


A Note from the Editor

Our humble creative arts journal, Tributaries, was born and raised here 
in East Central Indiana and continues to expand, to evolve—its once 
tranquil voice growing louder. This voice, a collaboration of  voices, can 
be heard whistling through the fields, and along the budding branches of  
the maples, the floppy bristles of  the pines, and the dogwoods, expectant 
with blooms. The voice of  Tributaries is marching toward a crescendo 
that demands to be heard.

This issue features an outstanding selection of  visual arts in multiple 
mediums, as well as poetry and prose from up-and-coming writers. In 
an effort to effectively represent the eclectic work being done by stu-
dent artists not only here at Indiana University East, but on campuses 
all around our great state, we have included oil paintings, prints and 
mixed-media pieces, alongside metalwork and digital art. The visual 
art selections in this edition of  Tributaries aptly depict life here in the 
Midwest while imbuing a fantasy of  the deep blue seas. The poetry and 
prose selected for this issue mirrors that journey, evoking thought and 
emotion—transporting our readers.

Tributaries 2018 could not have come into existence without the dynamic 
and brilliant work of  our contributors. Great debate occurred among 
our staff, some seasoned, and some brand-new, and tough decisions 
were made throughout the selection process. Our hope is that the writ-
ing and the images that you encounter on the pages of  this year’s issue 
will delight you, move you, intrigue you, and perhaps even inspire you to 
add your own voice to the chorus rising across, not only our state, but 
also our nation in such a poignant time of  evolution. We invite you to 
relish these pages and hope that you will derive the same pleasure we did 
as we worked to bring Tributaries 2018 to life.

In a final note, this issue brings my tenure on the Tributaries editorial 
staff  to a close. A special thank you first to Sara Baxter, our Managing 
Editor, and future Editor in Chief. Her tireless efforts, sacrifice, and ded-
ication truly exceeded all expectation and made the birth of  this project 
possible. To the rest our staff  members, the new and the experienced, 
thank you for your hard work and your contribution. Finally, to our Fac-
ulty Advisor, Brian Brodeur, thank you for your spirit, your dedication, 
and your patience. This experience was truly a gift, and a pleasure.   
                                                                                       
          —Steph Beckner 
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Runner-Up for the 2018 Prize for Poetry

KYLE CLARK

Salt

I’m hardly good to my body crooning
past midnight fistfuls of  sunflower

seeds all salt and oil I spit each shell 
off  my balcony watch them flit

like sleepy orange butterflies 
towards the earth maybe I’ll build 

a flower box so I can plant the seeds
instead there’s a certain comfort in bleeding

gums the tender itchy healing
the iron aftertaste I know

the seeds in all likelihood will
never grow but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t 

bury them pour them a drink hope the sunlight turns
its spells cyclones of  magic I wish I could 

soak like a bean sprout in the sun let it charge me up
I might lie in empty pastures for hours  

collecting all the light all the sweet nutrients 
I could I’d swell like a fresh cut

a bruised jaw a mangled knee
ooze my ills onto the grass I’d stay
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drunk on those brimming pleasures sick and
disorderly till you came along and heaved me

across your shoulders your sweat
singeing my open wounds
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Defeat, Morgan Eamon, Mixed media, 7”x13”x13”
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ABBIE SLIGER

An Ode to Nothing

His eyes look at me 
as I stand in the doorway,
but no recognition flutters 
within the laurel-green orbs.
“Is that you, Ellen?
They said you would be 
coming to visit again.”
Ellen has been dead
five years, but I don’t have
the heart to allow my father
to relive that pain. 
It wasn’t his fault 
I took after my mother. 
“Yes dear, it’s me.”

Lost in the forest of  his
mind, he’s desperately 
searching for a trail,
an inkling of  a path
that may enable him 
to find his way back.
Back to before,
when he still recognized the face 
that follows him in the mirror. 
Before nothingness 
filled his memory
and before he could no longer
find his way home.
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It’s been a year 
and he’s still searching, 
but the underbrush has grown 
wild and the roots of  the trees 
are too thick,
tripping him as he works
to find his way. 
So he waits for me 
among the trees,
clinging to the hope that
one day I’ll be able to 
bring him into the clearing.
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ANNA KLITCH-HARRELSON

Breaking Bread

There are the words of  my grandmother
in the food she makes on afterschool evenings,
of  when I find myself
bent over homework like a sinner 
weighed down in confession, 
sighing my adolescent grievances
into the lip of  a bowl that is brimming 
with her potato soup. 
At the dinner table, she is with me
in both body and broth.
She offers refuge to me in a lent ear
and the warmth of  a full stomach.
We break bread, 
splitting it like the laughs and burdens
we both share.
She is an everyday saint, 
a wingless seraph with
a voice thick with German
that is light in its far-reaching
touch. 
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CAROLINE NIEPOKOJ

Nine Grandchildren and a Basement 

In 1966, my grandparents built one of  the first houses in Greenmead-
ow Manor of  Crown Point, Indiana. They raised eight children who 
gave them fourteen grandchildren. The four-bedroom house was just 
big enough to raise all eight children, but for holidays or other family 
events, the nine younger grandchildren were always shooed down to 
the basement while the five older grandchildren got to stay with the 
adults. 

The basement wasn’t big, but it fit the nine of  us just fine. A 
peculiar smell leaked from the pantry next to the basement door. For 
years, I have tried to describe the smell, and the best I can come up 
with is crackers mixed with shortbread cookies. As you descend the 
stairs, the smell grew fainter and fainter until it gave way to the smell 
of  dust. The stairs led to the brightest spot in the whole basement. 
The small light above the last stair lit up the small corner like the sun, 
and the rest of  the lights were dim as if  your eyes just couldn’t adjust 
to the inside. A small hallway took you left, to the main room. The 
laundry room was off  to the side hiding a bathroom cast in a yellow 
tint, so everything looked old and dirty. Most of  us would rather 
make the ascent upstairs than enter its doorway. The storage room sat 
next to the laundry room. Its dark, eerie unknowns remained hidden 
behind a door unless one unlucky cousin found themselves locked 
inside by another cousin. 

My grandpa’s wooden desk was always in the corner across from 
the storage room. We knew never to touch it, but to my knowledge 
he never touched it either. Of  course, I only ever saw the desk when 
the cousins took over the basement. Next to the desk, there was a 
small window leading outside, but it was made of  frosted glass, so you 
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could never see through it. Instead it gave the spiders and their meals 
a white background as if  they were performing for us. I always kept 
my eyes down; as long as you didn’t disturb them, they stayed in the 
confines of  the window frame. 

The white walls were panels of  wood. Resting at a normal 
height, indentations ran across the smooth ceiling, and if  the light hit 
just right, it looked like it was moving when you ran your fingers over 
it. The carpet was red with yellow and green lines cutting across it to 
make it look like endless fabric for a flannel. But unlike the smooth 
touch of  the ceiling, the carpet felt like a soft sandpaper. The dryness 
of  the basement only made it worse, so when you fell and got a rug 
burn your skin might as well have been on fire. Many times I found 
myself  peeling dust bunnies off  the carpet like Velcro, rolling them 
between my fingers into a ball, and throwing them away. 

My grandma loved Disney, and it showed on the walls of  the 
basement. She had pictures of  all different Disney characters and 
scenes. A border of  Mickey Mouse surrounded the top of  the wall. I 
used to sit on the top stair, where the border fit perfectly on the step, 
and follow it down to see how far I could go until I couldn’t touch it 
anymore. Winnie the Pooh and his crew greeted you at the bottom of  
the stairs. The picture was illustrated so perfectly, even the small smile 
on Eeyore’s face could make you happy. I’ve studied this picture so 
much, I don’t even remember what the other pictures showed. 

After a while, we weren’t told to go to the basement. Instead, 
we barely said hi to Grandpa before disappearing down the stairs. 
The basement had become our hangout. It was the place we went to 
hide from the adults. Once we were in the basement, it was just us. 
We couldn’t hear anything upstairs even though the adults have always 
been the loudest people I’ve ever known. It was where we huddled 
together and shared secrets. It was the place where everyone froze 
when the door handle squeaked, it’s ear-piercing moan of  old age 
recognizable from all levels of  the house. We breathed sighs of  relief  
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followed by “Oh it’s just you” when a cousin rounded the corner, not 
an aunt or uncle. Unless, of  course, we were gossiping about cousins 
not present. Then we made sure to be quiet until we were sure our 
subject wasn’t about to catch us in the act. 

Like most families, there was an unspoken rule between all 
of  us: The youngest was always picked on. Most of  the time it was 
Grace. It wasn’t a family gathering if  Grace didn’t cry at least once. It 
started out as an ear-piercing scream, and then she sobbed the whole 
way up the stairs. Once the door closed behind her, we would contin-
ue on as if  we weren’t about to be in trouble. A little while later, the 
door would open. We would grow quiet again, and if  the footsteps 
were heavy, we’d scramble to make it look as if  we weren’t being bad. 
If  the footsteps were light, Grace would round the corner, her red 
eyes sticking out against pale skin and white-blond bob. The first time 
we made her cry in a day we’d be reprimanded. The second or more, 
the culprit would be sent upstairs. 

During elementary school, we used to play house. Since the five 
older cousins seemed too mature to play in the basement, Morgan, 
the oldest girl of  our group, always got to be the mom. It was her way 
of  trying to force us to do what she wanted, but we never listened. 
We would tuck each other into the tiny bookshelf, and pretend it was 
night. Not even a minute later someone would get bored, so it would 
have to be morning whether Morgan liked it or not. We played house 
all the time at sleepovers, but something about playing at Grandpa’s 
made these people more like my siblings and less like my cousins. 
Maybe it was because at the end of  the day, we all left the basement 
and the toys behind, and I wasn’t left wandering in the shadows of  
our make-shift houses by myself.

As we got older, and some of  us moved into middle school, we 
played Legos that somehow appeared in the basement. We built all 
kinds of  houses and fought over the shapes and colors we needed. 
Pieces would fall to the floor, and if  you were unlucky, you got a rug 
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burn and a Lego to the knee as you crawled across the carpet. Even-
tually, a dollhouse my grandpa built for my grandma appeared, and 
we played with the dolls and the furniture. It was a white house with 
a big front porch. The back of  the house swung open, so we could 
decorate the many rooms and play with the small dolls and furniture. 
We used Legos to build decorations and furniture we didn’t have, but 
wanted, in the house. 

Grace wasn’t crying so much anymore because we had now 
turned against the toys. A treadmill appeared in the basement one day 
with instructions not to touch it. But, when there are nine cousins and 
no adult supervision, the rules become less important. If  Jonathan 
had not been there, we probably wouldn’t have burned the heads off  
the dollhouse people by holding them to the treadmill. He instructed 
that since he was the oldest, he could do it and it was okay. So, one 
by one, we handed him the dolls. The treadmill was cranked as high 
as it could go. The smell of  burning rubber wafted through the air as 
the rubber mat skinned the plastic people, emitting a shriek as if  they 
were actually screaming. I’m sure the burn of  the carpet was nothing 
compared to that of  the treadmill; at least we didn’t lose half  our 
limbs. 

We can’t really blame the parents for taking our toys away. We 
were getting older, Grace still in elementary school and Jonathan now 
in high school, and we were getting more reckless. After my grandma 
passed away, the basement grew into my grandpa’s office. Anoth-
er desk was put in making an L shape along the wall and out into 
the middle of  the room. Filing cabinets were added, and the room 
became a maze. The treadmill was removed. We were left with paper 
and crayons, but this wasn’t exciting enough for us. 

So of  course, we did what we normally do, and caused a ruck-
us. I don’t know who threw first, but within seconds, crayons flew all 
around the basement. They fell behind Grandpa’s desk, they splat-
tered against the wall. We whipped them at each other, barely able 
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to watch where we were going in case we got a crayon to the eye. 
Eventually, we made our way into the laundry room. It was a fourth 
of  the size of  the main room. Crayons flew by and hit you or bound-
ed off  the metal of  the washer and dryer like gunshots. When the bin 
of  crayons was empty, everyone scrambled to find handfuls of  them 
around the basement. 

A few weeks later, Grandpa’s washing machine wasn’t working. 
The diagnosis was that there were crayons stuck inside it. It would 
need to be replaced. 

There was also the Christmas of  Snuggies. Most of  us received 
the blankets with arms that year. Someone had the bright idea of  
having a V-Dart war. V-Darts are small pieces of  paper, folded in 
half, long ways, multiple times, and then bent into a V. They were easy 
to fling across a room when shot from a rubber band laced around 
your thumb and forefinger. Getting hit with one felt as if  the shoot-
er snapped the rubber band right on your skin. After making some 
ammo, we put on the Snuggies, got on either side of  the L-shaped 
desk, and began shooting. The V-darts whizzed over the desk, be-
tween the little trinkets, and towards our opponent. My team was sit-
ting in front of  a glass cabinet, but somehow it was still in one piece 
after the war was over. When we realized the Snuggies were too good 
for protection, we talked Grace into retrieving our V-darts for us. 
Some were landing in the middle of  the cross fire, and we would run 
out too soon. We promised her she could leave her Snuggie behind 
the barricade because we were pausing the game to reload. But we 
were never really good at keeping our promises. We all walked away 
from the fight unscathed, but Grace had welts on her arms and legs. 

I don’t know what happened first: The Crayon War or The 
V-Dart War. But eventually we were banned from the basement. We 
had to say goodbye to the hangout that kept all our secrets tucked 
in its dark corners behind the dust. We said goodbye to the Disney 
characters watching from their seats on the walls. We said goodbye 



24

to the spiders. Depending on the season, we were put in the living 
room or the porch with the adults. We weren’t allowed to have chairs 
because there weren’t enough. We spread across the floor, sighing like 
energetic puppies told to settle down. We were exposed, and our limit 
for destruction threatened to choke us. 

But it proved not to take the fight out of  us when Elyse and 
Lauren, two sisters, pushed and shoved each other around the back 
porch one Fourth of  July. The lone casualty in the fight was a neck-
lace, which escalated the fight so much that when one pushed the 
other into the food table the adults realized telling them to stop 
wasn’t going to be enough.

 Now the basement is lined with pictures of  my grandpa’s 
Fireman days and his accomplishments with the Indiana Lake County 
Fair. Winnie the Pooh and his crew are packed in a box, ready to be 
hung on the wall of  my next permanent house. Mickey Mouse still 
lines the wall along the staircase, but he ends just before the hallway 
opens up to the main room; the main room that looks half  its size 
now. The basement is still dry with not even a hint of  mold in the 
air. The carpet is still rough, and the office desks with their trinkets 
still press it into the concrete below. The storage door is kept open. 
It seems to suck the light out of  the basement even though the sun 
still shines in its corner. Grace is now a confident young woman who 
doesn’t let anyone take advantage of  her. 

Recently I’ve only been to the basement by myself, a result of  
growing up and being able to retrieve things from the basement so 
the adults don’t have to. Younger me wouldn’t dare go into a base-
ment by herself, especially with a scary closet of  unknowns in the 
far corner. But it doesn’t scare me anymore. Sometimes I don’t even 
bother to turn on the light. The frosty window gives just enough light 
to maneuver the dark, desk-made hallways. I can’t pass the washer 
without thinking of  crayons. I feel the prick of  Legos under my feet. 
I smell the dust hiding in the corners with our secrets. I say hi to the 
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spiders. I can plant my feet firmly in the storage closet, even though 
my gut still tells me to run before someone slams the door.
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SAMANTHA HOLZAPFEL

Home

A stillness comes when I hear 
a cricket in the clawfoot. 
Mammy sings to help wave the current 
into a honeyed rhythm as they grow 
louder with purple hayfields 
and the shadowed massive 
elevator in weeds where they 
seem to weep the most. 

My hair, thin as corn tassels, 
brushes against the base of  the basin—
I think of  the ten-foot wall
behind the house, seesawing 
back and forth with you to cricket-song.

Maybe the crickets remember you there. 
With me. Keeping their tiny bodies  
warm with crochet tossed 
in the yard, on the hay. 
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Mary, Melanie Garcia, Photograph
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RILEY HARBER

A Summer at the Middlebury College School of  French

Heat. A warm, summertime rain heat that chokes me with its weight, 
presses down on my lips and absorbs every last drop of  water from 
my tongue. It means that I’m sweating like the plastic casing of  a 
water bottle, not just in every little fold of  my body but boldly on the 
surface of  my arms, the back of  my neck, and the tops of  my knees. 
Sitting in one of  the two air-conditioned buildings on campus doesn’t 
help much. There, I am a used sponge that has been rung out, only to 
be placed again in the puddle no one cleaned up. In my dorm room, 
papers stay in place despite the militant sweep of  the desk fan because 
the stickiness of  the room has adhered them to the table. My hair is 
limp, never more than half-dry because why should I throw a hair-
dryer into the mix? The sun weaves its way between the strands of  
melted chocolate tresses and by some unnecessary act of  God seals 
the moisture in place. 

These are the rules that will define my life for the next seven 
weeks:

• Spend most of  July and August in Vermont, taking French  
 classes a thirteen-hour drive away from home. 

• Do not speak any language other than French, ever. This  
 includes time spent outside of  class, playing video games,  
 singing in the choir, and listening to music. 

• If  your family does not speak French, you may call them for  
 the shortest time necessary to maintain your mental health. 

• Do not speak to other students at the school who are in other  
 language programs. You are here to learn French and they are  
 not.

• Have fun! Middlebur-oui! Pour la vie! 
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On the second day of  the summer session, each student is 
interviewed to determine which level (1-4, level four being the highest 
level of  ability and level one meaning that you’ve probably never spo-
ken a word of  French in your life) he or she gets placed in. I’m not 
nervous for my interview, that is, until the moment I’m called in. All 
of  a sudden I realize that I’ve zoned out and missed a question, so I 
give the best answer I can and then have to clarify it under the judge-
ment of  my future professors’ faces. I almost start to cry, not wor-
ried so much about my placement as how I’ve presented myself. I’ve 
always been good at French, a straight—A student and president of  
the French National Honor Society back in high school. Now I look 
like a girl who hasn’t studied diligently for the past five years. I look 
like someone who doesn’t want to be here. This is not how I wanted 
my first impressions to go over.  That afternoon I get an email. I’ve 
actually been moved up to the highest level of  language instruction—
level four. 

Strawberry cream cheese croissants. Sweet Jesus. They’re a 
reward for effort, not because I need motivation in my classes, but 
because I never want to get out of  bed an hour before class, wade 
through the slugging heat and up a hill to the dining hall, where they 
don’t even make the croissants every day. Besides, if  I did manage 
to get a croissant, I’d have to choke it down on my way back down 
the hill and halfway back to my dorm, because that’s where my first 
class of  the day meets. Can’t enjoy it that way. Or really be happy with 
anything at all after that. I learn that there is no French word for cream 
cheese.

The attacks in Nice, France, happen. They come with the tail-
end of  a phrase...any family in Nice? No? Thank God.

It’ll be funny later on how they don’t see me, walking behind 
them as we make our way from le cours de littérature autobiographique 
to the dining hall for lunch. I’m trying so hard to find something to 
say. These are girls who say the English word like when they speak, 
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despite the ban on all things that aren’t French. We march up one hill 
and cross the street, the Green Mountains of  Vermont beyond the 
sloping streets to our left when my moment finally arrives. An anec-
dote flows from my lips in the accent of  someone who wants so badly 
to be taken seriously. The girls nod, and, like a balloon being released, 
the conversation flops on the ground and dies. Something has been 
shattered. 

The student center has a little café, open all day, serving smooth-
ies and bubble tea in the afternoons. No one really shows up there to 
study until after dinnertime. Well, except me. Le cours de la littérature 
canadienne ends at 14h, and the moment the professor says passez une 
bonne journée I’m marching through the pea-soup heat and over to that 
café. It’s two floors, the walls made out of  stacked two-by-fours laid 
out to make it seem like I’m sitting in a barn. The second floor even 
serves as a little roof  for the first floor. There’s dim lighting, though 
each table gets its own lamp. Aside from the library, this is the only 
air-conditioned building on campus. It’s also much less popular. I see 
a few other students, but no one from the French program. No one I 
actually know. I wish I had found this place sooner. 

The first and only time I feel like I fit into a community is when 
the heads of  the French program organize an event to watch the Rio 
Olympics’ opening ceremony. Professors and students have sardined 
into the rec room of  my dorm, and I’ve actually managed to get my 
own spot on a couch. The fuzzy fabric doesn’t help me stay cool, but 
it’s much more comfortable than the desk chair in my room upstairs. 
A girl named Marie chats with me, and it’s the first time in a month 
that anyone has seemed interested in talking to me. We make jokes 
about how strange the Canadian accents of  the announcers are (to 
keep with the rules of  the program, we get our television from Cana-
dian networks) and comment on how the commercials are different 
from what we get in America. I ask her what China is like, because 
that’s where she lived before she started studying in the U.S., and 
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she’s happy to answer. After the ceremony, I lose Marie somewhere 
between arriving at the bonfire and getting my first s’more, but that 
s’more is enough to label the day a success anyway. 

The sock monkeys in the bookstore are calling my name. I cave 
early on. Hugging stuffed animals is supposed to release the same 
happiness chemicals as hugging a person, so really this is an endeavor 
for science. Not because I’m lonely or anything. 

There is no privacy here. I have found a few secret places to 
call my family—the wild grasses behind one of  the dining halls, my 
bedroom when my roommate is out, and the stairwell of  my dorm—
but they’re not places where people won’t notice me. Or overhear 
my conversations. Or see how many times a week I break the rules 
so I can vent to my mom. If  they knew how much I was speaking 
in English, I’d be kicked out for sure. During one of  my semi-illegal 
phone calls with my sister, I say “This is just so damn hard!” At the 
same time, I know I’m going to march right back to my room and do 
my homework and do it well because I want this. That’s when I realize 
that pursuing one’s dreams does not guarantee an easy life. 

The girl who lived across the hall was very shy, and she ended up 
dropping out of  the program because she got homesick. A few times, 
I have to avoid staring at her and her family as they move her out. I 
decide hell or high water that I’m not going to give up or let myself  
be kicked out. Not only could I never live with the shame of  knowing 
I failed at something I’m passionate about, I don’t want to turn out 
like that girl. I’m not a quitter like she is. I refuse to let that happen. 

Rainstorms are never far away. I learn quickly to wear socks with 
my rain boots and to wear my rain boots even though it means I have 
to stuff  my feet into individual ovens several times a week. The rain 
is gorgeous. Fearlessly, I splatter through puddles on the way to class 
and curl up under my highlighter-green umbrella. The smell of  mud 
and precipitation mingles in the air, and the sky is that happy kind of  
gray, the innocent color they use when it rains in a kid’s show and ev-
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eryone throws on their raincoats to play outdoors. Once, I’m caught 
racing home under an electrical light show, lightning arcing overhead 
in spider webs, but no rain yet, clutching a Styrofoam mug of  hot 
chocolate and mumbling oh merde merde merde. 

One time, I walk by some kids in the Chinese program and 
overhear a conversation that goes somewhat like this: 

In Phonetics, I learn that there is no “eye” sound in French. 
This explains why one of  the professors spends ten to fifteen burning 
minutes struggling to pronounce the first half  of  my name. The way 
she sees the alphabet, it should be Rhee-lee. Even though I under-
stand why this happens, it doesn’t make me less embarrassed that I 
have such a strange name. 

I’ve taken to holding crying sessions in the shower. Not often. 
Just every once and awhile. This is the hardest I’ve ever worked, and 
the shower is the only place where I can really find any peace. Surpris-
ingly, it helps. 

The school hosts a weekend trip to Montréal. We stay on the 
University of  Montréal’s campus, in a building that’s straightforward, 
industrially lit, full of  narrow, bland hallways that lead to cookie-cut-
ter closet bedrooms. I stay alone that night, in a room with a sink 
and fridge. There are mysterious stains on things, and I suspect the 
bed most of  all. Finally alone, and for real this time, I call my mom 
and talk to her as long as possible because there’s no one to hear me 
speaking English.

None of  the locals ever switch to English for me because they 
think I’d understand them better that way. The best part is that I 
know they could speak English if  they wanted to because they have 
to switch for one of  the girls I’m hanging out with almost every time 
we purchase anything. 

There’s this guy Jack, who’s maybe a 4 ½ or a 5, but he definitely 
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thinks he’s a 9. I have all my classes with him. Near finals week, he 
mentions to me that he’s not going to study for his grammar final. 
He got a 93% on the last test; he’ll be fine. I resist the urge to tell him 
that I got a 97% and still have enough humility to know that I need 
to study. Jack also smokes cigarettes before class each morning and 
usually ends up sitting near me. I spend most of  my mornings trying 
not to breathe too much. 

I wear the same pair of  sandals enough that you can see where 
the straps blocked the sun. With my sensitive skin, it’ll be October 
before the tan starts to disappear. Mom suggests that I dampen a 
washcloth and let it cool in the fridge for a few hours. The idea is that 
I’ll have something cool to place on my neck later on. I accidentally 
leave it in the fridge for a day. By the time I remember it, it’s frozen 
solid and, despite the heat, it takes several days to melt enough for me 
to use it. But in the end, it was worth it. 

I want so badly to be cute this summer, so I pretty much only 
bring dresses and rompers from home. This is not a good decision. 
Nothing protects my thighs from each other, and suddenly red ovals 
have appeared on both of  my legs. Baby powder helps, but the marks 
don’t disappear until long after I’ve returned home. 

Let’s talk lunch. The final two weeks, I make a concentrated 
effort to sit alone because I don’t have any friends. This bothers me, 
some days more than others (especially when it comes up in conversa-
tion with my mom), but I’m here to study first. After all, I’ll be home 
soon enough, and I have friends there. But none of  that really matters 
because the dining hall serves vegan buffalo chicken nuggets that 
go freakishly well with blueberry yogurt. Most of  the food is local, 
because everyone in Vermont is a hippie, so I get to enjoy things like 
homemade chocolate ice cream and applesauce that comes from real 
Vermont apples. The applesauce is brown and devoid of  sugar, but 
it takes me several weeks to readjust to the processed variety when I 
get back home. I have never tasted tomatoes so red, fresh to the point 
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that they still taste a little bit like the earth, and I’ve certainly never be-
fore had the pleasure of  putting four slices of  them on one sandwich. 

On the last day of  class, I’m rushing from my last exam to the 
café, where I agreed to meet my parents. We have to leave immedi-
ately in order to make it back to my actual university before the fall 
semester starts. As I flee the campus, I cross paths with Marie. Disap-
pointment crosses her face when I tell her I can’t stay for the end-of-
session banquet, but she tells me she’s really glad to have met me. I 
wonder if  I’ve missed an opportunity to be her friend.
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TAD KAUFMAN

Mr. Goldberg

Mr. Goldberg is a talented little goldfish.
Put a cheerio in his bowl, he’ll swim around it.
There’s so much a little goldfish can accomplish.
 
He eats every day—carefree and unqualmish.
I’ve yet to see it happen, but he must sometimes shit.
Mr. Goldberg is a talented little goldfish.
 
Oftentimes he stares blankly and I think he’s anxious.
He thinks Ringo’s the best Beatle and the moon landing was counter 
      feit.
There’s so much a little goldfish can accomplish.
 
When he’s lost in thought, he can seem somewhat standoffish.
But if  you ask and wait long enough, he’ll blow a bubble through his 
      gill slit.
Mr. Goldberg is a talented little goldfish.
 
I wonder if  he’s right-brained, non-partisan, or ticklish,
if  he wants to go to college, study math, and get his doctorate.
There’s so much a little goldfish can accomplish.
 
I care about his opinions on philosophy and black licorice,
whether he ponders the afterlife or plots murders he won’t commit.
Mr. Goldberg is a talented little goldfish.
There’s so much a little goldfish can accomplish.
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Pork Smokehouse, Eric Carlson, Digital art
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ABBIE SLIGER

Grandmother’s Sea Glass Vase

The first time they fought, 
he threw her grandmother’s sea glass vase
across the dining room—
the Egyptian-blue slivers
shattering the tension in the air 
into silence. Her muscles tensed 
as he stormed across the room,
knocking over a chair in his wake, 
bracing herself  for the worst. 
She never expected him
to be the type to lay a fist on her skin, 
the argument leaving its kiss
in the form of  a blackened bruise,
but as he thundered 
to her side of  the table, 
her muscle memory took over. 
After all, that was how
her last lover would end a fight 
before it even began.
So when her current beloved’s hand
moved towards her cheek,
she flinched, 
only to be pulled 
into his embrace, 
his lips on her forehead whispering
everything would be okay.
He knew how much she treasured 
the gift after her grandmother had passed.
The pair knelt to the floor
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and began picking shards from the worn 
fabric of  the chair cushions
and rug, as Egyptian-blue
fragments cut at their fingers.
Grabbing the glue from the drawer,
he pulled a new chair
out from beneath the table
and the two of  them sat there
all night long, 
working through each splinter 
of  sea glass, trying 
to piece together the work of  art 
that had once been whole.
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Winner of  the 2018 Prize for Poetry 

SAMANTHA HOLZAPFEL

Jordan

 
I hadn’t heard your name aloud in years.
As Mama passed the meatloaf  and an eye, 
I stuck my fork, a mark I made for answers.
Shame, she said, Good kid, my mama rang.
Shame. Her language seemed appropriate—
a look my way, she sipped her Jesus juice
as silence fogged across the mashed potatoes.
 
Shame. To never know the reason for 
the scar above your eyebrow shaped like mine.
Who was there to tell when we were too busy
sharing everything, without promise or a title?
Your eyes screamed a hue of  denim-blue
not like the holy, stale, river but like the map
we scanned for our names and places to escape.
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Cotton Candy Clouds, Ariella Halevi, Chalk pastels
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AMANDA ALEXANDER

Saltwater Makes Your Hair Grow

The Girl and Her Gala

My mouth dry and my Bugs Bunny T-shirt sticky with sweat from 
playing pioneers in the woods, I said, “I’m thirsty.” A day in early 
June, I played at my neighbor’s house with their daughter Emily in the 
sanctity of  their back yard and woods.  

She led me down the embankment next to her house so we 
could get something to drink. I stopped at the small, man-made pond 
besides their porch to see if  any of  the frogs had decided to pop out 
and bathe in the sun. A satisfying “plunk” sounded as I crept forward 
and my shoulders sagged in disappointment of  only having seen the 
ripples the frog had left behind.

“What do you want to drink?” Emily asked from her porch. I 
stayed where I was. Mom always told me never to go in someone’s 
house when you were dirty.

“Do you have gala?” I asked. At the age of  seven I thought 
nothing could be quite as satisfying as a glass of  cold, creamy milk. 

Emily’s brows furrowed. “What’s gala?” The words crawled out 
of  her mouth slowly, as if  she were afraid to mess up the pronuncia-
tion. 

I’m sure I rolled my eyes. “You know…gala. The white stuff  
that comes from cows?”

Her face lit up and she awkwardly tilted her head sideways. 
“Ohhh…we call that milk.” 

My face burned as I thought of  my dad speaking broken Greek 
to us at home. I felt like shrinking, and my ears persisted on turning 
an even darker shade of  red. I wanted to crawl in a hole and die, and I 
wanted to take him with me. 
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The Bride and the Knife

My dad’s Greek Aunt Linda gave my mom a set of  knives at her bridal 
shower. 

I imagine my mom, perched on a chair before her entourage of  
female friends and family, surrounded by home decorations stuffed 
into white gift bags and conspicuous boxes of  glassware wrapped in 
various shades that screamed Bride! Wide-framed glasses settled on her 
nose, typical 90s fashion, and the skirt of  a floral-print dress spread 
out in a fan, she gives Aunt Linda a hug accompanied by a thank-you 
as she opens the gift. 

“It’s bad luck to receive knives unless you pay for them,” Aunt 
Linda says. She doesn’t look Greek, doesn’t have the typical dark hair 
or even the accent. But she is Greek where it counts—fun-loving, 
round in the middle and in her face, and in charge of  cooking Easter 
dinner because even after three plates you’d still want more just for the 
taste. Occasionally she throws a curse word around, a characteristic 
that makes her a favorite among my dad and the cousins. “You only 
have to give me a penny,” she assures my mom, “but you have to pay 
me.”

My mom digs around in her purse looking for a penny but can’t 
find one. 

“A nickel or a dime,” Aunt Linda suggests. “Even a quarter.” 
Eventually she finds a quarter concealed in the corner of  her purse 
and pays for the knives. 

Mom told me that the Greek women reiterated the curse of  not 
paying for knives whenever she opened other gifts. At the bridal show-
er with her side of  the family she accepted a knife as well, but such 
superstitions never came up.  
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The Aunts and the New House

My dad’s two aunts, Thea Helen and Thea Elizabeth, came to visit my 
parents’ first house after they got married. My parents had just gotten 
back from their honeymoon, and it was chilly outside so both aunts 
wore light jackets. My memories of  them from my childhood are that 
they were short women, no taller than 5’2”. Even though they were 
born and had lived in Indianapolis, they still wore the gold jewelry 
typical of  Greek women and kissed us kids on each of  our cheeks at 
least once. 

They yelled greetings as they walked up the sidewalk, their large 
purses dangling from their arms like ornaments from a tree. They 
brought food with them, because what Greek (especially a woman) 
shows up at another person’s house without any food? One of  them 
carried a casserole dish of  pastitsio (a baked, cheesy noodle pasta dish 
with ground beef  and cinnamon, aka Greek lasagna), while the other 
brought a bowl filled with Greek salad or a Tupperware container 
chock-full of  baklava (a pastry made with layers of  filo dough filled 
with chopped walnuts and brown sugar, held together with a sweet 
orange-blossom water syrup). I do know, however, that they each 
carried a crisp, new dollar bill in one of  their hands.

“Come in come in,” my mom said ushering them in after the 
traditional exchange of  kisses.

“Wait wait,” Thea Elizabeth said as she held out the dollar bill. 
“We need to throw the money across the threshold before we cross 
it.”

“It’s for luck,” Thea Helen explained. Luck for the new home 
and my parents’ new marriage, so no bad luck would sneak through 
the front door and into their lives. 

I smile as I picture my aunts hobbling up the sidewalk and 
tossing the money through the doorframe like an offering to God to 
protect the newly wedded couple. 
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The Boy and Saltwater

Saltwater makes your hair grow—that is what my father believed. Like 
most ten to twelve year-old boys, he couldn’t stand to sit long enough 
for his mom to cut his hair. Haircuts before their annual Florida vaca-
tion—a tradition, but a grueling one for my grandmother.

“Yani,” Yia-yia would say as she loomed over the kitchen counter 
making moussaka for dinner. “Your hair is too long!” 

My father, a troublesome little snot who was always up to some-
thing, running out the door to climb trees or start fires, would say, 
“But I like it long!”

“But the saltwater makes your hair grow,” she would say, and 
remind him every year after that. It wasn’t until college that my dad 
had an epiphany. Then used the same phrase on his children when we 
complained of  haircuts.

 

The Uncle and the Door

Uncle Angelo proclaims that he is a member of  the Greek Mafia. But 
his slicked-back hair and golden chain around his neck are the only 
two things he has in common with a gang member (that and maybe 
an intense love for his mother and her cooking). I think he only says 
that to intimidate people like my boyfriend when they meet the family 
for the first time. 

Before I was born, Uncle Angelo visited my parents at their first 
house in Indianapolis. My mom says he stopped for a courtesy call, to 
come say hello and see the new home. He came in through the garage 
door either because my father, working outside, waved and beckoned 
him that way, or maybe because my mom had just pulled her car in 
from work and the door had already been opened. Either way, he en-



TRIBUTARIES      45

tered through the garage door. After food, drink, stories and laughter, 
the visit ended and Mom went to walk him to the front door. 

“Oh no no,” Angelo protested. “The door I come in is the door 
I go out.” 

He left through the garage door so that any bad luck would 
follow and not linger like an unwelcome visitor. 

The Family and the Prayer

My dad draws a stavros (a cross) on my forehead at night before I go 
to sleep as he repeats a prayer in Greek. It is not an official prayer 
from his tattered red Orthodox prayer book or even from any book 
of  saints he has sitting on his dark wooden night table. Instead it 
is one he made up when I was about two or three and kept having 
recurring nightmares. 

“Can you say it again, Daddy?” I asked one night, convinced 
that bad dreams still swirled around in my head like incense did at 
church. With his silhouette outlined by my tulip-shade bedside lamp, I 
felt the pressure of  his weight shift on my bed as he sat back down.  

“Jesus Christ, Conqueror,” stroke down, stroke across, “make 
all the bad dreams go away,” brushing his fingers to shoo them away, 
“Thank you, God, I love you, and goodnight. Amen.” Three fingers 
touch my forehead, three fingers touch my chest, and three fingers 
touch my right and then my left shoulders to finish the protective 
cross I still cannot go to sleep without. 

Yia-yia and the Bird

My father ran in and out of  the house as frequently as a curious cat. 
Only he wasn’t as undetectable as one. Papou told me once that they 
always knew where little Johnny was because he always happened to 
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be where trouble arose. Can’t find Yani? Listen for someone yelling or 
follow the wisps of  smoke in the distance.  

Greek houses are filled with predictions and explanations. You 
aren’t allowed to open an umbrella in the house because it is bad luck. 
Dropping a fork on the floor meant that someone was going to visit, 
where as an itch in the palm of  your left hand meant that money was 
coming your way. It’s necessary to cut off  the crust of  a loaf  of  bread 
if  you wanted to avoid getting curly hair, and if  you wanted to get 
rid of  someone, all you needed to do was throw salt at their back and 
that would rid you of  their presence. 

My father was never good at remembering to close the door 
behind him. He would leave the screen door all the way open or the 
front door agape so the whole neighborhood could see the mess on 
the staircase. My dad tells me that my yia-yia was a sweet woman. 
Loving. An amazing cook. Had a beautiful smile. But when she got 
mad, that would wash away like she claimed prayers washed away sins.

“Shut the door!” I imagine her yelling from the kitchen, waving 
her spatula in the air.

“Why? I’m just going back outside!” Dad calls back from his 
room upstairs. 

Yia-yia stomps her way to the foot of  the stairs, one hand on 
her hip and the other reaching out to slam the open door closed. 
“Yani! You’re going to eat wood!” she shouts in Greek, and my father 
runs back down and comes to a halt at the base of  the steps. “Do you 
know why it’s important for you to shut the door?” My father shakes 
his head no. “Because a bird can fly into the house.”

“We can just chase it out,” he suggests, but this time Yia-yia 
shakes her head. 

“No, if  a bird flies into the house, then something very bad will 
happen.”

“Like what?”
“Just something very very bad.” 
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My dad told me that she would never tell him anything specific, 
but she took it so seriously that he guessed it was almost as if  some-
one would die if  a bird came into house. 

She opens the front door. “Now get outside.” 

The Red Eggs and Luck

Easter in my family is almost as big as Christmas. When people shout 
“Christ is risen!” in five different languages at the stroke of  midnight 
on Pascha, cheers and singing reverberate inside of  my tiny little An-
tiochian Orthodox church.   

My dad and I are the only ones who religiously attend the 
Pascha service. My mom says she’ll go every year, but when Saturday 
evening comes and I’m getting dressed in a new blue or purple dress, 
she says “I have too much food to cook for tomorrow.” So my dad 
and I light candles in memory of  the rest of  our family who decided 
not to come.

The Red Egg Game, Tsougrisma, is my favorite at Pascha. Greeks 
boil eggs and then dye them blood-red to represent the blood Christ 
spilled when he was crucified. Each person takes an egg, and then you 
go around the family and crack them against the other person’s egg. 
The cracking represents the resurrection of  Christ from the tomb. 
The open shell releases the new life inside just like the gates of  Hell 
when Christ blasted them open. The goal of  the game is to be the last 
person with at least one end of  the egg unharmed, and if  you’re lucky 
enough to survive then you have good luck for the rest of  the year. 

Choosing your egg is almost as important and stressful as 
choosing your first car. Which one is the strongest? Which one will 
last you challenging all fifty family members to a duel? Which one will 
bring honor to your family name? It’s an investment that should not 
be made hastily or lightly. This is what I proudly tell my friends when 
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they come and stay with me for the weekend. They want to experience 
all the excitement and thrill of  a Greek Easter that I’ve hyped up for 
two semesters.

I do this when inspecting the basket full of  freshly dyed eggs on 
the counter. Almost half  an inch of  white paper towels line the interi-
or so none of  the dye permanently stains the basket. They are soaked 
with red that has faded into pink along the edges. My fingertips look 
similar, like I’ve been finger painting, after picking up so many eggs. 

“Hurry up and choose!” my sister Katie says behind me, and I 
go back to the first one I touched, convinced that it is the sturdiest. 
I beat Katie on the first challenge—my tip breaks her tip and she 
curses under her breath even though it’s the holiest of  all Sundays. 
After that first battle, my strategy is to wait until everyone else weeds 
out the weakest. My mom laughs as my little brother Ephrem prac-
tically smashes her egg with his and pumps his fist in the air, but his 
triumph is short-lived when my dad lightly taps Ephrem’s egg and it 
splits. Almost every year it comes down to me and my dad, everyone 
else having been too zealous and eager to demolish eggs and in turn 
ruining their chances of  glory. 

My dad sits at the kitchen table in his chair, the head of  the table, 
wearing a gray long-sleeve shirt and a sweater-vest that we always tell 
him makes him look like Papou. We both have an end ruined, so we 
have to go tip-to-bottom instead of  the traditional tip-to-tip or bot-
tom-to-bottom. Our eggs are poised strategically, and we each wait for 
the other to make the first—the only—move. 

“Are you ready?” he asks me, a smile playing at the corners of  
his mouth. 

I push up my glasses so that I can see perfectly, so there is no 
question as to whose egg cracks first. “Oh yeah,” I say, and I strike 
fast before he can react. The top crunches and caves inward like a 
Styrofoam cup.
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River Life, Erica Hille, Photograph, 8”x10”
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NINA FILIPPINI

The Siren 

Poised quietly, a maelstrom hushed 
inside stone. Chiseled wings flutter 
and wary eyes lure in a kind of  wind-
beaten song that even her shadows sing.
The disjointed webs of  her clawed feet 
even now clutch their place on land-
with this untamed grandeur she 
reminds you of  her peril, calling 
a silent warning with her haunted eyes  
of  cries that once rested fathoms 
under sea foam, like sailors once serenaded, 
a gurgling lullaby that forgot them.
Mermaids do not command this song 
that weighs so heavily on her 
they crumble her bones and furrow 
her brow with worry that you’ll meet 
her on your journey home.
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Seeing the Truth, Kelsey Smith, Printmaking, 10”x12”
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LAURAN MOTTE

Little Ship of  Horrors 

On the fourth day of  rain, the rats infested. I ran around the ark 
pummeling their small verminous brains with my staff. We could hear 
the monkeys clinging to the roof, screeching in horror, attempting to 
beat their way through the wooden planks with their shaggy fists. On 
the eleventh day, the elephants stabbed a hole in the door with their 
ivory machetes. Seeking refuge from the watery assault, they barreled 
their way through my bedroom and shat on my pillow. On the fif-
teenth day, the lions followed, tearing through our meager food sup-
ply before turning their bloody fangs towards us. We sought refuge in 
the attic, which was ridden with feathered fowl. 
 We gathered the bird’s lice-infested feathers and made a pseu-
do-bed in the corner of  the attic. My family curled together like 
kittens, drawing on each other’s warmth. We fell asleep at night to the 
sound of  mosquitos buzzing our heads and awoke in the morning 
with swollen flesh, our blood having been turned into an all-night 
buffet. 
 On the twenty-second day, we snuck down, tip-toeing between 
sleeping lions, to fix the gaping hole in the side of  the ark. On the 
thirty-fourth day, the monkeys had succeeded in tearing through the 
planks. They were beating their chests, chasing the birds, asserting 
their dominance in their newly claimed home. The birds were un-
intimidated, buzzing the monkey’s heads, tearing at them with their 
talons, pooing all over the deck in an attempt to make the ground too 
slippery for the monkeys to catch them. 
 I’ve always hated animals. My wife has cried incessantly for 
weeks. Our children took to naming the vermin after long-lost rel-
atives left behind. They were particularly fond of  a three-legged rat 
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named Uncle Brutus, spending countless hours chasing him as he 
hobbled in circles. Our family yacht converted to a cursed petting zoo. 
On the fortieth day, my wife fetched a dove to slaughter for dinner. In 
protest, the bird flew outside the ark, determined that if  it were to die 
today, it would not be to supply anyone sustenance. On the forty-fifth 
day, the bird returned with a stick in its beak. We stared at the stick in 
silence. Was it possible that we could escape our watery hell? My son 
ran to the bird, removed the stick, and softly placed his hand on its 
bright white feathers. Hope was a luxury we couldn’t afford. He hand-
ed me the dove. That night we feasted and Aunt Mary tasted delicious.
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Harvest, Joseph Dierdorf
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VALERIE WEINGART

Second Sun

The tower is a recent addition to the desert landscape—a tall, im-
pressive structure that rises above the withered plants and singed 
soil. Several yards from the wood and steel construction, a man is 
standing. Impatient puffs of  smoke unfurl into the still, scorching 
air as the man waits, arms folded across his chest, cigarette peeking 
from the corner of  his mouth. After a few moments, he checks his 
watch. Today, each tick of  the second hand has been painstakingly 
scheduled, each pulse of  time another checkmark off  of  the day’s 
detailed itinerary. With a smoky exhale, he notes that the jeep is 
late—the first deviation from today’s schedule. 

Though Craig is aware of  what’s going to happen today, the 
full scope of  the situation still surprises him. He knows it shouldn’t 
though. It has been clear from the beginning, from that day last July 
when a man visited his home in Massachusetts, unannounced, and 
shooed his mother outside to the porch. She didn’t go willingly, but 
in the end, she’d had no choice. And neither did he, Craig realizes, 
exhaling once more. Clouds of  smoke billow against blue sky, and he 
watches them as they float higher and higher, away from the desert, 
away from the tower, until they disappear.

*

It was a Tuesday afternoon. Craig had just returned from the uni-
versity laboratory, much earlier than usual—he didn’t spend time at 
home if  he could help it—when he saw a black sedan parked in the 
driveway. His mother and his brother Raymond were on the porch, 
seated in the swing. His mother pushed it back and forth with her 
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foot, the rusted chains squeaking. Raymond stared ahead, unseeing, 
his eyes focused on the wooden deck. As Craig ascended the steps, his 
mother’s face turned toward him, her mouth a thin, wrinkled line. His 
brother’s gaze stayed fixated on the deck. 

Craig paused outside the porch door to address his mother. 
“Whose car is that?”
She raised her graying eyebrows at him. “You don’t know?”
“How would I know?”
“Because the man who drove it here says he knows you.”
“Knows me?”
“Yes.”
Craig searched through the breast pocket of  his suit for a cig-

arette. He’d never seen that car before, and he never had visitors. It 
wasn’t something he encouraged.

“I don’t recognize the car. Who’s driving it? Didn’t they give you 
a name?”

“Dr. Lobinski.”  Craig turned at the sound of  his own name and 
regarded the man who had appeared in the doorway. He was short 
and wiry, with dark eyes, a black suit, and a shock of  ebony hair dust-
ed with flecks of  gray. A few days’ worth of  stubble spattered his chin 
in uneven blotches. 

“Yes?” Craig replied, pulling his hand from the pocket of  his 
jacket. He still hadn’t found a cigarette.

The man’s eyes swept over Craig in one swift, calculating mo-
tion. He nodded to himself, a slight smirk tugging at the corner of  his 
mouth. “Why don’t you step inside, Dr. Lobinski? I’ve been waiting to 
speak with you.”

*

The man, with his dark suit and guarded eyes, insisted on keeping 
the kitchen doors and windows closed while he spoke with Craig. He 
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talked for over an hour, brandishing sheets of  schematics, forms and 
figures, timetables and itineraries. Cigarette smoke condensed into 
clouds that hung above their heads and swathed them in secrecy. 

“So it’s going to happen?” Craig asked, his throat thick after 
nearly ninety minutes of  silence. “And you’re asking if  I’ll be part of  
it?” 

“No,” the man replied, folding the papers and placing them back 
into his leather case. “It’s already happening. And you’re going to be 
part of  it.”

This surprised Craig. He hadn’t realized that such developments, 
about which he had only hypothesized, were already underway. It 
made him feel incompetent and isolated. He was about to say so 
when, with a sudden crash and much swirling of  smoke, the kitchen 
door burst open. His mother stood in the doorway. The man sprang 
to his feet, shuffling handfuls of  papers into his briefcase.

“Excuse me, ma’am, but please, you’ll have to leave—this is 
private, confidential business—”

“I’ve been shut out of  my own house for two hours,” snapped 
Craig’s mother. She was a tiny, shriveled thing, but packed with energy, 
a seed of  fiery authority. “I have things to do. And a right to know 
what you want from my son.”

The man strode forward to meet her, raising his eyebrows and 
regarding her with mild surprise. “I apologize for the inconvenience, 
ma’am. Consider it a small sacrifice for your country.”  He reached 
out to rest a hand on her shoulder. She swatted it away, and the man 
recoiled.

“I’d like to see you inconvenience your own mother for the sake 
of  her country,” she seethed, wiping her hands on her apron. “If  you 
can’t explain what’s going on here, I’m going to have to ask you to 
leave.”

 There was a beat of  silence. The man turned to face Craig, who 
was still seated at the kitchen table. “We’ll be in touch, Craig, with 
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more details about your, ah, assignment.” The man paused, pursing 
his lips, as his eyes swept between Craig and his mother. “Until then, 
I’m afraid that’s all I have time for today. I’ll show myself  out.” He 
turned to go, but Craig’s mother spoke, stopping him in the doorway.

“Assignment?” she cried, rushing to her son and placing her 
hands on his shoulders. “What do you mean, assignment? What do 
you want with my son?”

The man studied her from the doorway, then gave Craig a point-
ed glance. “Your country needs your son, ma’am,” he replied. He gave 
them a stiff  nod, then stepped into the hall. “We’ll be in touch, Craig.”

*

Shortly after the man’s departure, Craig’s mother took her turn hold-
ing him hostage in the kitchen. She opened the windows, airing out 
the clouds of  smoke, and Craig caught a glimpse of  Raymond. He 
was still on the porch swing, gliding back and forth beside the win-
dow.

“What did he want with you, Craig?” his mother asked. “What is 
this assignment?”

Craig sighed, staring at his brother’s skulking, shadowy form, 
distorted by the window screens. “I’ll be leaving in a week or two.”

“Leaving? How will you know when? Didn’t they tell you?”
“You heard what he said—they’ll be in touch. And then, I as-

sume, the plans will solidify.”
“What plans?”
Craig fought the urge to stand up and leave the kitchen, but 

he knew better. He would have to answer her questions—to some 
extent—sooner or later. And, since he was already out of  his room, 
he might as well answer them now—it would save him the bother of  
having to speak with her later.

“I’ve been asked to aid the war effort.”
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He heard his mother exhale, and he shifted his gaze from the 
window to her face, which had turned pale. 

“The war?” she whispered. She closed her eyes, then rested her 
forehead on her fingertips. Outside, Raymond stopped swinging.

“Yes,” Craig replied. His heart raced as he struggled to sup-
ply more details, something that would reassure his mother without 
conveying confidential information. “I’ll be working on a project with 
a group of  other scientists. Just like I do at the university—in a lab, 
working on experiments, gathering data, doing research.”

His mother raised her face from her hands to stare at him, her 
eyes wide and quizzical. “They’re recruiting you to go somewhere and 
grow mold in dishes? How will that help the war?”

Craig shifted in his chair. He was surprised his mother remem-
bered the lie he’d told her about his research—that he was develop-
ing a recently discovered antibiotic compound—and was forced to 
backtrack.

“Well, I’m not entirely sure if  more antibiotic research will be 
what they’re after—but that seemed to be what he was indicating. 
They’re hoping to create an advanced form of  the antibiotic, some-
thing that will be capable of  treating infections faster. It could be 
a significant improvement in the treatment of  wounded soldiers.” 
He was babbling now, but she accepted it, nodding. Craig seized his 
chance and stood up, crossing the kitchen and skirting out the door 
before she could respond. The afternoon had been wasted—the man’s 
visit and his mother’s inquisition had taken far too long. Craig had 
work to do. There was so much to gather, so much to prepare. 

In his haste, he nearly collided with Raymond, who stood, skulk-
ing in the darkening hallway. 

“What do you want, Raymond?”
His brother stared at him, eyes blank.
“You heard what I told Mother. I’m going to be leaving to assist 

the war effort. Developing advanced forms of  an antibiotic com-
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pound. To treat wounded soldiers.”
Raymond said nothing. 
“What else would they want with me? That’s what I do, that’s 

what I’m researching, I’ve told you all that multiple times, and—why 
am I explaining any of  this to you? I don’t need your approval. I have 
work to do.” With an abrupt about-face, Craig turned away from his 
brother and stalked down the hall toward his room.

Raymond walked toward the kitchen, slowly feeling his way 
toward the table where his mother was sitting. 

“I don’t want to see him go, of  course,” she sighed, talking not 
to Raymond but aloud, to herself. He’d noticed that people tended to 
do that around him, speaking as if  he weren’t there, as if  he couldn’t 
hear. He found it twisted and wryly ironic—he was blind, after all, not 
deaf. “But it seems to be for a noble project, saving wounded soldiers’ 
lives and all.” She took a brief, silent look at her oldest son, seated 
beside her and staring at the opposite wall. He did not notice her gaze 
as he opened his mouth to speak.

“Seems like things must have changed since the last war. Back 
when I was fighting, I think they were more interested in ending the 
enemy’s lives than saving their own.” 

*

The desert is quiet, punctured only by the memory of  Craig’s moth-
er’s questions from that day in the kitchen. She was distraught, as was 
he, but now, as he stands and smokes in silence, he doesn’t under-
stand how that was possible. What did his mother know? How could 
she possibly understand the meaning of  the man’s visit? Craig told 
her nothing, refusing to answer her questions, and he is certain she’d 
never have guessed on her own. How could she have imagined what 
would transpire today, the event toward which the second hands of  
their synchronized watches were ticking?
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He shakes another cigarette from the pack. To his mother, he 
is still a little boy, awkward and shy with strangers, uninterested in 
making friends, content to go weeks without seeing the sun. As a boy, 
he was only interested in the sun when he’d discovered that its rays, 
intensified through a magnifying glass, could vaporize unsuspecting 
ants. He used to sit on the porch steps of  his Massachusetts home, 
channeling the sun’s beams, watching from above as the small, scurry-
ing creatures reduced to ash. “It’s the sun’s energy,” he once told his 
sister Elizabeth as she watched, wide-eyed, over his shoulder. “Watch 
how the sun scorches them—look, there’s nothing left!” He giggled 
with euphoric discovery, stopping only when he noticed Elizabeth’s 
silence. “What is it?” he asked. “Why are you crying?”

*

Craig fumbles with the pack of  cigarettes as he tries to work it back 
into his pocket. It falls to the gritty earth, spilling small white cylin-
ders across the sand. As he bends to retrieve them, he sees that some-
one has already gathered them in her small hands.

“Dr. Lobinski,” says Leona, her eyes hidden behind black 
shades. She holds the cigarettes out to him, then presses them into 
his extended hand. Unfortunately, she’s scooped up more than cig-
arettes—grains of  grit and sand scratch between their palms for a 
brief  moment before Leona withdraws her hands and brushes them 
against her beige skirt. 

“Thank you,” Craig mutters, cramming the cigarettes into his 
pocket without placing them back in the pack. She meant well. He can 
feel the grit in his pocket as he paces away from her. She’s been trying 
to speak with him all morning, her eager face pressed against the 
thick wall of  silence that he’s refused to yield.

“I can’t believe the jeep is late,” Leona chirps from behind him. 
She’s following in his wake, a feminine, talkative shadow. “We have a 
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schedule to keep, and we have to drive—what is it, twenty miles?—
to get away from here.” She pauses a moment to gaze at the tower, 
which stands as a silent sentry over the sparse landscape. Her eyes 
glitter behind her shades, and a satisfied smile spreads across her 
small mouth. “I wonder if  twenty miles will be far enough away? Or 
too far? Some of  the guys were taking bets about it this morning.  
Did they ask you to take a bet, Dr. Lobinski?”

He hasn’t been listening, and he doesn’t respond to her inces-
sant chatter. Instead, he kicks a pebble across the dirt and pauses his 
pacing a few steps from a cluster of  withering shrubs.

“Well, they didn’t ask me either. I’m glad. I don’t want to jinx 
anything. But, by the look of  things, with the schedule being slightly 
delayed and all, I guess it really didn’t matter what I—oh, Dr. Lobins-
ki!”

He looks up at the sound of  his name and sees Leona stand-
ing a few paces from him. She is waving at him, her dark, curly hair 
bouncing off  her slightly hunched shoulders. Leona is middle-aged 
and mole-like, with pinched facial features and white, translucent skin. 
As he paces toward Leona, who points toward the approaching jeep, 
he wonders how so many pale people with little interest in the out-
doors ended up in the middle of  the desert for a year. After all of  the 
years he has spent in the dark confines of  experimental thought, he is 
finally going to have his day in the sun. It is a thought that, a year ago, 
would have been steeped in sweet satisfaction. Today, his mouth is 
filled with a bitter aftertaste—he stubs his cigarette and spits into the 
sand.

*

Craig lights another cigarette as he disembarks from the jeep. He can 
hear Leona give a small sniff  of  disapproval behind him.

“It’s so hot out here,” she complains, wrinkling her nose. It is a 
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behavior that, as Craig has often noted, causes her to become even 
more mole-like in appearance. “How can you smoke in such heat? 
You don’t even smoke this much indoors.”

Craig shrugs and exhales. “This heat does crazy things to peo-
ple,” he replies, “and I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“You and everyone else,” comes a new voice from their left. 
Craig and Leona turn to regard their colleague, Robert, who walks 
forward to greet them from beneath the tent shelter constructed that 
morning. “How are things looking at the site?”

Craig flicks some ashes to the ground, ignoring Leona’s exas-
perated sigh when they land near her feet. He nods. “As well as they 
should, I expect.” He pauses, frowning, and stares out at the withered 
landscape. “Then again, it’s not like we’ve seen anything quite like this 
before.”

“Indeed not,” sighs Robert, his dark, narrowed eyes following 
Craig’s to sweep the desiccated desert. “But we’re about to.”

At Robert’s words, a crackling voice speaks over the radio 
attached to his belt, and he lifts it to his ear. Robert nods a few times 
before replying. 

“All right. Sounds good. Looks like we can proceed.” As he 
reattaches the radio to his belt, Robert regards Leona and Craig over 
the top of  his sunglasses. “If  you’d like to stay here, I expect every-
one else will be out to join you soon.” He turns on heel and strides 
away, his slight frame disappearing into the shade of  the tent. Robert, 
though small of  stature and soft-spoken, has a way of  commanding 
attention. As soon as he enters the tent, a hush falls over the ten men 
standing beneath it. After another few ticks of  the second hand, they 
begin to swarm into the sunlight like bees fleeing a hive. Robert is the 
last to emerge, and Craig notices that he has donned his felt fedora 
and replaced his sunglasses with a pair of  goggles. 

“Let’s get this started, then,” he announces, turning to the men 
and Leona, all clad in gloves and goggles. Craig notices Leona fid-
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geting with the collar of  her blouse. Usually, she is so at ease with 
being the lone woman among the group of  men—Craig doubts she 
even notices sexes. Leona, he’s decided, sees everything in terms 
of  subatomic particles orbiting nuclei and considers the world on a 
microscopic scale. He wonders why she’s fidgeting. Could it be that 
she feels it, too, the weight of  fate and responsibility that seems to be 
pressing on all of  them now with more intensity and blistering imme-
diacy than the midday sun? 

“I wish I knew what to say to all of  you,” says Robert. He does 
not have to raise his voice to address them. There is nothing in the 
desert that bothers to oppose his speech. Perhaps nature itself  has 
sensed the imminent disturbance and has decided to listen. “But, I’m 
afraid I don’t have anything more to add. It’s time to let our work 
speak for itself, and afterward, we will know who gets to have the 
final say.”

He crouches to the parched earth, and they follow suit, bow-
ing with their backs to the horizon. Some lie flat against the ground, 
hands over their heads, but others remain kneeling, hands in their 
laps, eyes closed, waiting. Robert raises the radio to his mouth, presses 
the receiver, and speaks.

“I’ll count down from thirty.”
“Roger that. On your count.”
Craig squints into the desert, the heat rising in shimmering 

waves that dance and blur in his vision. The ground is gritty beneath 
his knees.

“Thirty.”
Leona has moved to be beside him, Craig realizes. She’s picked 

her way through the crowd of  scientists and is lying at his elbow. It’s 
fitting, he decides, that she’s here, beside him, as the countdown be-
gins. She was the first scientist he met when he arrived in New Mex-
ico. She was present when he began his work on the project a year 
ago. And now, as it nears its conclusion, she is at his side once again.
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*

“I’ll take a coffee,” he told Leona the first time she appeared in the 
doorway of  his laboratory at Los Alamos last July. He was peering 
into a microscope when she knocked on his door, which he’d mistak-
enly left open. She squinted at him through her thick glasses, shak-
ing her hair out of  her eyes. No matter how many pins she used to 
secure her wild curls, they always managed to escape, forming a dark, 
fringing halo around her forehead and temples. As Craig regarded 
her from behind his lab table, he grew increasingly confused. He 
assumed she was a secretary. Why else would a woman be present?

“I beg your pardon?” she demanded, staring at him with wide, 
watery eyes. With another pang of  chagrin, he noted her lab coat and 
thick gloves, which she was removing from her hands and stuffing 
into her pockets. 

“I said, ‘I’ll take a coffee,’” he replied, not that he meant it any-
more. As he watched her, he realized that he knew this woman in the 
doorway, though he had never met her in person. In fact, he was sure 
he recognized her mole-like face. She was no secretary. She was Leo-
na Libby, from the University of  Chicago, a woman whose name his 
graduate professors in New England had treated with a special, albeit 
slightly uncertain, reverence. He’d read her most recent paper on the 
physics of  uranium chain-reactions on the train to New Mexico, and 
though he’d been underwhelmed by most of  it, the fact remained 
that she was probably more practiced at balancing chemical equations 
than boiling a pot of  coffee.

Leona stared at him, unblinking, for a moment more, then 
stepped across the threshold and into his laboratory. He took a step 
backward as she approached, clenching his hands in his pockets and 
gritting his teeth. 

“Well, I’m sorry,” she said, pacing around the lab, “but there’s 
no coffee here, I’m afraid. Although”—she looked back up at him 
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with a slight smirk—“I’m sure you could find enough compounds 
back in the storerooms to mix up something with a slightly similar 
molecular composition to coffee grounds, then boil that…couldn’t 
you, Dr. Lobinski?”

He stood there, mouth agape, hands still in his pockets. It 
would have been easier for him to concoct his coffee from chemical 
compounds than to respond to her statement.

Leona laughed, allowing her face to break into a smile. Her 
teeth were tiny, though not sharp and pointy like he, for some reason, 
was expecting. In fact, she had a smile like his sister Elizabeth’s, full 
and unguarded. 

“Welcome to Los Alamos, Dr. Lobinski,” she said, taking an-
other step toward the table to shake his hand. He didn’t even register 
the handshake. “Have I frightened you?” she asked, cocking her head 
to the side and staring into his eyes with unbridled curiosity. “I’m 
sorry if  I’m coming off  a little silly. But really, around here, if  you 
don’t laugh, you cry. Or break down into convulsive fits. That’s what 
happened to poor Stevenson—oh, but we’re not supposed to talk 
about that. Forget I said anything about Steve—ah, nobody. Just keep 
laughing, Dr. Lobinski.” As if  to demonstrate, Leona giggled. He 
recoiled at the sound, taking another step backward. She didn’t seem 
to notice.

“You’ve just arrived, haven’t you? Have you had a chance to 
look the place over? Oh, I could show you around.” She smiled 
again, nodding eagerly. “My office is just down the hall—I’ve been 
waiting to see who would be arriving to replace Steven—ah, I mean, 
who would be filling the empty lab.”

She was a nervous talker, he decided, just like his sister Eliza-
beth. He wasn’t. That was part of  the reason why he and his sister 
didn’t speak much anymore.

“So, how about it, Dr. Lobinski?” Leona inquired, still smiling. 
“Would you like me to show you around?”
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“Certainly,” he agreed, his mouth numb.
“Oh! Wonderful,” she replied. She seemed surprised, yet pleased 

that he’d taken her up on her offer. He stepped from behind the lab 
table and followed her toward the door. 

“After you,” he acquiesced, gesturing her through the threshold.
She stepped out into the hall, then turned to face him. “My 

office is right down this—”
He shut the door. He had work to do.

*

The countdown continued, and when Robert announced, “Twen-
ty-one,” Craig thought back to the twenty-one times his sister Eliz-
abeth pounded on the door to the room that he’d shared with his 
brother, Raymond, before Raymond had been drafted into the Great 
War. Finally, he had the room to himself, which was, apparently, a con-
cept that his sister couldn’t understand. He counted her raps, one after 
the other, as both she and the door refused to budge.

“Craig! Open this door!”
“No!”
“Craig,” Elizabeth whined, throwing the full force of  her small 

stature against the maple barrier.  “Please, just open the door. Every-
one’s out in the living room, and it’s all so exciting, and Mother really 
wants us all to be together as a family. Just a few minutes, Craig, and 
then you can go back to your books.” At the final word, she chucked 
one of  her Mary Janes at the door, but no luck—it stayed closed and 
resolute as ever, the silence from within seeping through the crack be-
neath and pooling at her stocking feet. She flopped to the ground, her 
skirts billowing around her, and tried to glimpse under the doorframe. 
Darkness, thick and stuffy, met her eager gaze. She realized, with a 
huff  of  adolescent annoyance, that Craig had crammed a cardigan 
against the crack, stifling her attempt to see into the room. 
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Craig was sitting in front of  the door, legs crossed beneath him, 
the back of  his head resting against the smooth maple. He knew that, 
if  he kept quiet enough, Elizabeth would grow bored and leave. Soon, 
she’d retreat to the living room, where extended family gathered, wait-
ing to light the last candle on the menorah. He just had to give her 
a few more minutes, and then she’d hurry back to the relatives and 
festivities, and he’d be free to return to his work.

“Mother’s already missing one son,” came Elizabeth’s voice, 
seeming to resonate from the panel of  wood behind his head, making 
his mind buzz. “Why are you making it worse, Craig?”

He squeezed his eyes shut, imagining sideways glances through 
the candlelight, condescending whispers behind linen napkins, hours 
of  meaningless ceremony and reverence. He’d have none of  it. 

Craig unfolded his long limbs from his cross-legged position 
and walked back to his desk chair. He had work to do.

*

“Seventeen…”
On Craig’s seventeenth birthday, he asked his family for two 

gifts: silence and solitude. They’d obliged him for most of  the day by 
avoiding his room, so he was irritated when he heard a disturbance 
developing in the hallway. It had to be particularly loud, for his work 
had a way of  swathing him in concentration, dampening disturbanc-
es and intensifying intellectual activity. Perhaps he’d felt rather than 
heard it, but there’d been no mistaking the knock on his bedroom 
door—more of  a pounding than a knocking—that had occurred a 
few seconds after he lifted his eyes from a page of  equations.

“Craig.” Elizabeth’s urgent voice came from outside the door, 
heavy with unspoken implications. “Craig, are you in there?”

Craig leaned back in his desk chair, stretching his stiff  shoulders 
and staring out the window. Summer sunlight streamed through the 
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shades he’d drawn before starting to work. He debated ignoring her, 
but something in her tone induced an involuntary answer.

“Of  course I’m in here.” 
There was a beat of  silence as brother and sister adopted iden-

tical expressions of  disbelief, neither expecting that he would answer 
so readily. 

“Can you come out for a moment?”
“I’m working.”
“But now you’re talking to me. And I’m asking you to come out 

here.”
“I’m sorry, Elizabeth,” he replied, rubbing his eyes and massag-

ing a kink in his neck. He was about to turn back to his equations and 
lists of  chemical compounds when his sister spoke again, her voice 
oddly clear. 

“Craig, get out here.”
She’d opened the door. Elizabeth stood in the doorway, eyes red, 

with dark mascara-stained tears forming dark tracks down her pale 
face. She looked foreign, bizarre, unnatural, as if  she’d died but was 
still breathing. He rose from his chair and crossed the room in two 
paces.

“Elizabeth,” he breathed, unable to raise his voice above a whis-
per. This wasn’t right—this wasn’t Elizabeth. Elizabeth was bubbly 
and giggly, always emitting an aura of  optimism. He didn’t recognize 
this dark, terrifying stranger who stood in the doorway and spoke in 
Elizabeth’s voice. “What’s happened?”

Elizabeth stared at him, fresh tears brimming in the corners of  
her eyes, incapable of  words. He stared back, wondering, waiting, 
willing her to answer him. Movement in the hall broke their agonized 
gaze. Craig stepped through the doorway toward the sound, but Eliz-
abeth bolted away, hurrying into the room and sinking onto Craig’s 
bed.

Craig froze in the hallway, watching as his mother and father 
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supported their oldest son fumbling his way toward his bedroom. 
Raymond’s fingers groped the air, searching for handfuls of  familiarity 
as his feet shuffled against the worn carpet. At the sight of  his older 
brother, blind and bandaged, Craig took a step backward. Raymond 
heard the movement, and he turned his face toward the sound.

“Who is that?” he wondered, his voice low and raspy. “Who’s 
there? Elizabeth?”

Craig could do nothing but stare. It had been two years since he 
had seen his brother, since Raymond had been whisked to war and 
vacated his room, leaving Craig alone. In those two years, Raymond 
had become a fixture of  the past, something that had been present 
but was soon forgotten, like a pet goldfish from childhood. But here 
he was. The war had finished with him, chewing him up and spitting 
him back into their home, battered and bloody. And blind.

It occurred to Craig that Raymond would never see him again. 
“It’s Craig,” their father replied, scowling at his second son. 

“Craig’s here. Say hello to your brother, Craig.”
Craig took another step backward, pressing himself  against the 

wall.
“He hasn’t changed much,” Raymond sighed. “Never was much 

for conversation, Craig.” He chuckled, then winced, clutching his ribs.
“We need to get you to bed,” their mother fretted. “How you 

managed to survive the trip home, I’ll never know.”
Their father straightened his shoulders, gazing at his injured son 

with a mixture of  affection and pride. “That’s because our Raymond 
is a hero, Marie,” he declared, helping Raymond limp toward the bed-
room. “Our son fought in the war to end all wars—that’s what they’re 
all calling it now, it was in the paper today. They’re convinced mankind 
will never engage in conflict like this again.” They helped Raymond 
through the doorway, leading him to his old bed and easing him onto 
it.  Elizabeth sat beside Raymond, taking his hand and resting her 
head against his shoulder. Fresh tears streamed down her cheeks. Her 
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father and mother stood in front of  Raymond, backs to the doorway, 
forming a close circle around the wounded man. Raymond said noth-
ing, breathing in shallow gasps. 

“Now, now, Elizabeth, there’s no need for tears,” their father 
admonished. “Not even the Great War could beat my son.”

From where Craig stood, teetering on the threshold, it looked 
like the Great War might have been more successful than his father 
would like to admit. 

*

“Ten…”
Ten more seconds, Craig realizes, only ten seconds until it 

happens. His heart beats faster. Just ten more seconds until his wait 
is over, the wait that began last night as he struggled to fall asleep. 
His thin, threadbare bedsheets had stuck to his skin as he tossed and 
turned, fighting the heat of  the evening and the oppressive weight of  
the next morning’s test. Robert had surprised them all at the begin-
ning of  the month with his ambitious desire to conduct the first test 
by mid-July. Craig hadn’t realized that they were so close. Here at Los 
Alamos, the teams worked separately from one another, performing 
their own tests and meeting the demands and deadlines ordered by 
Robert and the military officials. Though Craig was a vital cog in the 
hastily constructed, sputtering machine that was the Project, he was 
by no means the operator. He performed his duties from the inside 
out, seeing small sections—but never the larger scope—of  the Proj-
ect. 

Try as he might to fall asleep, Craig felt crushed, surrounded, 
and suffocated. He threw his covers to the side, sprang out of  bed, 
and paced to the open window, where he gazed at the waxing moon. 
He stood there a few moments, smoking a cigarette and leaning 
against the sill, trying and failing to feel a cool breeze against his skin. 
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The dense night air hadn’t bothered him before; it was nothing like 
the thick humidity he’d slept through during summers back home. 
Still, he felt oddly feverish, as if  the heat were pulsing from within 
and radiating through his limbs, as if  he were one of  the radioactive 
isotopes they’d spent the last year prodding and priming.

There was no breeze to be felt. He stubbed the unfinished 
cigarette on the windowsill, tossed it out the window, and paced his 
small bedroom. The floorboards squeaked beneath his bare feet, each 
step filling the room with uneasy inquiries. “Why aren’t you asleep?” 
they seemed to say. He tried to ignore them, pressing his fingertips to 
his temples and rubbing small circles against his skin. As he stopped 
in the center of  the room, he closed his eyes, trying to clear his mind, 
imagining a blackboard being swiped clean. Thoughts and worries fell 
to his feet like chalk dust, collecting in small piles of  insecurity. Craig 
sank to the ground, hugged his knees to his chest, and, trembling, 
watched as the moon’s silvery beams were chased across the floor-
boards by the impatient rays of  the sun.

*

“Three…”
Stillness, silence, suspense—the desert hums, an unheard drone 

that is not audible to the ears, but only to the small part of  the human 
psyche that senses, rather than comprehends, one’s surroundings. 
Craig can feel it coursing beneath the sand, spinning outward in every 
direction like the chopping of  ocean waves before a storm: impatient, 
imminent, intensifying. No birds dot the sky: a clear, crystalline blue. 
The sun has waged war on the clouds and won. They’ve beaten a 
retreat to the base of  the horizon. He doesn’t know why he’s been 
looking at the sky so much today, especially as the ground trembles 
and ripples beneath him. Maybe, if  he keeps staring at the sky, he can 
ignore what is beneath his palms, and they will stay planted. He fears 
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that he will run.
There is no breeze, no salvation from the heat this day. Nothing 

to stir their surroundings, to obscure Robert’s countdown, to dry the 
sweat that pools on Craig’s forehead. He’s been sweating since before 
he stepped out of  the jeep at the base of  the tower. He’s just tired, 
Craig tells himself, dropping his eyes from the horizon. It is a ridic-
ulous idea to run. This is the moment he’s been working for, and his 
work is everything to him, everything, and— 

 “…One.”
With an explosion of  brilliant indecency, a second sun is born 

into the New Mexico desert, blossoming from the lifeless soil. At last, 
there is a cloud in the sky.

*

Craig sits in his laboratory, though there’s nothing to do but smoke 
and stare. Everyone retired for the evening, he sits alone, perched 
on the edge of  the lab table, feet swinging beneath him. He watches 
the setting sun through a thick haze of  cigarette smoke, the horizon 
turning from vivid orange to purplish black. He has never heard Los 
Alamos so silent. It would be the perfect time to work, he realizes, 
with his lab so quiet and undisturbed behind the closed door.

But he remains sitting, staring, swinging his feet.
“Now I am become Death, the destroyer of  worlds,” Robert 

said upon witnessing their successful test. There were no smiles or 
handshakes, no bottles of  champagne. Craig wonders if  anyone will 
sleep—is that why the camp is so quiet? Is everyone asleep? Craig 
doesn’t see how they could be. Though he’s been awake for over 
twenty-four hours, the thought of  his bed makes his stomach turn. 
There is nothing to do but sit. Speaking might lead to thinking, and 
he does not want to think.

Shadows slither across the lab, blackness swallowing the final 
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kernel of  light embedded in the horizon. He closes his eyes for a mo-
ment and when he opens them, the laboratory is doused in darkness. 
Slowly, his eyes readjust, and his heartbeat slows as the lab comes into 
focus. The familiarity brings him little comfort. Again, the desire to 
run possesses him, but he fights it off, gripping the table and squeez-
ing his eyes shut once more. 

There had been only one moment of  uncertainty in the past 
year, one instant of  doubt. It had come and gone quickly, or so he’d 
thought at the time. But, as Craig sits and stares around the darkening 
lab he realizes that the feeling has been lying dormant in his system, 
like a festering disease, gathering strength over time, growing and 
multiplying until it could take over his entire system with ease and 
efficiency. Craig swallows. There was only one person who brought 
about these feelings of  doubt, uncertainty, and unease, brief  and 
fleeting as they were: Elizabeth. 

*

She’d spoken with him before he departed for Los Alamos. He re-
membered that he was sitting at his desk, proofreading through calcu-
lations—or, at least, he was trying to. He’d been dazed and distracted, 
staring out his window. Night was falling, and the house was quiet. 
His family was out for the evening, visiting relatives across town at 
some sort of  gathering. Craig had declined the invitation, of  course, 
for he had work to do. He’d be leaving for Los Alamos the next 
morning, and there was still much to prepare. Yet, he could not bring 
himself  to work. So when he heard the phone ring in the kitchen, its 
shrill tone demanding his attention, he found himself  standing up to 
answer it. He left his room, padded through the darkening house, and 
on the fifth ring, he reached for the receiver.

“Hello?”
Silence met him on the other end, followed by a small gasp.
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“Hello? Is…is this Craig?”
“Elizabeth?”
“Yes!”
“Yes.”
There was a small pause, as brother and sister comprehended 

the unlikeliness of  the situation. Elizabeth never called—she pre-
ferred to visit. Craig never answered the phone—he preferred not 
to communicate unless it was a necessity. And yet, here they were, 
speaking for the first time in several years. His sister was far away, but 
to Craig, she felt suddenly close, her muffled voice seeming to warm 
his ear.

“Is Mother home?”
“No. They’re all out. They went to visit...some relative.”
“Oh, yes, that makes sense. Today’s Aunt Mae’s birthday.”
“Oh.”
Craig had no idea. For a moment, he wondered if  this were 

something he ought to know, if  it were important. He disregarded the 
thought instantly, shaking his head. Of  course not.

“So you’re home by yourself ? What are you doing?”
“Working. I have a lot of  preparation before I leave for Los—

before I leave.”
“And you’re leaving soon? Mother told me you were going 

somewhere, but not where. Or when. Or why, really.”
His mother had mentioned him to Elizabeth? This was news 

to Craig. His family spoke of  him when he wasn’t present? Did they 
always do this? What did they say?

Craig realized that he was smiling. He swallowed his grin and 
answered his sister.

“Yes, I’m leaving soon. Tomorrow morning, actually.”
He paused. He didn’t know why he’d told her that—he hadn’t 

told anyone the date of  his departure. What now? Should he continue 
to confide in her, a sibling with whom he hadn’t spoken in years?
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What could he tell Elizabeth? He could tell her everything, but 
she wouldn’t understand—so did that count as telling? He supposed 
it did. He stayed silent, frowning slightly as he thought of  all the work 
he still had to do.

“Tomorrow morning? That soon? Mother didn’t mention that.”
“Hmm. Well, what did she say?”
There was a faint crackling from the other end of  the line as 

Elizabeth contemplated. Craig waited, holding his breath, wondering. 
He was unsure of  the origin of  his intense curiosity, but his heart 
beat faster. What had she said about him? What did they think of  
him? 

Why did that matter?
“She said that she didn’t know where you were going or what 

you were doing—just that you were leaving to help the war effort in 
some way. She said you weren’t sharing many details, but she wasn’t 
sure if  that were because you couldn’t tell or because, well, you’re you. 
And you don’t normally talk much.” Elizabeth paused to draw a 
breath. “She’s concerned, but she’s always concerned about you. And 
Father doesn’t like how oddly Raymond has been acting lately—like 
you two both are in on a secret you don’t want to share.”

Raymond? What could Raymond know?
“They wish they could know, but perhaps they’re better not 

knowing. I’m sure you’re using your best judgeme—oh, darling, don’t 
cry! Mama will be there in a moment.”

Craig blinked. “What?”
“Sammy is fussing again,” sighed Elizabeth. “I’m sorry, Craig, 

but I’d better get going. Can’t leave the little guy unattended for a 
moment, it seems.”

“What—who—what is Sammy?”
Another pause. When Elizabeth’s voice replied, it was soft and 

small, a delicate bud of  sound blooming from amidst the silence.
“Sammy is my son, Craig. My baby boy.”
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Craig exhaled. “Oh.”
Something scratched at the corner of  his mind, prying through 

calculations, schematics, thoughts of  tomorrow’s journey. It was his 
mother’s voice from a few weeks ago, the sound of  her gentle knock 
at his bedroom door. We’re going to visit your sister now, he remembered 
her saying. He recalled his desk, the half-filled chart he’d pored over 
as she’d spoken. Can you hear me, Craig? she’d asked. Elizabeth’s had her 
baby—a little boy. Would you like to come with us to visit them?

He hadn’t. He’d remained silent, and she’d padded away after a 
few minutes. The house had been quiet and dark for the rest of  the 
evening, and he remembered having ample time to work, free from 
distractions. He’d gone to the university the next morning, and noth-
ing more was said about Elizabeth or her child. He’d forgotten about 
it by the time he arrived at the university laboratory. 

Craig blinked, the receiver still pressed to his ear. “I’m sorry, 
Elizabeth. Mother mentioned it—him—to me some time ago, and it 
slipped my mind.”

“It’s all right, Craig,” Elizabeth soothed, her voice gentle and 
calm, “you’ve had work to do. Tell Mother I—oh, well, I’ll just stop 
by sometime soon.” An infant wailed somewhere in the background. 
“Goodbye, Craig. I have to go!”

 The phone clicked, and the line went dead. Craig remained 
standing, the phone pressed against his ear. 

“Goodbye, Elizabeth.”
He replaced the phone and started back to his room. His desk 

was piled high with papers and files, which he needed to pack and 
categorize before he left tomorrow morning. Craig returned to his 
chair, lit a cigarette, and resumed sifting through the stacks. After a 
moment, he realized that his door was still open. He left it that way. 
Perhaps the phone would ring again.

*
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He’d hardly slept the rest of  that night, was up before the sun, packed 
and ready to go. 

He was in the hallway, dragging his suitcase behind him, when 
his brother’s voice came from his left—from Elizabeth’s old room, 
which Raymond had taken after she’d married and moved out. 

“I know where you’re going,” Raymond said to him. Craig 
checked his watch; he had to be on his way, or he’d miss his train. 
But he remained in the hallway, turning toward his brother’s door. He 
hadn’t realized Raymond was awake. Though it had been several years 
since Raymond returned, robbed of  his sight by exposure to mustard 
gas, Craig still hadn’t grown used to having his brother back in the 
house, living in Elizabeth’s room. 

“What?” Craig asked, keeping his voice low. He didn’t want to 
wake his parents. He hadn’t told them when he was leaving, for he 
knew his mother would sob and his father would scoff. Craig’s father 
wanted him out of  the house––“Forty years old and wants to do 
nothing except lock himself  in his room or a laboratory all day—it’s 
not natural, Marie, it’s just not natural”—and today, he was going 
to get his wish. Craig didn’t want to see the smug satisfaction on his 
father’s face.

Raymond exhaled. “Well, I don’t know exactly where you’re go-
ing. But I know why. And what they want with you.”

Craig snorted impatiently. “Go back to sleep, Raymond. You 
don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I don’t know what I’m talking about?” Raymond sat up sud-
denly, staring toward the sound of  Craig’s voice. His unseeing eyes 
found Craig’s face with eerie accuracy. “I think I might know a thing 
or two about war, Craig. They don’t recruit scientists to heal. They 
recruit doctors to heal. They recruit scientists to harm.”

Craig looked away from his brother’s gaze. “They recruit sol-
diers to harm, too, you know. I’m not going to be a soldier like you, 
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Raymond. I’m not leaving for boot camp. I’m not doing any fighting.” 
He didn’t know why he was responding—he didn’t need to tell Ray-
mond anything. He needed to leave.

“You’re right, Craig. You aren’t a soldier, and you won’t be doing 
any fighting. You’ll be in a laboratory.” Raymond sighed, then slumped 
back onto his pillow. Craig rolled his eyes and turned, picking up his 
suitcase and starting for the stairs. He’d nearly reached them when he 
heard his brother’s voice creep down the hall.

“Yes, you’ll just be in a laboratory. I’m pretty sure that’s where 
they make things like mustard gas.”

*

Craig stands suddenly, sliding off  the table and pacing the length 
of  the lab. Seeing nothing, he paces around and around, trailing his 
fingers over shelves, tables, the expensive equipment covered in sheets. 
He imagines ripping off  the sheets and flinging them across the room, 
knocking the instruments to the ground, hearing them crash against 
the cement floor and shatter. 

And then he imagines his family, his fellow scientists, and sud-
denly the room is filled with their figures, their words. One by one, 
they speak.

First, Leona, running a hand through her frizzled hair. With a 
breathless giggle, devoid of  humor, she says, Really, around here, if  you 
don’t laugh, you cry. Or break down into convulsive fits.

Then his father, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. Our Raymond is a 
hero. Our son fought in the war to end all wars—that’s what they’re calling it now, 
it was in the paper today. They’re convinced mankind will never engage in conflict 
like this again.

And Robert, in a resigned whisper: Now I am become Death, the 
destroyer of  worlds.

Elizabeth is last. She appears before him with her palms held in 
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front of  her, fingers splayed, as if  she is pressed against an invisible 
door. She is young and beautiful, but her eyes are haunted with the 
same expression they had on the night when Raymond returned. She 
shakes her head, wondering, Why are you making it worse, Craig?

“Elizabeth,” he says. He takes a step toward her, hands out-
stretched.

There is a knock on the door, and the figures vanish. Craig paus-
es, and he drops his outstretched hands and grips a sheet, crumpling 
the fabric, wringing it, strangling it. His laboratory lies before him, 
soundless and still, waiting for him to begin. Why is someone knock-
ing? He has work to do. He has a new project.

“Dr. Lobinski? Are you in there?”
It’s Leona. Craig grips the sheet tighter. If  he’s quiet, she’ll go 

away. There are no lights on. She has no idea if  anyone is behind the 
locked door. All he has to do is wait, silently, patiently, and then she 
will leave. And he can go back to work. 

He does his best work alone.
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Brass Brooch, Mia Kaplan Metal, 1.5”x1.5”x2.5”
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Runner-Up for the 2018 Prize for Creative Nonfiction

JENNIFER HONG

A Time of  Shops 

Many people were affected by the Vietnam War, citizens of  both the 
United States and Vietnam; some more than others. My parents were 
lucky because they were not affected as heavily as other families were. 
My mom experienced the effects of  Communism (the source of  the 
Vietnam War) but was able to escape by immigrating to the United 
States.

At the age of  9, my mom’s family lived in the city of  Binh 
Duong, which is located in Southern Vietnam. It was here that she 
was introduced to Communism when her mom’s fabric shop was shut 
down. This led to my grandma having many different types of  smaller 
shops that were regulated by the Viet Cong. My mom described these 
shops as “boring” in that for a time, they sold eggs instead of  the 
brightly colored fabrics with many different ornate designs. Com-
munist strength was weaker here than in the North, and by living in 
the city, my mom was able to continue with her education while still 
helping my grandmother with her various businesses. From time to 
time, my mom was able to enjoy a special treat whenever she received 
extra change. As she lived in the city, she did not meet many soldiers 
but when she occasionally traveled outside of  town, she saw several.

My uncle was able to sponsor my mom and my grandmother 
because he was a soldier in the U.S Army. My mom left Vietnam with 
my grandmother and arrived in the Philippines in 1978; she was 12 
years old. They stayed there for about seven months and during that 
time my mom was able to further develop her English. She arrived, 
with my grandma, on March 16, 1988, in America. Shortly after 
arriving, my mom started training programs at Manpower. After this 
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training, my mom enrolled and graduated with an Associate’s Degree 
in Accounting from Monroe College.After graduating, she found a 
government position working with payroll, and worked there until 
she was married.

Growing up, my mom told me stories of  her life in Vietnam. 
She told me about the two seasons Vietnam has; wet and dry. She 
would tell me about how the rain would sometimes last for days and 
about the times they would dance in the rain outside. My mom also 
told me stories about the pets she owned such as her cats hunting 
mice and bringing back the tails for her or how her family came to 
raise three dogs as well as a cat, and the way that they would spoil 
these animals. She would tell me stories about the festivities they had 
for Chinese New Year and all the fresh, sweet fruit bought from the 
street markets and the wonderful celebrations with firecrackers and 
curling sparklers.

My mom has gone back to Vietnam to visit old friends, see the 
house she used to live in, and to explore the city where she grew up. 
She does not have a specific memory that stands out to her but has 
enjoyed her whole life as it happened. Now that she lives in America, 
she enjoys McDonald’s Big Macs, donuts, sales, and playing Bingo on 
her iPhone. She tells my siblings and me that even though she misses 
Vietnam, we are very lucky to have been born here in America and 
sees that this is the Land of  Opportunity which she has chosen for 
us.
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Laverne and Jake, Kelley Hershberger, Monoprint, 30”x22”

Winner of  the 2018 Prize for Visual Arts
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Senior Year, Kelley Hershberger, Monoprint, 30”x22”
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Teenagers of  the 1950s, Kelley Hershberger, Monoprint, 30”x22”
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Winner of  the 2018 Prize for Fiction

DANIEL UNCAPHER

Flight of  the Gildergoose

After graduating from the Chicago School for Logical Positivism I 
put philosophy behind me and moved to the city of  South Bend, 
Indiana to practice theology at Notre Dame, a rural Catholic school 
overrun at the time by transient Canada geese.

I planned on writing a sexual history of  the Apostles, or some-
thing to do with the origin of  the Church in general (for which I held 
Peter responsible); the details didn’t matter. What mattered, I told 
myself  as the South Shore train pulled into the airport, was that I 
would never go back to Chicago again; philosophy and all its atten-
dant failures were firmly behind me. 

But when I finally arrived at the Basilica I was curtly informed 
by a frocked man that there’d evidently been some kind of  misunder-
standing, there were no positions available and that if  I really needed 
work, then I should see the Foreman.

It was a significant blow. I left the way I came in, stumbling 
backwards into the dizzying sunlight and falling into a bed of  red 
flowers stirring with cottontail rabbits. No sooner had I begun to col-
lect myself  than the rabbits scattered like roaches on the approach of  
angrily honking geese, who were themselves being driven on by a man 
in a hardhat swinging a claw hammer in every direction.

“Say,” I cried, hailing the stranger. “What’s all the panic?”
The poor fellow startled at the sound of  my voice. “Are you 

with the Basilica?”
“No,” I admitted. “I’ve been waitlisted.”
“And the geese?”
“What about them? Good riddance,” I said.
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“They’re getting confident,” he agreed, but as if  to make him a 
liar they dispersed as soon as he said it. He slipped his hammer in his 
belt and stepped up to me, patting me down and checking under my 
tongue. I complied completely, eager to prove my goodwill. “And that 
thing behind you?”

I looked over my shoulder. “What thing?”
“You’re right, that’s none of  my business. Have you ever worked 

for the government?”
“Absolutely not,” I said. “The government works for me.”
“Then you must be private sector.”
“Exceptionally private!”
“Good,” he said, taking me by the arm and rushing me across 

campus to a construction yard obscured on all sides by walls of  wire 
fence and plastic banners. “What I really need is an aesthetic specialist. 
Do you know much about art?”

“Of  course I do,” I said, growing impatient. “It’s empiricism 
that’s behind me, not art.”

“You won’t find any empiricists here. And you know construc-
tion?”

“I’ve framed a few houses, certainly.”
“Wspaniele,” he said. 
A Pole! I clapped my hands in delight. That changes the calcu-

lus completely, I thought; now I must be patient. “Say,” I whispered, 
recalling the Basilica’s advice. “Are you the Foreman?”

He barked with laughter. “What do you think? The name’s Sob-
czyk. That doesn’t matter. You’ll get paid all the same if  you can keep 
your mouth shut.”

I drew myself  up and straightened my shoulders. “I have just as 
much motor control as the next man,” I lied.

“Then get moving, go!”
He unlocked a barbed gate and followed me down a series of  

corridors constructed by scaffolding and plywood until, after a seem-
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ingly interminable distance, we emerged at the feet of  a magnificent 
tower, obscured by the scaffolding but erected in full just the same. 

“It’s breathtaking,” I said. “A real ivory tower! I never thought I’d 
see one in person.” I felt immensely proud of  both Sobczyk and the 
Basilica for daring to build such an audacious testament to academia.

“Open your eyes! It’s supposed to be gold, not ivory!”
“Gold?”
“Yellow, at least! Mustard, mottled brown, whatever you’d call it!”
I squinted up at the massive structure. “That’s not necessarily 

the aesthetic decision that I would’ve made, but I don’t feel I have the 
right to contest it, either.”

“There’s nothing to contest! Are you listening? We have a prob-
lem.”

“What’s your problem?”
“Pay attention,” he said, stamping his feet. “The conflict is un-

equivocally clear: we’ve got a white tower on our hands, and it’s 
supposed to be yellow. Kosinski in Kilns manufactured white bricks, 
de Vasco in Shipping delivered white bricks and I, of  all possible peo-
ple, signed off  on white bricks, and all the time they should’ve been 
yellow.”

“But Sobczyk, that’s nothing to be ashamed of. These are per-
fectly respectable bricks, anyone with eyes can see that.”

“Did a goose shit in your ear or are you deliberately ignorant?”
Sobczyk’s desperation was clear, and I felt a new pang of  worry 

on my new friend’s behalf. I wondered how high the stakes were. Did 
he have a wife and children at home who depended on his daily suc-
cess, and who suffered from his daily failure? Was he fat with guilt like 
a Catholic, or was he another careless non-believer at large? I wouldn’t 
put it past him, I thought; the Polish are perfectly capable of  multitu-
dinous action. 

I was reminded of  Elzbieta, and the reminder moved me; in a 
gesture of  warmth and brotherhood I clapped Sobczyk on the back. 
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He fell into my embrace like a sack of  wet cement, and I knew then 
that I was dealing with a uniquely sentimental individual. I resolved at 
once to do everything in my power to aid and protect him. If  a man 
like Sobczyk could secretly be entirely sentimental, what did that mean 
for my dear Elzbieta, who had refused to talk to me at all?

“So you mean to tell me we have to transform these splendid 
white bricks yellow like the rest of  this sordid campus?”

“Exactly so,” said Sobczyk, clutching my collar.
“Don’t you see how mistaken that is? You’ve built a real ivory 

tower here, don’t you see the metaphorical value in that, what that 
means for the rest of  us?”

“It’s not up to us,” he said, stiffening. “It’s the people upstairs, 
and they want yellow bricks.”

So that’s it, I realized: the people upstairs. The emeriti, the 
endowment, the status quo, the many-faced God of  the free mar-
ket—they had as many names as they had means of  control, and their 
machinations affected us all. I assumed a conspiratorial tone. 

“Listen, I’m not just an out-of-work theologian. I’m a former 
formal theorist too, and in twelve hours I could write up an aesthetic 
and, what’s more, ethical case for the preservation of  white bricks. We 
can present it to the emeriti together first thing in the morning and 
put a stop to this nonsense before it goes any further, like the rational 
agents that we are.”

“We don’t have until morning,” said Sobczyk. “They’re coming 
tonight. Mark Hwasko in Pigmentation dropped off  20,000 gallons of  
oil-based Knute Yellow an hour ago.”

“Oil-based? That’ll never work,” I said, the possibility creeping in 
that Sobczyk himself  might have had something of  a hand in bringing 
this crisis to fruition. All the better that I’m here, I thought, rolling 
up my sleeves and gesticulating clearly. “I can tell you in no uncer-
tain terms that paint will never work. What you want to do is stain the 
bricks.”
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“Stain the bricks!”
“Stain the bricks,” I explained. 
“Then you must procure the necessary stain at once,” he or-

dered.
“Why don’t we see your friend Mark Hwasko about it?”
“Mark Hwasko can’t know anything about this!”
“You’re right, better not to involve him. What do you recom-

mend?”
“Try the bellends over in Procurement,” he said. “You’ll need 

your school ID to get in. And look out for the short one when you 
get there, he’s a real czubek.”

“Where do I get a school ID?”
“The ID Center,” he said, turning his back to me and barking 

out orders to his workers in Polish, which try for the life of  me I just 
couldn’t understand. 

I took his hint and tried to see myself  out the way we came in 
but somewhere in the maze of  scaffolding I got turned around, and 
I found myself  on the crest of  a grassy knoll beside a lake teeming 
over with the aggressively territorial Canada geese. They noticed me 
at once and pursued me, their heavy wings beating with ceaseless, 
malevolent momentum. I took refuge in a damp grotto where some-
one had lit hundreds of  small candles and I threw the candles like 
baseballs at the geese, but I was never very good at baseball, and they 
dodged my clumsy volleys with ease. 

I made my egress up a flight of  stairs and into the double shad-
ow of  the Basilica, where I found myself  face-to-face with a bicycle 
cop.

“Is there a problem?”
I threw my hands in the air and surrendered immediately. “I’m 

looking for Procurement,” I said. “It’s those wretched geese—”
“What geese? Start from the beginning and speak slowly. Are 

you a student?”
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“No,” I said. “Do I look like an idiot?”
“Then you’re a professor?”
“I’m with the Foreman, if  you must know!”
“The Foreman, eh?”
I’d heard that tone before, once, when dealing with the Ethics 

Committee. We were playing a game now, and my opponent was 
holding his cards closer to his chest than I’d realized.

“Who else? I was just on my way to Procurement when these 
geese—”

“And that fellow behind you?”
I looked over my shoulder in fright. “What fellow?”
“So that’s how it’s going to be,” said the bicycle cop, hooking his 

thumbs in his belt. “You’ll need a school ID to get into Procurement, 
you know,” he said.

“I’m just headed to get one now,” I said. “If  you’d let me—”
“Do you know where to go?”
“The ID Center!”
“You sound uncertain. I’ll escort you there myself,” he said, dis-

mounting his bicycle and smiling like an executioner. “Besides, I don’t 
like the looks of  that fellow stalking you.”

I refused his offer, but not before looking over my shoulder in 
fright and seeing nothing. 

“I can get there myself,” I said. “I’d hate to waste your time.”
He pursed his lips with renewed suspicion. “What did you say 

your name was, citizen?”
“That’s my own business,” I said.
“I see. And what’s your business?”
“Self-improvement,” I said.
“How’s business?”
“Getting better,” I said. 
The bicycle cop frowned. “Is this some kind of  joke to you?”
“I never joke about my work,” I said. “Look, I didn’t want it 
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to come to this, but as a subject of  the free world you’ve left me no 
choice but to ask a question of  my own: am I being detained?”

The bicycle cop laughed and got back on his bicycle. “No, of  
course not. But you’ll never get to the ID Center today–they closed 
two minutes ago!”

So that was the trick! The only way to win was not to play. I was 
so angry with myself  that I could’ve shot the treacherous centaur 
dead on the spot.

“There must be someone on campus who can print an ID for 
me,” I stammered.

“They say the Advisors have a printer, but you’d have to really 
run to catch them. They don’t like to stick around….”

I was already running. The bicycle cop’s all-knowing drawl 
trailed off  into a fit of  broken laughter, the self-satisfying hillbilly 
laugh of  the status quo. But I didn’t have time to dwell on my losses. 
Instead I thought about the future: if  I were an Advisor, where would 
I be? 

I went to the library. The librarian warned me that the Advisors 
did indeed meet on the third floor to bicker, but that they’d left in a 
hurry only moments before I arrived. I exited the opposite doors that 
I’d come in through and chased down a group of  conspicuous out-
casts, their brows sweaty and briefcases full of  information. I sprinted 
ahead of  them and cut them off  on the sidewalk, but they just broke 
around me like a river to a rock. 

“Excuse me,” I shouted. “There’s an emergency—I need an 
ID!”

They stepped off  the sidewalk to avoid me, trampling over the 
grass like mad bison.

“I said listen here,” I cried, stumbling backwards in the hu-
man current. I heard the haunting honk of  the vulture-like geese 
approaching from the sky and started to tremble. “There’s been an 
emergency!”
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A woman with no sweat on her brow stopped in my personal 
eddy, pursed her lips and shook her head at me.

“You there,” I said. “You have to help me!”
“Do you want my advice?”
“Absolutely I do,” I said.
“Then go back to Chicago.”
“Is that all?”
“Floss your teeth. Cut your toenails. Don’t philosophize on the 

internet. Give up on the Polish.”
“I can’t accept that,” I said. “I simply must have a school ID. 

Without an ID I can’t through to Procurement, and without Procure-
ment’s help I’ll never be able to save Sobczyk’s job.”

“You must learn to accept the things you can’t change,” she 
said, folding her arms and looking me over. She had brown eyes, like 
Elzbieta, and I suddenly felt as though I were being seduced. Was 
she talking about Elzbieta? How could she know about that? Was she 
jealous, perhaps? Had she begun to suspect, as I had, that Elzbieta 
was secretly sentimental?

“This isn’t about me,” I stammered. “It’s about Sobczyk and his 
family.”

“Who is Sobczyk?”
“A bricklayer,” I lied.
“As your Advisor I advise you not to consort anymore with the 

bricklayers.”
“He’s not a real bricklayer,” I said, flustering. “That’s a meta-

phor. Doesn’t matter! I need to save him just the same—I need a 
school ID!”

“What do you need one of  those for?”
“To get to Procurement!”
“Procurement? Just go in through the back.”
“The back what?”
“The back door, of  course. It’s always unlocked. That’s how we 
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go in. But whatever you do, look out for the tall one—he’s a trouble-
maker.”

“I can’t afford any more trouble,” I said, but my Advisor had 
already caught up with the rest of  her friends, stopping only long 
enough to call over her shoulder:

“Then don’t mention his height!”
All seven tons of  the bell in the towering Basilica rang out over-

head and the sound ricocheted around from every direction at once, 
boxing me in until I lost all of  my natural balance and orientation. I 
heard Sobczyk’s men singing downwind and tried to follow along with 
their full-throated rendition of  Vistula, O Vistula, only for the electric 
hammer to strike the raucous seven-ton bell once again and spin me 
around in another daze. And then, above all the din, one sound to 
outlast them all—the impetuous honking of  the Canada geese. 

I plugged my ears and took refuge in the nearest doorway. 
Someone opened it from the inside and pulled me in. I instinctively 
tried to scream, but a gloved hand covered my mouth and the feel of  
fabric against my exposed teeth made my hair stand on end.

“Don’t scream,” said the humanoid, removing his hand.
“Are you one of  Sobczyk’s comrades?”
“No. I’m an out-of-towner, like you. I’ve been following you 

since Chicago.”
“What! So you’re the one behind all this?”
“I’m the one protecting you. I’m your advocate here, isn’t that 

obvious? You’re in greater danger here than you know. You’re in Mi-
chiana now, the rust belt, nonsense country.”

“You don’t understand,” I said. “I left that kind of  talk in Chi-
cago; I’m strictly no-nonsense now. The only thing that matters now 
is saving Sobczyk’s career from total destruction, can’t you appreciate 
that?”

“You’ll never make it through Procurement. They’re waiting 
for you there. They’re going to try you for espionage in their secret 
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court.”
“If  the powers that be wanted to stop me they would’ve done 

so by now.”
“Not without a trial, they wouldn’t.”
“In a secret court? What’s the point of  that? Besides, there’s no 

one to arrest me. I’ve already conquered the bicycle cops.”
“The bicycle cops are nothing! Even the Basilica is secondary 

now.”
“Impossible! What are you saying? You mean it goes higher 

than that?”
Suddenly a battering ram crashed through the door and teams 

of  Canada geese charged into the dark room pulling frocked men on 
their two-wheeled war machines. My advocate pushed me further into 
the shadows and turned to face the invaders.

“They’ve found us,” he said—“Run!”
I escaped into the darkness as the sounds of  combat turned 

to silence behind me and I searched helplessly for a source of  light. 
After an indeterminate length of  time my hands found the heavy 
metal bars of  a fire escape and I pushed it open, breaking free to the 
blinding outdoors at last.

My tiny advocate’s inevitable sacrifice at the hands of  those 
monstrous fowl moved me, but the plight of  Sobczyk remained first 
in my heart; I didn’t dwell on the loss.

I went straight to the Procurement office, ambush or not, and 
slipped in through the back door without an ID just as the Advisor 
had promised.

A pleasant, perfectly average-looking man met me in the front 
office. He stood up to greet me and shake my hand before offering 
me a seat in a plush leather chair. 

I sat down and went right to work on him.
“You seem like a perfectly reasonable man so I’d like to get right 

down to it, if  I may. I’ve been through quite the gauntlet to find you. 
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You wouldn’t believe the competing interests of  this place. None of  
it makes any sense. They told me even you were a trap! Well, it was 
Sobczyk who originally sent me to you, and I’m here for Sobczyk first 
and last.”

The man across the desk folded his hands and rested his head 
on them, staring closely at an indeterminate point between my eyes as 
though he were really listening, when really he could’ve been any-
where at all. Was he the short one, or the tall one? Which one was 
I supposed to be wary of? Well, it didn’t matter—following other 
people’s advice hadn’t gotten me anywhere yet. I cleared my throat 
and continued.

“You know how the people upstairs can be. First they say one 
thing, then they expect another. They double the workload overnight 
just so they can push for more funding in the fall. Everyone’s always 
a guinea pig. Well, that’s how the world goes around, we know that. 
Trust me, I’m from the Chicago School. I’ve been through that rigma-
role. Did I tell you I used to be a positivist? That would never fly here, 
and thank God for that. That’s where you come in. We need some 
masonry stain, quite a bit of  it, preferably in a few different shades 
of  yellow. Think of  the bricks they use on campus, something to that 
effect. Do you know what I mean?”

“I know just what you mean,” said the procurement officer. In 
the quiet office the effect of  his voice was as soothing as though he 
were whispering directly into my ear, and it made the hair on my neck 
stand on end. “This kind of  things happens all the time. It’s those 
Polish Catholics, you know. Always kicking the can, as it were.”

“I don’t know if  I’d say that,” I said, thinking at once of  Elzbie-
ta. “I know quite a few Polish Catholics myself.”

He glanced at me over the rim of  his glasses. I worried that I’d 
said something contentious, which is exactly the sort of  thing I was 
liable to do, but the moment passed without incident, and he began 
shuffling through a stack of  papers on his desk.
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“These Poles get everything wrong so often that I’ve already 
got the forms filled out for this kind of  thing,” he said, handing me a 
stack of  spreadsheets, inventories and what appeared to be rhetorical 
declamations. “Just sign every third paragraph, there, and then every 
first and seventh page, and sign and date each line of  the preamble 
and every second line of  the postamble.”

I snatched the papers eagerly and started flipping through them. 
“Do you have a pen?”

“Every grown man should have his own pen, you know,” said 
the procurement officer. “I’m a strong believer in self-reliance, like all 
Americans. But I’m also a Protestant, and as a Protestant I believe in 
helping those in need.” 

He rummaged through his desk and hummed Dixie to himself. I 
felt so at home with this curious man that I almost fell asleep. I found 
it difficult to imagine what difference it made whether he were really 
the short one or the tall one, the czubek or the troublemaker, and 
decided I would gently admonish my friends over what I now deemed 
a penchant for melodrama.

He finally found a pen and picked it up, giving it a satisfied click 
and smiling at me. “With the right tools anything is possible,” he said.

“You’re a good guy,” I said, leaning forward for the pen. “I don’t 
know what all that ominous nonsense regarding your height was 
about.”

The procurement officer pulled the pen abruptly out of  my 
reach, his fist tightening until his knuckles turned pale. “What did 
they say about my height?”

“Who? Nothing,” I said, pinching at the pen. “It was nothing.”
His voice jumped an octave. “Was it the Poles? They’re always 

mocking me! Or was it one of  those tenured smegs diddling about 
in the library?” He clicked the pen rapidly, in and out, in and out, the 
button imprinting a red circle on the pad of  his thumb. 

“Nothing like that,” I said. “And please stop insulting my 
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friends! I just need to sign off  on these documents and I’ll be on my 
way….”

In a single graceful motion the procurement officer kicked back 
his chair, stood up and swept the entire contents of  his desk crashing 
and fluttering against the far wall of  the office. I cowered in my chair 
and tried pointlessly to keep track of  the necessary paperwork as it 
disappeared into the clutter.

“It was those regressive Poles, wasn’t it? I know it! You wouldn’t 
be getting so defensive if  it weren’t true. Well, they don’t need your 
defense! You think they care about you? They don’t care about any-
thing. They haven’t changed since the war days, they’re stuck in their 
Soviet-era fiction, they think everything’s an act of  aggression—that’s 
why they call me short! They think it undermines my authority. They 
think I don’t notice, do they? Will they notice this? Tell me: will they 
notice this?”

He took his phone from his pocket and dialed a mysteriously 
long number. “I’ve got your interloper down here. Yeah, caught him 
red-handed. He’s dead meat. You better send someone fast. He’s a hot 
one. Bring the geese!”

“No! Not the geese!”
But it was too late to stop the order now. I made an abrupt 

attempt at escape but the procurement officer, sitting with his back to 
the door, was invariably faster; he slammed the door shut and towered 
over me, ranting now, spit on his lips. 

“Or maybe it was those rubber-necked, bird-beaked academics 
after all, wasn’t it? The brainy bunch with their upturned noses always 
demanding answers from people, always needling the world with new 
questions, always clamoring blindly for more money or supplies. They 
don’t understand the first thing about budgeting. They always ask me 
how the weather is. How’s the weather! As if  I should know from 
down here in this basement!”

I wiped the sweat from my brow and tried to dream up an escape 
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plan, but there was nothing: they had me. I sat down in the procure-
ment officer’s chair and resigned myself  to fate. 

“If  it’s any consolation,” I said, “I think you’re perfectly aver-
age.”

Some thirty seconds passed before the war machines arrived to 
arrest me, and I submitted to their beating without a struggle; they 
even offered the procurement officer the first blow, and he readily 
took them up on it; he struck low, and I passed out immediately.

I woke up after some indeterminate time and found myself  
in the gallery of  a darkened courtroom, audience to what I quickly 
ascertained was none other than my own trial. Everyone was there: 
Sobczyk, Kosinski, de Vasco, Mark Hwasko, the bicycle cop, the 
Advisor, the procurement officer and even my little advocate, who 
perched on top of  the courtroom clock and watched the proceedings 
intently.

The judge beat her gavel and continued with the proceedings. 
“The prosecutor calls Bric-a-Brac Kosinski to the stand.”

Kosinski staggered up to the witness stand, drunk and un-
washed, and began to recite the preamble to the constitution. It was 
a beautiful recital, but the judge beat her gavel and ordered Kosinski 
to testify in the standard manner.

The prosecutor attacked Kosinski from every direction. “How 
long have you been drinking? Were you drunk when you baked 
those white bricks? Were you drunk when you handed them off  to 
your comrade de Vasco? Just what is your relation to the defendant? 
Would you say you trust him? Are the stories of  intrigue and sab-
otage true? Just how long have you been in this country, anyway? 
Show your papers to the court, citizen.”

Kosinski raised his hackles like a cornered wildcat and started 
speaking in tongues. The judge held him in contempt of  court but 
before the bailiff  could handcuff  him, the daring libertine jumped 
on top of  the bench, pulled a revolver from his pants and held it 
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to his head: “For liberty! For Notre Dame!” Then Kosinski pulled the 
trigger and collapsed in one piece, and the janitors came in to cart 
him away.

Next they called Thelma de Vasco, who solemnly laid her hand 
on the bible and promised to tell nothing but the truth. That turned 
out to be a lie. When the prosecutor laid into her, she admitted to 
absolutely anything and everything; I watched with growing horror as 
the list of  crimes and conspiracies I’d committed stacked up before 
the jury’s eyes. Whatever atrocity the prosecutor wanted to pin on me, 
de Vasco confirmed with believable, perfect solemnity. 

It was too much for me to take sitting down. “Lies,” I shouted, 
shaking my fist at de Vasco. “She wasn’t there for any of  it! I’ve never 
seen this woman in my life!”

The judge beat her gavel and threatened to hold me in contempt 
of  court, so I settled down. “No comments from the peanut gallery!”

Mark Hwasko came next, who neither confirmed nor denied 
de Vasco’s scandalous testimony but pretended not to remember. “I 
don’t remember meeting him, no,” he would say, or, “I can’t recall 
that, not specifically. I don’t know anything about this.”

I was waiting for them to call up Sobczyk and put the story 
straight once and for all, but instead they called the bicycle cop to the 
stand. He rode in on his bicycle and gave everyone along the ends of  
the aisles a high-five.

“Is this the suspicious figure from your earlier report?”
“It is,” said the bicycle cop. “He refused to give his name, and 

he answered my questions in riddles. Everything was a lark to him, a 
real scofflaw. He kept raving about a Foreman—common scam, that 
one. We catch undesirable elements stealing infrastructure or com-
mitting corporate espionage all the time under the authority of  some 
make-believe Foreman. What’s more, there were reports of  utter 
calamity in the grotto only moments before I sighted the defendant 
attempting to extricate him from the scene in a hurry.”
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“Did you witness the calamity at the grotto yourself ?”
“I witnessed the aftermath, your honor.”
“Describe the scene for the jury, Lieutenant.”
“It was a bloodbath. Someone snuffed all the candles out and 

threw them towards the lake. A total desecration, no regard for the 
law whatsoever. And the goose down—you wouldn’t believe the 
quantity of  goose down! Whatever happened—the extent of  which, 
of  course, we can never really know for certain—the perpetrator is a 
mad dog, you can bet the house on that. A dangerous specimen, inca-
pable of  understanding the social contract in any capacity. To produce 
such a calamity one must manifest as calamity, and calamities have no 
place in society.”

I leapt to my feet. “Calamity! More like calumny—grievous slan-
der, that’s what this is!”

My advocate swooped down from his perch and crouched on 
my shoulder. “I hereby call the defendant to the stand,” he said, pre-
venting the judge from holding me in contempt of  court.

I was ushered to the front of  the courtroom and placed before 
the judge. The bicycle cop rode in circles around me, pretending to 
run right into me only to slip past me at the last second. My advocate 
objected to this practice: “Badgering the witness,” he shrieked, flitting 
around the bicycle cop’s helmet. “Badgering the witness!” 

The Advisor agreed. She walked onto the floor and engaged 
openly with the bicycle cop. “There’s no place for that kind of  intimi-
dation on campus,” she said. “We’re here to learn and grow, not circle 
and encircle our enemies.” She drew wide circles with her arms and 
then crossed them in a highly symbolic gesture.

The judge ordered the bailiff  to arrest the Advisor at once, but 
he’d gotten involved in the heat of  the argument himself, shaking his 
fists at the Advisor: “If  you can’t respect the rules, then get out of  the 
country! Did you hear what I say? We follow the rules around here!”

The judge jumped on top of  the bar and picked up Kosinski’s 
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gun, and seeing that the courtroom had by now turned over to total 
chaos I squeezed out of  my row and made a break for the exit.

“Freeze!” Kosinski’s gun went off  and everyone stopped arguing 
at once. I looked over my shoulder and found the judge aiming at me 
from her bar-top panopticon. I put my hands in the air and froze.

The prosecutor laughed. “See! The defendant tried to escape! 
What kind of  defendant tries to escape? A guilty one!”

There was a murmur of  agreement in the crowd, and I knew 
that I had to think of  something fast. “What about Sobczyk?” I 
shouted.

“What about Sobczyk?”
My advocate cupped his hands and shouted: “I call Sobczyk to 

the stand!”
Sobczyk crawled on all fours to the stand. He looked ten years 

older than I remembered, and despite my renewed vigor at the sight 
of  him he refused to lock eyes with me. It came down to Sobczyk 
now, but I’d never betrayed Sobczyk and had no reason to believe 
he’d betray me.

“Did you send an out-of-state interloper on an off-the-books 
crime run this morning?”

“I did,” said Sobczyk. I gasped—it was the absolute limit of  
betrayal.

“And is that interloper in this room today?”
“Yes.”
“Will you point the interloper out to us?”
Sobczyk, gazing listlessly at his left foot, somehow managed to 

point directly at me.
The jury stomped their feet on the rattling bleachers in agree-

ment. “Guilty,” they chanted, “Guilty, guilty! To the gildergoose!”
“No,” I begged. “Not the geese!”
“Not the geese,” agreed the judge, parting her hair down the 

middle and licking her teeth. “The gildergoose!” She banged the gavel 
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against the palm of  her hand and the jury kept on stomping. “The 
jury finds the defendant guilty of  corporate espionage, identity theft, 
financial fraud, breaking and entering, evading arrest, obfuscating 
the truth, animal abuse and consorting with undesirables. For these 
charges the defendant is sentenced, by special request of  the jury due 
to the irredeemably deplorable circumstances of  the crime, to the will 
of  the gildergoose.”

Everyone cheered. “To the gildergoose! The gildergoose!”
I threw myself  against the crowd one last time but the prose-

cutor charged and tackled me, and soon the entire courtroom had 
gotten hold of  me, picking me up and carrying me in one sweeping 
mass up a seemingly impossible number of  stairs until reaching at last 
a small and mossy attic door, at the base of  which I was neatly depos-
ited alongside my advocate, who seemed to me now smaller than ever.

“What are you doing here?”
“It’s my duty to open the door,” said my advocate. “No one else 

is permitted to see the gildergoose, or even to get close enough for a 
chance. You’re rather lucky in that regard, you know.”

“Treacherous wretch! You’re probably the Foreman, too.”
“The Foreman’s a convenient fiction, like everything else in this 

school, and he’s making you sound like a lunatic.”
“So you’ve been gaslighting me,” I said. 
“Don’t try to blame me for this. I tried to protect you, remem-

ber? I told you what would happen from the very beginning.”
“What happens next, then? Do I have a right to a phone call at 

least?”
“A phone call?”
“That’s right,” I said. “Haven’t you ever been arrested before? 

One phone call.”
“Well, you’re entitled to say your last words, so I suppose you’re 

entitled to say them over a telephone, sure.”
“Fine,” I said, taking my phone out of  my pocket. I dialed Elz-
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bieta, something I’d never done before, and tried to dream up some-
thing interesting to say.

“Who are you calling?”
“Buzz off,” I said.
“Is it that Polish girl you’re always talking about?”
“Scram!”
“What’s she going to do? She won’t even answer her phone,” he 

said, shaking his head. “She probably doesn’t even exist. One conve-
nient fiction after another.”

“Do I get another call?”
“No! Do you have any idea how full the docket is today? Say 

your last words and hang up!”
The phone kept ringing. I hadn’t expected it to work, but I was 

still disappointed. I didn’t want to waste my phone call or my last 
words or, most importantly, to embarrass myself  in front of  my ad-
vocate, so I pretended that the call went to voice mail and cleared my 
throat.

 “Elzbieta, it’s me. I’ve gotten myself  in some trouble and 
I don’t think I’ll be able to get out of  it this time. Stay away from 
America. They’re all crooked over here, every last one of  them. Half  
of  them don’t even exist in the first place. And don’t ever leave the 
city—if  you see geese, you’ve gone too far.”

The phone was still ringing tirelessly when I hung up. 
“Not the words I would’ve chosen,” said my advocate.
“I didn’t have much time to prepare.”
“You should’ve heard what the last guy said. Touching stuff, 

much less indulgent. Well, that’s all behind us. Now to the future!”
“I’m not ready,” I said.
“You’ll do fine,” honked my advocate, pulling a string and open-

ing the attic door with a burst of  dazzling light.
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My eyes adjusted slowly and I found myself  in a claustropho-
bic, dome-shaped space thick with the stench of  paint fumes, body 
odor and bird droppings. When my pupils finally widened enough to 
notice what was sitting right in front of  me I shouted my mother’s 
name and crossed my chest: it was, I could only surmise, the fabled 
gildergoose, an elephant-sized abomination whose head was longer 
than my body and contained two globe-like, glistening eyes. Frocked 
men and women surrounded the monster, bathing it continually in 
the very gold stain I’d been looking for. They reached the top of  its 
back with rollers affixed at the end of  extending poles, while small 
children with little brushes crawled inside the folded wings and did 
the detail-work in gold leaf.

I hailed the workers but they ignored me, pretending even from 
an arm’s length away that they couldn’t hear me. Only the gildergoose 
spoke, feeding its powerful thoughts directly into my brain.

“You have a choice,” it said, with neither menace nor interest. 
“You can put on a frock and learn how to gild wild animals, or I can 
eat you alive.”

“I’ll make a fuss of  it,” I warned.
“Fussier people than you have tried.”
“I’ll punch my way out!”
“You’ll suffocate,” it hissed.
“If  that’s the way it’s got to be, then fine,” I said, wiping my 

eyes. Maybe they were right, I thought; if  the whole world stinks, as 
they like to say, then you should check under your own nose first. “If  
that’s the way the universe is supposed to work, if  that’s fair, then 
hand me a brush and put me to work.”

 The gildergoose honked twice and someone handed me an 
extending roller.

Now it was my turn to laugh, for I had set a ruse. I snapped 
the extending pole in half  and fashioned a spear, the most effec-
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tive weapon in the history of  pre-atomic warfare; I gripped it with 
my right hand, planted my left foot forward, and drove the spear as 
deeply into the fatty, hot flesh of  the gildergoose as momentum could 
take it.

The monster screamed. Its spell broken, the devotees dropped 
their buckets and brushes and started touching their own faces in 
confusion. The gildergoose reared up and stretched the limits of  
the dome, the rafters creaking and joints beginning to give, and then 
in a burst of  pure power spread its golden wings, flinging gold and 
children everywhere, and the dome ripped into eight equal pieces and 
opened up to the sky.

Blood sprayed from the base of  the massive beast’s neck as 
it pumped its wings, struggling to pick up its own immense weight 
enough to leave the roost. When it finally jumped, wings beating 
tremendously against the pull of  the earth, individual feathers of  solid 
gold flaked off  by the hundreds and thousands and the people of  
Notre Dame ran into the streets to collect them. It cast a shadow like 
a bomber and all the geese across campus flew in one blanket mass 
to join it, blackening the sky with countless formations in seemingly 
infinite layers.

From my vantage point I could see Sobczyk’s ivory tower rising 
out of  its scaffolding shell in the distance. I took advantage of  the re-
newed chaos to climb down the side of  the Main Building and sprint 
in the immediate direction of  the tower.

But no sooner had I hit the ground than the old posse was after 
me, and anyone that I passed automatically joined them. Even the 
football team got in on it, and then the soccer players wanted to play, 
too, and at that point it was only a matter of  time. At last I found the 
barbed wire gate and saw that someone had left it open, so I slipped 
through and slammed it shut behind me, leaving my pursuers pound-
ing at the razor-blade gate. 
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I made it through the scaffolding maze in record time and found 
the construction yard completely abandoned. I stopped to catch my 
breath, satisfied that I’d bought a few minutes, only to see a giant bull-
dozer-like machine break right through the entire mess of  scaffolding, 
an army of  personal enemies streaming in to destroy me. 

With nowhere else to go I went into the ivory tower itself, where 
I found de Vasco scheming with Sobczyk over a box of  hammers and 
nail guns. 

“So the traitors are conspiring again, I see.”
De Vasco grabbed a hammer and swung it at me, but I blocked 

it with a crowbar I found by the door and locked arms with her until 
Sobczyk intervened.

“Put down your weapons,” he said, wiggling his nose. “We’re all 
on the same side.”

“You sold me out to the gildergoose!”
“Do you think we had any choice? The only reason Kosinski 

went out the way he did is because he doesn’t have a family to think 
about. And now look at the mess you’ve made!”

I didn’t know what to make of  it. “The army is coming,” I said. 
“They’re bringing war machines. They want to kill me.”

“They’re already here. They’re pounding at the walls. You’ve re-
ally cooked the goose this time. Why’d you have to go and do a thing 
like that?”

My phone rang from my pocket. I pulled it out, startled, and 
read the name to my companions in delight: “Elzbieta! It’s Elzbieta, 
she’s calling me back! Stop everything! Stop this nonsense at once! 
Call off  this phony war!”

Sobczyk snatched the phone from my hands and threw it against 
the concrete. When it continued to ring he took the crowbar from my 
hands and smashed the glass screen repeatedly, until it finally went 
black. “If  you love her, you won’t bring her into this—she still has 
some fight in her!”
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The crushers appeared, screeching as they came, to make way 
for the maulers and rippers, and the walls of  white brick crumbled 
around us. “They’re here—they’re breaking in!” 

“I can’t believe I failed you,” I said. “Everything’s a failure; it’s 
logical positivism all over again.”

“It’s not that bad,” said Sobczyk. “We have the chance to go 
down honorably, in battle. Not everyone gets that chance. Listen! 
There’s thousands of  them out there.”

“It’s time,” cried de Vasco, raising a hammer in each hand. 
“Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more, or close up the 
wall with our dead!”

The enemy broke in, and we rushed headlong into the fight.
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LANETT PRUETT

Master Bedroom

Down the hall, past her parents’ bedroom, 
is hers—well, theirs now. Clothes overflow 
from cedar dressers, lace panties and old 
worn t-shirts spill out, framed photographs 
from their wedding last October sparkle 
in gilded picture frames. On a bedside table, 
the aphrodisiac scent of  patchouli oil seeps 
from a dark glass bottle. The closet doors 
no longer hang on their hinges, broken 
from the weight of  his polos and her collection 
of  cardigans. The bed is an ocean of  pillows,
grey chevron sheets rumpled like waves. 
Lingerie peeks out from between the bed 
and wall where it had been thrown off  
during one of  their “sessions,” and water 
bottles lay half  emptied on the floor after heated  
nights of  getting tangled up with each other.
The door remains closed without any more
synchronized parent checks or her brother,
sent in to ask a random question. The evidence  
of  late nights no longer hidden or wrapped 
tight in toilet paper tucked in the bottom 
of  the trash can. Sex is not a forbidden word 
whispered or texted silently across the room. 
They are married now, and her parents keep silent. 
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DANIEL ARTHUR

To Hands

 
Give them a hand for once that do so much,
but garner such a small amount of  praise.
They teach our kids to count and anchor them
to mom and dad before an infant learns
to walk alone, no longer needing us.
They give us food and clothe us when we’re cold,
providing what we need to stay alive.
But on the other hand, they are the judge
who’ll pull the trigger or extend themselves
to others of  their kind to form a truce.
Behind each action, those five fingers lie
to execute the ideas in our minds.
They’re so important, even God has made
himself  a pair so He can hold the world.
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Patience, Maggie Davis, Mixed Media, 20”x11”
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Winner of  the 2018 Prize for Creative Nonfiction

SARA PERKINS

Hairy Women 

When I was a sophomore in high school, my chemistry teacher, Ms. 
Felisberto, had unapologetically hairy legs. She was a slender young 
woman, out of  college by only a few years. She was the kind of  wom-
an who did good things for the world without making a huge fuss 
about it. She donated her hair. She gave blood every eight weeks. She 
had a Gay-Straight Alliance poster above her door, informing stu-
dents that her room was a safe place. And she had hairy legs. 

I was in her first-period Chemistry 1 class, and I remember the 
first time she wore a dress that revealed her legs. It wasn’t blatantly 
obvious to me at first—alarms didn’t go off  in my head and I wasn’t 
nauseated to the point of  vomiting when she walked in. After maybe 
ten minutes of  class, I noticed that there was a pattern on her pale 
legs, and upon second glance, the pattern was not from tights, but 
rather her body hair.

 I thought, “Oh, okay.” That was it. The other students in my 
class, however, were not so forgiving. Far from her classroom, they 
would call her “disgusting” and “a hairy lesbian.”

The first razor specifically created and marketed towards women was 
made in 1915 by King Gillette. Up until that point, the safety razor 
was marketed towards men, trying to convince them to make the 
switch from straight-edge razors. Gillette pretty much had the market 
under his control by the 1910s. His razors were contracted by the War 
Department to soldiers fighting overseas in WWI.

In the Victorian era, women had no need to shave because they 
wore long dresses that hid most of  their bodies. By the time the twen-



114

tieth century rolled around, women started wearing sleeveless dresses 
with shorter skirts. It was perfect timing for Gillette to start marketing 
towards women—men were fighting in the war, shaving with their 
government-issued Gillette razors, and women were starting to show 
more skin. Gillette found an opportunity to make women feel as if  
body hair needed to be removed in order for them to be feminine.

It was also my sophomore year of  high school when I decided to par-
ticipate in No-Shave November with my guy friends. Like the Victo-
rians before me, I figured that if  it was hidden by my clothes, I could 
grow out whatever body hair I wanted. It was difficult at first, watch-
ing the dark and prickly hair grow in. It itched underneath my pajama 
pants or my signature knee-high socks. It felt foreign, watching my 
armpit hair get longer than it had ever been before. This experiment 
forced me to face an implicit bias I didn’t realize that I had. Why is my 
leg hair gross, but a man’s hair completely normal?

I started shaving with cheap, aggressively pink disposable razors 
when I was in the fifth grade. My mother didn’t buy shaving cream 
because of  her frugality, and instead told me to use shampoo. She 
really meant that I should use conditioner, not shampoo, because 
conditioner moisturizes and provides a lubricating layer. Shampoo 
strips all the moisture from your legs, and in turn, makes it incredibly 
painful to shave with. For years, I shaved with shampoo, making my 
legs break out in unsightly, throbbing, bleeding razor burn. When I 
was in middle school, I told my mother that I needed shaving cream 
because shaving with shampoo was too painful.

“Oh, did I tell you to use shampoo? I meant conditioner. Sham-
poo would hurt.”

Thanks, Mom.

Gillette started small, encouraging women to “smooth” their armpits. 
(“Shave” was too closely associated with men. Women, obviously, 
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required a more 
delicate vocabu-
lary).1 Sleeveless 
dresses were adver-
tised in magazines 
next to advertise-
ments describing 
underarm hair as 
“an embarrassing 
personal problem.” 
Not to mention the 
subtle racism of  
calling a “white and 
smooth” under-
arm a feature of  
good dressing and 
grooming. Bustle 
magazine explains 
that advertisers and 
magazine editors 
sold their products 
not by meeting 
women’s needs, but 
rather by creating 

needs women did not previously have. For the last several hundred 
years, women did not need to shave, but now suddenly, they needed to 
remove their unsightly underarm hair in order to be presentable.

This didn’t happen to men. Fashion does come and go, but it 
is hegemonic for men. As a collective whole, they decided when the 

1 Marlen Komar, “100 Years Of  Shaving Ads Show How We’ve Been Tricked Into 
Going Hairless,” Bustle, 26 Jan. 2016, www.bustle.com/articles/137072-100-years-
of-shaving-ads-show-how-weve-been-tricked-into-going-hairless-photos.
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norm was to be clean-shaven, mustachioed, goateed, or hipster-beard
ed. Women, however, were told by advertisements when it was time to 
shave their armpits and legs. Before then, women were content with 
being hairy, not even aware that there was an issue with their body 
hair. When advertisements deemed leg hair as unsightly, there was 
some pushback from women, but ultimately advertisements won and 
women shaved their legs. Today, more women are deciding to grow 
their body hair out, but these women are in the minority, facing more 
ridicule than a bearded man would. My boyfriend has long hair that 
he often wears in a bun. He does receive snide comments from older 
generations, like my uncle or grandparents, but these are in good spir-
it. At no point has his “man bun” ever been deemed as gross. More 
often than not, people tell my boyfriend that his curly mane is beauti-
ful. I have not been so lucky with my hair. 

Sophia and I went to the McDonald’s in Broad Ripple, Indianapolis to 
wait in line for their promotional Szechuan sauce. It was an unusually 
and uncomfortably hot day for October, but we still wore jeans and 
long sleeves. I had already decided to stop shaving around mid-Sep-
tember, and I had to suffer through the heat to hide my unsightly leg 
hair. In line ahead of  us stood a woman sporting some high-waisted 
short shorts and hairy legs. I didn’t even notice her until Sophia mo-
tioned for me to look over.

“I wish I could pull that off,” Sophia sighed. Her dad is from 
Turkey, giving her a dark complexion with dark hair. She tells me 
that she used to have much more body hair before she went on birth 
control, but her hormones have been regulated by the pill and her hair 
is not as thick as it was.

“If  you didn’t feel pressured to shave, would you?” I asked her.
“Of  course not.”
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Advertisements preyed on women’s insecurities. They stated that 
“immaculate 
underarms” 
were the key 
to avoiding 
embarrass-
ment. Only the 
desired “fastid-
ious” woman 
removes her 
“superfluous 
hair” to achieve 
some sort 
of  bare-bod-
ied nirvana. 
Here, Bourjois 
advertises a 
depilatory, 
which would 
be our mod-
ern-day equiv-
alent to Nair 

or Veet.2 They describe the razor as being “dangerous and awkward,” 
thus using fear to push women into removing hair the “delicate” and 
“pleasant” way. Even though Nair is FDA-approved, it comes with a 
warning because the chemicals used are so potent. The same chemi-
cals used in Drano, like sodium hydroxide, are also used in Nair. 

The second year of  growing my leg hair out, I decided to try Veet to 
quickly remove my hair in preparation for shorts season, since the

2 Marlen Komar, “100 Years Of  Shaving Ads.” 
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year before I managed to clog an electric razor and obliterate several 
disposable razors trying to shave my legs. I rubbed the putrid, light 
pink gel on my legs and waited the recommended five minutes. Three 
minutes in, the outside of  my thighs started burning. I quickly jumped 
into the shower to rinse my legs, clumps of  hair coming off  by the 
handful. When the gel was sufficiently washed off, I could see the red 
patches of  chemical burn on my thighs. If  that is what happens with 
modern depilatories, I cannot imagine that Bourjois’ cream was safer, 
more pleasant, or more effective than a safety razor would have been.

After that first No-Shave November was over, I decided that I 
didn’t want to shave my legs or armpits just yet. It was winter and I 
would be wearing jeans, long socks, and sweatshirts for the next cou-
ple months. My boyfriend, Joe, told me that he couldn’t care less if  I 
was clean-shaven or hairy, and that it wouldn’t diminish my sex appeal 
or self-worth in his eyes. With a partner I didn’t need to impress, as 
well as clothes to hide my body, I went for it. My leg and underarm 
hair kept growing until it reached that soft, fuzzy state. I got to see 
exactly how thick my hair naturally grows in, what color it is, and 
what that looks like on my body. 

Joe and I went to a hipster café called Milktooth in downtown 
Indianapolis, per a mutual friend’s recommendation. We walked up 
to the bustling coffee hub to get our names on the long list. We sat 
around on a bench, looking over the menu to decide which pastries 
and drinks we would order. My gaze drifted up from the menu in my 
lap to the people sitting on the terrace, enjoying their meals.

The servers easily fit the fashion stereotype of  being “hipster.” 
One woman wore a long olive-green dress with an oversized mustard 
sweater on top. A man with a meticulously styled coif  and long beard 
sported large, plastic-framed glasses and a flannel button-up shirt. 
The server that stood out to me the most, however, was wearing tight 
black capris, combat boots, and a plain tank top. When she raised her 
arm to take a customer’s order, I noticed a tuft of  hair. I was imme-
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diately filled with 
admiration. Here 
was a woman 
comfortable 
enough to do 
what she wanted 
to do with her 
body in pub-
lic—something 
I couldn’t bring 
myself  to do.

Around spring-
time that year, 
it was starting 
to warm up. My 
friends knew 
that I’d kept my 
body hair from 
November, but I 
only showed them 
as a parlor trick, 
for shock effect. 

After the initial viewing, I would pull my sock back up and my pant 
leg back down—sending my hair back in hiding where it belonged. 
Not only did advertisements pit women against themselves, they also 
pit women against each other. A man and a woman notice a woman 
with a mustache and determine that her “embarrassing” situation 
makes her “unloved.”3 It teaches women to condemn people not ad-
hering to the social norm that beautiful women are as hairless as a 

3 Marlen Komar, “100 Years Of  Shaving Ads.” 
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child. After several generations, women no longer remember a time 
when shaving was optional, but they keep the mindset from these old
ads that hairy women are “ugly” and “unloved.”

I had a friend named Kameron. He was the kind of  guy who would 
take his opinions to the extreme to get a reaction out of  people, even 
if  he didn’t believe in what he was saying. He told us that he would 
dump his girlfriend if  she ever became pregnant with his child. He 
told us that he wished that the old lady he accidentally rear-ended had 
died in the accident. 

Kameron told me one day that women with body hair were 
disgusting. He said women should shave that all off  because nobody 
wanted to see it. Later that day, I asked my friends Leanna and Brenda 
what they thought about my body hair, and they started laughing to 
themselves, saying that Joe must like me because it feels like being 
with a man. By the end of  the day, I felt worthless. I was crying by my 
locker when Leanna and Brenda walked up and asked me what was 
wrong. I told them that Kameron had called me disgusting and man-
nish, and they comforted me, even though they had essentially said 
the same thing to me. The halls were pretty much cleared out while 
this was happening. While I was mid-sob, somebody walked out of  
the bathroom, and we looked up to see Ms. Felisberto. I don’t think 
she heard what happened, but we made brief  eye contact while she 
walked around the corner to her destination. 

When women were told they needed to shave their armpits, the 
societal shift happened within a few short years. When women were 
told they needed to shave their legs, it took nearly two decades before 
the trend was solidified. In the 1960s’, Gillette ran an advertisement 
promoting the “Scaredy Kit,” trying to shame the last of  the hairy 
women into shaving. It notes that “When a boy starts shaving, he 
becomes a man. When a girl starts shaving, she becomes a nervous 
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wreck,” equating 
shaving as a rite of  
passage for men that 
girls are not brave 
enough to endure. 
The patronizing text 
explains to women 
how shaving works, 
inserting antidotes like 
“Stop shaking” when 
they explain that the 
blade is sharp. It’s a 
razor for “cowardly 
women,” created to be 
smaller and daintier 
than a “tough-bearded 
man” would need.

Today, razor commercials focus on a woman’s sexuality. A 2013 Ve-
nus commercial asks, “What does beauty feel like and where does it 
begin?” while a faceless woman’s legs are being caressed by a faceless 
man. “It begins with your skin,” the commercial answers. The lan-
guage is more subtle than it was half  a century ago, but the message 
remains the same: beauty comes from a smooth, hairless body. Like 
the old advertising techniques, these shaven women are receiving 
the men’s approval, shown by the men caressing the women’s legs. 
Also interestingly, later in the commercial, the woman is shaving her 
already bare leg. Venus is trying to convince women that their razors 
are great at removing hair, but they don’t show any hair being re-
moved. Hair on a woman’s leg is so taboo that it isn’t even shown in a 
commercial advertising how well a razor removes hair.
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I hope I have a daughter someday. By then, I want to be able to 
proudly have body hair and show her that it’s okay to be who you 
are in your natural state. I want her to know that she doesn’t owe 
the world anything, especially things that she does not want to do to 
herself.

I wish I was brave enough to find myself  in Ms. Felisberto’s 
classroom later, after school or during lunch, to ask her how she 
confidently displayed her hairy legs. I wish she’d told me about her 
experiences, how she deals with the negative stigma from her students 
and even strangers. I wish she could have given me advice on how I 
too could someday find that courage and strength to wear cute dress-
es with “mannish” legs. Instead, I went home that night and shaved 
my legs and armpits bare.
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That’s Not My Name, Celina Timmerman, Digital
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Honorable Mention for Fiction

ANNETTE GOGGINS

Roosevelt Street 

I sit down at the slanted kitchen table that Ashton kept saying he’d re-
place. I never got my straight-legged table. I slide my fingers through 
the pile of  newspapers and magazines, selecting the Post-Tribune. The 
heyday of  newsprint has passed. I am a dinosaur. I look at the front 
page; his smile is what catches the eye. His head thrown back, eyes to 
the sky showing all 32 teeth—he might have won an Oscar. Instead 
of  the golden statuette, he holds a silver spatula. The caption reads: 
The best BBQ’er in Northwest Indiana Shot Dead! 

Highlights follow: a typical story of  lust, murder and revenge, a 
mixture of  innuendo and blatant lies. I strike my fist on the table. It 
moves a few centimeters but remains steady. I know the truth. I was 
there. 

The doctors said I needed fresh air and sunshine. That’s why I 
was in the position to spy on the two lovers. It didn’t feel like spying 
at the time. It felt as if  I was viewing a movie, or one of  those long, 
drawn-out serial dramas. Watching them became addictive. 

I first saw Duncan when he bicycled past me. I noticed him 
because he was dressed completely in red, and he was on a bicycle in 
an alley which mostly served cars. 

I sat on our weathered deck, flicking a matchstick back and 
forth. Why was he in our alley at 8:30 am during a week day? Most 
people I knew were at work. I was retired from my job—stress, the 
new euphemism for crazy. I lost touch, for a while. 

That spring the air felt fresher. Seeing the leaves peek from their 
buds as if  deciding if  it was safe outside filled me with delight, instead 
of  the usual resentment. Spring time is for the young—isn’t it? 
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I knew their names, but I didn’t know them. Greg and Maia lived 
in the white house, third from the corner on Roosevelt Place. An alley 
and a backyard separated us. However, if  I sat on the left side of  my 
porch and squinted a little, I could see right into the kitchen. Then, 
sweeping my eyes upward a bit more, I could see inside the sec-
ond-floor bedroom. I could see the headboard and little else, but the 
view within the frame of  the large window was clear as crystal. Maia 
had sheer lace curtains as if  she lived on the top floor of  a high-rise in 
Chicago, where no one could look inside but God. Either she didn’t 
realize, or she didn’t care that anyone could see right into her house. 
At least I could. I had a front row seat from the back porch of  my 
crummy one-story house in Northwest Indiana. 

I wanted curtains like those, but the idea was vetoed by my 
secretive husband. He decided on thick, energy efficient curtains. Plus 
blinds and a shade. It was as dark as the devil. The only way I could 
catch the sun was to sit on my back porch. 

Last week, Ashton, my husband of  thirty years, told me that he 
wanted a divorce. After a lifetime together, he had found someone 
new, a woman much younger than me. Someone without the worry 
lines a woman gets after spending restless nights fretting over mort-
gages, and bills, making the choice between medicine and food, the 
futility of  dusting furniture, the endless disillusionment. She didn’t 
have the middle-aged back—fat hanging like slabs of  pork ribs from 
freckled flesh. Ashton refused to help with parenting. I was the 
adhesive which held the family together. Now, I am as useless as a 
water-soaked bandage. 

Already, he’s a dim memory. I rip a match from its red-tipped 
mates. Carefully close the cover before I drag the paper stick across 
the black strip on the back. Whisk! Phsst! My thoughts are dark. I 
chew on memories like hard candy. He calls it brooding, but I am 
frightened of  being alone. I feel as weightless as a wraith. I know that 
I should do something positive, like join a support group. I should 
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make a wax figure of  my younger rival, Morgaine. I’ll follow her to 
the beautician to retrieve her hair clippings, or to the nail salon for 
her fingernails or toenails. Maybe I should pray to a more ancient 
god, a vindictive god. I could make an image of  her, and imbue it 
with spite, loathing and hatred. Out! Damned spot! This dust bunny, 
this cloud of  filth, which darkens the idiotic bliss I felt. A few months 
ago, I was grateful to be alive. Now, I’m not sure. 

When I see Maia, it’s from a distance. I saw her in church, once. 
I wore a black suit and a sail-like black hat with a veil that placed 
most of  my face in shadow. I don’t think that she could pick me out 
in a crowd. She walked right past me and I said nothing, refusing to 
acknowledge that after spying on this woman, with binoculars, I was 
too shy to look her in the eye. Besides, what was I supposed to do? 
Leer? Say,

“I know what you’ve been doing.” And slink away? 
It’s now summer and I stand before the blue director chair, now 

bleached grey by the sun that my husband chose for our wooden 
deck. We three waited for Greg to leave. I can tell that the couple 
has been at it for quite some time. Maia appears. She passes by the 
kitchen window wearing a blue diaphanousness robe, as sheer as her 
curtains. She is beautiful, an apparition, as high yellow as the flesh of  
a zucchini. 

She opens the back door for the well-built black man. So 
handsome. He gleams in the early spring sunshine, his skin as dark 
and glossy as an eggplant. My hands tingle. They longe to stroke the 
expanse of  his chest. My parched tongue hungers to taste his skin. 

They stand before the kitchen window. I watch him move 
toward her and they kiss, and for the first time, in forever, I feel a 
stirring in my dry loins. A jolt! My eyes wander away and when I look 
at the window again the couple has disappeared. I raise my eyes to 
the upstairs window. In this way, I watch them all summer. They are 
clueless. 
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I stood on the edge of  the porch and I admit, when I watched 
them until salvia filled my mouth, I swear I could taste what she 
tasted—touch what she touched. I needed them to be there, framed 
between the green, shuttered window. 

I knew this when I saw Greg leave. An hour later, Duncan Idaho 
would creep in. I nodded a good morning to Greg from my director’s 
chair. I could see him nod back as he passed the chain-link fence, 
out into the world, feeling safe in the assumption that his home was 
secure—an unknowing cuckold. 

She was doing what I wanted to do, living the life I wanted—a 
complacent fool at night and a young supple lover in the light of  day. 
Not the iffy lovemaking of  a man swiftly approaching advanced age, 
buying time with the red corvette, the Kangaroo cap, and the woman 
he was too old to keep up with. Swiftly becoming a cliché. 

I could still hear her slight lisp when I unexpectedly answered 
Ashton’s cell—an anomaly—lately it was rarely out of  his reach. 

“Hi Ash, whatcha doin?” 
Ash. As if  he was a thirty-something. Up and coming. Not an 

old sailor whose ship had long ago passed him by.
I followed Morgaine into the Higgledy-Piggledy. I’d got her ad-

dress from Ashton’s cell on a day when it was not attached to his ear 
like a malignant tumor. I trailed her from her house. After a career as 
a public servant, I had learned to fade into the background. Besides, 
I had the type of  dark skin, which lended invisibility. I slid behind her 
in traffic and I followed her to the grocery store, five miles away from 
where I shopped. It’s more expensive and I seldom went there. Nev-
ertheless, I grabbed a cart and hurried to catch up. I was with her in 
the produce section. She was wearing the thinnest of  summer dresses. 
Her skin glimmered even beneath the florescent lights. 

I wanted to find out something horribly gross about her. A small 
defect that I could exploit and make larger than it should have been. 
This, I could have worn as armor. I only succeeded in feeling like a 
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ghost haunting an empty house. 
She looked innocent. What did I expect, a knowing smirk? I 

watched from the carrots as she selected bell peppers. She chose the 
tricolored package—red, yellow, orange—children like bright colors. I 
thought about how tight Ashton was with a dollar. 

I got close enough to her in the meat section to smell her per-
fume. It was oriental. I smelled jasmine with an undertone of  some-
thing elusive—maybe orange blossom or vanilla. She couldn’t decide 
between pork chops or chicken. A damned tray of  thighs were ten 
dollars each. She picked up a tray, so I did too. 

She was a magnet, and I was unyielding steel. How could I 
have gotten this close to an enemy and not slipped a garrote of  pork 
sausages around her slender neck, drawn them closer together until 
she stopped breathing? It was difficult. My fist clenched the handle of  
the cart. I followed her a few minutes more, then I walked back to the 
produce section, leaving the squeaky wheeled cart between the onions 
and the convoluted gingerroot. 

I got into my ancient Chevy and forced the engine to turnover. I 
obeyed every traffic sign. There was something hard and cold stuck in 
my chest. It was as large as a brick. I coughed, trying to dislodge it. It 
wouldn’t move. I squeezed my eyes tight, but the tears did not come. 
Tears would have been a relief. When I got home, there was nothing 
but a can of  creamed corn, which I ate from the container. At mid-
night I went to bed. 

Ashton was gone when I went to sleep and absent when the sun 
woke me at 8:00 a.m. I hurriedly pulled on jeans and a rumpled shirt 
from the floor. I scuffed on some loafers and got there just in time to 
see the wink of  Greg’s red tail lights as he left for work. 

I got out my binoculars not thinking about why I thrived on the 
mess that Duncan and Maia were making, or why I followed Ashton’s 
mistress. I didn’t know. I knew that Greg was blind, as blind as I used 
to be. He as lost, but I could still plan a defense. 
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I thought that maybe I could pay the young woman a visit. 
This time get out of  the car, park by her home. March to the front 
door with a vial of  acid purchased online and fling it into her face. 
I grinned when I thought of  her face melting into an irretrievable 
mask. 

It wasn’t her I hated. I hated Ashton. After all, this woman had 
not even been alive for the first ten years of  my marriage. But him! 
He had sat at my table and ate the food I prepared. He had lain beside 
me in our bed and plotted against me, deciding in the night that I was 
expendable. 

“What do you want from me blood?” 
“I gave you my youth and you hand me this shit?” I wasn’t even 

angry any more. I sat on the edge of  our mattress. I caressed the 
sagging middle. 

“Don’t give me tears, not now. Always! You bring out the tears.”
“What should I do?” 
He made a burring sound with his lips. I cried harder. He left 

without another word. 
I peer through the gossamer curtains. I am envious. Duncan 

grasps the filmy white robe. He stands behind her. He slips the gos-
samer garment from her shoulders. He kisses her on the nape of  her 
neck. 

Ashton used to kiss me like that, on rainy days when it was 
dangerous to be a construction worker, those rainy afternoons when 
there was gloom as early as three o’clock. We lay back in bed and his 
roughened hands caressed my body that same way and worried over 
the mortgage and which child was sick, and how we all needed new 
shoes, melted away as quickly as hail stones after a storm. 

*
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There I stood, mouth agape and body longing until my legs 
cramp up. I watched until they moved from the window to the bed. 
That’s what I did that year. I spied on my neighbors. 

I liked watching them. I couldn’t help comparing them to me 
and my husband when we were young—long before the children 
came and much longer before he retreated into the long moody 
silences that I first, attributed to overwork. In the beginning I didn’t 
know of  his trysts, though I was suspicious when he came home 
reeking of  gin and perfume. He would hurry to bathe before I could 
make the connection 

I open the matchbook and carefully fold it closed. I turn the 
book over and I strike the match. I enjoy the Whisk, Phsst! that let me 
know the matches are ready and dry. I put an index finger above the 
flame. I tease my finger across the lighted tip. The idea of  burning has 
seared a spear of  light in my brain. The tips of  my fingers are black 
because of  the habit. The psychiatrists couldn’t get to the root of  my 
problem and Ashton only made the impulse worse. He just stared at 
my fingertips.

He changed incrementally. First, shaving in the morning and 
evening. He pushed away desserts and watched in amused silence 
while I ate both his and mine. He joined a gym. He snickered while I 
lay on the bed and struggled to close the gap between the button and 
the button-hole of  my skinny jeans. I was unprepared for such scorn. 
I saw the sharp rebuke in his eyes, trying not to flinch. 

Ashton finished dinner as if  he was in a marathon. He limped 
around the living room for a couple of  minutes then said he had to 
go. He grabbed his ornate cane, a present from the kids. He headed 
out the door. It was 7 o’clock. I pretended not to notice the thin tears 
trailing down my lined cheeks, and into my mouth. 

I bought the binoculars that summer, by fall I was getting a 
little bored. Not enough to stop watching though. Never. The events 
were in sharp focus. I saw Duncan arrive. He wore blazing white, 
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from head to toe. He held a white bag in his left hand and smoothly 
navigated the silver bike down our alley. He entered, as he usually did, 
and I wondered what was in the bag. What bothered me more was the 
color white. I never liked white. It reminded me of  death, of  sacrifi-
cial lambs led to the slaughter. 

He stopped suddenly and I thought he’d seen me. I snatched lit-
tle glances at him from the corner of  my eye. Then I saw his alabaster 
grin. He thrilled me. I wished that a younger man would smile for me 
that way. However, I am sick with the knowledge that I am much too 
old for such frivolous notions. It should be the same for my elusive 
husband. He’s living a fantasy. Does she even know how hard it is for 
a man his age to keep his dick stiff ? 

My gaze raked over my once fecund garden. It lay decimated 
before my new appetite. The only leavings were a few tomatoes with 
ground rot and some cucumbers gnawed by late summer mice. 

It was a windy day and the thin curtains waved back and forth, 
but I still saw them framed between the green shutters. He smiled into 
her face and reached down producing a tidy bundle of  white plastic 
bag. 

He made a caviler flourish, unfurling a long wide silk scarf. It 
was as wide as a queen-sized bed. He wrapped it around her body 
then stepped inside it with her. The pattern was an image of  a vast 
Monarch butterfly, finely made. The orange was as intense as if  I was 
viewing it through 3D glasses. It was a beautiful shroud. 

I settled into my chair and enjoyed the familiar tingle between 
my legs. His ebony skin and hers, pale yellow as parchment paper, 
each unsullied by blemish. Each so finely made that when I saw them 
intertwined I thought they resembled a Greek statuette I once saw at 
the Field Museum. 

The fantasy I’d made up about them ran like a movie in my 
mind. Then I heard the crunch of  the gray-white gravel in the alley we 
shared. Stealthy as a snake, the red cab of  Greg’s pickup truck came 
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into view. He loved that truck as much as he loved his wife—so I’d 
heard. 

I saw a wayward length of  heat lighting crackle in the otherwise 
clear sky. I saw Greg waiting. His kind eyes screwed up in oblivious 
pain. His looked toward his house but from that angle you couldm’t 
see anything. I know because one summer night I tried to peek in that 
way. He gripped the leather wrapped steering wheel. Then he laid his 
forehead on it. He clasped his hands over his head, and I heard him 
mumble something. The curtains in the kitchen now looked tattered, 
as they fluttered in the sudden breeze. I thought that maybe I should 
be dialing 911. I could say,“A murder’s happenin’!” 

Then what? Do I reveal that I am a voyeur? A spy? What? 
Wouldn’t the dispatcher say? 

“What?” 
Then I’d say, “I was bird watching,” or the truth “I am lonely. I 

am alone.” 
Suddenly, the temp dropped a few degrees. How could I warn 

the two lovers? Did I want to? They were doing the very thing which 
caused the dissolution of  my marriage. I looked down at my left hand, 
still wearing our wedding band. I thought it a talisman against evil, 
however, evil is relative. Ashton is away somewhere wallowing with 
his “woman” secure in his mid-life crisis. Right on time for a man his 
age, I am told 50 is the new 30! 

My phone buzzed—it was on vibrate, and I watched it shiver 
and move a few millimeters, then stop. I needed to call 911. If  I didn’t 
there was going be a tragedy. I was about to try on a story, any story, 
when my cell phone buzzed again. I dragged it toward me from the 
splintered rail of  the worn wooden deck. I looked. It was Ashton. 

The week before he told me our marriage was over, he stood by 
the door in the hallway. I pressed my hand against his chest in an ef-
fort to keep him still. I searched for some word or phrase that would 
to make him stay. I was so afraid of  being alone that I abased myself. I 
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lowered myself  to my knees. I don’t kneel in church, in spite of  obvi-
ous disapproval. I sat. He swept past me, face twisted—disgusted. 

I obsessed so hard and long I was afraid that I might have had to 
go back to the psyche ward, among flinty eyed attendants and interns 
who made sport of  the mentally ill. They might have started out as 
bright eyed, empathic souls, but time blunted their high morals and 
after a while their idealistic souls become blistered. 

Once, Darren, a tall, thin mental health counselor with a narrow 
moustache, stood over an elderly woman who was secured tightly by 
her wrists to a tall, wooden wheelchair. He stood behind the chair 
and squeezed one of  the thin, white face towels saturated with what I 
hoped was water. He squeezed the towel and forced out water drop by 
drop. 

My right hand ached. I looked down and saw that I’d made a fist 
around the matchbook. I forced it open. The matches landed in the 
pile of  leaves at my feet. Ashton kept calling but I ignored the cell so 
I decided to watch the drama play itself  out before my hungry eyes. It 
was better than a soap opera. 

Greg used his remote control to open the garage door. He 
heaved himself  out of  the cab of  his truck, dragging his feet through 
the yard. He fumbled with his keys but got the door open. My eyes 
were glued to the tableau before me. The cell rang again—it was 
Ashton. He probably wanted to “talk.” He always does all the talking, 
I just cry like a mouse caught between the paws of  a malicious cat. 
Now, my entertainment was threatened. I reached out to call 911, for 
real this time. 

“911 what’s your emergency?” 
“I, well I—um.” 
“Ma’am?” 
“I, uh, a man’s hurt!” 
“What?” 
“1574 Roosevelt, hurry!” 
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It was not until I hung up that I realized I had not said Place or 
Street, had not even said Gary or Merrillville. I was about to hit redial 
when I heard a crash. I put my shaking hand over my mouth. I took 
quick shallow breaths and looked up to the window where the two 
were standing, oblivious to the impending doom. Then, Maia turned 
her head, mouth agape. I heard a breathless keening, whining sound 
and realized that it was coming from my phone. It was lit up. 

Last night I decided to give him a choice—her or me? But I 
want the suspense, the drama, of  these three people. I didn’t want to 
miss the end of  my private passion play. There was a look of  fear on 
Duncan’s chiseled features. 

Maia screamed. Greg raised his hand—a shiny object in his fist. 
Quickly, I raised my binoculars and watched. A gun! I see two blue 
flashes from the silver pistol. My shoulders shrugged up to my ears. I 
waited for the third shot, but it didn’t come. 

A few seconds passed and I raised my eyes. I look at the building 
and see Greg at the kitchen window. He pauses before the sink. He 
looks outside through the window. Does he see me? He grabs one 
side of  the silky fabric and wipes his eyes. 

I close my eyes and I try a prayer, but I can’t force one out. I 
cry with long heavy hearted sobs and I wonder if  I am crying for lost 
marriages, or the waste of  life. It doesn’t matter. The world will keep 
turning without them. My main question is how do I survive beyond 
this one-story building with its crumbling façade—false as love? 

My cell rang once more. I snatched up the little rectangular box. 
It summoned me to my future. Ashton spoke two words:

“It’s over”. 
I lost? He chooses that infant over me? I hold one match be-

fore me as if  it were a shield to protect me. As if  it’s the last day on 
Pompeii, I strike a match from a book I dug out of  the kitchen utility 
drawer. I watch the fire burn to my fingertips. Through the yellow and 
blue flame I see Ashton sail away—my last anchor to reality. 
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He wants the house, the car and half  our meager assets. I try not 
to panic when I think that my disability check will not pay for rent, 
food, and medication. I strike another match. Whisk! Phsst! He gets 
everything, my kids—grown and distant. No alimony, he won’t be 
satisfied until I am destitute!

It is now October and the leaves that litter my porch are brown 
and red, completely dried. They provide a satisfying crunch beneath 
my feet. I select a match from the book, carefully close the cover and 
sweep the red matchhead against the black stripe on the back. Whisk! 
Phsst! It burns yellow at the tip and filaments of  fire escape from the 
top. The bottom of  the flame pulsates blue. I let it burn down to my 
fingertips—I notice that my cuticles looked flayed and crisp. 

An urge to burn something overcomes me. I open the cover 
and rip another stick from its mates. Whisk! Phsst! I watch the flame 
wax and wane, in the slight breeze. The leaves are piled on the porch 
because Ashton is away—shacked up with his 23-year-old nymph. 
He expects me to be gone when he returns in 30 days. I rip another 
red headed strip from the pack and Whisk! Phsst! Mesmerized by the 
dancing flame, I cup the stick in my left hand until the bright orange 
flame shrinks down into its companion cerulean blue. Until this mo-
ment I’d not the fortitude to attach my courage to my stony soul.

I strike another match, but I don’t let it burn to my blackened 
fingertips. Instead, I drop it into the small pile of  leaves which 
bracket my feet. I can barely feel the breeze but it takes scant seconds 
before it pushes the fire across the deck, the bald wood aiding the 
conflagration. 

I glance up toward Greg and Maia’s property, the house where 
Maia died and Duncan became paralyzed. I half  expect to see the pair 
still entangled. Light, heat and dryness, and their opposite—darkness, 
cold, and wetness. Yang and Yin. A Garden of  Eden, if  not for the 
rebuke from the forlorn eyes of  the boarded windows and the back 
door kicked in by the police, still bearing yellow crime scene tape. 
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My lips curl upward and the laughter bubbles from them. They 
cascade down the front of  my blouse and out into the atmosphere. I 
would have been mortified had anyone seen this spite in me, but it is 
cathartic. The solitude feels good. I am glad she’s dead. Like a child 
playing with blocks, knocking them over because it pleases her, she 
wrecked her own home.

My eyes drop. I scan my depleted garden, inhale smoke. I don’t 
hear fire trucks. Instead, I hear the cackling of  the fire around me 
and for an instant I realize the urgency of  the moment. Shouldn’t I 
move my arthritic limbs from my chair? Propel myself  off  the porch? 
Down six steps. Three feet away. Just six quick steps. Then I feel the 
earth shift. I am compelled by an ancient god, much older than my 
god. I raise my arms to the sun, throw my head back, and stare at the 
fire in the sky. I want to embrace it, more than anything. I want that.
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Foresight, Caleigh Bubala, Mixed Media, 34”x45”

Runner-Up for the 2018 Prize for Visual Arts
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LANETT PRUETT

Spontaneous Abortion 

The fetus fell from her as a slow drip,
of  velvet blood, wrenching spasms.
I stood in the bathroom doorway praying, 
wanting to find a way to help, but she 

pushed me away. Three weeks ago, 
she was showing me a pregnancy test. 
We were laughing together until the doctor 
lost the heartbeat on the sonogram. 

They sent her in for a hormone test 
and transvaginal ultrasound. Whimpers 
was all I heard from where I stood 
in the hallway. The doctor said it was nothing 

more than a random, spontaneous abortion. 
He said we could try again in a few months
and sent her home with a pamphlet. At least 
she was given something to read. I had nothing.
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AMBER HENSON

A Night in The Life 

Sitting at her station, head in hands, 
defeated. Replaying the last hour 
and a half. Could she have changed 
the outcome? Had a better reaction time?

Not her first trauma—the worst in a while. 
Blood splattered on the floor, car wreck, 
details unknown. CPR in progress, bones 
cracking. Only seventeen. A kid 
she watched grow up. The same haircut.  
A lot to look forward to. Stupidity personified.

Keeps her composure. Can’t go break and cry.  
Not yet. Other patients need care, infants 
with fevers, Old men in pain. Emotions 
in check. Parents need answers.    
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NICK COMER

Vintage

All your guests have drunk your most expensive 
chardonnay and sufficiently warmed 
your house upstate. The woman you choose 
to play pretend with has gone to bed and you’ve 
decided to open up the back of  your head. 

You’ve spent years bottling and aging it
so when you finally work up the nerve 
to uncork, I hope it tastes like my fingers in your mouth.
After aging so many years, it must hit you 
in the throat like a machete. So now you’ll know 

what it’s like to feel how I felt. Maybe 
you’ll realize, finally, you never let me
make a dent in you, wish you had kept 
my number in your phone, regret awash 
on your face—that you deleted photos of  us 

dancing in Central Park and drunk-kissing 
on my friend’s guest bed, and resigning yourself  
to a life of  finishing still unsatisfied because
it’s impossible for the woman you married 
to move in and out of  you like me. 

You’ll be reminded of  things I did for you
and how you could’ve given as much. How much 
you’d give now to have me back! But I’ll be 
gone. I’ve always taken my wine chilled. 
I’ll have sipped on different, stronger flavors 

of  women and men. Every once in a while 
I’ll look through my Polaroids and see a boy 
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who used to look like you wrapped up and asleep 
in that Nashville hotel bed after the best sex 
either of  us had had and wonder when 

you’ll text me to catch up. You drank 
the vintage you fermented in the bottle 
in your head next to faint images of  me 
you sometimes see when you flutter your eyes 
to sleep, so smooth, down your throat as you regret 

not tasting it sooner and you’ll want to pour 
another glass. Damn near drowning yourself. 
You can stop that. Taste it now and see I won’t be so 
far gone. It won’t be too late. What I’m saying is: 
Don’t be pretentious—some new wine’s better than aged. 
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NICK COMER

For the First Time in A Month, My Ex Speaks

I woke up on the floor of  a different party, 
a different house in downtown Montclair. 
The sunlight blaring in from the windows 

makes all the stained furniture look grey. 
I must have rolled off  his bed in my sleep– 
it wasn’t very comfortable anyways. 

My eyes crusted shut from another night 
I drunk-cried in front of  like forty people. 
Everyone on Instagram knows I had fun, though. 

The night had found it’s end and I found 
a different man.  But this man kept his tongue 
to himself, didn’t know where to touch me, 

or what I liked. So I rolled over and slept alone. 
Every time he tried to put an arm around me 
I shrugged it off. His arm was too heavy–

he didn’t care if  he crushed me in his sleep. 
Nick’s eyebrows would have furrowed, and I would 
have gotten a stern talk had he known 

I was still drunk while driving home this morning, 
but I couldn’t stand to be there any longer, 
and Lodi was only twenty minutes away. 

That’s it! He was upset when I sent him 
a Snapchat from the car saying I was still drunk. 
He insisted I let him know when I got home 
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and would not leave me alone until I did, 
not that I really wanted him to. 
He’s always had this paternal instinct 

like how he’d extend his arm in front of  me 
when he braked. I have missed it–
bad attention is better than none at all. 

The Jersey traffic this time of  day is lax, 
but still I punch the scabbing leather 
of  the passenger seat where Nick once sat,  

his hand on the inside my thigh– 
where after the third date I blew him, 
and when you are falling so hard and fast

no one tastes quite as sweet as he did.
I wish Allah would talk back, tell me I made
the right choice: letting him walk away like that. 

But no matter how much I plead at my 
steering wheel– Allah never answers back. 
I keep telling myself:  it’s what’s best, 

but I’m not so sure I believe it. 
I’m not even sure Allah, God, whoever, 
believes it too, ‘cause why would he do this to me? 

My shitty aux cord makes the music crackle, 
he would have rolled his eyes as soon as 
Dear Evan Hansen came through the speakers. 

At least until I started to sing along, 
then he would have smiled and shut his mouth. 
It’s just that his music isn’t fun–
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it’s so slow and obnoxiously indie, 
but most nights I still fall asleep to 
the playlist he made me for our one month. 

Now I have questions. Does he listen to Elvis 
and feel like he’s been punched in the gut? 
I can’t now, because he listened to him with me. 

I wonder if  he touches himself  to the thought 
of  me and cries instead of  reaching climax? 
I can’t look anyone back in the eyes if  

they’re green because I see his when we made love. 
Did he ever put out those cigarettes? 
I think it’s my fault he started smoking, 

he never did when we were together. 
Three months later am I still on his mind 
as much as he happens to be on mine? 

I wish that I could ask for him back,
I’m filled with too much pride. He knows that, 
so if  he wanted me back he’d ask, right? 

If  the moon had screamed for help would the sun 
run to its side or would he keep his space? 
Goddamnit, Nick. You know me better than that.
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Porcelain, Paddy Murphy, Photograph, 13”x19”
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KARLI HALL

Call A Mechanic, the Car’s Broke-Down

Sparkle-tini? Whatever. 
Green apple bubbles push themselves 

to touch my lips, begging to take 
your place on them if  even just for a sip.

“This tastes too good. It could be dangerous. 
But only if  we had more.”

Waterfalls rush from behind my eyelids
like god has unleashed a second round of  rains, 

and bullshit answers to your questions 
that in this moment feel like traps 

come from my mouth. The bubbles 
must have pushed them up and out.

You accept it, as you have done, and decide 
to let me embark on the spiritual

but solitary journey of  battery death 
inside the hood of  my brain. I sweep myself  up 

and carry my heavy head into the bedroom
where I lay and hear the voice of  an unjust 

record deal. You give me time, understanding 
that this is how it is, and enter stage left 

when appropriate as if  you had directions 
written in the margins all along. You comfort 
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my swollen eyes until they swell shut in solidarity 
with sleep. In the morning, I wake sober 

but still enraged, hungover on reoccurring thoughts 
that I ought to know better by now.
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Runner-Up for the 2018 Prize for Fiction

JOHN MILAS

Drunk Tank

In the morning they chain me between two guys who don’t 
speak English, then they bring the women out from the other side of  
the jail. They’re taking us to see the judge who apparently comes in 
on weekends. The man to my left nudges me and points at a dishev-
eled, ratty-haired mess of  a woman. She had worn fake eyelashes the 
night before, but now only one remains secured. I would laugh at this 
if  I wasn’t here, but it’s Sunday and I’m technically missing work. The 
phone in the cell wouldn’t dial when they locked me up for stumbling 
drunk down the sidewalk and I couldn’t leave a message to let the 
church know they needed to find a replacement organist. 

I’m imagining the congregation singing acapella when the 
man to my left whistles at the women. One of  the cops tells him to 
knock it off. They cuff  the wrists of  each woman like they did for us, 
then kneel them down on a bench one at a time to cuff  their ankles 
together before they chain them up in a line. They’re not finished 
with us yet, either. A stout, bald officer wearing plastic safety glasses 
marshals a homeless guy towards one of  the benches on our side of  
the room. The cop’s nametag reads Derrell.

“Kneel on the bench, sir,” says Officer Derrell.
“Psh,” the hobo says, then mutters, “Come on, man.” A large 

officer with her hair done in a ponytail whose nametag reads Fiesta 
joins the bald one and then each of  them take hold of  the man’s 
shoulders and walk him forward so he has no other choice but to 
kneel. I worry he’ll trip over the bench and slam into the wall, but 
nothing happens. He kneels down and then starts humming through 
his nose, a song which my swimming head can’t place at first.
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“Sir,” says Officer Derrell. “Please pull up your pant legs.” They 
don’t want to touch the homeless guy’s clothes and I don’t blame 
them. He’d slept in the drunk tank with most of  us keeping a clear 
distance from his reeking body. I slept on the floor next to the toilet 
because that was a better option even with people using it right next 
to me all night. The cops order again, but the man doesn’t move or 
quiet his humming to respond. 

“Let’s go,” says Officer Fiesta, raising her voice. “Pull up your 
damn pants.” The homeless man’s humming seems to be indiscrimi-
nate in pitch as he boosts its volume at the officers, but then I recog-
nize the tune, “I Am Jesus’ Little Lamb.”

“Sir,” says Officer Derrell over the noise. “Pull up your pant legs, 
please.” The man does not move, and the bald cop nods to Officer 
Fiesta. She takes hold of  the man’s shoulders and he stops humming 
when she shoves him against the wall and holds him there. Then 
she signals with a stern nod. The other cop grimaces, reaches into 
his pocket, and yanks on some blue gloves. The man to my left says 
something in Spanish to the man chained on the other side of  me, 
then we watch the bald cop reach down and tug lightly at the decaying 
hems of  the homeless man’s pants with his thumb and index finger. 
He exposes the man’s bare ankles and the cop cuffs each one before 
escorting him silently back to the line and linking him up with the rest 
of  us, then they repeat the same process for someone more coopera-
tive.

As the cops on the other side of  the room finish chaining the 
women together, the two cops on our side take inventory by calling 
out our names from a roster. Maybe twelve of  us lined up together. 
They check us off  on a clipboard. And then the homeless man’s pants 
fall off  and the men on either side of  him turn away in disgust. The 
man’s baggy jeans sit gathered around his feet and I’ll never unsee his 
pale bruised stick legs.

“Hey man,” he says to the cops. “Help me with my pants, man.” 
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Officer Derrell shakes his head in response. “Come on, man, help me 
with my pants.”

“Nope.” 
“Come on, man.”
The poor guys on each side of  him take initiative together. They 

count down from three and in tandem bend forward to help him pull 
his pants up, since our wrists are all connected and he can’t bend over 
by himself  without their dutiful coordination. Better them than me 
with my back the way it is, especially after a night spent lying on a 
concrete floor.

Then with our chains jingling like sleigh bells, the cops lead 
us shuffling out a door and up some stairs. Our procession takes us 
through a large office where some well-dressed people sit in cubicles. 
We pass behind a woman playing Spider Solitaire on a desktop PC 
who reminds me a little bit of  my daughter, from this angle at least. 
She ignores us. A framed picture of  two boys posing in baseball 
uniforms sits next to her computer monitor as we march by to see 
the judge. The boys look out into this world from their corner on the 
desk, little lambs watching us. 



TRIBUTARIES      151

Hungry Like the Wolf, Jackson Wrede, Oil Painting, 48”x60”
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EMILY NEUHARTH

hey, what do you want to do tonight?

[ i want to taste those fairies kick lining on the roof  of  my mouth, 
i want to catch that toddler hitting its feet against the back of  my 
airplane chair or is that my heart either way i want to catch it, i want to 
pour the numb down my hands so that i will leave behind fingerprints 
that are coloring-book mazes leading to an empty treasure chest, i 
want to make a legacy or an autobiography maybe a snap story just so 
they know i’m breathing because they’ve never asked, i want to spit-
up my worries into bushes and back into bottles and on those shoes 
stuck on this sticky floor but are those shoes attached to my feet, i 
want the second acts’ can-can to commence and i want my tongue 
to be tired and heavy and deflated by the fairies’ stiletto heels, i want 
to become one with this wild heartbeat that was once a stranger, i 
want to feel enough and keep feeling until i get to feel nothing, i want 
to open wide suck the weed in through the silly straw because this 
chocolate milkshake has flowers growing in it, i want to capture these 
fairies and chew them like bubblegum blowing them out of  propor-
tion until they pop all over and capture my lips, i want to pluck a few 
heartbeats box them up in bows and glitter and sell them off  one by 
one by one because i heard the stock market is high tonight ] 

i don’t care, whatever you want to do
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CECELIA WESTBROOK

All Babies Are Ugly, Except For Me  

I don’t know where to begin, I guess. There are so many options. 
Begin where you, the author, the narrator, began. 

That would take so much time. Time I might not really have. 
Or, begin about four years ago. That was a pretty important 

time. 
You mean when I started college? How unoriginal. 
Fine. 
Maybe I should start out just a little in the past. November 5th 

at 2:15 sounds like a place to start. It was a Sunday. I had a lot of  shit 
to do. I needed to go grocery shopping. My fridge only had a contain-
er of  applesauce and some hummus. No bread. No milk. No eggs. 
Obviously, I had really been putting it off. I had a lot of  shit to do. 

At 2:15 my power went off. 
Well, that’s a lie. It flickered. It came back on. I finished putting 

my list into my backpack. It flickered. Off. On. offonoffon. It held on 
for a while. Then it went out. 

I guess I can’t go grocery shopping now, can I? 
If  I’m being honest with you, I hadn’t done much leading up to 

2:15. I hadn’t even gotten out of  my pajamas. I kept putting off  going 
grocery shopping. Just kept putting it off.

You know that feeling when you know you should be doing 
something anything any damn thing at all and you just cannot find 
an explanation for why you aren’t doing it yet here you are sitting 
and thinking about how you should be doing thing number x y z on 
your to-do list and sitting and sitting and sitting and still not doing 
anything and you know you should be doing something and it keeps 
going around in a circle between your ears until you guilt trip yourself  
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into finding a better reason to get up and do any damn thing besides 
sitting? 

Yeah, that’s where I had been all day. Not the best place to be. 
So, to make up for that shitty mindset and the power going off, 

I built a muthafuckin blanket fort. Yes, to make up for my unproduc-
tive day as a functioning adult, I constructed a pillow fort with every 
blanket and every pillow and every candle I could find in my apart-
ment. And then I put myself  and my boyfriend and Harry Potter and 
the Sorcerer’s Stone into it. Until 5:37 hit. 

My mom was on the other line. She said these three choking 
sentences to me: The state police called your Mam. It’s about Tim 
Brown. They’re coming to talk to her. 

Timothy Brown is my uncle. More like a father, really. But he’s 
my uncle. My mom’s brother. My Mam’s son. My uncle. 

Maybe that would have been a good place to start. 
I said to my mom, Maybe he just go into a crash, right mama? 

She didn’t say no. As many times as she had told me no up until this 
point in my life, I don’t think she could’ve told me no right then.

I called my uncle after the two-minute phone call with my mom. 
I knew he would answer. My uncle is the most stubborn man I know, 
and he isn’t going to do anything he doesn’t want to do. Even die. 

He didn’t answer. I told him I loved him. I said, call me back, 
Uncle T. 

I hung up the phone and my boyfriend touched me. I didn’t 
want to be touched right then. I told him that. I was thinking about 
Uncle T, so he kept reading Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone to me. I 
wasn’t listening though. I was thinking about how my uncle was prob-
ably in jail or in the hospital or had killed someone he got into a bar 
fight with. Miller Lite, that’s what he drank. That’s all he drank. Except 
for whiskey. He told me once, Beam’s Sour Mash is my favorite. He 
told me not to drink too much of  it. Makes you ten feet tall and bul-
letproof. Uncle T, I told him, I already act ten feet tall and bulletproof. 
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Yeah, he said, You got that attitude from your uncle. I know, I said. 
He told me, Be responsible, China Doll. I am his China Doll. I 

wouldn’t tell you this story if  I didn’t adore it, but I am called China 
Doll by my uncle because every baby he’s seen, before and after me, 
was ugly and bloody and purple and meat-sack-like. I was pure and 
white and clean the first time he saw me. Just like a China Doll. 

My God, the police took their time getting to my Mam’s house. 
At 6:22 my mom called me again. Choked out two more sen-

tences: The police just left, sis. He’s dead. 
I didn’t respond. She said another: It was a one-car crash earlier 

today. 
I didn’t respond. All I could hear in my head was 
China Doll China Doll China Doll China Doll China Doll 
My mom understood. She always does. At least I think she does. 

She said, I love you. I said, I love you too, mama. I’ll call you when I 
can. I hung up. 

I left the blanket fort. I sat on my floor. For a few fleeting mo-
ments, I thought about how I didn’t go grocery shopping. Was I really 
still beating myself  up for not going grocery shopping? Yes, I was. My 
list flashed through my head. Milk. Eggs. Bread. Bagels. Cereal. Salsa. 
milk eggs bagels cereal salsa maybe I need cheese too? lunch meat? 
peppers? I should try that stuffed pepper recipe I found. I’d like that. 
Distraction methods at their finest. Distract the mind. Distract your-
self. Don’t think about what needs to be thought about. 

Fuck that, I told myself. I want to grieve. 
So, I put my list away and I thought about the story Uncle T was 

planning on telling at my wedding. After a few Miller Lites, of  course. 
I told him once on one of  our many hours-long phone calls that I had 
broken up with the hands-down most insane person I have ever dated 
in my life. Yeah, I told him, I dated this kid for the stories I’ll tell my 
grandkids someday. He laughed. Tell me the worst one, he said. Well, 
I said, After I broke up with him, he egged my house. What a bastard. 
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No, wait Uncle T. I have a worse one, but you can’t be mad at your 
China Doll for saying what I’m about to say. I could never be mad at 
you. Alright, if  you say so. After I broke up with him, this kid went 
and sucked a dick. He laughed. And when I say he laughed, I think 
I heard him hit the ground and roll. He laughed and laughed and 
laughed. He couldn’t believe it. I can’t either, I told him. I’m telling 
that story at your wedding, China Doll. I can’t wait, Uncle T.

The next day, the accident report showed up on my Facebook. 
All of  my family shared the post. RIP they said. We will love and miss 
you, they said. Some shared it without any caption. I didn’t share it. 
But I read it. 

The investigators said the crash happened in Warren around 
2:15 on Sunday, November 5th. I kept reading. He didn’t die on im-
pact. He held on for a while. That pissed me off. My uncle suffered. 
That pissed me off  more than his and my family members sharing the 
accident report when they hadn’t made an effort to speak to him in 
years. Years. My uncle suffered and died in the hospital later. I hope 
adrenalin helped him or something helped him I don’t know exactly 
how that shit works like your body goes into shock I don’t really care 
but I hope something helped him not suffer. 

I’m not going to put a pretty bow on this because those don’t 
exist in real life. I’m not going to tell you what to get out of  this. I’m 
not going to say this essay is about appreciating your relatives and 
calling them every once in a while not just when it benefits you or fits 
into your life. I’m not going to say this essay is about how we all take 
electricity for granted or some shit. I’m not going to say my story of  
grief  deserves to be heard over everyone else’s. Frankly, there is no 
way for me to understand Sunday, November 5th, 2:15. Absolutely no 
way of  understanding. Not even in the goddamn ball park. Nothing. 
For. Me. 

At 2:15 my power went out. It flickered. Off. On. offonoffon. It 
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held on for a while. Then it went out. 
It will never come back on
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MASON FARR

She Never Says “I Love You” 

Everyone says she’s crazy. 
In the third grade, she ran away
from home, because her dog told her to. 

She had imaginary friends 
in middle school but didn’t 
think they were imaginary.

When we met in high school, 
the first thing she said to me was, 
“your posture is really good today!” 

I don’t know why she said that,
or what she meant by it, but those words 
went straight through my heart.

We started dating after graduation 
and I got to know all her quirks pretty well,
they made me grow even fonder of  her— 

like how she never goes into bookstores 
when it’s raining. I don’t know why, but 
somehow all her books end up soaking wet. 

Or how she remedies bee stings by kissing them. 
I had to pretend to get stung on the lips, 
just to get her to kiss me. 

Or how she only sleeps facing southwest. 
I made sure to reorient my bed, 
though I bashed my shins on the bedframe for a month. 
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Or how she set our wedding date 
on Thanksgiving, because she wanted 
our anniversary to be a different day each year. 

Or how she never says “I love you” 
because “love” is only a four-letter word 
and her feelings for me deserve more than four letters. 

I adore her so much. But what can I say? 
The voices in her head get along 
with the voices in mine.
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JOSHUA ALLEN

It’s in the Water

The day I finally got over the girl was the day my colleague Dr. Rex 
and I were struck by lightning. You might say the two events were si-
multaneous, but if  you looked closer you’d see that the moment was a 
long time in coming. In second grade, I pulled on girls’ hair until they 
let me kiss them, but then I’d let them run away and tell the teacher 
because I knew that I did something bad. I slept with my psychology 
professor in college because her sadness hung around her like a halo. 
Someone important to her had died. I thought I could help. I think I 
did.

A warm front crashed into a cold front, or maybe it was the 
other way around. Either way, it was the worst storm the world had 
ever seen. If  I had been in a different place, I would’ve seen cows 
flying and barns lifted into the air. Where I was the electric surge, the 
reminder that my heart was still beating. I felt a boulder roll away and 
down, far down, a long sloping hill into a shining sea and sink from 
sight. I limped out and said, Hello, world.

*

There was nothing quite like waking up after a night of  drinking and 
watching soap operas. Wicked tremors ran through my hands, and 
even the furniture took on a mocking air. Was Elaine the sexual vixen 
hung up on bad-boy Danny? the couch asked. Did Ben feel pain when 
he was shot in the back by white slavers? Aren’t you just a tiny piece 
of  shit? 

Quite right, couch, I said from the floor. 
My morning erection was limp and dangling. There was no 
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Kahlua for the coffee. Shifting around, butt naked, I felt a shit in my 
stomach that very much wanted to stay there. I poked the bulge of  my 
lower abdomen. It was hard as a nut. How did it get there? I couldn’t 
remember eating anything yesterday. 

Outside, it was already raining. I didn’t have an umbrella. I never 
thought that I’d be a man who’d have to own an umbrella. I thought 
I’d always be able to find one, left behind at a restaurant or on a bus. 

I ran to my car with a plastic bag over my head. That kept my 
hair dry but caused me to step into an ankle-deep puddle. I sat in my 
car, wetter than a dog. 

 I decided to buy an umbrella.

*

Growing up, I’d often run around like a madman and steal umbrellas 
from important-looking people—men in suits or women in dresses. 
I’d throw the umbrellas off  the bridge into the river and they’d float 
away like ships off  to war. I had friends who’d help me. Together, we 
terrorized the business district, gaining a reputation for ruthlessness 
after we stole umbrellas from children. The Wet Bandits, we were 
called. We were on a list.

The friends I was really close to were dead now. One took drugs, 
laid down, and didn’t get up. One went crazy and threw himself  out 
of  a very high window. My best friend, whose name my mind refuses 
to remember, stepped in front of  a train.

The water we drank came from the river. It was very clean. 
Problem was, the water traveled through rusty pipes to our faucets, 
and by the time anybody found this out, I was in college and my best 
friend had been dead for a year.

Nobody knew if  he wanted to get hit by the train or not. He had 
been drinking and was walking home, and afterwards they found pills 
in his pockets. He was one of  the dumbest kids in the class. He used 
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to stick pencils up his nose and pretend he was a walrus.
But we were like brothers and I knew that he stepped in front 

of  the train on purpose. I was asleep at the time, but in my dreams, I 
saw the light and it was a mouth and it was opening. 

The rest of  my friends, I don’t really remember what happened 
to them.

*

The girl had owned lots of  umbrellas, and raincoats, and slickers, 
and waders, though when it rained, she usually didn’t go outside. I 
used her umbrellas, became familiar with them, knew them by how 
they felt in my hand—if  they had contours for my fingers or not, if  
they were imbalanced or if  I could balance them on the edge of  my 
finger. 

She took all of  them with her.
I passed a gas station and thought that it might sell umbrellas, 

but once inside, I got distracted by an urgent probing in my bowels. 
It wouldn’t be ignored, like it had to be someplace and fast. But only 
part of  it deigned to come out. I reasoned with it, pleaded, cajoled. 
Shit begone! But it had taken up residence in my intestines like a 
squatter. I tried to wait it out.

I read the graffiti on the stall walls. It looked like it had been 
scrawled by children. The common message was to go fuck myself. 
Fuck was spelled with silent h’s and unwelcome o’s. I found myself  
imagining all the men who carried pens into the bathroom. Were they 
fat? Did they have children? Did they fly single-prop airplanes? Did 
their balls swing from side to side when they ran? Did they all have a 
girl they were trying to leave behind?

It’s really remarkable to think that, of  all the different kinds of  
men in the world, you became the one you did. How lucky are you?

A man came in and occupied the stall next to mine. He whis-
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pered a prayer. Please make this quick and painless. But there was no plop. 
His feet contorted, angling in, then out.

I gave up and left the bathroom. I picked up an umbrella from 
the rack by the door and took it to the cashier. He looked spooked 
and on drugs. 

“Who are you?” he asked.
“I’m buying this.”
“What’s this?”
“An umbrella.”
“What’s it for?”
“To keep the rain off.”
“But it’s not raining.”
He was right. It had stopped raining. I didn’t buy the umbrella.

*

It was raining again by the time I got to the office. It felt like the 
whole world was telling me to go fuck myself. Even the birds were 
chirping, “Go fuck yourself.”

My office was in a house that I rented with Dr. Rex. He was a 
psychiatrist. He’d prescribe SSRIs for hurt feelings. Once I referred 
a patient to him who couldn’t dance in public without becoming 
stiff  and awkward, and Dr. Rex gave him a script for Xanax—which 
helped him with the public part, but not the dancing part.

My first patient of  the day, Mrs. Callahan, was in the waiting 
room. She thought she was being haunted by her dead husband’s 
ghost. I waved her back and opened my office door, but then I 
noticed that I had tracked in water. I got the extra towels from the 
bathroom and laid them down. I straightened up to find her waiting 
for me by the door. She was wearing one of  those droopy waterproof  
hats. It was nearly hiding her face.

“You can go in,” I said.
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“I think I’ll wait.”
I took off  my shoes and noticed that my socks were soaked.
“Do you have an aversion to feet?” I asked.
“Gerald never took off  his socks because everything gets on the 

floor. Germs, mouse poop.”
“Alright.”
“Raw meat. Bug parts.”
I kept on my socks. She came into the office only after I did—

which was new. While I turned on all the lamps, she sat on the couch 
with her hands folded in her lap. She sat up very straight, still wearing 
her coat. Under it she wore a knitted sweater with a giant sunflower 
on the right side. She flinched when I closed the door.

I sat across from her. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
“Some weather today, isn’t it?” I probed.
“It’s raining.”
“You like the rain, if  I remember correctly. You have a garden.”
“It’s good for the plants.”
“What do you grow?”
“Vegetables.”
“What kind of  vegetables?”
“Tomatoes.”
“Big tomatoes?”
“I sell them at the farmer’s market.”
The rain sloshing against the window was telling me to go fuck 

myself. 
“What’s on your mind, Edith?” I said to her like I’d say to a 

frightened animal.
“Gerald told me I can’t come see you anymore.”
You’d think she thought I was going to hit her the way she said 

it. The thing was, maybe I would have, in another life or maybe on 
just a different day. Sometimes I wanted to hit these people with my 
fists. I had a vague notion that I’d be teaching them some eternal 
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truth. See these hands? They could dismantle you. What’s stopping me is nothing 
more than a general sense of  decency. 

Today, though, I felt only a vast gulf  separating us. She was on 
the other side; I couldn’t even reach her. “Why do you think he said 
that?”

“Because he thinks you’re going to rape me.”
“Do you think I’m going to rape you?”
She smoothed down her sweater. Her hands were shaking. “I’d 

like to think that you wouldn’t, but I don’t know. I just really don’t 
know. You can do anything to me.”

“I can?”
“Who’s going to stop you? Everybody’s an animal.”
“Am I an animal?”
“You’d rape me and not even think twice.”
“Is that what Gerald said?” I dared her.
She didn’t say anything for a while, staring at the rug. Then she 

said, in a high, eerie voice, “There are crumbs everywhere.”
That was when I knew that I lost her for good. The gulf  was 

still there, but now she was nowhere in sight. Did she run away? Did 
she jump? Did her body plunge into the gulf  and disappear into the 
darkness? And how many others were down there with her?

“Hire an exorcist then,” I said. “Do whatever the hell you want.” 
She sat stock still. I drank a small bit of  whiskey that I kept in the 
bottom drawer of  my desk. I didn’t care if  she saw.

“You’re a bastard.” She was looking straight at me, as if  I was 
the one who did something wrong. I couldn’t tell if  that was her dead 
husband speaking, her, or both.

*

Which brought to mind the girl as she was in the beginning. Her 
husband had smacked her around and one day she’d had enough of  
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it. She drove to the bridge and threw herself  off. But all the water 
did was knock her out. A pleasure boater rescued her. She came out 
covered with seaweed.

She said to me at our first session, There must be a reason I lived. 
The notion both excited and frightened me. It felt as if  she had fed 
fifty-thousand volts of  electricity through me. But the truth was that I 
was already falling in love with her, and everything she said was myste-
rious and magical.

Later, near the end, she’d say the same things, but they were 
different. There must be a reason I lived, she’d say. But what was it? And 
where was it? And wasn’t it about time she knew?

*

On the night before she left, she came into the bedroom where I was 
laid up with a migraine. I had all the blinds drawn and the lights off. 
She was scarcely more than a shadow. 

She said, “I dread the thought of  you touching me, but I’m mis-
erable when you’re gone. I hate sleeping beside you, but I hate being 
alone. When I look at you, I think that you are everything I don’t want 
to be.”

“And what’s that?”
“Helpless,” she said, and it seemed that simple. 
Why did I love her? If  you saw the way she looked on that 

couch, you’d know everything.

*

I canceled my remaining appointments for the day, telling them I had 
the flu. I didn’t leave. I knew that if  I left, I wouldn’t make it home. 
A monsoon was raging outside, making a sound like a million-man 
march. It left me with too many excuses. A head-on collision with a 
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tree. A slipping plunge into the river. Drowning in foot-high water. 
How? they’d ask, but then they’d move on.

To distract myself, I read through the magazines that we left in 
the waiting room. They were years old. I learned that Michael Jackson 
was dead, then I learned that he had been dead for three years. 

It’s funny how the years can pass with scarcely a sound of  pro-
test.

How many patients have come to me for help since Michael 
Jackson died? How many did I help? Even if  I could ask them, I 
wouldn’t know. Most of  them were liars. They said otherwise, but in 
their hearts, they didn’t want help. You learn that quickly. The num-
ber of  people who want you to reach in and fumble around you can 
count on one hand. All the others are appeasing spouses or obeying 
court orders. They’d say that they had problems, but they were sales-
men. They even had the voice.

Later, I sat on the toilet, trying to squeeze out the rest of  the 
shit. Through the vent I could hear Dr. Rex telling his patient about 
the Oregon Ducks. One time, Dr. Rex dressed up in a duck costume 
after his alma mater’s team won a big game and saw patients like that. 
He got away with it because he made his patients laugh. They loved 
him because he gave them drugs that fixed everything and nothing. 

As if  on cue, his patient laughed and it went on forever, like a 
train hauling the whole world and more. 

*

At the end of  the day, there was a knock at my door. It was Dr. Rex.
“Let’s celebrate,” he said.
“Celebrate what?”
“The Ducks won! They won, Ed! Do you know what means?” 

He leaned sloppily against the doorframe. He had been drinking. But 
then again, so had I.
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It was still raining. 
“When was the last time we got a beer together?”
“Have we?”
“Sure we have,” he said. “I’m pretty sure we have.”
“It’s raining.”
“What’s rain? What’s driving a little? What are windshield wipers 

for? Come on, I’ll treat.” 
He was huge and garrulous like a bear in a party hat. He was 

married to an architect. His kids were on the honor roll and had won 
national awards in sports. He had newspaper clippings pinned up in 
his office. Sometimes I heard him reading them out loud to his pa-
tients.  

I put on my coat. “What did the Ducks win?”
“The game, Ed!” He clapped me on the shoulder. “The game!”

*

A few weeks before, I had looked up the girl. She was in Arizona. In 
the pictures, she was surrounded by nothing but red dirt. She looked 
healthier. Her cheeks had filled out. Her hair was pulled back in a 
ponytail. She was looking over the camera, at something not in the 
frame. 

Better people than me would have wondered what she was 
looking at. I was wondering who was taking the picture. Did he know 
about me? Did he help her in a way I was never able to? If  I’d ever 
meet him, I’d tell him: “I tried my best. You don’t know how hard it 
is being a forty-five year old man with a name like Ed in love with a 
twenty-three year old girl. I knew better, but I couldn’t stop myself. I 
loved how she made me feel.” 

Then, a few days later, I found a picture of  her kissing another 
woman on the cheek. I thought to myself, I should’ve known. I’m a doctor. 
What a doctor.
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That was when I started watching soap operas. They made sense 
to me.

*

We got caught by a train, a long one, hauling tanks labeled HOT 
MOLTEN SULFUR, NATURAL GAS, PUREED SHEEP. I was 
struck by the last one. I’ve never before thought about what happened 
to sheep. Now it was the only thing I could think about. Were they 
dropped into a giant blender? Were they dissolved in a big vat of  boil-
ing water? And why sheep? 

Dr. Rex was humming “America the Beautiful.” Rain sloshed 
against the windshield. I could recall the girl talking about sheep. She 
said that sheep farms were keeping them locked up in cages indoors 
and their shit was getting in their water supply, and their shit-water 
was making them stupid and weird, and when they were let out, half  
of  them didn’t know how to walk and the other half  ran as fast as 
they could and ended up breaking their legs.  

Which one was I? When you’re young, scrawny, dashing through 
the rain with your arms full of  umbrellas, you never think you’ll be 
asking yourself  these questions. You think you’ll be asking: What will I 
do with these millions? Are there actual brands of  helicopter? How are we going 
to find enough things to do to fill up these remaining years?

But then you get old and fat. You see a young thing and you just 
want to eat it. You want to float above the world and see your whole 
life marked out in the sand. Where did you go wrong? But it’s a misleading 
question. The truth is it’s in your cells; it’s in your bloodstream; it’s in 
the water.

When another train car passed, I realized my mistake. It hadn’t 
said PUREED SHEEP. It had said PURE H.E.E.P.

After the train had passed, we discovered that his car was dead. 
The engine compartment had flooded. Dr. Rex clapped his hands. 
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“We’ll walk,” he said. “It’s like right over there.”
“How far?”
“Like right over there.”
When I got out, the wind and the rain struck me like a fist. I felt 

like curling up and hiding in a hole and letting myself  drown. But I 
followed him, crossing the tracks and half-sliding down a gravelly hill. 
The road was flooded ahead, a body of  muddy water brought in from 
the fields. He walked right into it and began stomping his feet like a 
child. His hair was stringy and clinging to his face. 

“What are you doing?” I asked.
“What are you doing?” he replied. “I used to do this all the 

time.” He jumped up and landed. Water exploded like mines from 
under his shoes. 

That was when I realized that he was stoned—likely self-medi-
cating. I went back to the car and found a bottle of  purple pills in the 
glove compartment. I swallowed two, and then two more. I closed 
my eyes and waited. I don’t know how long I waited. I listened to 
the wind shriek, the muted thunder boom, felt the white light laying 
against my eyelids. My body become two bodies. The other one float-
ed above me like a balloon, and I held it by a string. 

We never ended up finding the bar. We got lost halfway between 
here and there, sheltered in a small hollow of  time. I saw with utter 
clarity that it’s possible to vacate the moment, to flee from throaty 
roar of  death. You don’t even have to move. Just cast your gaze over 
the charging beast. Say to it, “Steel and pistons, my ass! I made you 
and I can unmake you. I am will and reason. If  I die, it will be because 
I willed it. If  I die, it will be for everyone to know.” 

Ghostly, in the distance, a train whistle keened.
A spear of  lightning struck the tree we were hiding under. My 

ears rang and the air crackled with electricity. I had shit myself. I could 
feel the hard lump sitting under me like an egg. I was already thinking, 
There must be a reason I lived.
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Dr. Rex’s hair was on fire, but he didn’t seem concerned. He was 
speaking to me. I couldn’t hear him. I tried to tell him that I couldn’t 
hear him, but he couldn’t hear me. I tried to tell him the shit was 
gone. At long last it was gone! But by the time I could hear him, I had 
forgotten about it. We were stripping off  our clothes near a river. The 
river hadn’t been there the day before.

“The best part about my job,” he was saying, “is helping peo-
ple.” He dove into the murky water and vanished under the current. 
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BROOKE YOUNKER

Gold 

It was long after any of  his high school classmates would still be wan-
dering around town, long after the 20-somethings had returned home 
from the bar, in that sweet moment between the end of  the night 
and the rise of  the next morning when everyone was so fast asleep, 
so tired, or so drunk that nobody cared. Nobody cared, and nobody 
would realize he was missing until it was too late. Too late to stop him 
from Restarting again. It’s not like others hadn’t Restarted before. 
He’d walked all the way to the bridge from his house in the suburb a 
couple miles south of  the Clackamas River, the rushing water below 
the bridge was the only sound. 

The stone railing chilled his fingertips as he hoisted himself  up, 
and let the momentum pull his body onto the ledge on the other side. 
Hands in his sleeves, he pulled his hood up and sat down, tugging 
his knees up to his chest and wrapping his arms around them. If  he 
squinted through the heavy fog, he could see the faintest hint of  the 
dark mass of  water coursing fast below. The first heavy rains of  the 
season had fallen over the past week; the size and speed of  the river 
echoed that. 

A whiff  of  what smelled like cigarette smoke floated by. He 
raised his head and looked around. He’d thought he was alone out 
here. He sniffed and swiped the tear streaks off  his face with his 
sleeve, but the smell had already floated away. He looked to his right, 
trying to crane his neck enough to see over the railing, catch if  any-
one was walking past him over the bridge. Just swirling fog. Nothing 
to his left either. He began to lower his head, when he caught an 
orange glow illuminating the fog in the corner of  his eye, so soft he 
almost missed it. A couple seconds later, the scent floated past him 
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again, slow and diffused, and he watched as the orange pinpoint 
flared through the fog again. 

“Hello?” 
At the sound of  his voice, the orange glow fumbled in the air 

and then dropped, fading into the mist below long before it reached 
the water. The disappearance was followed by a muttered dammit. 
Then, an old and strained male voice: “The hell is there?” 

“Um,” he started, but then realized he didn’t want to give his 
name. “…Just, me.” 

An incoherent grumble was the only response. He trained all his 
attention on his ears, straining against the dulling effects of  the fog, 
but he heard nothing else. 

Stomach beginning to knot, he tried again. He wasn’t making 
this up, right? “…Hello?” 

The voice echoed back just as loud and real as before. He wasn’t 
imagining it. “Jesus, you’re still here? What?” 

“Oh. I don’t know. I just––” 
“Well, ‘Just me,’ I don’t care what you ‘just.’ You sound young. 

Isn’t it past your bedtime? How long you going to be out here before 
you go home?” 

He’d been squinting so long into the fog now, he thought he 
could start to make out another dark figure hunched on the ledge 
against the railing just like he was, several yards away. 

“Well,” he started again, “I don’t know. Actually, I’m not––” 
“Well, it’d better be soon. I don’t want to wait around for you.” 
He snapped his mouth shut. He didn’t know what that meant. 

He stared at the dark shape a little longer. He thought he could make 
out where the head was, and that the feet dangled over the edge. He 
looked back out to the obscured river below. Whatever. This old man 
didn’t matter. He didn’t care either. Why would he? 

A moment passed. A breeze picked up and caught in his pulled-
up hood. He closed his eyes and began to visualize what it would be 
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like to–– 
“What’re you out here for, anyways?” 
The old man’s voice scared him. He’d almost forgotten he was 

here too. 
“I…” Wait, why was he even responding? Telling him didn’t 

matter. He hunched his shoulders forward and steeled himself. 
“None of  your business.” 

Of  all the things he could have expected, the old man laughed. 
“What, you have an important football game tomorrow night?” 

The old man’s voice bit the air. “You going to jump off  this bridge to 
Restart to get that extra energy boost to help you win the game and 
get the girl?” 

“What, no––” Who did this old man think he was, jumping to 
that kind of  conclusion? He wasn’t a Burner, wasting lives just be-
cause he could. His stomach began to knot. 

“What life are you on, kid? I swear, if  you’ve done this before 
and you’re already a Two.” 

The anger bubbled up inside him red and hot, constricting his 
throat, tightening his fists, edging his vision. “You know what, old 
man? I’m a Five. And yeah, I’m fifteen. So what are you going to do 
about it?” 

Silence. 
He’d turned his head to look at the old man, though the fog had 

moved such that it mostly obscured him again. But he caught move-
ment there, the shift of  a shadow, and he imagined the old man’s 
head turning to meet his own gaze.

“You’ve Restarted four times?” The old man’s voice didn’t hold 
the swagger it had before. Was he sympathizing with him? “You’re on 
your last life?” 

With just that hint of  understanding, his anger began to deflate. 
He hesitated, then decided he didn’t have anything to lose, so he 
started to nod before he remembered the man probably couldn’t see 
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him. He croaked out, “Yeah.” 
“Then what the hell are you doing here?” A flurry of  motion 

made the fog spiral around his shadow, as if  he’d thrown his arms in 
the air. “It’s the middle of  the night. Quit playing games. Go home.” 

“I’m not going home.” He looked between his knees to his invis-
ible fate far below. “I’m done with all of  it.” 

“Oh yeah? Just ’cause you’re already on your last life and you’re 
only fifteen? Why? Why’d you lose your lives so fast, anyways?” 

“I don’t want to tell you.” 
“Oh yeah?” Another sudden shuffling, a swirl of  fog again. 

“Well I’ll come over there and hold you back if  you don’t.” 
“Don’t you dare.” He began to shove himself  further away, 

before he realized it was an empty threat. The old man would never 
be able to reach him fast enough. How far had he moved just now, 
maybe a foot closer? There was no way. 

The silence hung between them for a long moment. He kept 
watch on the old man in the corner of  his eye, but the man didn’t 
move again, and neither did he. 

Maybe this was it. Maybe it was time to scoot a little farther, let 
go. But something held him back. His hands wouldn’t push him any 
further forward quite yet. So he sat back and glanced at the old man 
again.

“You know, I did a lot of  research on jumpers.” He scuffed his 
shoe along the stone beneath him, shifting the toe off  the edge and 
then back. “Golden Gate Bridge especially. I wish I was born in San 
Francisco instead of  here.” 

“So you could jump into the San Francisco Bay instead of  the 
Clackamas? Is that more ‘glorified’? That’s messed up, kid.” 

He shrugged. He knew the old man couldn’t see it, but whatever. 
“At least,” he continued, still looking down, “with this river, even 

if  the impact doesn’t kill us, the water will take us under so fast we 
won’t be able to surface, or breathe, or––or––anything.” 
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The old man’s voice returned with bite. “What makes you think 
I’m jumping too?” 

“What else would you be out here in the middle of  the night 
for?” 

“Oh, you know, kid; the view.” 
Did the old guy just crack a joke? Not raising his head, he 

peeked at him from under the hem of  his hood. Not that the fog had 
let up in the slightest, but the shadow was that foot closer now, and 
the tiniest bit clearer for it. 

“Golden actually refers to the Golden Gate Straight, which is 
the name of  where the Bay meets the ocean. I also heard the color 
doesn’t stay, so they have to repaint it every seven years. Anyways, 
it only takes four seconds for someone’s body to drop the whole 
way. By the time they hit the water, they’re going over 70 miles per 
hour––” 

“Shut up, kid.” The old man let out a long sigh. “I don’t need to 
hear about the rest of  the world’s problems when I have enough of  
my own.”

He closed his mouth, then unclasped his hands from around his 
knees and shoved them deep in his pockets. Gravity let his knees tilt 
a little farther forward without his arms restraining them, a gentle tug 
on his entire body a couple inches that much closer to the edge. 

“You still haven’t told me why you’re here.” He could hear the 
roll of  eyes in the old man’s voice. “Fifteen and on your last life.” 

He chewed the inside of  his cheek. What did telling him matter? 
The old man didn’t truly care, he knew that, but what did that matter 
either. He was just tired. If  the old man wanted to know, he might as 
well tell him. 

“You ever heard of  neuroblastoma?” 
“What, the brain thing?” 
“Yeah. Brain cancer. Well, that’s what I had. When I was a kid.” 
“So, what? That took your first life?” 
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His jaw had tensed up. “Yeah. And then the next three lives after 
that.” 

The old man was silent. 
“You know, I was so young, I don’t even remember Restarting, 

just waking up after it and being healed. And now I never will know 
what it feels like.” The words began to tumble out. “There was just 
something wrong with my genes, and each time I Restarted, my par-
ents thought that was it, my body had healed and I’d finally grown out 
of  it, but it just kept happening again, and––”

He tasted salt. He was crying again. He hadn’t felt the tears 
restart their tracks down his cheeks.

“Well,” he swallowed. Maybe he had said too much. “That was 
it. It took four lives. Should’ve taken the last one too.”

The old man snorted. “Are you serious? You want to die now 
because you had cancer then?” 

He hunched his shoulders as if  bracing himself, his hands mak-
ing fists in his pockets. Telling the old man was a mistake. “Yeah, I’m 
serious. You don’t know what it’s like, okay?” 

This time the old man full-out laughed. “I don’t know what it’s 
like? Enlighten me then, oh wise one.” 

“I lost four lives to neuroblastoma.” His voice shook on the last 
word. He clenched his fists and tried to keep the tremor under con-
trol. “Don’t you see how exhausting that is? I went through chemo 
four times. I’m done with it. I may not remember Restarting, but I 
remember the chemo, and––there’s no way I could ever do it again.” 

The old man snorted. “And, so? You said that’s all over, right? 
Get over yourself.” 

His hand touched his neck, brushing his thumb over the hard 
lump where a lymph node should be.“I can’t do it again,” is all he 
whispered into the fog, ignoring the old man. 

The man continued. “You think that will all matter when you’ve 
graduated high school, or college, or when you get a real job? The 
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past is in the past, kid. You’re here now, right?” 
“Well, I––” 
“That’s right, because it won’t matter.” A sound like patting coat 

pockets carried over, followed by a more insistent rustling. Then, a 
low growl, “Dammit. That was my last cigarette.” 

“Just back off.” He scowled into the swirling darkness below. 
“I’ve made up my mind. I’m tired of  being––” He waved his hand 
vaguely about his body. “This. This messed up thing.” 

A sigh, then another under-the-breath mutter: “Stupid underde-
veloped brain. Doesn’t know what he’s doing.” 

“I said, back off.”
One long beat of  silence; then a shift in the shadowy figure to 

his left. “Jesus, kid… do you…?”
He started to open his mouth to deny it, but feeling that lump 

in his neck, all the fight left his body. He nodded, then shrugged, then 
remembered the old man couldn’t see either, so he just let his whole 
body slump, chin between his knees as he looked down at the misted 
mass of  river. His voice came out exhausted. “I think. I haven’t told 
my parents. I don’t want to get tested. Because what if  it is, and it 
happens all over again––getting tested makes it real, you know…?” 

“Hold up, this makes no sense, you’re going to jump off  a 
bridge, just because you think” 

His shoulders tightened. That red-hot anger began to boil up 
inside him again. Stupid old man. He turned his body toward him. 
“You know what, old man? You’re one to judge. Why the hell are you 
here, anyways?” 

“Hey. You’re too young to cuss.” The breeze shifted the fog 
again, making shadows of  the other man more easily spotted. 

“Yeah? Well I’m a Five. That’s old.” 
No response but a sniff  and something too low for him to hear. 
“Answer the question,” he said. If  he’d told the old man his 

story, it was time for the old man to return the favor. 
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“You really want to know? I’m not even a Five. I’m a Four. And 
you know why I’m here?” The old man’s voice rose. He hadn’t moved 
any closer, but it felt like it. The ferocity in his words took up the 
whole space around them, filled every thread of  air within the thick 
curls of  fog. “I’m old. My friends, they took a few more risks than 
me, I was too careful these past couple decades, and they’ve all passed 
away. I’m old, and my body hurts, and I’m divorced, and I’m lonely. 
It’s time to move on to my last life, let my aches heal and my body run 
back a few years so I can enjoy life again, find some new friends. And 
this Restart will let me beat my usual genetic onset of  Alzheimer’s at 
80, at least in this life. What do I have to lose?” 

“What––” He was wasting a Restart? “You’re crazy! What’s 
wrong with you?” 

“What’s wrong with me?” The old man laughed again, a fire-
cracker of  sound. “What’s wrong with you? You’re young, you have 
potential, and you’re about to give all of  that, everything anyone could 
ever want, away.” 

“No. You’re wrong. I––I have reason! 
“We already went over this,” the old man’s voice carried across 

the fog to him thick and spitting. “You have no reason except your 
stupid overthinking. It could just be an infection, for all you know.” 

“No. You’re wrong. I know the signs, and I don’t want to go 
through it again. I have a tumor in my neck, I can feel it, and that’s 
just the start. It’s all pain from here.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong, kid.” The old man’s voice turned 
bitter. “Kill yourself  simply because you’re afraid of  being hurt? 
When you have so many chances left still, and new cancer treatments, 
and potential? You’re too young and dumb to understand. I’d die to 
be in your spot.” 

“Well, I’d die to be in yours.” 
They both stopped. 
The fog swirled. The river rushed. The breeze ran past them, 
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curling through the young hair and the old stubble, across the tear-
streaked face and the stooped shoulders.

At last, there sounded a long, broken sigh. He glanced sideways 
at the old man, though he couldn’t see him. Though he knew the old 
man probably still looked over the river, he imagined him to be partly 
looking his way too. 

“You know, kid…” The old man’s voice came soft, but he didn’t 
finish the sentence. The air between them had closed in, but it felt 
softer, as if  they were in it together now. Another pause, then he start-
ed over instead. “You’re right. I can’t judge. Listen… I know this can 
be hard. Do you… do you want me to push you?” 

He looked down to the black river. The breeze picked up again 
and carried past him, bringing with it the scent of  damp cedar and 
pine. He thought about the old man’s proposition. The scent of  damp 
earth strengthened. He closed his eyes and breathed it in. “Can we sit 
here a minute longer? I don’t––don’t know if  I’m ready, yet.” 

But he knew they both knew that he was still thinking about 
what both of  them had said––that they would switch places so easily. 

“Sure, kid.” 
The breeze died down. The fog hung in the air. Time passed. 
A final, quiet sentence carried across to him. “You still have 

potential, kid.” 
“…You, too.” 
They sat there, huddled alone but together in the dark fall air, as 

the sun began to rise over the mountains and melt the shroud of  fog 
away.
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Vanitas, Morgan Eamon, Porcelain, 3.5”x9”x8.5”
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COURTNEY HANCOCK

Grave Water

I am drowning
in the necropolis
of  my heart, a lost 
city of  marshland, 
where they buried 

you. The great beasts,
black-mouthed
anacondas, drag 
their heavy bodies 
over the twisted ruins

where you hide
in the wispy fog,
the murky water
warm around
my tiny ankles,

the moss alive,
animalistic, devouring
every surface, vines 
dragging your tombstone
into the reeking mud.

The smallest flower
I brought for you
—you wraith,
you creature, I’ll
walk this slurry 
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of  swamp for you,
push my fingers
through cemetery
dirt to see your
moldering bones,

breathe damp swamp, 
trip on gnarled roots 
and crush this pink
flower, wet petals, at last, 
my love, we are even.
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Crypto-Curiosity, Morgan Eamon, Ceramic, 11.5”x10”
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SAMANTHA HOLZAPFEL

An Ode to Red-Eyed Rabbits 

The curvature 
of  each spine entices
my own bones to run
along the front to the back
in a smooth, swift motion.
A graceful motion 
tying us both together
to the smell of  a fresh-groomed hare.
The sweet honeyed hay twined
together with garden roots
mixes a sickly-sweet smell
drifting through my buried nose
behind the neck of  one.
Homely stares of  pinkish-red
do nothing to quell this dread—
flashes of  glossy flesh
beam their bloodshots
back at me. In their eyes, 
a narrative old and new.
Like this doe, I flash 
madness. Only the eyes
and a growl in contempt
barely heard but still 
an alto purr. The groans 
cease and grease-work needs done.
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on how gender performance is portrayed in the bombardment of  
images that make up popular culture. 
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Jurors’ Statements

J.D. SCRIMGEOUR

Poetry

Winner: “Jordan” by Samantha Holzapfel

While attuned to allusion, form and nuance, all of  which add reso-
nance, “Jordan” makes loss and regret immediate, felt.

Runner-Up: “Salt” by Kyle Clark 

“Salt” takes readers on an emotional ride, painful yet exhilarating. Like 
the shells flitting toward the ground in the poem, readers are buffeted 
by the turns of  rhythm and image.

Nonfiction

Winner: “Hairy Women” by Sara Perkins

“Hairy Women” touchingly demonstrates through anecdote and re-
search the force of  cultural norms and how difficult it can be for even 
those most aware of  them to resist them.

Runner-Up: “A Time of  Shops” by Jennifer Hong

This essay shows how quickly an immigrant’s life can fade into a few 
flashes of  memory, how we can only salvage so much from our pasts.

Fiction

Winner: “Flight of  the Gildergoose” by Daniel Uncapher
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Reminiscent of  Kafka, Ellison, or Saunders, “Flight of  the Gilder-
goose” grabs the reader by the collar and by turns tugs, whispers, 
cajoles, and flings. Continuously hilarious and smart, the story also, 
somehow, renders the pathos of  an individual mired in a Byzantine 
system.

Runner Up: “Drunk Tank” by John Milas

“Drunk Tank” presents a memorable moment memorably, reminding 
us of  the distances between people and exploring the meaning and 
purpose of  religion.

Honorable Mention: “Roosevelt Street” by Annette Goggins

In consistently vivid writing, “Roosevelt Street” tells a complex story 
deftly and believably.

J.D. SCRIMGEOUR is the author of  three collections of  poetry 
including Lifting the Turtle (2017). His book, Themes for English B: A Pro-
fessor’s Education In & Out of  Class, won the AWP Award for Nonfic-
tion. He also released a CD blending poetry and music with musician 
Philip Swanson, Ogunquit & Other Works. He has won awards from 
the National Society of  Arts & Letters, the Massachusetts Cultural 
Council, Creative Nonfiction and bio/stories. He runs the creative 
writing program at Salem State University, and is the Director of  the 
Salem Poetry Seminar, a summer writing program for public universi-
ty students in Massachusetts. 
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PAUL X. RUTZ

Visual Arts

Winner: “Laverne and Jake,” “Senior Year,” and “Teenagers 
of  the 1950s” by Kelley Hershberger

Artworks hum extra vibrantly when they invite us to hold more than 
one idea at a time. Among several strong entries, the triptych Laverne 
and Jake, Senior Year and Teenagers of  the 1950s stood out for its 
invitation to keep reinvesting in it with new eyes. The black-and-white 
printed smears in these three panels make beautiful use of  slippage 
between figuration and abstraction. While the title of  each panel 
points us toward a particular era, the 1950s, and to high school, I can’t 
decide if  I’m seeing a tragedy or a comedy. Are these three coherent 
scenes or more of  a montage? In the last panel, is that a piece of  
35mm film, a set of  windows, or something else? Part of  a stage set 
maybe? Is this a high school dance? This piece invites me to hover 
among various interpretations, equally compelling. 

Runner-Up: “Foresight”

PAUL X. RUTZ received his Ph.D. in visual culture from Purdue 
University in 2011. That year he took his studio painting practice to 
Portland, Oregon. His past exhibitions include solo shows at Ford 
Gallery, the Oregon Military Museum, as well as group shows at Mark 
Woolley Gallery and the Smithsonian Institution. A graduate of  the 
U.S. Naval Academy, he also writes about military history. Recent 
publications can be found in the Huffington Post, Modern Fiction Studies, 
Cincinnati Review, Military History magazine and elsewhere.


