeliers that almost reach the floor. 

Carved pseudo-coats of arms; gilt chairs 

proclaiming all who sit on them as kings. 

And, in another demographic, fish 

that insult one, fish that just hang 

beside Jesus, knitted mottos, and mirrors 

emblazoned with the names of gassy beers. 

Photos like those in corporate lobbies – 

the stars of the firm – are common to 

both settings; actually, 

they’ve much in common. What fascinates 

me is that each element is chosen 

with care and love and thought, and yet 

articulates a pure conformity. 

So that when – God forbid – 

crepe and a halo grace 

a photo, the next-of-kin behave 

differently from my clients. The latter, 

hating themselves and their continued lives, 

often throw vases, slash 

some artwork they had based their souls upon. 

The others find themselves surrounded 

by a smooth surface that echoes their screams; 

and so they scream, break little, and go on. 
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Upon This Rock 

by Frederick Pollack 

 

My problem wasn’t honesty – 

the need seldom arose – 

but wanting other people to be honest. 

Why did Suzanne McCarthy 

really not go to the prom with me? 

After I nagged her for two weeks, 

she told me. It may have been 

the resulting trauma that made me write 

the colleges of my choice, none of which 

had chosen me, for ten years 

asking why. One night an admissions officer, 

drunk and recently retired, 

called. My lack of a degree 

limited job prospects. 

I joined that branch of the system 

which is considered corrupt and evil, 

but really, can the social process be 

so easily divided into “constructive” and “destructive” 

components? My clients 

didn’t prevaricate, and if they did, 

didn’t last. And the Boss was always straight with me – 

perhaps too straight; all the guys 

at some point thought of whacking him. 

Meanwhile I regularly went 

to mass. The Church suited me: 

confession, penance, no bullshit. And I 

enjoyed certain perks 

of the job: first-class love. 

On the Boss’s tab – even in my case; 

he never balked at the surcharge. 

Things went well until my old curse 

returned. I asked this classy uptown broad,  

her condo all mirrors, how I was doing. 

She said, “Pretty well, considering.” 
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child he displayed a finesse for creative activity. He completed his 
Junior Certificate in 2015 , obtaining a 'A' in Art, Craft andDesign exam 
that year.  
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inspirational figures to cathartic depictions of crosses bared. Fluidity is 
apparent in his artistic style, as he portrays both a laid-back technique 
and a perfectionist method. For example, the use of unkempt, basic line 
art and the precise colour blending of his Troye Sivan piece.  
For Josh, art has always been the primary outlet of self expression, 
to immortalise moments of pure bliss and to accept and learn from 
mistakes or low points in life. It has also been a way for him to bond 
with kindred spirits, using his artistic creativity to relate to other artists.  
Josh's future aspirations amount to a career in which he can do what he 
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“Troye Sivan” 
 
 
SAM is a 4th year student who likes travelling and capturing moments 
through a lens 
 
“Cuban Car” 
“Man Watching” 
 

STUART MACKENZIE is an architect and landscape designer who lives 
and works in Canberra, Australia. A keen bushwalker and photographer 
all his life, his latest works have been inspired by his time spent in the 
Hunter Valley at Tyraman Retreat, where an innovative log framed 
house, designed by him, perches above the tree tops, looking out over 
the valleys.  With his landscape photography he endeavours to 'capture 
the extraordinary - that sublime, if fleeting, moment when time 
combines with light, place and nature to remind us that our planet is 
indeed precious, beautiful and truly amazing’. 
 
“Tyraman” 
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