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FAIR ENOUGH by Amanda Bales

Kendal parked behind the old school house
that sat by itself at the corner end of two
streets. From the cooler in the back of her car,
she gathered a bag of ice and a Honey Bun,
then stepped to the tree line and pushed onto
a footpath so faint most people missed it, not
knowing where to look.

Chinquapin branches and hickory
roots and blackberry vines grabbed at her as
she walked. Kendal itched to groom the trail,
but knew if she wanted the place to stay
secret, it needed to stay wild, so she counted
the scratches on her arms and the snares in
her clothes a fair enough price. When she
came to a thick row of sweet gums, she slid
between them, stepped onto a hunk of
limestone that jutted like a fist over a spring-
fed pool.

As always, the first thing Kendal did
was walk to the cooler she and Ruth had tied
to a cottonwood. She couldn’t help holding
her breath when she reached for that lid any
more than she could help the spike in her
stomach when she lifted it and saw that Ruth
had not been there. Kendal removed the old
Honey Bun from inside, dumped the melted
ice, and replaced it all. She checked to make
sure the lid was sealed, then walked to the
edge of the rock and sat, pulled off her boots
and socks and sunk her blistered feet into the
cool water.

Most people had forgotten about this
place after the school shut down a few
generations back, so weather holding, and
sometimes regardless of whether it did, this
was where Kendal and Ruth had met. Kendal
leaned back against the warm rock, thought
of Ruth’s legs swishing the water beside her.
The way Ruth would make her laugh and
then catch that laughter with her mouth.
How their lips would settle into each other.
The smell of Ruth’s sun-warmed hair as she
began to kiss Kendal’s neck and breasts. The
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copper glints of her eyes as she slid her
tongue over Kendal’s hip.

“You hungry?”

Kendal jerked her hand from her
shorts and sat-up. She hated the blush
burning her face as she turned to hard stare
Ephraim, who was juggling two oranges and
chewing back a grin.

“Make some damn noise you walk up
on a person,” she said.

“Find another place to take care of
business,” he said. He walked over and held
out an orange. Kendal almost refused it, but
figured the gas station chili dogs she’d eaten
after work probably didn’t give her vitamin
C. Kendal peeled her orange as Ephraim
kicked off his shoes and sat beside her.

“Still no luck?” Ephraim asked and
nodded at the Honey Bun as he tossed
orange rind behind him into the woods.
They’d had the fight about littering before.
He insisted food was fertilizer.

“Nope,” said Kendal, and piled her
peelings on top of the old Honey Bun. “You
hear anything?”

Ephraim shoved half an orange into
his mouth and shook his head. “You know,”
he said, swallowing, “a month ago, if
someone had asked if it was possible to hide
in this town, I'd have told them to get real.”
Kendal didn’t know what to say to that.
There had been many times when Ephraim
had wished it were possible to hide in their
town. They both had.

“We still on for Saturday?” she asked
to get them talking in another direction.
Every weekend, Ephraim would take Kendal
and his brother Jack for a drive, let that road
take them wherever.

“T"d never miss it,” Ephraim said,
and Kendal knew this was a dig at her, since
she’d skipped any number of drives after she
and Ruth got together. Kendal had decided a
long time ago that Ephraim could go ahead
and be mad about that.
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When she didn’t respond, Ephraim
swallowed the last of his orange, then stood
and stripped off his clothes. Kendal averted
her eyes.

“Gar’s gonna chomp your pecker
off,” she said.

“It'd choke,” he said, and laughed
when she made a disgusted noise. “You're
such a girl sometimes,” he said, then jumped
into the water. He’d never stripped naked
without warning or said stuff like that before
she’d told him she was gay. Liking girls
doesn’t make me less of one, she wanted to
say, but never did.

“What about cotton mouths?” she
asked, as he came up for air.

“I've yet to see one,” he said. “And I
was coming here long before y’all started
using this place for your assignations.”

Kendal made a show of coughing and
grabbing her chest. “Assignations?” she
asked.

“I bought Jack one of those SAT
books,” he said, and turned to float.

“He’s six,” said Kendal. She didn’t
add that even this young, Jack didn’t seem
the college type.

“He’s old enough to think about his
future,” said Ephraim, and Kendal didn’t
know what to say to that. Ephraim once had
a chance at college, but he’d dropped out of
school after his grandpa died, and since then
his life had narrowed to the daily hustle of
keeping his brother fed and his mother on
her feet enough to hold back social services.
Kendal thought a big part of Ephraim
pushing Jack was an effort to reclaim his own
lost possibilities. And there was part of her
that worried this was what she was doing
too.

“You think I'm being silly?” she
asked. “Waiting here?”

Ephraim remained quiet for a
moment, then said, “Loving someone isn’t
silly. It’s all folks like us got.” Then he kicked
under again and kept doing so, never staying
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above the surface long enough for her to ask
anything else. Kendal wasn’t sure if he did
so because he didn’t want to talk about Ruth,
or if he was just tired of talking. Of
Ephraim’s many theories, one was that being
near people was as important as talking to
them, that brain waves or microorganisms
hopped back and forth, connecting them
without words. If he was right, they’d had a
pretty big exchange, the two of them playing
together in the creek that ran between their
homes since before she could even speak,
and then through a childhood she might
have otherwise not survived, and now
through being outted. The stupid shit he said
didn’t matter near as much as that.

Kendal ate her orange and watched
Ephraim flip and dive and float, his pale skin
flashing like the Okwa Naholo, the White
People of the Water, her Choctaw cousins had
told her about, back before her mom found
the kind of Jesus that called them heathens,
and she and her sister stopped talking
altogether. In the story, the Okwa Naholo
lived like trout in deep pools and could
capture a person by the foot, drag them to the
bottom, and convert them into one of their
own. Most people thought the story was
frightening, but Kendal had always thought
it sad. They didn’t kill anyone, after all.
Seemed to her they were more lonely than
menacing.

As the light faded, Kendal gathered
the trash and called out that they should get
going if they didn’t want to be bearcat food.
In the parking area, Kendal tossed the orange
peelings and water-logged Honey Bun into
the dumpster that still sat behind the school,
then turned to find Ephraim leaning against
the hood of his truck.

“You know I have to offer,” he said.
He had a camper shell and kept volunteering
to switch vehicles so she could be
comfortable on her “stakeout,” as he called it.

“And you know I can’t accept,” she
said, because she knew on the nights his
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mom had someone over, he and Jack slept in
the camper themselves.

Ephraim tugged on his hat brim, then
put his hands in his pockets and looked up to
the sky. “If ...” he said, then stopped. Kendal
knew there was a lot they would both do “if.”

“If ifs were planes and somedays
were trains,” she said, a favorite line of his
when his mom got some unexpected burst of
energy and started making promises about
taking her boys to California. Ephraim
dropped his gaze back to hers and sort-of
smiled. Kendal held her hand up and pointed
at his chest.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I'm okay,” he said, and brought his
hand up next to hers and pointed at her.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I'm okay,” she said. They locked
hands like they were going to arm wrestle.

“We're okay,” they said together, then
pulled until the momentum sent them past
one another, laughing. It was a ridiculous
ritual, but they’d done it since they were
kids, and after all the other ways age and
time had changed their friendship, neither of
them had ever suggested they stop.

*k%

Ben Heavener was more than a half
hour late meeting Kendal at the tool shed. As
a lowly trail worker, it wasn’t her job to fuel
the park vehicles or put away the tools for
the night, but, like everything else, if it was
going to get done, she had to do it.
Unfortunately, Ben kept the shed keys with
him. After another fifteen minutes, Kendal
left a note on the truck windshield letting
him know to call her at the Alibi, then she
climbed into her hatchback and drove back to
town.

As her mamma had professed alcohol
a sin, Kendal had been taught that the Alibi
was a place where only the evil of society
gathered. But since her mamma thought
being gay was a sin too, it made sense to
Kendal that the Alibi was the place where
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she’d found sanctuary. She’d tried going to
the café, but the manager had pointed to the
ten commandments plaque on the wall as if
there was something written there about
serving gay people chicken fried steak. She’d
tried the library, but the librarians had told
her she had to have a card if she was going to
be there and then called the cops when she
didn’t, which was when she’d had to deal
with Jimmy Hartshorne puffing up his chest
and citing loitering codes. Jimmy had dated
Ruth for a bit. For this, or for his own
reasons, he’d been one of the most vocal
assholes in a town full of them.

After dealing with Clint, Kendal had
walked out of the library, seen the neon sign
for the Alibi, and figured she might as well
get kicked out of there too. But that night,
like every night, Kendal would discover, Deb
was behind the bar, and while she must have
known Kendal was both gay and underage, it
seemed as long as Kendal didn’t bring it up,
Deb wouldn't either, which was pretty much
the philosophy of everyone who frequented
Jackie’s Alibi.

“Late today,” Deb said as she cracked
open a can and set it in front of Kendal.

“Ben’s MIA,” said Kendal. “Told him
to call here. Any messages?”

Deb stepped into the back room for a
few seconds but came back shaking her
head.

“I just hope he doesn’t report me for
his fuckup,” said Kendal.

“I hear ya,” said Deb, which was the
kind of thing that made Kendal feel better,
even though Deb said it to pretty much
everyone for pretty much any reason.

Kendal sipped her beer and cracked
peanuts and half paid attention to the
baseball game on the TV as the other regulars
trickled in. George, who'd lost an eye at the
carpet factory and got by on worker’s comp
and cash-in-hand lawn mowing in the
summers. Vidalia, who’d had the nice
slapped out of her by three husbands, the last
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of which had at least done the decent thing
and died. Skip, who hadn’t spoken a word to
anyone since he’d gotten back from Vietnam.
Her whole life she’d heard their stories,
always said with a head-shaking and a reap
what you sew, as if shoddy factory
equipment and abusive husbands and
military drafts were punishments these
people deserved. Kendal wondered what
story they would tell about her. If Ruth had
taken off without her, Kendal guessed she’d
be around to hear it.

It was nearing dinner and Deb was
asking if folks wanted to chip-in on a café
run when Ben hurled himself through the
door waving his hands towards the television
and demanding Deb turn it to Channel 5.
Deb asked Ben who he thought he was, but
Ben didn’t wait for her to finish before he
reached over the bar and smashed buttons on
the TV.

“Trust me,” Ben said, as the screen
switched. “You're gonna want to see this.”

The television read BREAKING
NEWS, then the image became a woman
standing in front of police tape strung across
trees. The woman said that a body had been
found on an abandoned trail in Latimer
County. Police were treating the death as
suspicious. They would not be releasing the
name until family members could be
notified.

“Here it is,” said Ben, and he hit the
volume button as he himself appeared on
screen, but despite the volume, Kendal
couldn’t hear him. When the camera had
widened to include Ben in the frame, a
person could see the dumpster into which
Kendal had been throwing water-logged
Honey Buns.

Kendal lurched off her barstool and
stumbled outside where she threw-up the
last few hours of beer and peanuts onto the
street. After her stomach emptied, she put a
few steps beneath herself, them put a few
more a little faster, and then she was
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running. Her lungs hurt, and her work boots
jarred against the pavement, but she didn’t
stop until she was behind the school house.

There was a small crowd gathered.
Kendal barely registered their protests as she
pushed through them. She shoved until she
got to the police line, then felt her throat
constrict when she saw it was Jimmy
Hartshorne on guard. She went ahead and
walked up to him anyway. Jimmy sneered at
her, then glanced at the news crew and
schooled his face.

“Who?” was all Kendal managed, her
breath coming hard.

“Can’t release that information until
we notify the family,” Jimmy said.

“Jimmy—Deputy Hartshorne,” said
Kendal. But she knew from the look in his
eyes that she was lucky there was a news
crew or he’d have said worse. What was it
he’d said to her when he’d explained why
they weren’t charging the kids who’d
vandalized her car? ‘Can’t arrest them for
doing the Lord’s work.’

Kendal considered taking a crack at
Jimmy’s knee and running to see the body for
herself. She was faster than him. Always had
been, even before he’d blown an ACL senior
year. And she knew the path better than
anyone. But if the run there told her
anything, it told her she was no longer in
running shape. And even if she were, a few
seconds in track terms might mean a state
record, but in real life it didn’t count for
much. She might not be able to catch a
glimpse of the body before he caught her.
And what if they had already placed it in one
of those bags she’d seen in movies? Just as
Kendal decided it would still be worth it, that
she at least had to try, a hand fell on her
shoulder.

Kendal jumped back, arms up for
protection until she saw that it was Ephraim.
He replanted his hands on her arms, and
Kendal expected him to say that is wasn't
safe for her there, but instead of trying to
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take her away, Ephraim said, “It’s not her. It’s
not Ruth. I'm the one who found the body
and it's a man. It isn’t Ruth.” It took a few
moments for Kendal’s brain to catch-up with
her ears. When it did, the earth tilted, and
Ephraim threw his arm over her shoulders
and walked her through the crowd to his
truck.

As Ephraim drove, Kendal closed her
eyes and thought of Ruth smiling. Ruth
laughing. Ruth alive. She used those
memories to push away the images of Ruth
bleeding out on their rock. Kendal opened
her eyes as Ephraim slowed and turned off a
county road. She knew where they were
headed. On one of their drives, they’d found
an abandoned building shell in an overgrown
clearing off the old rail line. Ephraim had
become damn near giddy. He’d tested the
walls and scouted the area. ‘Perfect,” he’d
kept saying, though he didn’t say for what
when Kendal asked.

“1 did a little research,” Ephraim said
as they lurched over uneven ground. “Pretty
sure it’s the old Choctaw mining bank. Either
that or a post station, but those were made of
wood. The bank they made of stone so
people couldn’t burn it down or saw into the
vault and steal the money.”

“Who owns it now?” Kendal asked,
as they parked at the end of a four-wheeler
trail and began walking.

“That’s just it,” Ephraim said. “I don’t
think anyone even remembers it’s here. This
could be the place, ya know. Off-grid. Self-
sufficient. The Fourche Maline’s about fifty
yards that way for water. Town’s only five
miles over Gown Mountain. No one would
even know we were here.” Kendal wondered
if he still meant the two of them when he said
“we.” When they were little, this was her
dream, but it had been years since she’d
wanted that.

“You call the tribe?” asked Kendal as
she followed him inside. Ephraim paused in

Spring 2020

a way that let her know he hadn’t even
considered this. The same way he didn’t
think about the arrowheads he collected. At
least this couldn’t be boxed and hauled away.
Kendal watched him grip a vine hanging
from the weathered stone and tug. When the
vine didn’t budge, Ephraim dropped his
hands and moved to look at it from another
angle.

“Shouldn’t you be talking to the
police?” Kendal asked. “Giving your
statement or whatever?” He’d already lost
his girlfriend and most of his friends and
almost lost his job defending her. She didn’t
want him going to jail for it.

“Police can wait,” he said.

“What about the man’s family?” she
asked.

“Wasn't anyone local,” he said. “No
ID. They’ll have to run fingerprints.” He
gripped the vine again, this time putting his
foot against the wall for leverage.

“I knew that body wasn’t Ruth,” said
Ephraim, his voice strained with his efforts.

“Yeah,” said Kendal. “You said.”

“No, I mean I knew it wasn’t her
because I know where she is,” said
Ephraim. Kendal laughed.

“What's the newest one?” she asked.
So far Ruth was in Texas with her cousins,
but also part of a missionary group in Africa.
Kendal’s favorite was Ruth as a Baptist spy,
planted by the Convention to expose the gay
underbelly of the town. This despite the fact
that she was born and raised there, so they
would have had to plant her in the womb.
Ephraim relaxed for a moment to catch his
breath.

“I talked to Sarah,” he said, then
attacked the vine harder than before. Kendal
watched his face turn red and sweat break on
his forehead. Sarah wasn’t a random
customer. She was Ruth’s sister. And
Ephraim’s girlfriend up until she’d outed
Kendal and Ruth.
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“I don’t understand,” said Kendal.
The vine gave way in a shower of dirt and
rock. Kendal closed her eyes and pulled the
collar of her shirt over her nose and mouth.
When she opened her eyes again, Ephraim
was staring at the vine in his hands like he
could not fathom how it had come to be
there.

“Did it have to be Ruth?” he asked.

“What?” Kendal asked.

“Of all the girls in this town, did it
have to be Ruth Brinlee? You saw the way
people reacted when Sarah and I got
together. You couldn’t make out with Ashley
Grego or Aimee Sheldon? Hell, you could
have gone after Coach Keller and called
down less shit,” he said.

“Gone after?” Kendal asked. She
could feel her temper rising, but pushed it
down.

“I'm just saying, that if you had
chosen anyone but the fucking FHA queen,
national merit scholar, Christian athlete,
people probably would have been a little
less...freaked out,” he said. He balled the
vine into his hands, stepped out of the
building, and hurled it towards the woods.
Kendal watched the vine unravel as it arched
through the air and landed near the tree line.
She wondered if, given enough time, it might
creep its way back to the stone it had been
ripped from or if it would wither and rot
where it lay.

“I didn’t ‘go after” anyone,” she said.
She kept her voice calm, but she wasn’t sure
how long she could keep herself in check.
They’d yelled about all of this before. She’d
thought he finally understood. “I didn’t
‘choose” anyone. I didn’t choose this. You
know that.” She watched him tug on his cap
brim, then put his hands in his pockets and
look up at the sky.

“Ido.Ido know that. I'm sorry.
know,” he said. Kendal didn’t think that was
enough of an apology, but there was
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something more important she needed to
hear from him.

“What did Sarah say?” she asked. She
watched Ephraim take a deep breath and
exhale it through his teeth on a whistle.

“Ruth’s at that conversion camp over
by Little Rock,” he said. Kendal felt the
world tilt again, but when Ephraim reached-
out, she stepped away.

“When?” Kendal asked.

“The day after y’all were caught,”
Ephraim said. “Frank is not one for wasting
time.” Kendal remembered Ruth'’s father’s
face when he pulled Ruth from Kendal’s car.
She should have guessed he would do
something like this. But that wasn’t what
Kendal was asking.

“No,” she said. “When?” She knew
from the way Ephraim tugged on his hat
brim again that he understood. Understood
and did not want to say the answer. It was a
habit from his baseball days. The way he had
signaled the catcher to call a new pitch.

He returned his hand to his pocket
and kept his gaze on the sky. “Since a few
days ago,” he said. And yet, he’d let her keep
up her stakeout, would have let her keep
going had a man not up and died there.
Kendal thought about all the nights she and
Ephraim had spent looking at the sky
together as kids, how Ephraim made a game
of guessing which satellites were US and
which ones Russian. How they’d wave hello
to ‘their comrades’ to distract themselves
from the homes that were nowhere safe to be.
How they’d made a kind of home with each
other.

Kendal didn’t want to be there
anymore. Not in that building. Not anywhere
with him. Had they been anywhere near
anything, she would have just walked away.
Instead, she marched back to the truck, got
inside, and closed the door as hard as she
could. A few moments later Ephraim slid in
beside her, but didn’t start the engine.
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“Frank threatened to get me fired,” he
said. “And with mamma off the wagon...”
After a few moments, he lifted his hand and
pointed at her, then he dropped it and
cranked the engine. Neither spoke during the
drive back to town, but this time Kendal kept
her microorganisms or brain waves or
whatever to herself. Ephraim made one last
attempt to explain as he pulled in front of the
Alibi, but Kendal was out of his truck and
inside the bar before he could finish a
sentence.

Kendal should have known
something was wrong when everyone in the
Alibi turned and watched her take her seat.
She should have realized the wrong was
coming for her when Deb stepped into the
back room to ‘figure the tab.” Unfortunately,
Kendal’s mind was so disjointed, she didn’t
even notice that everyone but Skip had
moved to the far corner of the room.

“Kendal Jensen, you need to come
with me.”

Kendal turned and saw Jimmy
Hartshorne biting back a smile.

“What's this about?” asked Kendal.
Jimmy unsnapped his holster and asked if
she was resisting arrest. Kendal’s parents had
been arrested often enough that she knew the
drill. She raised her hands and kept them up
as she slid off the barstool, then lay on her
stomach with her palms down above her
head and her cheek on the sticky, peanut
shell floor. Jimmy mumbled her rights as he
knelt his full weight on her back and jerked
her hands behind her. He cuffed her wrists,
then yanked her up from the ground. She
yelped when her shoulder popped. Jimmy
smacked the back of her head, then dragged
her towards the door. Dizzy from the head
blow, Kendal’s feet caught on the threshold
and she fell face-first onto the sidewalk.

After a few stunned seconds, Kendal
lifted her head and spit the blood and gravel
from her mouth onto the pavement. She
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heard Jimmy curse, then he lifted her and
tossed her into the back of a patrol car.
Kendal tried to right herself, but the
handcuffs and the pain made this impossible,
and then she must have lost consciousness
because the next thing she registered was the
Emergency room sign, and as she realized
they had driven all the way to the hospital in
Poteau, the car door was yanked open and
people lifted her from the seat and put her on
a gurney and doctors and nurses ran beside
her and shouted to each other and at her and
she could never quite tell if she was
supposed to answer or not, but then there
was a prick on her arm and then, for a
blessed while, there was nothing.

*%k%

It was the cooler. Kendal had used it
for track meets and her name was scrolled
across the lid in black sharpie. The dead man
had been found beside it. This required an
explanation. What it did not require, was a
broken nose, four broken teeth, a dislocated
shoulder, and a bruised jaw.

Kendal spent the first few days in the
hospital high on pain killers, reality and
dreams a blur of doctors and dentists
explaining procedures and images of Ruth
sinking into the spring-fed pool, reaching for
Kendal, bibles weighing her down like
stones.

When she was lucid again, Kendal
realized she had missed the election. There
was a whole new president now and she
hadn’t even known. She watched people
with stiff hair and clown make-up discuss
why Bush had beaten Dukakis and what this
would mean for the country. Someone was
saying the US was ‘on the righteous path’
when someone knocked on the door to her
room. Kendal pressed mute and called that
she was decent. She assumed it would be
another person with another set of questions
Kendal couldn’t answer about insurance and
next of kin, but instead, it was Officer Getty,
who she knew from the visit he’d made after
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her car had been vandalized. He’d been the
only person who had spoken to her like she
was human.

He closed the door gently behind
him, then stepped a little into the room,
removed his hat and nodded at her.

“Ms. Jensen,” he said, then he didn’t
say anything else, just kept sliding his hands
over the brim of his patrol hat.

“You here for some particular reason,
or you come to gawk?” Kendal asked. If they
were going to arrest her, let them do it. At
least if she was in jail she wouldn’t be
racking-up medical bills she could never
hope to pay.

“I came to extend the apologies of the
Sheriff’s Office for....,” Getty gestured at her
in the bed. “And let you know we’ll be
picking up the bills.”

“Y’all are afraid I'm gonna sue,” said
Kendal, not trusting the relief she felt wash
over her.

“Are you?” asked Getty.

“Not sure,” said Kendal, though of
course she wasn’t. Lawyers were the only
people she trusted less than cops. And what
judge or jury would side with a girl like her
over the police anyway?

“Well, I really am sorry. All of us are,”
said Getty. Kendal snorted, but this brought a
spike of pain to her nose. Getty stepped
forward and handed her the box of tissues on
the nightstand.

“I'm sure Jimmy’s prostrate with
regret,” Kendal said. Getty let a small smile
slip over his face, then he pulled a pen and
notepad from his pocket and scrawled across
it. He ripped the paper from the pad and
placed it on the bed stand next to the tissues.

“That’s my home phone number,” he
said. “You need anything, you call that. Not
the station.”

“I take it I'm not under arrest
anymore?” asked Kendal.

“Nothing to arrest you for. Looks like
the man had some sort of car accident,
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wandered into the woods out of his mind,
and some bearcats got to him,” said Getty.
Bearcats weren’t actually big enough to take
down a grown man, but Kendal guessed they
could finish off a half-dead one.

“Who was it?” Kendal asked.

“Some Texan,” said Getty. “No
connection here we can find.”

“So, some Texan wanders into the
woods, gets himself killed, and y’all think I
murdered him because of an ice chest?”
asked Kendal.

“If I could undo it, I would,” said
Getty, then he told her again to call if she
needed anything and left. Kendal waited a
few moments, then pulled her road atlas
from the bedside stand and flipped to the
Alaska entry, ran her fingers over the well-
worn pages with annotations in Ruth’s hand.
After some back and forth, they’d agreed on
Fairbanks. Ruth could go to the university.
Kendal could get some tourist job, maybe
even a gig in Denali. They could live out,
away from people. Nature didn’t give a shit
who you loved. To nature, you were just
another animal. No better or worse than the
rest.

It was settled, then. Kendal didn’t
really care that going after Ruth would lose
her job and rack-up a credit card debt.
Kendal had never been good at matching
what she felt to words, but she knew love. It
was as simple as that for her, no matter how
much everyone else complicated it. And now
Ruth was in some place that was telling her
what they had was wrong, was evil. Kendal
had to get her out before what they had was
gone.

They met at the old school house.
Ephraim looked terrible—gaunt and hollow-
eyed and pale. Kendal hadn’t seen him since
she’d been taken to the hospital. He’'d called.
She had not called back. Of all the things
they’d been through together, neither of them
had ever betrayed the other. She didn’t have
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any practice in forgiving him that. But
enough of what he had been to her remained,
so she’s called the day before she was headed
out.

Ephraim suggested they go for a
drive. Kendal said she would follow him.
Ephraim started to protest, but caught
himself, pulled on his cap brim, and nodded.
She thought he could go ahead and be hurt
about that.

A few miles out of town, Ephraim
pulled off the highway and onto a washed-
out dirt road Kendal would have sworn was
a pig trail if not for the mangy patches of
gravel. At the top of a transmission-burning
incline, they parked in a clearing left by an oil
company, the rusting pump like a tired horse
with its head hung low.

“Found this a few weeks ago,”
Ephraim said. He walked to the cliff edge
and sat. Kendal followed, then gave a long,
low whistle. The whole holler was laid out
below them. Not just Pekolah, but Wister and
Wilburton and Red Oak and Bengal.
Robber’s Cave Lake. Gown Mountain. She
could trace the Fourche Maline as it wound
through the San Bois. She thought every road
they had ever been on was probably right
there.

“You sure do find the good places,”
she said.

“Takes initiative,” he said.

“See you got to the “I's” in that SAT
book,” she said, then they let the quiet fall
over them. Ephraim pulled an orange from
his pocket. Kendal shook her head. They sat
together like they had a thousand times—on
the wooden stoop of his family’s trailer, at
the water hole, the school bleachers, on the
tailgate of his truck—if there was a place in
her life, at some point she had sat shoulder-
to-shoulder with Ephraim there. Maybe
Kendal wanted to keep her brain waves or
microorganisms or whatever to herself, but
she wasn’t sure it was a choice.
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When a caterwaul sounded close
enough to raise goose flesh, Kendal said
they’d better go before they became bearcat
food. When he didn’t reply, she realized he
was crying. She hadn’t seen him cry since
he’d found his grandpa.

“You okay?” she asked, though she
did not raise her hand, and he did not raise
his when he responded.

“Not really,” he said. “You okay?”

“Getting there,” she said. Kendal
thought again of the Okwa Naholo. In the
story, after a person was taken, they could
sometimes come to the surface and talk and
sing with their old friends, but only for a
little while, and they could never again leave
the water. Her cousins said this was a
kindness. Looking at Ephraim, Kendal wasn’t
so sure. She started walking to her car, but
stopped when he asked, “Where will you go?
I mean after you get her.”

“Probably Alaska,” said Kendal. “If
that's what Ruth wants.” He took a moment,
and Kendal expected him to argue or say
something mean, but instead he nodded and
said, “Fair enough.”

And as she looked back at him in the
car mirror, his head tilted to the sky and the
holler stretched out behind him, Kendal
thought that he was right. It wasn’t fair. But it
was fair enough.
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THE HOPE CHEST
by Evan Morgan Williams

Michael coasted his pickup to the curb and
idled. He gazed across the street, where
Kimberly was setting a small wooden chest
on the picnic table shaded by the cottonwood
tree. She wore cutoffs and a t-shirt. She didn’t
see him. Michael could leave, and Kimberly
would never know he had come.

Michael remembered the cottonwood
bent with wet young leaves. He remembered
the honey scent of spring. He remembered
leaning Kimberly against the tree, her
smooth, sorority hair snagging on the bark as
he lifted her dress and pressed hard. Harder.
Come inside me, Michael. Kimberly’s ankles
hooked Michael’s hips, her arms locked
around his neck, and her soft white sweater
rubbed his cheek. Kimberly whispered a cry.
Then Michael heard the cry of another voice,
Sydney, sad girl in a puffy dress, fat legs
pegged to the path, her mouth a hole, her
voice a wail. Kimberly slid from Michael,
fixed her dress and smoothed her hair before
tending to the slobbery girl. Kimberly’s voice
daubed balming words, and her arms led
Sydney away. Michael leaned against the
bark and zipped his pants. Should have
grabbed Kimberly’s arm, her soft white
sweater. Damn he wished he’d grabbed her
arm. For the next ten years he saved every
letter where she said she wished it too.

Kimberly in t-shirt and cutoffs trotted
to the driveway and disappeared through the
side door. On the picnic table, the wooden
chest was left alone.

Michael killed the motor and got out.
He stretched his limbs and breathed the crisp
Colorado air. It was not too late. He could
jump back in and drive away. Hit the gas,
head back to Idaho, hire onto a fire crew for
hazard pay and double overtime. Kimberly
had not spotted him. Soon Kimberly would
swap cutoffs and t-shirt for a summer dress,
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and she’d kiss her sorority sisters on the
cheek as they arrived, and she’d fill wine
glasses and serve up the right words. The
day would get on, and the guests would
gather beneath the cottonwood and talk
about that wooden chest on the picnic table.
Come evening, Kimberly would put on a
sweater, buttoned at the collar, and switch
from white wine to red. She’d cry with her
sisters. One of them would say, “I wish
Sydney were here,” and another would
glance at the chest and say, “She is,” and
they’d cry anew.

Bullshit. It was all show, and Michael,
in his one good shirt, had a part to play.
Someone needed to be the bad guy, because
there hadn’t been a bad bone in Sydney’s
hunched body, right? Sydney had got
Michael into the Theta dance. Got him to
Kimberly. Michael paused in the street.
Cottonwood branches groped the sky, their
odor tugged at the thin Colorado air, and
Michael remembered Kimberly’s arms
around his neck, her pelvis pressed to his,
Come inside me Michael, and he crossed the
street to the house.

A yellow dumpster took up the
driveway: lath and plaster, baseboard and
trim in lead paint’s dull tones, scraps of pine
gone amber with age. A new generation of
Theta girls was chucking everything old.
Michael slid past the dumpster, entered the
kitchen, and found Kimberly at the counter,
arranging slices of strawberry and brie. Light
shone on her hair. A glass of white wine
balanced on a stem. Kimberly had changed
into a sleeveless blue dress. She was lovely,
but to see her now was to see what ten years
of Colorado sun and wind had done. Must
have been so for him as well, ten summers
slinging a shovel on a Sawtooth mountain
fire line. Kimberly was slender. No kids. That
blue dress. Should have grabbed her arm.

Kimberly looked up, startled, then
cried happily, and she rushed to Michael and
gave her weight to his arms. He could bear
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this. Easy.

She said nothing. He said nothing.

Michael was glad it was too soon for
words.

Kimberly had lived at the Theta
house ten years. Her title was Residential
Advisor. Glorified den mother. Once, while
Michael was waiting on a fire line—and
damn you waited a lot on a fire line—he
wrote Kimberly a letter, Get on with
happiness. She wrote back, You should have
wanted it more. Now Michael held her close.
Thin aromas of white wine and shampoo
rose to his nose. His chin rested on her hair.
His palm slid over her spine. Her ribs
swelled with breath, then settled. Wanted it
more?

He said, “I saw you on the lawn just
now.”

“Oh gosh.”

Michael did not loosen his hold. “No,
no. You looked lovely.” It came out formal.
He was saving up that word, lovely, but he
spent it too soon, on t-shirt and cutoffs. He let
her go. He spent everything too soon.

Kimberly laid out more sliced
strawberries, and she told Michael how bad
it had been at the end. Sydney had been
staying in the attic bedroom, but her joints
went so crumbly she couldn’t climb the
stairs, so she moved into Kimberly’s suite on
the main floor. When the five steps of the
porch became too much, they rigged a studio
in the garage and wheeled her in. Good to
have the oxygen tank out of the house,
anyway. Now she was gone, and the
bedrooms were bare to the studs, the scraps
piled in the dumpster, a total Theta
makeover.

Michael said, “Out with the old.”

Kimberly said nothing.

“At least she gets a party.”

“Michael.”

Kimberly said Sydney had kept a
journal. She wrote in it every morning. After
her hands failed, she dictated her words to
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Kimberly. By the end, she was a silent
watcher as Kimberly guessed what to write,
no strength even to whisper her words. They
developed a code with their eyes.

Michael saw Sydney’s face, the hole
of her mouth voicing nothing, her red-
rimmed eyes blinking out her regrets, her
retributions, her triumphs, her pain. Sydney
had nothing to say when Michael and
Kimberly were caught under the
cottonwood, but she'd had ten years to spew
a mouthful and write it down.

Kimberly added, “Sydney could be
quite verbose on some subjects.”

Michael said, “Like how much she
hated me.”

“She loved you. Anyway, she forgave
you.”

“Only because that put her in a
vaunted position. Don’t you see: her majesty
deigns to forgive the people she hates. She
was Gertrude Stein in her god-damned
salon.”

“Love and hate are the same,” said
Kimberly. She sipped her wine. She stood
close. Her gaze lasted too long.

Michael said, “What.”

Kimberly said, “It all started when
you ditched her at the spring cotillion. I can
say so, can’t I? But Sydney was a forgiving
person, so let’s leave it at that.” She looked
down, nudged the hard slices of strawberry
exactly where she wanted them.

He said, “She was bitter before me.
She could find sour in cake and ice cream.”

“That makes two of you.”

“Touché.” Michael reached for her
arm.

Kimberly closed her eyes, but her
eyelids flickered as though she were looking
for words, and her voice came thin. “Michael,
I loved you so much, but come on. I loved
you. The past is contained, isn’t it? Michael,
I'm so sorry. I am so damn sorry.” She
opened her eyes, and they were wet. “But I'm
not that sorry.”
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“Contained?” He pointed toward the
front of the house, where the wooden chest
rested on the table on the lawn.

“Michael, can we not, please? Fifty
people are coming. You'll need to say
something. You can use the attic room. Clean
yourself up. Did you bring nice clothes?
Write something lovely.” Kimberly kissed
Michael’s cheek. She had stolen his special
word. “It’s going to be a lovely occasion.”

Come inside...

Michael gazed out the attic window
at the cottonwood’s crown. He held a pencil
and a paper. He heard Kimberly and another
woman, an early arrival, their airy talk
floating up the stairs. Wine, napkins, serving
knives, the good silver tray. Zip my dress.
You haven't aged a day. Please.

The cottonwood lost another limb
from the weight of the leaves. You should
see...

For ten years, Kimberly had written
of spring in Colorado, aspens in the fall,
winter nights of cold clear sky, and the
details of Sydney’s slow crawl. She wrote it
to wound? Michael wrote of fires, of sweat,
the strength in his back, the beauty of the
Sawtooths, of brown summers in
backcountry so remote they dropped you in
by helicopter—for which they doubled your
pay—and he did not describe the long
winters when he took whatever he could get
from local girls glad to help a fool spend his
hazard pay at a podunk bar. Kimberly wrote
back about the cottonwood tree. Letters
passed like swallows circling over the river,
hunting the same dragonfly.

I remember her slow heavy steps. She
took my hand in her whorled clutch...

Footsteps on the attic stairs. Kimberly
came in and sat next to Michael. Her dress
rustled, aspen leaves. Michael turned, the
edge of his vision admitting her tan skin, the
outline of her face, the light through her hair.
Her skin brushed his; it felt like dry paper.

Spring 2020

14

Her eyes took in the words on his note.
Kimberly's hands didn't move. Her mouth
didn't move. Her papery aspen skin did not
flicker.

Kimberly stood. She turned. She
waited. Michael pulled the zipper of the
dress down. He let the noisy thing drop to
the floor.

Quiet when they were done trying.

Kimberly stood and dressed.

Michael said, “Maybe it was the long
drive. I haven't slept.”

“Don’t say that.” Kimberly
straightened her spine. Her hands smoothed
her hair. “Maybe we’ll try again. Maybe I'll
miss you forever. But you can’t hurt me, so
don’t try not to.” She zipped herself up, her
shoulders bent, her arms reaching. “The real
choice is to be happy, but you've done
otherwise.”

His hand took her aspen arm.

“So dry.”

“Have you checked yourself in the
mirror lately, asshole?”

He slid to her wrist.

Her face was blank.

He let go.

The guests gathered on the lawn and
sipped dry white wine. Sydney’s sorority
sisters had flown in from all over the country.
Michael didn't know their names, and they
didn't offer them. They nibbled cheese and
fruit, they gabbed about travel and jobs and
medical school, about children and the
purchase of homes, topics important and
serious in ways that fighting fires never
would be. Michael was the Pell-grant kid
from Idaho, out of his league at eighteen
when the talk was Grateful Dead shows,
skiing at Telluride, existentialism, magic
mushrooms, semesters abroad, internships in
D.C. He was out of his league now.

Nobody broke from dry white wine to
talk about Sydney.
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Michael stood alone. He stared at his
sheet of notes.

She got me into the dance...

Michael piled brie and strawberries
onto a little plate. He poured a glass of wine.
Did you hold it by the stem or the bowl? At
the dance, Sydney had raided the appetizer
table, gobbling cheeses and cured meats.
Between gulps she said, “An eighty thousand
dollar degree won’t make you a better
person.” He said, “It makes you a better
debtor.” She hurled a husky laugh, snorted,
and wiped her nose on the back of her hand.
Michael excused himself. Never looked back.

I remember you in that strapless
dress. You added a white cardigan sweater to
cover your shoulders. Colorado girl!

Michael found shade at the picnic
table. Sydney’s chest was dark wood with a
wide grain veering around thick knots. It was
as large as a shoebox, if your shoes were as
large as hers.

Kimberly was showing the house. She
led the sisters room to room. This was where
their money was going. The sisters were
redoing the wiring, the woodwork, the
plumbing, the tile. Whatever it took to save
this bent and broken house.

The cottonwood caught a rattling
breeze. A million young leaves, heavy with
spring, tamped it down. Michael closed his
eyes.

Your hair was lit by moonlight
through glowing leaves...

Kimberly rustled behind him. “Don’t
you want to see inside?”

“I don’t care about your house.”

“Silly. The box, I mean.”

The word no stayed in his mouth.

Kimberly smoothed her dress and sat.
She opened Sydney's chest. She moved the
brass vial of Sydney's ashes. She lifted cards,
jewelry, and a copy of The Sheltering Sky. She
thumbed through Sydney's journal. She
looked at Michael.

“Don’t you want to read it?”
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Michael said, “You’'re the one
handling her things.”

Kimberly held her gaze.

Michael said, “Did she have any
money?”

Kimberly nodded toward the house.

“I see.”

Kimberly’s idea was they would each
put a letter, a poem, or an artifact in the chest.
Everyone would go home with fewer relics of
the past, while a sad spirit could finally rest.
Michael had brought nothing for the chest, a
few notes he would never say.

He touched her thigh. “You said we
could try again later.”

“The speeches are starting soon. And
I only said maybe.”

Michael did not withdraw his hand.

One of the sisters broke from the
group strutted over. She kissed Kimberly. She
faced Michael.

“You've got some nerve.”

Kimberly said, “Elizabeth, you know
that Sydney wanted him to be here.”

“He’s a user. Eating our Theta food,
drinking our Theta wine.”

Michael crumpled his sheet of notes
into a wad.

“Sydney has forgiven him.”

“Sydney is dead, Kim. And I, for one,
do not forgive him.” Elizabeth walked away.

Kimberly’s hands busied themselves
with her dress..

Michael said, “It is a beautiful box.”
He added, “Just to be clear, that’s not the real
me in that journal.”

“The thing is, I like the man in that
journal.” She shifted her body to face him.

“He’s everything Sydney needed him
to be. But he’s not me.”

“I don’t believe you.” Kimberly's gaze
drilled. Her hands took his. That dry touch.
Michael remembered his hands in water, a
mountain creek ahead of an advancing burn.
It was hazard pay, and they earned it. He did
not know where that water came from or
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where it was going. It was cold water, with
ferns and thimbleberry along the shore, and
his hands ached, and the water was clear and
silent as it slid over jewel-colored stones.
That little stream had no idea what was
coming over the ridge. The crew tapped a
pump into that stream, a two-stroker, ugly
noise, shaking like a jackhammer, and they
hosed down the brush and trees, but it
wasn’t enough. The fire came fast. They
ditched the pump and ran for their lives.
Never found that sweet water again. It was
probably dry now. Once Kimberly's hands
had felt exactly how that water used to be.
Now her hands felt how that water was now.

He said, “Did you read about
yourself, too? Are you faultless and god-
damned beautiful? Did Sydney write about
your perfect smile and your blond hair? Did
she write about how you seem like you want
to fuck, but then you let it go?”

“You're the one who let it go.”
Kimberly glared. “I read about you and me,
and Sydney got that exactly right. You're a
bitter man, and she got you right, but I still
like you.” Kimberly leaned forward. Her
brown eyes were steady as stones in a
stream, and her face did not flinch. “God
damn me, I like you.” She did not smile.
“Sydney trusted me more than anyone, so
you should listen to what I'm saying.”

“What are you going to say during
the ceremony?” He slid his hand to her wrist.
Kimberly inhaled a short breath. She tugged
away from him, but he did not let go.
Kimberly's gaze darted to her wrist. She
scowled, but she did not pull away.

He said, “You know what? Fuck the
ceremony. Later is now.”

They spent the afternoon in the attic,
in the crown of the cottonwood, the light
high and pure, their bodies noisily trying,
then quiet as birds. Bits of eulogy strayed
through the window. Laughter. Joni Mitchell
songs. One voice after another praised
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Sydney. No one said what a bitter soul.
Michael, settling deeper into the futon,
wanted to shut out the world and the words.

Kimberly lay in his arms, brown eyes
reading his face. She said, “There’s not going
to be another time.”

“There wasn’t even this time.”

“I suppose not.” She nestled tighter
against him, dry skin. She said, “What do
you think Sydney would say if she were
down there?”

“Well, I suppose she would piss-and-
moan about the fucking sun, and the fucking
shade, and the fucking blowhard professors
who piled it on, and the fucking students
who wrote it all down, and all the sweet
happiness that was not served up to her on a
fucking platter.”

Kimberly was quiet.

Michael said, “How long are you
going to stay here, Mouseketeer?”

She was thinking.

He said, “You don’t have a role
anymore. That's why you’re skipping
Sydney’s show, isn’t it. You know I'm right
about this.”

She sat up. “That’s my damn show
down there. All of it. Listen, you don’t know
what it was like, those last days. Have you
seen joints swollen and backed up with
purple fluid? Have you changed poop and
pee? Have you leaned this close, your ear to
her lips, and still you can’t hear what she’s
trying to say? It doesn’t matter. I was writing
it down for her, and she didn’t need to say a
word, just her eyes, and I would know. One
day, I knew she was dying. The girls were
sending meals out to the garage, but I threw
them in the dumpster. Then one day her eyes
were closed, and I did all the talking. So yes,
it’s my show.”

Michael sat up. “Did you know I
kissed her on the cheek when I ditched her at
the meat and cheese.”

“See, you are kind. You can’t even be
mean just once. You can’t even say it.”
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“That she was, uh, wretched?”

“What about me?”

“You're not wretched.”

“That’s so sweet, Michael.” She
leaned on his shoulder and kissed him.

“She even said to me, ‘Oh fuck you,
asshole. Just go. Just go.” She said that. But if
you’'ve read the journal you already know.”
Just go. Michael felt the late afternoon
sunlight weakening through the window.
The room turned Colorado cool.

Kimberly stood. She put on her
underwear, her slip, and her camisole. She
said, “Let Sydney go. It's me you need to be
concerned about.”

“I've been concerned with nothing
else.”

“Well, not concerned enough.” The
cool air prickled her skin. Her aspen limbs
closed around her body in the fading light.
Her hands would move with wind, like
leaves, and Michael would hear them.

Michael felt the silence outside, the
cold. The speeches were over, and he knew
that he should go. Just go.

It was pure Colorado nighttime, cold,
and Michael sat at the picnic table and read
by the light of the streetlamp. The journal
was in Kimberly’s perfect hand, the same
hand as so many letters over the years, and
now he understood.

And the bats let go their hold on the
cottonwood branches. They flowed through
the open spaces smooth as smoke. The open
spaces, relieved of weight, closed.

The screen door slapped. Kimberly
thudded down the porch stairs and marched
over to the cottonwood. She leaned against
the bark, snagging her hair. She gulped down
a glass of wine. Michael stood, pulled her
from the tree, and she dropped her glass and
knotted her arms around him, rested her
head against his chest. She was heavy.
Michael and Kimberly swayed to no music,
just the wind struggling with thick
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cottonwood leaves.

“Oh, so you remember.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything.”

“So what’s next?"

It had been a night just like this.
Sydney’s knotted self had plunked on the
path. Kimberly had patted her back, stroked
her lumpy spine. Sydney’s thick mouth had
whimpered like a goddamned hound.
Kimberly had glared at Michael, not because
he was mean, as he had believed, but because
he had been too kind. Sydney had ground
her neck around, leveled her gaze at him, her
angry eyes high in their sockets, hate and
love churning her thoughts the same.
Michael’s eyes went back to Kimberly.
Should have been mean.

He loosened his hold on his lovely
girl. “I'm going, Kimberly.” He estimated he
could reach Cheyenne by midnight. He could
park in the Safeway lot and snooze. Billings
by eight a.m. Eggs and toast and forgetting.
Maybe Stanley basin, Idaho, by next
nightfall. Just go.

“Michael.” She kissed him. Her lips
were dry and warm. “Come on now. Michael,
we can finish this one thing we want so bad.”

“We never really started what I want
so bad.”

“Don’t be so down. You put out fires
for a living. That's so anti-romantic.”

“Oh, you don’t know how hot it is.”
And beautiful. He thought of that pretty
stream in the dry valley. Cold water over
jewel stones.

Michael held his girl. This wasn't
right.

“Are you drunk, Kimberly?”

“No. No. No. Hush hush hush.”

“You are.” He saw Kimberly and
Sydney, silent in that garage, sitting on a bed,
saying nothing, knowing everything. The
journal between them.

Kimberly pressed tighter. Michael felt
her breasts beneath her soft sweater.

“Michael.”
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“Maybe I do want it. But I don’t need
it anymore.”

“Yes you do. Oh, yes you do.”

“Don’t put your wishes on me. That’s
the problem, isn’t it?” Pressing tighter felt the
same as pushing away. “And as for Sydney
forgiving everyone: did you put that on her
too?”

Kimberly’s face went firm. “Once
upon a time I said ‘Come inside me.” Did I
put that on you, god damn it?” Her hands
found his belt, and she loosened it. “Didn’t I
let you inside, Michael? Didn’t I want it then?
I'm wanting it now.”

Michael slid her dress up. He kissed
her. He pressed her, stumbling and heavy,
into the bark. Her legs wrapped around his
waist. He didn't want it, but he would get it,
and she was just any girl in a bar in any
Idaho town, and maybe that was all he
wanted all along, and he would get her that
way.

“Oh Michael.”

Kimberly tightened her spine. The
muscles beneath her dry skin went hard.

When it was over, Michael held her
close, and they sat against the tree. The
ground was cool. Damp if you stayed too
long. They lay close for warmth. Warmth was
all they had.

She said, “I feel so bad about her. She
knew she was going to die. I shouldn’t feel so
sad about it, but I do."

“We're all going to die someday. I'm
pretty sure about that.”

Thick cottonwood air. Small breaths.
He kissed her, and she allowed this, her
straight proper spine curving in. Ridges of
bark behind her.

She said, “Someday you won’t be
angry anymore.”

“But does that mean you're waiting
for me? Don’t fuck me around.”

She looked up. “I suppose not.”

He felt Kimberly’s dress, the line
where her body leaned against his. Michael
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caught Kimberly’s eyes, a flicker there, a
feeling, but then it was gone.

Kimberly stood, brushed off her
dress. Aspen leaves. She lifted Sydney’s chest
from the picnic table and brought it over to
Michael. “Here, take it.”

“Wait, so you're saying nobody else
wanted it?” Michael did not get up.

“I don't want it either. Not anymore.
Like you always say, I need to get on with my
life. Take it.”

“I don’t want it. I'm just a size
twelve.”

“Fuck you. Take it.”

Michael stood, felt the cold. He took
Sydney’s box of dark wood and thick,
whorled grain. The box fit neatly under one
strong arm.

She said, “You rather deserve it, in a
way.” She was looking away. “Just go.”

“Goodbye Kimberly.”

Under the streetlights’ blue, Michael
walked out to his truck, the wooden box
riding under his arm. The box was his, and
that was fine, as Michael never got what he
wanted, right? He turned. Kimberly had
already gone inside, the rustling of aspen
gone.

Michael spied the dumpster in the
driveway. He went over to it. He lifted
Sydney’s box and poured in the letters and
poems. They became leaves, fluttering down,
waiting for the Colorado wind to snag them
on plaster and lath and amber boards. The
journal thudded in. He tossed in the vial of
ash, too, and it landed with a ping. The
empty box did not go in. He took Sydney’s
box to his truck, laid it on the seat beside
him. It was not such a load. He could store
his wildfire pay in there. Overtime. Hazard.
The box would slide around, but he would
never shed it, never shed his regret, and
maybe that was to be endured. Come inside.
Should have grabbed her arm. Just go. Not so
many words, really. Plenty of room for them
in place of the things he'd thrown away.
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THE DESPERATE MEN
by Jerry Mikorenda

It was all over after tonight — the leagues, the
regional tournaments, the family nights.

Gone.

Jericho Lanes was closing after
seventy-two years of fully automated service
to the greater Central Valley region and there
wasn't a lick of shit any of us could do about
it. Not that anyone ever wanted to hear what
I have to say even when it has to do with
dispatching buses for the CVTA.

“Should’ve stopped those tree-
hugging bastards twenty years ago," says
Oddie, tapping my arm with a stale meeting
donut. The sugar dust looked like stars on
my dark blue uniform shirt.

"Don't matter much now, does it?" I
reply, blowing the dust back in his face.

"Asshole!" he shouts, turning toward
the front of the classroom. "Fucking asshole!"

Ah, the town motto. The power
company can shut your lights off, the bank
can take away your home, but if you're able
to call someone an asshole people around
here think you came out ahead. That's what
happened with these greenies. No one
believed all that crap in their pamphlets, but
no one ever got around to fighting them.

It’s like we learned today in one of
those lunchtime supervisory courses
management makes us take. Life comes
down to a series of choices; some you make
and some get made for you. We called the
huggers assholes and figured it was enough.
Now those humps got our bowling alley
condemned and they plan to return the
whole place to a natural wetland like the
Jericho never existed.

"You know there's a freakin' test on
this?" whispers Buzz Skinner.

Buzz is an old Navy man. He got so
excited doing deep knee bends and
mumbling phrases from the Wall Street
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Journal at last month’s session he popped a
hammy.

"It's an evaluating form, not a test," I
say, slapping his shoulder.

"If it calls for writing something, it's a
test," says Buzz, lowering his voice even
more. "Think you or D.D. could fill it out for
me?"

As I take the sheet from Buzz, I spot
the meaty arm of Bob Maxwell waving at me.
I ignore him just long enough to watch his
lips shrivel into fried bacon frustration before
slowly walking over to him.

"Kelvin, got a favor to ask," he says.

"Bob, I've already met my quota for
the month," I say, pointing at the union
bulletin board. "So technically, technically, I
could file a grievance over this conversation."

“Look, it's been a bad week,” he
moans.

“That ain’t saying much. A good day
here means no one pissed on your toilet
seat.”

“I know all about the big party at the
Jericho tonight, I plan to be there myself to
hoot with you boys,” says Maxwell, planting
his hands together in priestly fashion. “But
I'm in a jam; I need you to drive Dr. Drouse
over there back to the airport. I'll sign for
overtime and mileage."

"Hell Bob, there’s no pool cars left.
Besides, I came with Buzz, Oddie and D.D."

"Tell you what,” he says, snapping his
fingers. “You all go, just tell them to have me
sign their time cards."

"When's his flight?"

"Two-thirty, leave whenever he's
ready,” says Maxwell. “I owe you."

“Damn straight.”

I end up driving Buzz’s ‘98 Cutlass on
account of his squirrelly leg acting up again.
Alight mist begins to fall while the four of us
wait for him to return with cigarettes. I watch
Dwayne Dressler, D.D., in the rearview
mirror flaring his nostrils and nervously
looking over the top of his glasses. Across
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from him, Oddie keeps rolling the back
window up and down as if he expects the
drizzle to stop whenever he pokes his head
out. No one talks. Instead, we listen to the
clockwork of the wipers. Sitting between
those two, the Doc reminds me of those
choirboys you see on Christmas cards all
pure and innocent, not a hair on his ass.

“Do this kind of thing often?" I ask.

"No, this was my first time with X-cel
2 Excellence," he says, as the wipers come to
the top of the steering wheel. "I taught at a
community college, but was laid off with the
state budget cuts in January."

"Sucks being laid off," says Oddie.
"Been laid off four times."

"Sitting around watching HSN all
day,” adds D.D. “Damn expensive
proposition."

The three of us start to giggle, then
bust out laughing watching Buzz limp
between potholes clutching his bad hammy
with one hand and a pack of Salem’s in the
other. Trying to get into the shotgun seat, he
drops his cigarettes in a puddle and we lose
it. Even Doc cracks up. Buzz is pissed,
beyond pissed. We're all assholes,
cocksuckers too; assholes and cocksuckers.
The laughing only gets worse as Buzz tries to
light wet cigarette after wet cigarette. We're
just about downtown when he throws the
rest of the pack at us. One sticks to the top of
the Doc's head, but no one says anything.

"Jesus Christ, Kelv," jaws Buzz, his
upper teeth coming loose from his gums.
"Get me some Goddamn dry smokes!"

Buzz doesn't calm down until we pull
into the parking lot behind the Jericho and I
promise to buy him another pack. Before I
can tell everyone else to stay put, D.D. is out
of the car and opening his fly over by the
dumpster.

"Geese—show some respect and use
the facilities,” I say.

Inside all thirty lanes are quiet except
for an older couple at the far end. Everything
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looks just right. The blue triangles above
every set of pins are lighted, lanes polished to
glass, even the two large pins hanging over
the entrance to the 7-10 Lounge are rotating.
Haven't seen that in years. The old fella
bowling with his wife has change for the
cigarette machine (one of the Jericho’s hidden
treasures). He tells me he hit nine straight
strikes here the afternoon President Kennedy
was shot, but wouldn't roll for the tenth out
of respect. Never got that close to a perfect
game again.

As I'look out the back door, lightning
is flashing on the oily patches of wet asphalt
turning them into metallic Rorschach
blotches. I start heading for the door when
someone whistles.

"Over here!" Buzz waves.

“Jesus,” I say, slamming the
cinderblock wall. “We’ll never get out of
here.”

Begrudgingly, I slip into the chair
between Doc and D.D, tossing Buzz his
Salem’s. Oddie sits across from me next to
Buzz. Not exactly Knights of the Roundtable.

"Odessa B. Tuttledge we’re not—"

“Just a quick one, Kelv," says Oddie,
sneaking a pitcher of beer out from under the
table. "This is probably Doc's first and last
chance to see Jericho Lanes.”

"The Graceland of bowling alleys,"
says D.D., raising his glass.

We toast. Everything seems
unnaturally quiet. The old couple waves
goodbye. Another pitcher arrives, this one on
the house.

"To The Desperate Men," shouts Buzz,
rising wobblily. "League Champions 2006 to
2009 and again in '11."

"National Runners Up in '09," says
D.D. standing.

"Kicked ass three times in the
Regional’s," adds Oddie, joining him.

“And let us not forget," I say, standing
with them, "the 2007 winners of the Silver Pin
Trophy!”
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"The Triple Crown of bowling," adds
D.D., pointing his empty glass down at Doc.

"We were animals back then," says
Oddie.

"Couldn't stop Buzz," I say, laughing.
"Remember the black glove psych-out."

"Best anchor there ever was."

"We went 10-0 in the tournament.”

"Took $500 a man."

"Got a Blu-ray and a mountain bike
for Amy."

"How about the fight in the parking
lot?"

"And those drunk biker chicks
flashing Kelv to distract him."

“Didn’t work.”

“Broke their backs.”

"Hey Doc," Oddie calls over, "want to
see Buzz with hair?"

The five of us crowd in front of the
trophy case and peer between the tarnished
silver cups and dusty wood plaques at the
photo taken after our first championship.
Those black satin jackets with the silver
lettering were awesome. No doubt, we had
that badass Raiders look. And Buzz did have
hair, graying as it was. He looked kind of like
Elvis with those long shitty sideburns and
the sweaty forehead. Back then, D.D. was still
married. We called him "Lovetap" that season
because he got the ten pin to go down on
spares. Buzz reminds us Oddie wore a black
sweatsuit like he was one of The Soprano’s.
No one says anything about me because
another trophy from 1988 hides my part of
the photo. D.D. juggles the cylinder lock, but
we can't get in the case.

"Gallagher will save it for us," says
Oddie.

"He's the man," says Buzz, holding up
a bottle of J.D.

“No, you the man," adds D.D.
toasting him with a shot.

"Fuck the man, I'm out of here," I say,
pushing through them.
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"What's up your ass?" asks D.D.,
grabbing my arm.

"You motorheads are acting like we
have something to celebrate," I say, pushing
him away. "Let's toast the humps who sold us
out. Don't you see, it's over? We're finished."

"We still got a team," Oddie mumbles.

"What? Midnight's someplace thirty
miles from here."

"You want us to kick the shit out of
Gallagher and slit our wrists?" shouts D.D.

"I want you to crawl up my ass and
sing the star-spangled banner," I yell, tossing
back a shot. "We should've done something
years ago."

"Like what?" asks Oddie, pulling up
two chairs and trying to look concerned.

"How do I know, ask Doc?" I say.

Now everyone's sitting again looking
over at Doc like we’re back in class.

"Protest," he says, matter-of-factly.

"You mean like the longhairs in the
sixties?" asks Buzz.

“Well, more like...”

"It's too late," I snap. “Place closes
tomorrow."

Suddenly, we all go quiet staring
down into our drinks with only the sound of
rain against the glass doors go along with
bursts of rolling thunder.

“You boys heading somewhere?” asks
Gallagher to break up the monotony.

“Doc’s got a 2:30 out of County,” I
mutter.

“Not now he don’t,” says Gallagher.
“Airport’s down, no flights for at least four
hours, maybe more.”

It didn’t take much convincing to get
Gallagher to open up a few lanes to help pass
the time.

“When'’s the last time we did the
Bermuda Triangle?” I ask Oddie, putting
down two more pitchers of beer by the
scorer’s table.
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“That’s Buzz’s shot,” he says.

“Hell, what's he saving it for,” shouts,
D.D. “Rack’ em!”

Oddie runs down the alley places the
seven pin in Lane 17 and the one and ten
pins in Lane 18 forming a triangle of sorts.

We each drop a Jackson that Buzz will miss it.

He shuffles up toward the foul line doing his
best impression of a one-year-old with a load
in his pants. Gallagher dims the lights and
gets on the speaker system.

“Bowlers, please turn your attention
to the 175-pounds of piled moose turd
attempting to drop the rock in the Bermuda
Triangle,” says Gallagher, in his smoothest
announcer’s voice. “Will it, or the pins,
disappear? Kind patrons, he hasn't felt this
much pressure since his last prostate exam.
Another fifty dollars says ol’ Buzzy here
doesn’t touch a pin.”

Buzz throws us the bird one last time
and starts rocking back and forth like a
mental patient before going into his motion.
That’s the thing about bowling, I tell Doc
who looks as bored as a Saturday night
whore in Sunday school. You become part of
the lane channeling energy through the ball
at your release point playing those little red
arrows on the alley. It's about knowing when
to let go.

Today Buzz is a thing of beauty to
behold. He looks like a hood ornament - leg
back, arm extended high — as the ball rotates
effortlessly off his fingertips in a perfect
spiral down the lane. It’s hypnotic and
peaceful as everyone focuses on the ball
nearing the one pin trying to anticipate the
violence of the contact, or the nothingness of
a miss. Then bam! The one pin skittles into
Lane 17 dumping the seven pin as the ball
curves away and punches the ten pin straight
out.

Buzz dances as if his baldhead is on
fire and lays prone on the floor as we jump
on top of him. “Goddamn son-of-a-bitch!”
Gallagher keeps yelling into the mic, “I don’t
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believe it!” I don’t believe it!” We all lay there
laughing our asses off. Doc misses the whole
thing. The asshole is too busy highlighting
some little green journal to notice.

“Holy shit,” says Oddie, looking
straight up at the ceiling. “Look at all the
crap hanging up there.”

Rolling off Buzz, we all stare at the
roof. It's covered with dusty baseball caps,
bras and torn tee shirts pinned to the foam-
insulated rafters. D.D. swears the faded
maroon panties hanging over Lane 9 were a
Valentine’s gift to his ex. We're even more
amazed that somehow, we were never part of
hoisting any of this stuff. For better or worse,
they’re the remnants of this saggy-assed little
shit-hole of a town, our mark on a layer of
regurgitated primordial ooze.

“We can’t give this up,” I say, taking
another swig of Jack and sliding what's left
in the bottle across the floor to D.D.

“It's already gone my friend,” he
replies.

“Brian, can’t you un-sell it?” I beg on
my knees to Gallagher in the booth.

He looks all judicial as he peers over
the control booth and starts to explain for the
millionth time how the deal went down.

“Now boys,” he says. “You need to
hardwire all your three-watt brains together
for this one last time.”

Gallagher turns up the volume on the
PA just as four, six-foot long heroes arrive.
Two high school burns from Zelman’s Deli
begin setting up trays of lasagna, fried
chicken, and sausage with peppers.
Gallagher starts telling us all that shit about
how his old man built an aircraft hangar here
during WW2 before it was converted to a
bowling alley, but the burns keep
interrupting him because they can’t get the T-
legs on the folding tables to work.

“Hey show some respect,” I shout
with a glare. “You might learn something.”

Brian nods to thank me as I hear the
kid wearing a blue do-rag mutter, “Yeah like
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bowling sucks.” They laugh and snicker
causing Gallagher to lose his thought.

“A couple of smartass fuckers,” I yell,
throwing a beer mug their way. “Maybe I
should shove a few bowling balls up your
asses!”

“Hey, hey, hey...”

“Who a,”

“OK, settle down now!”

Suddenly everyone is on their feet
surrounding us. Gallagher bounds out of the
booth and heads toward the money vault
telling the pissants to freeze. Buzz holds onto
me as if we're waiting for our first dance at
the prom. Patting his bald head calms me
down.

“Sorry dude,” says the one in the
hoody. “Blows not having a life man, I totally
empathize.”

“You whistle dicked...”

I grab him by the hood and spin his
skinny ass across the red carpet onto one of
the tables that collapses sending bowls of
macaroni salad airborne before descending
upon us like the seven plagues of Egypt. I'm
quickly shoved into the vault with Gallagher
while the rest help the shrieking kid up.

My first reaction is to laugh it off, but
Gallagher tells me that little stunt will drop
another hundred bucks on my tab. He tells
me to stop being such a hard-on. After all,
he’s the one losing his business.

“It sure to hell doesn’t seem like it?” I
say, shaking my head.

“Take a seat you're wasted,” he adds,
counting out the money for the deli.

I slide down the cinderblock wall the
weight of an entire town’s inept decisions
landing on me. I feel like an empty shell
drifting to the ocean bottom. I watch
Gallagher’s jowls twitch rabbit-like the way
they always do whenever he counts out. It
makes me think that there should be nothing
ordinary about this moment, this day. On the
shelf next to Brian, I see the handle of the .38
he uses to clear the bikers out after a fight
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and I find myself catapulting upward as if a
great belch of undersea air is thrusting me
back to the surface.

I grab the gun while spinning
forward and shove Gallagher against the
metal shelf locking him in the vault before he
can utter a sound. Doing my best Bruce
Willis, I stride toward the do-rag and as he
turns toward me, the muzzle of the .38
smears a grey mark on his forehead like its
Ash Wednesday.

“Tell Zelman that The Desperate Men
control Jericho Lanes,” I say, clicking the
hammer, “and we’re going to need more
macaroni salad.”

I stumble off my quick Jack buzz
chasing after the two burnouts bolting for the
back door before turning to the unbelieving
hoard. I might as well have announced that
we're all hooking up for a gun control ball.

Then I remembered Doc telling us we
each had an inner leader to tap so I start
tapping only nothing’s coming out of my dry
keg head. Oddie starts scrunching up that
happy-chipmunk face of his and soon
everyone else’s is twisting up staring at me
like I just took a dump on grandma’s
birthday cake. Something has to give so I let
whatever was left upstairs drain out.

“Look, I know you fuckers left to
right so don’t tell me none of ya’s didn’t
want to do what I'just did,” I say, thumping
the revolver on my heart. “I'm tired of eating
a mile of shit for every asshole who thinks
they know how to run things. Well, now
we're the assholes in charge and for the next
few hours they’re gonna listen to what we
have to say.”

“What exactly is that,” snarfs D.D.

“We'll think of something,” I assure
him. “We need to grab their attention.”

Everyone stares at Doc as if he’s
turned into a giant turkey leg hanging over a
shark tank. D.D. casually grabs Zelman’s
abandoned hand truck while Buzz throws his
arms around Doc. Gallagher bangs harder
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and harder against the vault door seeming to
keep beat with the struggle.

“Jesus Kelv, did we have to tie him up
like that?” asked Oddie, eyeing the saran
wrapped ex-professor.

Buzz takes the hand truck Doc is

melded to and begins rocking it back

and forth.

“Weeeee.”

“Are you all insane?” screams Doc,
frantic that we’ll put the gag back. “This is
is... Crazy!”

“Maybe we should think things
through some more,” adds Oddie.

“Thinking never got no one
nowhere,” chokes Buzz. “Ain’t that right
Kelv?”

“Concrete thoughts translate into
concrete action, that’s what Doc said today,” I
add.

“What's that got to do with this?” he
snaps.

“Now Docky,” chirps Buzz, “don’t go
lathering up that brain of yours, no overtime
here.”

Laughter break out all around, but
Oddie still looks anxious so I keep him and
D.D. busy cleaning up the macaroni and
writing our declaration. I send Buzz off to
secure the back entrance so no one can get in.

“This better work ass face,” says D.D.

I start to pace back and forth the way
I do in the crew room during a sickout when
Gallagher begins banging again.

“Got to let him out sometime,” adds
D.D.

I nod as Oddie squirts over to unlock
the door. It takes a while for Gallagher to
appear.

“What have you pecker heads gone
off on now?” he sighs.

No one answers for the longest time.

“It’s a complicated situation,”
mumbles D.D.
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“We was overtaken by events,”
belches Buzz.

Pointing at his Einsteiness, I agree,
“Like Buzz said, that’s exactly what
happened. One minute we’re minding our
own business, the next... things got
jumbled.”

“Jumbled,” repeats Gallagher.

“TJumbled,” nod Oddie and D.D.

“Jumbled and kind of gun-ish,” T add,
holding up the revolver.

Gallagher puts his face in his hands
and turns away only to see Doc shrink
wrapped and ready to go.

“And then there’s that,” I say.

Gallagher starts shrugging his
shoulders and sucking in air like a
Thanksgiving Day float the night before the
big parade. His face erupts into a howling
storm of noise. We can’t tell if he’s laughing,
crying, or having an aneurism until he stands
straight up and makes that Gallagher sound
like he was poked in the ass with a
broomstick.

“Oww Christ,” he yells, tripping off a
bunch of half laughs between every word.
“So, you stole my .38 and think you're doing
what with it?”

“Well, we sort of took things over
to...you know save the place,” I say, “You're
OK with that, right?”

“Hey, thanks for asking,” Gallagher
says, politely touching my shoulder. “Why
would anyone mind having the family
business abducted on the last night of
operation? I can’t think of one reason.”

“Hell, Brian that’s why we done it!”
injects Buzz proudly.

“We knew you’d understand,” adds
D.D.

Gallagher laughs, looks up at his shit-
covered ceiling and tries again, “OK,
Dillinger what are you planning to do with
that?”

“I dunno,” I say looking down at the
gleaming pistol, “scare people into listening.”
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“Try getting goddamn arrested for
felony gun possession and kidnapping,”
shouts Doc over by the condiments table.

“Oh shit, the Doc,” says Oddie
running toward him.

“Forgot all about him,” chimes in D.D
chasing Oddie.

Soon we're all shuffling over to Doc
and Gallagher’s lost his audience so he
follows along with the rest of us.

“Sorry Doc, nothing personal, you're
a prisoner of circumstance,” I tell him.

Doc won’t have none of it. He goes off
on us with a tirade of psycho mumbo-jumbo
that makes us sound a lot more interesting
than I ever thought we were. Especially, all
that stuff about pack mentality, alpha males,
and God complexes. But after a while, we
couldn’t take no more. Even Gallagher, who
wanted to cut Doc loose, says he reminds
him of his first wife’s yapping Chihuahua.
Finally, I get so pissed I point the gun at him
and threaten to spread those magnificent
brains of his across the floor. That’s when
Gallagher comes to life and starts laughing,
and we all look puzzled.

“I damn near forgot,” says Gallagher
aching to tell us. “Your whole little plan to
bring the world to its knees with that ain’t
worth shit.”

“It wasn’t a terrible plan,” I say, stung
by his words.

“Son, it’s a replica. Barrel’s solid,” he
hoots. “It's neutered just like the rest of you.”

D.D. grabs it out of my hand and
snaps open the chamber. “Sheeet,” he moans
in disgust before handing it back. Gallagher
is laughing so hard he has to sit. Oddie uses
his pocketknife to free Doc from his
cellophane cocoon. Buzz lies on the floor
complaining he’s pulled a hamstring in his
head. Now I feel like the one who should be
wheeled into the parking lot on a handcart.

As Doc frees himself from the wrap,
Oddie gives the scoresheet with our words
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on the back to Gallagher. He doesn’t have his
glasses with him so he asks D.D. to read it.

“Seven CVTA titles and four hundred
hangovers ago, Brian Gallagher’s father
brought forth this bowling alley in order to
form a more perfect league for our union
members.

We hold these truths to be as big as
elephants. We're now faced with a bunch of
dumb asses trying to prevent us from doing
what comes naturally on Friday nights.

We, The Desperate Men, being of
sound minds and bodies (except for Buzz’s
hammy), take it upon ourselves to fight this
on the great battlefield of Jericho Lanes. A
bowling alley divided, can’t stand itself and
we can’t stand a bunch of candy ass assholes
messing with us.

Screw them, WE AIN’T LEAVING!”

We all sign it before handing it to
Gallagher.

“Yeah, pops loved watching you guys
play,” he says, staring at the paper.

Buzz remembers how we let the old
man, wheelchair and all, take the last shot of
our first championship as an honorary
member days before he died.

“Those are mighty nice words fellas,”
adds Gallagher. “Geese, Kelvin don’t stand
there like a big lummox, start passing the
food.”

I break up a hero and hand out the
pieces even Doc joins in for the last supper.
We agree not to give Brian any more trouble
as the wail of a police siren comes screaming
to the back door.

“Those little shits,” I say to myself,
“now what?”

We send Buzz limping off to let them
in trying to buy enough time to think of
something to say. If things weren’t bad
enough, I see the powder blue balloon pants
and black knee boots of a state trooper’s
uniform, which could only mean one thing.
Randle Cummings. Before we know it, his
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perfect Smokey the Bear hat cast a shadow
across the table.

“Burrows, I should’ve known you
were involved,” he smirks at me.

“Involved in what officer, we're just
reminiscing with an old friend.”

“Cut the crap. One of you clowns
pulled a gun on a kid and made him wet his
pants,” he bellows. “Problem is that kid
happens to be the mayor’s nephew.”

We start to crack up. D.D. says there’s
a half-off sale on diapers at the dollar store.

“Still the bunch of turd sniffers you
were in high school,” he says, shaking his
head. “How’s your drunken excuse for a
father, Big Jimbo? Locked his ass up enough
times.”

“He’s dead, thanks for asking,” I
snap.

Cummings is the same dick he was
growing up. Back then, we pretty much had
him pegged as the one who told the whole
town that D.D. parents were Mongoloid
midgets and I never knew them to be that
short. He tells us all to stand up against the
wall and spread "em. I think of confessing
because it’s only a matter of time before he
sees the gun on the chair, although I'm not
sure if its fakeness gets me off the hook.

“Sorry Brian,” he says patting the old
man down. “This is what happens when you
let scum in.”

Buzz groans as Cummings kicks out
his bad leg even further. Each one of us gets
the treatment from him that answers the
question you're never too old to get a
wedgie. The only one he leaves alone is Doc
who crumbles over in the corner. Cummings
offers to take him to the airport, but he
politely declines.

“Where’s the piece?” he shouts
kicking a few chairs over.

Convinced it’s somewhere like dog
diarrhea he promises to return when we least
expect it. Somehow, that old fart Gallagher
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figured out a way to hide it for which I'm
eternally grateful.

The first partygoers start to trickle in. It's the
over fifty divorced set wearing cracked white
boots with flares of blond creased into their
cowardly-lion hair. Poured into outfits that fit
like sausage casings, they sag toward any
grill that will make them sizzle. Soon the
whole place is packed. Gallagher puts our
words right in front of the register to rabble
rouse the crowd. I get a few free drinks out of
our heroics, but for the most part we’re back
to being just drunks like everyone else.

The more we talk about the place, the
quicker the magic leaks out of it. Looking
around, things are getting old. Three lanes on
the far end are closed because the wood
flooring is warped from a ceiling leak and on
two others, the pins don’t reset and a bunch
of fiberglass chairs are broken off their stems.
Gallagher never installed TV monitors for
electronic scoring the way other alleys did.
Everything is worse for the wear and I begin
to look at myself in the same light.

After midnight, Esther Westbrook
takes off her tee shirt and starts wearing our
declaration around her neck saying she’ll
show anyone who gives her a dollar what's
underneath. Most of us give her two to keep
it where it is. I walk out into the parking lot
to have a quiet smoke. The weather has
cleared. In the hard moonlight, I can see the
backseat humpers and druggers in all their
glory. I'm trying to imagine how much I'll
miss this place when Doc saddles up next to
me on the back of Jimmy Watson's tailgate.

“Hey man,” I say, offering my hand.
“No harm, no foul. You OK?”

“Never been better,” he replies.

“Yeah right,” I smirk, taking another
gulp of beer. “Took one for the team today
my friend.”

“Being sandwich wrapped gives one
a unique perspective on life. I highly
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recommend it,” adds Doc, grabbing a smoke
from my shirt pocket.

I look at him somewhat
disbelievingly but he cups the match like a
pro.

“That’ll be one hell of a report you
file,” I say, already looking for small talk.

“Not me,” he quips, blowing smoke
in a straight rope. “I'm out.”

“No way, Doc. You're good. We're the
numskulls.”

“Well maybe,” he says, “but you are
who you are. That never seems to change.
Take care of yourself Burrows.”

With that, he flips his cig into a
puddle and makes his way to a McCann’s
taxi waiting out on the street. I don’t bother
to tell him all his books are still in Buzz’s
trunk. Another minute passes before I notice
the gun next to me on Jimmy’s tailgate.

“You sneaky son-of-a-bitch,” I laugh
aloud, flipping it into the dumpster with a
clank. “Way to go Doc, way to go!”

Back inside, the stragglers are raising
our declaration to the rafters while Free Bird
plays for the fortieth time. I feel myself
sinking again knowing this time there will be
no resurfacing. Me, we, are all settling into
our places among the artifacts of antiquity.
Someday there won’t be any Gallagher,
Cummings, Oddie, or CVTA to jaw about. All
of it will sink into the murk of time that
swallows everything and offers nothing in
return.

Then, I think, quietly at first, then
louder in my head. At least I had my
goddamn say about something.
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CINDY...ILOVE YOU
by Timothy Dodd

I was a stud at Trotter High School. I mean
the stud. You wouldn’t have to take it from
me if you could go back and ask the girls
themselves — they’d tell you how bad they
wanted me. Most of the teachers who still
had any zip to them wanted me too. And best
of all, unlike a lot of guys, I had enough
brains to take full advantage of the situation.
So I went through dozens, including ones
from Honeywell, Seabrest, False Knoll, and
Carthage. I'd meet them at parties or games
or wrestling matches. I was county champ in
my weight bracket, and a lot of girls would
come to see my tightly wrapped walnuts. But
that’s all just backdrop really.

Here’s a little more. Nobody was
surprised when I finally settled on Cindy a
year after we graduated. And, yes, I do mean
the Cindy who’s looking at me right now,
conjuring up all her energy just to scrunch
her eyes together and give me a dirty look.
Back then she was every guy’s dream just
like I was every girl’s — long blonde hair,
soft voice, long legs ... just for starters. I
remember Dale Hurtz used to slobber all
over his flannel whenever Cindy walked by.

Cindy was a cheerleader and a church
girl, but neither got in the other’s way. I'm
sure even those crabby deacons at Orphaned
Bottom Baptist popped their pound cake on
more than a few occasions after seeing her in
that little polka dot dress during Sunday
services. I'd have guessed Pastor Scraggs did
the same, but he had his prostate removed
when he was thirty-eight, so who knows?
Too many cold cuts.

Difficult to believe, but I had to work
fairly hard to get the girl whose jabber jaws
are hanging down now and waiting for Pat
Sajak to explain what “in heat” means. By
that point I'd kind of gotten tired with the
rest. Bored, I guess you could say. Too easy. I
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could pull up anywhere in my '79 Nova with
my hair winged back, light moustache you
know, and the girls would exhale like I was a
minor Beatle. Maybe the Ringo or something.
With my own kind of guitar. Cindy was the
only challenge left. I think it was that little bit
of church in her that kept her from going to
parties and having fun. Until I got a hold of
her, of course.

Look at her now. This is the point I'm
getting at. Yeah, people can say I ain’t the
glamor god I was two or three decades ago
either — I'm forty-four years old too and
we'll get to that in a minute — but, hell, even
her hair’s been falling out the last couple of
weeks. Of course that’s because ... well, I
won’t go into all that either. But the doctors
were asking about it. A million questions.
You know how they are before they give you
their boring pile of “suggestions.” Every time
the doctors start explaining that crap to me I
try to block them out and tell myself,
goddamn I wouldn’t wish that on anybody
— I'mean, to have to listen to their long
chunks of terminology lathered with a little
mustard of sympathy somewhere down in
the crevices. “Necessary sacrifice,” they say,
after finally deciding the hair loss is due to
the side effects from the medicine they're
giving her.

But, yeah, it’s really falling out. Like a
summertime collie’s. Just shedding. Stroke
her head a couple rounds and your palm will
look like Chewbacca’s. And that’s the least
and most recent of her problems. Those legs,
for example, the ones that used to shine so
bright and tight that you’d think they were
mirrors — they’re long gone. Now they're
just limp and skinny as baseball bats. But
then up top there’s no sense of proportion
whatsoever. That stuff just keeps ballooning.
Like she’s got three or four blown-up plastic
balls coming out of each shoulder. Or
Butterball turkeys or something. Look at
them and then look at her legs and it looks
like she’s made up of two different people.
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You want me to sugarcoat it? Save the sweet
stuff for cuddlers. I couldn’t cuddle Cindy if I
had elastic arms.

But unlike most women getting on in
middle age, she don’t have the excuse of
childbearing. Yeah, about a year into our
marriage we found out she’s dry inside.
Makes you wonder about the world a little
bit. Makes you wonder why some apples
ripen and get picked while others fall to the
ground. And why the eye sometimes ain’t a
bit of help in figuring out which will be
which.

So we don’t have any kids. None of
that stress and tension from raising children,
yet she caws more than an injured crow.
Right now she’s sitting in the chair in front of
the television, and I can see somewhere in the
back of her mind she’s forming the next shit
to throw at me. It’s like there’s a permanent
feces factory up there that never shuts down.
“Todd, fix that shower drip. Todd, take out
the trash. Todd, go get me a couple Little
Debbies. Todd, move your truck two inches
to the left so I can get by on the driveway
tomorrow if I'd miraculously decide to get
off my skinny ass for once to go get the
mail.”

But that’s just it — Cindy’s in a
wheelchair, see. Twenty years in it. I won’t
detail all her health issues or we’d be here
until the crack, but it burns me up that
everyone still treats her like a victim. She
ain’t. She milks it.

Yeah, everyone says it was my fault.
Cops, insurance companies, her family. Just
because I was passing on a double line. But if
they want to chase that cause and effect bird,
how come they can’t fly back one step
farther? How come they don’t ask why I was
passing on the double yellow? Nobody
mentions that slow-ass family in the station
wagon in front of us because they just drove
off into their glorious piddling sunset. And
nobody seems to care that it was Cindy who
was pushing me to pass them the whole time.
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“I've gotta get home and thaw out that chuck
roast or we won’t have nothing to eat
tonight.” She didn’t say it once or twice. No. I
swear she must have said it a dozen times.
Just pestering me. As usual. Even back then. I
told her the first couple of times to be quiet
and let me drive how I was supposed to
drive, but she wouldn’t shut up. The best of
men lose their patience eventually.

I got out of it with some broken bones
— two ribs, my collarbone, my left arm, and
two fingers on my right hand. And they
healed sure enough. At least there was justice
in that. But the doctors said Cindy would
never walk again. They were pretty much
spot on. She’s crippled. She can’t move her
lower extremities. She’s paralyzed from the
waist down. Even if I did want to rub her
legs or other parts up there some night, she
ain’t got any feeling below the belt. Her legs
just fall down from her waist all flimsily, kind
of like strings. But her arms and upper body,
like I said, get fatter and fatter. Now she can’t
really move much up top either. Unless you
count fat jiggling. But, boy, what her upper
body and lower body can’t do, her mouth
makes up for it. That thing moves. That
jalopy will chase you all over the place. In
fact, it even gets to you in your sleep. That’s
why I put a TV in every room. I turn them all
on some days cause that’s the only thing that
turns her mouth off. Helps a little.

It's never been her strong suit, but the
past couple of weeks Cindy’s mind is getting
in as bad a shape as her body. Well, why
wouldn’t it be? That’s what I read would
probably happen. For one, she thinks our
dentist, Dr. Muldrow, has the willies for her.
She’s insistent even though we ain’t seen the
bald fellow for three years — that was the
last time either of us had a toothache. Yet she
talks about him like he’s calling her up every
evening and sending flowers. Delusional.
Just makes shit up. Yesterday she said she
could just tell the first time she went into his
office by the way he looked at her.
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“What do you mean “the way he
looked at you?” I said. “You're laid back on
that pale aqua vinyl recliner that looks like
they ordered it from a 1970s Penney’s
catalogue, you've got one of them damn
dental napkins strapped over your tits so
tight it’s about to pop on account you're ten
sizes too large, and there’s a whole slew of
pick and chisel dental utensils right by your
blistered, gaping mouth that must look to Dr.
Muldrow like them internal organs they
show during surgery on the science channel.
What way is Dr. Muldrow actually looking at
you?”

“I can’t explain it,” she said. “But you
better believe it when I tell you a woman
knows when a man’s giving her that look.”

Oh, all right. That look. That look
coming from that brain. I just shook my head
and walked into another room. If you don’t
tell her what she wants to hear, you're just a
shiny asshole. And anyway I figured that sort
of crazy talk just meant things were working
out as planned.

Last week she even brought up dental
horniness with the church people who come
out to visit us each week. That’s another time
I've got to slip off into another room. Cindy
invites them for a little worship since she
thinks she can’t get out so easily to church.

“Well you've got them wheels don’t
you?” I always ask her. “Ain’t that the whole
point of a wheelchair is to provide some
freaking mobility?” God, I've even tried to
pray about it. Why can’t they just drive their
church van out and pick her up on Sundays
or whenever she wants to go? Get her out of
the house some. Away from me. Instead of
bringing more nut-jobs in. The last thing I
want to hear is “Blessed Assurance” sung out
of tune by two numbskulls in old, “nice”
clothes in the so-called comforts of my own
home. I go turn the TVs or radio on, but
when there’s downtime between
commercials or songs I can still hear them
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mumbling Jesus this and Jesus that. Jesus
don’t expect you to use a fork all the time.

And, Christ, all the small-talk when
they arrive. “How you doing, Todd?” How
the hell do you think I'm doing, I'd like to
say. But you can’t say that to any of them —
she gets different church members every
week, like none of them really want to come
— or else they’ll drop down to a knee right
there, grab my hand, and start jabbering to
Mr. On-High. So I try to be cordial, usually
talk about football or something if there’s a
man among the pair, and then sneak away
under the notion that I've got some sort of
chore or work or stomach pain. “We’ll pray
for you, Todd.” Sure they will. Pain in the
ass. You can’t even go to the kitchen on
account of them. And if I hit the toilet when
they're around, I've got to shit to their
“worship.”

So people ask why the hell have I
stuck around. Why didn’t I leave after the
road tragedy? Didn't you know nothing
would get better? And it is true, back when
all this started coming down the pike, I still
had a lot of choices in the female department
— not quite as many now of course.

Well, first off, the house is in her name
— a gift of her father, even before he died.
Mr. Gerald Shrewsbury, Esquire. He was a
lawyer for convicts. Not accused criminals,
mind you, but real convicts. He was the kind
of lawyer who’d put giant poster ads up in
the city buses or the cheapest stores in town
— K-Mart, Heck’s, and that sort. Ads that
were all black except his name in white and
tough-guy lettering under the words
“Insurgent Lawyer” or something like that.
As if his clients knew what the hell that
meant. I don’t even know what it means. So
it’s been free rent basically since I married
her. That was enough to keep me going
through the motions for a while, and anyway,
nothing was stopping me from getting candy
on the side.
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But Shrewsbury never liked me. And
I never liked him. Why he had to get her a
piece of property on a steep embankment I'll
never know. I always felt like he had it in for
me. I just didn’t know how or when. Sure
enough, couple years after the car accident
when my broken bones had healed back
together and I was picking up 18-year-olds
again, on an overcast afternoon, I got my
permanent disabling. I couldn’t get any
traction cause of the incline, and the mower
just seemed to freeze on me for a good ten
seconds. All T could hear was a sound like a
chainsaw cutting through thick oak. Sliced
right through my foot, and when I crawled
back up the hill the stump was dragging
behind me like the lid of a ripped open
Cracker Jack box, hanging on by a thread. Of
course Cindy was no goddamn use. I was
screaming her name, but she didn’t hear a
thing. “I was watching General Hospital,”
she told me later. My old neighbor Jeff heard
me, and he had his wife call an ambulance
while he put a rag around my ankle and then
doubled it up with a plastic grocery bag or
two over that to hold off the bleeding. They
said it’s a wonder I didn’t bleed to death. At
the hospital they amputated my foot that
night. I'm sure it didn’t take long. A little
twist and pull is about all it needed. Sure, 1
recovered eventually, like I have with
everything else. But now I'm footless. Well,
on one side, you know.

Forty-four years old and everything
else is okay. I look pretty good. I still work
out so I've got some mass to my upper body.
Other than some hair loss and the foot, and
some minor case of Crohn’s Disease, I'm all
right. If I put on my special shoe and cover
up my foot, I can still pick up a woman 10 to
20 years younger than me. I've made a list of
excuses to use when they ask me why I'm
keeping my shoes on when I go into their
homes. And then into their beds. The easiest
one is just to say I've got poor circulation and
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my feet get cold real easy. Which ain’t the
case with the other parts I tell them.

So now it’s the free rent and the lost
foot that keeps me around, for those who still
want to know. But every year it feels less and
less like a good idea to stay here; more like a
dead end. I draw some disability, but it
wouldn’t be enough to get an apartment and
the rest. The fact is I can’t afford to move out.
But I feel like I can’t afford to stay here either.
At least with her. Something’s got to give.
Growing up I never really thought much
about the future. I lived for the present. But
now it sometimes creeps into my head —
what would it be like with her when I'm
sixty? I'm not going to wait around to find
out because I know I'll still be looking
halfway decent while that mess over there
would just be one massive blob hanging over
her wheelchair.

I used to think to ask her if it would
be better, would she like it, if I just put her
out of her misery. Then I could get on with
my life. But the sad thing is she seems to
enjoy herself more than me. She enjoys
camping in front of the TV all day. She enjoys
eating like there’s no tomorrow. She enjoys
riding my ass. She acts like I've got it good
since I can only get half a case of athlete’s
foot anymore.

Which reminds me — it’s about that
time for her medicine. She takes about a
dozen different pills now. But you're nuts if
you think that means there’s only twelve
things wrong with her. I could count twelve
things wrong with her mouth alone. And it’s
yours truly who's in charge of handing out
the pills. For years I've poured them out of
their little containers each morning onto a
plate on the kitchen table. She don’t take
them until lunchtime, but I put them outso I
won’t forget them. Otherwise she’ll just slide
right through her soap operas pill-free. Do I
need to explain why I'd be the one to suffer
the most if she stopped taking them
altogether? God, I'd be cleaning up vomit
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and froth and calling 911. But then I'm even
the one who's got to pour her a glass of Mello
Yello to wash the pills down. Plus fix her a
bologna sandwich. She likes a good thick
slice of onion on it, and I've spent hours
digging around the piles at Food Fair trying
to figure out how to choose the hottest and
most bitter ones.

So I finally got smart a few weeks
ago. Made a plan. Finally decided to use all
this to my advantage. Ain’t no chance in hell
she’ll notice the tiny white one I've added to
the pile today. I'll just say the same thing I do
every day: “Here you go, honey." Real nice
and tender. “Wash them on down."

"Cindy .... I love you. And this
medicine's gonna do us both a lot of good."
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STRAYS by Ryan Barnhill

Billy was in the bay of Glenn Hickey’s
auto shop taking off a tire and Hickey’s
daughter Leanne came in and sat on the
bench beside the bead breaker, wearing just
short jean shorts and a stained white halter
top. When she sat she put her hands in her
lap and hunched over and looked at him.

“Where’s daddy?” she said.

“Out.”

“I need some money.”

“Don’t you have a job yet?” he said.

“What for?” she said. She stood up
and scuffed the toe of her sandal against the
grime on the shop floor, rolling the grit back
and forth under her toe.

“You want to go for a ride later?”
Billy said.

She looked out the bay door at his car.
It stood on three donuts, the other tire bald
and showing wire. The windshield was
cracked and the passenger door had been
salvaged from a junkyard and was a different
color than the rest of the car.

“I don’t ride in shitcarts,” she said.

“It ain’t a shitcart. It'll fly.”

“I highly doubt it,” she said.

“Suit yourself,” he said. “I was just
being friendly.” He picked up the tire and
dropped it onto the floor and rolled it out
onto the lot. She followed him.

“Even if it did fly, I got plans,” she
said.

“What plans?”

“Private ones.”

“Oh,” he said. “It’s that way?”

“It is that way,” she said and nodded.

“Why you bothering me, then?”

“I'm bored.”

“I figured you had to be smart to be
bored,” he said.

“Well, fuck you,” she said.

“Go on somewhere,” he said.

She wandered out to the edge of the
lot and watched the traffic passing. A fat
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Mexican with a paper bag on the bench next
to him watched her from under the shade of
a tiendita sign. He said something in Spanish
to her and adjusted his crotch. She drew back
and spat in the grass between the garage lot
and the store lot.

Billy rolled out the new tire and
positioned the rim on the brake drum. He
looked up at her and she was coming across
the lot. She had her hand under her shirt,
holding it away from her belly and she was
turning from side to side as she walked.

“It’s hot out here,” she said.

“Go sit in the office.”

“T don’t like it in there,” she said.
“Nothing to do.”

“Nothing to do out here, either,” he
said. “Except work.”

“I don’t like that.”

“I figured. Hand me that air wrench.”

She squatted and her shorts slipped
down in back and he could see the edge of
her panties. She held the wrench by the cord
and swung it toward him, almost hitting him
in the head.

“Don’t play,” he said.

“Why?” she said.

He took the wrench and tightened the
nuts and when he was finished he leaned
against the car. She walked toward him and
stood with her knees were at his head. She
had good legs. A little pale, but well-shaped.
There was a scar across her inner thigh where
a boyfriend had stabbed her with a kitchen
knife.

“Gimme forty dollars?” she said.

“Tell me why I ought to,” he said.

“I'll show you something.”

“You lie.”

She smiled and leaned back against
the car. The hood stung her arms and she
moved off, but tried to do it gracefully so she
wouldn’t look stupid. “I wouldn’t lie,” she
said. “Not me.”
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They pulled off in a little rock
driveway next to the construction site outside
town about evening. She held the open beer
in her thighs and the sweat was rolling down
the bottleneck between them.

“Fuck,” she said. “Nothing out here
but trees. I hate trees.”

“Yeah,” he said. “But you like
breathing, I bet.”

“You're stupid,” she said.

“You know that fella used to work at
the insurance office?” he said.

“No,” she said. She rolled down the
window and leaned forward to take her
phone out of her back pocket. She was almost
thirty but seemed younger the way she spoke
and when the light wasn’t touching her face.

“Well, there was a fella used to work
at the insurance office.”

“What about him?” she said.

“His lost his business and jumped off
from up there.”

“Good for him,” she said. “He got it
over quick.” She stuck her head out the
window and looked up at the latticed tower
and the crane attached.

“Everything’s rusty,” she said. “It’s all
shit. Ought to call it Shitville, or Rustville
one.”

“I guess,” he said.

She sighed and tapped her fingers on
the armrest. “You want to see my tits?”

“I thought you were joking.”

“What do you think we rode out her
for?” She said. She threw her phone on the
dash. “But don’t touch them.”

“Iwasn’t,” he said.

“Uh-huh.”

She pulled up her shirt and then her
bra. Her breasts were small and pointed, just
little tufts and pale as sour cream. One was
just a little bigger.

“Well?” she said.

He looked at them a moment, then
looked out the window. “Alright,” he said.

“The fuck’s that mean?”
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“I seen them.”

“Did you like it, what you saw?” she
said and pulled down her shirt. There was
something like embarrassment in her voice
and she couldn’t quite look in his face.

“They were alright.”

“You’'re a mean ass,” she said.

“You ought to gain some wait.”

She sipped her beer. “I'm saving up
for implants,” she said. “Then I'm leaving.”

“Going where?”

“Away.”

Birds sprung from the pine tops. The
sky was orange, turning grey. He heard
crickets. Then he heard her breathing and
when he looked at her, her chin was against
her chest and she was looking down into the
bottle neck. Her lips were parted.

“Don’t tell anybody,” she said.

“What?” he said.

“About one of my tits being small,”
she said.

“Who cares?” he said.

“I do,” she said.

They stared out the window and
every now and then she drank. There was a
hayfield behind the construction yard fence
and the hay churned and the sun made pools
of dark and lesser dark within it where the
hay divided. She leaned with her elbow
against the windowsill. Sweat ran down her
cheek and her hair clung to her skull and
seemed to grow darker too as the sun shifted.
First blonde, then orange and at last a deeper
red until it washed out again.

The next afternoon she came up to the
shop and sat on the bench next to him while
he ate his lunch. He could see a tattoo on her
shoulder she’d done with a sewing needle. A
configuration of small dots.

“What's that mean?” he said, pointing
at it.

“I don’t know,” she said. “What’s
anything mean? It’s just dots.”

“You're deep,” he said.
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“Wouldn't you like to know,” she said
and kicked a flattened hose clamp at his foot.

“You ought to just get a job. Then you
could pay for a good tattoo.”

“I’'m not paying for something I could

do myself,” she said. “Gimme bite.”

He passed her the sandwich. She
made a face and pried the bread apart.

“What is it?” she said.

“Ham salad.”

She fake-retched and gave it back. “I
wouldn’t eat it with somebody else’s mouth.”

He shrugged.

“You just going to hang around town
forever?” she said “This place ain’t even big
enough to have a decent car accident.” She
could see the caution light blinking at the
intersection.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I hadn’t
thought about it.”

“He’s going to sell the shop,” she
said.

Billy nodded. “He told me. I might
can work for Dale Kirby,” he said.

“He’s a nasty old fuck,” she said.

“No more than anybody else.”

“I took a part over there one time for
daddy. I was probably just sixteen. And he
brushed up against me. I mean real close. I
could smell his breath and everything. He
must brush his teeth with dogshit
toothpaste.”

Billy laughed.

“T'm serious,” she said.

“He does have some fucked up
teeth,” he said. “What'd you do?”

“I left. And then he calls daddy later
on and says what a sweet little girl he’s got.
It'll make your skin crawl. You look halfway
decent and that’s what you get. Nasty old
fuckers.” She looked at him. “You're lucky
you're ugly.”

“Yeah, well. Somebody’ll love me,” he
said.

“Somebody does, it'll be on accident.”
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“What'd you come up here for?” he
said. He threw the rest of the sandwich in the
trash and sucked his fingers. Then he wiped
them on his pant legs.

“Money,” she said.

“You all want money,” he said.

“Not all of us. Some of us want sex
and some of us want something else. But I
just want the money. Right now, anyway.”

“I guess that’s right,” he said. “I
wouldn’t hang up here unless I was getting
paid.”

“You probably would,” she said.
“After he shuts down and this place gets
turned into a parking lot or a dollar store,
you'll still be up here. Rolling imaginary
tires. You won’t know what to do with
yourself.” She looked through the door
window into the office. “When’s he coming
back?”

“T don’t know,” he said. “Call him.”

“He won’t answer. He knows what
I'm after. But if it don’t go to me, he'll just
lose it at the table. That’s why he’s in the
state he’s in now.”

Billy stood up and brushed off his
pants legs. “It’s a sad story when folks with
money lose their money,” he said.

She looked up at him and scowled.
“You're an asshole,” she said.

“Probably,” he said.

“No probably. You are.”

He gave an exaggerated bow.

“Gimme some money,” she said.

“You done spent what I gave you?”

She nodded and gave him a smile.
“Give me a little more, I'll let you see a little
more.”

“I ain’t interested.”

“Well, fuck you,” she said. She bent
over and threw a nut at his back. “Go the hell
back to work then,” she said.

He walked off around the corner of
the building toward the bathroom. When she
heard the door shut she went into the office.
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He moved in the heat of the late
evening, hulked and grunting like a primate.
The old timers stood under the bay spitting
tobacco and watching him. Nathan Barnes
with a mist on his glasses. Red Little turning
the little mason’s ring around and around his
thick finger. Get it boy, they said. Almost
quitting time. Yeehaw. Then it cooled and he
looked out across town and saw storm clouds
over the trees. He went in the shop and
Hickey was sitting at the desk, writing out
bill receipts. One of the Pigeon brothers was
sitting on the old back seat from a Buick
they’d dragged in and set against the wall.
Billy nodded to him. The Pigeon nodded
back.

“You coming later, Hickey?” the
Pigeon brother said.

Hickey grunted.

“Thataboy,” Pigeon said. He got up
and walked past Billy out the door.

“You finished?” Hickey said.

“Yeah,” Billy said.

“You got all the tools back in?”

“Yeah. I got everything.”

Hickey looked up. “Yesterday I come
out and you left an air wrench out there. You
know what one of them costs?”

“I got some idea,” Billy said.

Hickey pushed away from his desk.
He was a large man, too large to crawl under
a car now. “I'm leaving directly,” he said.

“Well, it's Friday,” Billy said.

“Yeah, it is.”

Hickey slid a check across the table.
When Billy tried to pick it up, Hickey pinned
it fast with his fingers. “Somebody took some
money out the till this afternoon,” he said.

“Wasn’t me,” Billy said.

Hickey let go of the check. “If the
money turns up elsewhere, I'll give it back,”
he said.

Billy looked at the check. Sixty dollars
short. “You know I didn’t take that money.
Ask anybody.”
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Hickey shook his head. “You're the
only one up here most times.”

“That’s a good enough excuse to get
sixty dollars out of me?”

Hickey leaned over the desk. “You're
lucky I don’t fire you.”

“Leanne was around. Ask her.”

“I will. Till then be happy I'm letting
you come to work next week.”

“Goddamn it,” Billy said.

“Watch it,” Hickey said. “If you want
to keep a job. Now, go on and leave me
alone.”

That night, Billy and Deke were in the
Dixie grill. Deke was leaning against the
booth seat, arms spread out. He looked
satisfied.

“You know Maggie Lee Pigeon?” he
said.

“Yeah,” Billy said.

Deke leaned in. “I fucked her. Back
seat of her car.”

“Isn’t she retarded?” Billy said.

“She’s got dyslexia. She gets numbers
and letters backwards. She just lost her job at
the bank. Bunch of money got wired to the
wrong place.”

Billy was looking across the street at
the auto shop. The vehicles shone under the
blue security lights and beyond them the
ragged silhouettes of the pine trees in Luke
Sutter’s field.

“What's wrong with you, now?”
Deke said.

“Nothing,” Billy said. “Was she
good?”

“She was pretty good. She gives a
good blowjob. Swallows and everything. But
I ain’t looking to get married.”

“I figured,” Billy said. “Glad she
didn’t get confused about which end of your
dick to suck.”

Deke pulled out his phone and
flipped through it a moment. He held it in
front of Billy’s face. It was a chubby girl with
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greasy hair and her shirt hiked up. Small
pink breasts and no panties. “Lookit,” Deke
said.

“That’s something,” Billy said.

“You fuck Leanne yet?”

“I'm not angling to,” Billy said.

“Why? She’s got a fat little ass.”

Billy pushed his food away. “She’s
crazy.”

“Crazy girls fuck the best,” Deke said.

“No,” Billy said. “For real. She’s got
something wrong with her.”

Deke smiled. “Not that I can see.”

“She’s near thirty and still lives at
home. What's that tell you?”

“I wouldn’t care where a girl lived.
She could live in a doghouse, I wouldn't give
a fuck.”

“You ever talk to her?”

“I don’t like to talk,” Deke said. “Not
when I could be doing something else.”

“Yeah, well, you talk to her any at all
and you'll see what I mean.”

Deke picked up his cheeseburger.
“She’s probably tired of talking. Wants to do
something else.”

“No,” Deke said. “She don’t.”

“You tried something?”

“No. I just mean it’s not her itch.”

“Oh, well,” Deke said. “Maggie’s got
a sister.”

“Yeah, but she’s got a wood leg,” Billy
said.

Deke shook his head. “No, she don’t.
It’s plastic. Some kind of plastic.”

Billy was on the way home when he
saw Leanne walking on the side of the road
outside town. She had on a skirt cut high
above the knee. Her calves were scratched
and she was barefoot and her hair was
tangled. He pulled up alongside her and
rolled down the window.

“What are you doing?” he said.

“Walking. Can’t you see?”
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“I see that,” he said. “But why you
walking out here?”

“Because I want to.”

“You need a ride?”

She stopped and he stopped with her
and sat with the car idling.

She said, “If I get in and tell you
where I want to go just take me there and
don’t ask me any questions.”

“I'm not the po-lice,” he said.

“You're nosey as fuck, though,” she
said. She opened the door and slid into the
seat. There was a cigarette butt in her hair. He
plucked it and put it in the ashtray.

“Where you been?” he said.

“Around. Drive.”

“Alright. Where?”

“Straight, obviously. You need me to
tell you when to shift, too?”

They drove a while and when she
told him to turn he turned. They came to a
house at the end of a road along the river.
The porchlight was on and several men and a
couple of women stood beneath it among a
yard full of shoddy vehicles. A trash barrel
burned in the side yard and figures moved in
and out of the firelight and the fire flared and
crackled and spit small debris into the air.

“Whose house is this?”

“Didn’t I tell you about questions?”

“You did,” he said. “I guess it's some
secret.”

“It's not. I just don’t feel like
explaining anything. I'm drunk and when
I'm drunk, the last thing I like to do is talk.”

“Alright, then,” he said.

She got out and leaned into the
window. “You want to come in and have a
drink?”

“Do you want me to come in and
have a drink?”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I was just
asking. Being nice.”

A small dog yapped. He looked at the
men in the doorway. One of them, a heavyset
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Mexican in a cowboy hat, knelt and picked
up the dog and stood there against the
doorframe stroking it.

“He won’t mind?” Billy said, pointing
at the man.

“Nobody minds,” she said. “Just
don’t go around asking what everything’s for
and why and why and why.”

“I won’t ask questions.”

“You probably will. You think it
matters.”

“Whatever you say.”
She shook her head.

Inside there were dishes piled in the
sink, empty beer bottles on the counter. The
refrigerator was dented and smeared with
blood like someone had punched it. There
was a fat curly haired boy sitting in the
hallway with his eyes shut. He wore no shirt
and there was a beer between his legs. They
stepped over him and went into the living
room. There was a big screen television with
a rodeo on and a woman in a flower dress
sleeping on the couch with her back to them.
A thin man sat in a recliner wearing short
sleeved coveralls with a name patch covered
in grease. Leanne said hello.

“Hey,” the man said to Leanne. He
blinked sleepily then looked up at Billy.
“Who's this?”

“Billy,” she said.

“Billy who?”

“Just Billy,” Billy said.

The man smiled and shut his eyes.
“Okay,” he said. He rocked back and the
recliner squeaked.

“Sit down,” Leanne said.

“Where?” Billy said.

She wiped her arm across the love
seat and dumped the newspaper and
crushed cans onto the floor. She sat and he
sat beside her.

“You like the rodeo?” the man said.

“Not especially,” Billy said.
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“1 do,” the man said. “I wanted to be
in the rodeo when I was a kid. It's dangerous
work.”

“Lyle’s a diesel mechanic,” Leanne
said. “You all ought to have something to talk
about.”

“Why ought we to have something to
talk about?” the man said.

“Because Billy’s a mechanic, too.”

“Oh,” the man said. “What about it?”

“I'm just saying he is,” she said.
“That’s all.”

The man turned back to the television
and turned up the volume. The woman on
the couch groaned. “Shut up,” he said to her.

She turned around and there was a
scar that ran up from her jawline to her
temple. Her hair had been dyed a deep red
but was grey at the root.

“What happened to her?” Billy said.

Leanne jammed her elbow in his gut.

“Boyfriend cut her with a bottle,” the
man said. He wore a peaceful smile. The
chair squeaked. He rocked with his eyes half
closed and gave a tranquil smile like a child
will when being put to sleep.

The woman on the couch blinked.
“Who is it?” she said.

“Leanne,” the man said.

“Oh,” she said. “What’s she want?”

“What do you want?” the man said.
He opened his eyes and looked at Leanne.

“I'd like some powder, if you had it,”
Leanne said.

“All out,” the man said. “We could do
a run, though.”

“Alright,” she said.

“How much you got?”

“Round sixty dollars.”

The man looked at Billy. “He’s not a
policeman, is he?” His expression was still
peaceful and unconcerned.

“No. He’s a mechanic.”

The man gave a thoughtful frown.
“Oh, yeah. You did say that.”
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“I want some coke,” the woman on
the couch said. She raised her face from the
cushion with her eyes still half shut and the
floral pattern was imprinted on her face. She
sat upright, hacked and pulled the cigarettes
off the table. She held one between her
fingers and lit it and crossed her legs. She
rubbed her arms. “Damn, it’s cold,” she said.

“They got the door open, I do
believe,” the man in the recliner said. He
reached behind him and pulled down the
blanket draped over the back of the chair and
spread it across his legs. The woman
scowled.

“How come I say I'm cold and you
don’t offer me the blanket?”

“I'm cold, too,” the man said.

“You wasn’t before I said anything.”

“I got cold,” the man said. He turned
the volume up on the television.

The woman shivered.

“They ought to shut that door,” the
man said.

“Get up and shut it for me,” the
woman said.

“It’s alright,” the man said.

“No, it ain’t. I'm freezing. Go shut it.”

She looked at the blanket. He looked
at her looking at the blanket.

“I don’t believe I will,” he said.

Her eyes were wet and her lip was
beginning to tremble. “You fucking child,”
she said.

“It'll get stuffy,” the man said.

The woman leaned forward, looking
toward the hallway and hollered. “Shut the
goddamn door, already!”

After a few minutes they heard
footsteps and the man with the cowboy hat
and the dog appeared in the doorway,
without the hat or the dog. One of his eyes
was closed, blood on his temple.

“Oh,” the woman cooed, “what
happened?”

She held out her arms.
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“Fell down the steps,” the man said.
He came into the den and sat beside her and
put his head on her chest. She put her arm
around his neck and stroked his hair with the
hand that held the cigarette.

“Poor baby,” she said. “I'm sorry I
yelled.”

“Is okay,” he said. He was breathing
through his mouth. She was blowing smoke
in his face.

“Big old pussy,” the man in the
recliner said. “You couldn’t ever be in a
rodeo.”

“Who said he wants to?” the woman
said. “He’s a sensitive fella,” she said. She
looked over at Billy and Leanne. “He reads
poetry to me in bed. In Spanish.”

“They stab bulls to death over there,”
the man in the recliner said. “For nothing.
Just stab them.”

The woman smiled and looked down
at the man in her arms. “He reads some
beautiful poems.”

“You don’t know what they mean,”
the man in the recliner said.

“I don’t have to. It's beautiful.”

“He could be reading a lunch menu,
you wouldn’t know the difference.”

The man had dropped into her lap
and his eyes were closed.

“You don’t talk as beautiful as him,”
she said.

“T don’t care to,” the man in the
recliner said. “He can talk pretty all he wants
but who pays the electric and gas bill. Tell me
that.”

The woman ran stroked his fat,
barbaric head.

Billy looked at the man in her arms.
“He might have a concussion,” he said.

The woman patted the man’s head.
“That’s just how he sleeps,” she said.

“Alright,” Billy said.

The man rolled off her lap and fell
through the glass table. The woman stood up
and gave a few feeble tugs at his arm then
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she flattened the creases in her dress and
said, “You all might better take him to the
hospital.”

Billy drove with Leanne and the man
in the backseat. The man kept nodding and
every time he would, Billy would tell her to
slap him. When she did the man’s eyes
popped open and he wagged his head and
said something in Spanish that sounded like
a protest.

“He going to be alright, you think?”
she said.

“I don’t know,” Billy said.

“How’d you know he had a
concussion?”

“Common sense,” Billy said.

The man lurched forward and she
slapped him across the jowls. He threw up
his hands and asked for water.

“I might have some in that cooler on
the floorboard,” Billy said. “Don’t let him
drink too much.”

Leanne went into the cooler and got
out a bottle. The man labored with the cap a
few minutes and when he got it unscrewed
he tilted it and downed half the bottle,
sounding much like a horse.

“Some friends you got,” Billy said.

“At least I got them,” she said.

“I got friends, too,” Billy said.

“Yeah, who? Deke Smalls?”

“For one,” Billy said. He turned down
main street. They could see the lights from
the hospital courtyard in the distance, white
and steady like fixed stars. The man’s head
butted against the back of his seat. “Keep
him awake,” Billy said.

“I am,” she said.

She slapped the man again and he sat
back and asked for water. Billy looked in the
rearview at her.

“You know you owe me sixty
dollars,” he said.

“How you figure?”
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“Your old man thinks I've been
dipping in the till.”

“He knows better, probably.”

“He don’t act that way,” Billy said.
They were turning onto drive up to the
hospital. He could see the arch over the
emergency entrance. A few people milled
around outside.

“Hey,” she said.

“What,” Billy said.

“I think he pissed your seat,” she
said.

He shook his head.

“It’s a shitcart anyway,” she said.

When a nurse and an orderly got the
man into a wheelchair and led him away, the
nurse at the reception desk handed Billy a
clipboard. “Fill it out,” she said.

“I don’t know his name,” Billy said.

“Fill out what you know,” she said.

“I don’t know anything about him.”

“Is he Mexican?” She said.

“Looks like it to me.”

“Then write it down.”

“You can see he’s Mexican,” Billy
said. “Just look at him.”

She sighed. “Does he have
insurance?”

“How do I know?”

The nurse looked at Leanne, then
back at Billy.

“We found him,” Billy said. “He hit
his head. He might have a concussion. That’s
all we know.”

“Write it down,” she said. She got up
and walked through a door behind the
counter.

Billy wrote MEXICAN and
CONCUSSION across the paper.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They left.

They drove toward town. She sat

beside him, playing with the radio knob. She
rolled down the window and spit. A

Cowboy Jamboree



whippoorwill called. The main street was
empty and the stop light blinked on and off
and a mother dog with a fat belly sitting in a
doorway raised her head from the sidewalk
and watched as they rode past.

“That’s what you do with your Friday
nights, huh?” Billy said.

“Sometimes.”

“Some friends,” he said.

“You already said that,” she said.

“I thought maybe you’d take the
meaning better the second time,” he said.

“That’s dumb.”

“Alright.”

“I'just do a little coke. And I drink a
little. That’s all.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said.

“You asked.”

He leaned back and looked over at
her. “I guess I did,” he said.

“And I ain’t crazy,” she said.

“Thadn’t thought about it,” he said.

“Sure you have,” she said.
“Everybody has. They all talk about it.”

“You must think the world’s an awful
small place.”

“It is. You ask anybody and this town
is just about as big as the world gets for most
people.”

They turned off onto her road. It was
unpaved and the car dipped and rose and
rocks bounced against the wheel hubs.

When he pulled up in front of her
house she sat in the car a minute. She put her
hands in her lap and then looked at him, then
at the house. The porchlight was on and a cat
sat on the step near an aluminum bowl with
its head bowed. She went into her pocket and
pulled out some money and handed it to
him.

“You all ought to do something,” Billy
said.

“Who?”

“You and your daddy.”

“We are,” she said. “Going broke.”
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He put the money in his pocket. “I'm
already broke,” he said.

“I know. That’s why I'm giving it
back.”

He looked at her. “So, where you
going to go when you get them implants?”

“Nowhere,” she said. “I was just
being stupid. There’s nowhere to go and tits
won't change it.”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“I do,” she said. “You can’t get away
from yourself. Even I know that. Some
people can accept it and just live. Other
people can’t and don’t.”

“I think you can make a change, if
you want,” he said.

“I don’t think you can,” she said. “I
think you're either born with something or
you ain’t. That’s all. It’s a truth some people
run from, I guess. Cover it up with fake tits
or whatever else. You know I used to do
pageants when I was little?”

“I didn’t know that,” he said.

“I never won,” she said. “No matter
what I did and I did a lot. I learned a new
thing about every year. One year I learned to
tap dance. Then I learned to twirl a baton.
But I just didn’t have it, whatever it is. You
have to be born with it, that’s all I can figure.
Same with anything else.” She put her chin
against her chest and closed her eyes. Then
she looked up at him. “Now, I just do what I
have to do to get by. It's just surviving in this
life with what you got.”

He watched her get out and cross the
yard. She climbed the steps and knelt and
stroked the cat. The cat arched its back into
her hand. She turned a moment and looked
back at him. He thought she might wave but
she didn’t. She went inside and the
porchlight went off.

When he pulled into his driveway, his
dog ran around the side of the trailer and
barked. He got out and rubbed its head and
then went up the steps and unlocked the
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door and went in. He threw the keys on the
counter and went into the kitchen. He
opened the refrigerator and got out a soda
and stood there drinking it while the dog sat
on the floor watching him.

“What?” he said.

The dog cocked its head. He went
into the water heater closet and got the dog
food and filled the bowl. Then he went into
his pockets and pulled out his wallet. He
threw the wallet on the kitchen counter next
to a stack of bills and receipts. He thought
maybe tomorrow he’d go out and apply at
the new chicken plant.
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BUZZARD CHILI by Heath Dollar

Tiny Williams aimed his twelve-
gauge shotgun at the sky and pulled the
trigger. At first it seemed like he was trying
to kill the sun, but then a buzzard came
falling from the heavens in a mad, tumbling
mess and crashed to the desert floor like a
low-budget Icarus.

“Chili time, boys,” Tiny said, resting
the shotgun on his right shoulder.

“Tiny, you asshole. You can’t kill a
buzzard,” Chico said.

“Just did.”

“It ain’t legal.”

“Ain’t no game warden for a good
fifty miles, so it’s legal. Everything’s legal.”

Tiny fired his shotgun into the sky,
though this time for the sheer hell of it. The
sound, which caused mild tremors in Tiny’s
already busted eardrums, traveled past salt
grass and cactus and scrub before echoing off
the mountains in the near distance. Polecat,
in a pullover, jeans, and hiking boots,
laughed with his hands on his flanks.

“Hell, Tiny, I'da thought working in
Big Bend woulda taught you something.
Chico’s right. Only an asshole would kill a
protected species.”

Tiny began plucking the feathers off
the buzzard. Then he took his knife and
parted the naked bird out on a big, flat rock
while a couple of more buzzards circled
overhead, albeit high and out of range. Tiny,
with his face pursed in surgical
concentration, cubed the meat and tossed it
into the big pot of now-boiling water he’d
fetched from the ribbon of alkaline stream
flowing below their camp, the water roiling
fast from the heat of a scrub wood fire.

Once the bird was in the pot, Tiny
dug into his backpack and found containers
of cumin, paprika, chili powder, and a few
other spices and poured bunches and dashes
into the mix. Resignedly complicit, Polecat
peeled a prickly pear pad with a pocketknife
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and dropped the strips of cactus flesh in with
the buzzard.

“That’s the most work I've seen you
do since we left Big Bend,” Tiny said.

“And it’s the most work you’'ll see me
do until next month when we head up to
Yellowstone. We'll have a good summer up
there.”

The three men were between seasons.
They had worked in Big Bend until they
socked enough money away to follow the
birth of spring up the latitudes until they
reached Yellowstone, where they would start
work when the park opened in May. Polecat
and Chico were hired to cook at the Old
Faithful Inn, and Tiny would be cleaning
rooms.

Tiny dumped some beans that had
soaked all night into the pot.

“Chili don’t have beans,” Polecat
said.

“Buzzard chili does when you ain’t
got but one buzzard and three ol’ boys
eating,” Tiny replied.

Then Tiny saw some little smooth,
spineless, gray-green cacti growing in a
limestone fissure. He popped them out of the
ground with the souvenir Bowie knife he had
bought at the Alamo gift shop years ago and
dropped the cactus buttons into the pot.

“These oughta add a little taste,” Tiny
said. “You cain’t beat local ingredients.”

“What are they?” Polecat asked.

“Hell if I know. Little nekkid cactuses.
Ain’t got no spines on ‘em. Not even any
sharp little hairs. We can eat ‘em whole.”

“No spines? There ain’t nothin’ in the
desert worth eating that ain’t got spines.
Sounds pretty suspect to me.”

The three men sat around watching
the pot, which had now cooled to a simmer.
After a while, after everything bubbled
lightly and coalesced, Tiny ladled the
buzzard red into aluminum cups. Then,
without so much as a grunt, they all took
their spoons and dug in.
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“I didn’t think a couple of tree
huggers like y’all would eat a protected
species,” Tiny laughed.

“Ain’t a tree for a hundred miles, and
I'm not terrible concerned at this point,”
Polecat said. “The buzzard’s dead. Going on
a hunger strike won’t make it undead. So I
reckon I'll eat.”

“I'll eat it, but I won’t say I like it,”
Chico said. “Pass me some garlic powder,
will ya?”

The sun was high above the desert as
they ate. They sat slumped over their metal
cups in deep preoccupation, each man
shoveling spoonfuls of buzzard chili into his
mouth. After a few minutes, when each of
them had licked his cup as clean as he could,
the three men started to look at one another
in wonder.

“I told you not to kill that buzzard,”
Chico said. He then started to vomit a weird,
thick, clear substance onto the pale desert
floor.

Polecat, as if on cue, doubled over
and began vomiting a similar clear, thick
substance, and it was now hanging from his
mouth like spaghetti noodles. At this point,
the eyes of all three men were now dilated,
and the unsettled trio began to traipse
around the campfire like early hominids
encountering their first flame.

“Did you see that giant lizard?” Tiny
asked, puke gurgling down his face. “It was
as big as a truck.”

“That would make it a dinosaur,”
Chico said. “Look at that ridge over there. It
winked at me.”

“That’s crazy,” said Polecat. “Look
over there. It's the letter M. It's coming to get
me.”

Tiny picked up the shotgun, brought
it to his shoulder, and turned circles on his
right heel with the gun aimed at the sky. He
shot and reloaded. Shot and reloaded. Shot
and reloaded. Soon, a half dozen dead
buzzards lay all around.
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“Look at ‘em,” he said. “Devil birds.”

Chico staggered away from camp,
clutched his chest, and fell flush onto his
back. Polecat ran over to check on him, but
Chico’s eyes were bulging, and he was way
past gone. Then Polecat began to shake and
tremble. He fell to his knees, gurgled and
grumbled, and finally flopped to the desert
floor dead as a doorstop.

Tiny dropped the shotgun and
stumbled over to his friends. All sorts of
colors filled the sky. He could hear the hum
of the Earth. He could see bats flapping in a
cloud and then disappearing, leaving Tiny
alone with only the hot yellow sun for
company. He lay there beside his friends and
stared into the wide sky. When his heart too
was seized, he looked into the empty, birdless
heavens, and he figured that what he was
thinking now would most surely be the last
thought that would ever cross his mind, and
the thought that he was thinking was that he
and his friends would be sprawled there
dead in the open for a long time, for there
were no buzzards circling above, no
buzzards left to complete the cycle. He
imagined that he and his friends would be
left there for eternity to rot in that wide
barren waste. He coughed, and he spat, and
just before he passed into that great
Graceland in the sky, his eyes settled on
something in the distance, a buzzard riding
on an air current this side of the mountains,
and Tiny, only heartbeats away from the
hereafter, smiled like a man who had been
bested at poker, his final moments spent
pondering the two possible ironies waiting
just ahead, hardly able to decide which one
horrified him more.
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BLOOD MEAL
by Ernest Gordon Taulbee

They were crawling over every
surface — be it soft or solid — as an army of
decapitated soldiers mounting their enemy
for a feast of blood. It wasn’t just on the
surface that they hunted, but they had dug
themselves down into the nooks and crevices
of any device intended for humans or any
other vascular creature. There was nothing in
them but hunger. The want to eat carried
them into the cracks in the walls and any
other hiding place where they could
hibernate when there was lack of skin to
puncture and gorge on the red plenty that
waited in veins. The current soul they called
sustenance stayed in his bed silent as they
anesthetized his nerves and took their blood
meal from him. The nymphs had the most
relish, pushing themselves into adulthood as
their victim’s blood digested through them
and left itself as a small brown stain on his
mattress.

They found their way into his
furniture, too. His carpet was manifest and
multitude. There were as many of them in
this efficiency apartment as there were
people in the entire state and each of them
was hungry with an appetite that could only
be sated when the constant threat of
starvation was abolished.

“So, he’s got them?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, sliding the smart
phone from my pocket and opening the
camera. “He has them.”

“Can we get them? Am I going to take
them home with me?”

“Just don’t sit down. Stay where you
are in the kitchenette. They probably don’t go
in there.”

“There’s food in here.”

I took pictures of the openings
between the cushions on his ratty recliner.
The flash cut through the dim light in the
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room. Despite being mid-morning, the
occupant of the apartment had just woken
up. It wasn’t from youthful laziness, but
rather from inhabiting a body that had seen
too many sunrises and stress in its time — a
body that was worn out.

“Roger, Roger. They’re on you. I can
see them.”

The source of the feast was still in his
pajamas, stained from when his body had
betrayed him. He wandered the room in a
wakeless stupor. His cane brushed through
the carpet as he approached the card table
that seemed to serve as both a desk and
dining area. He began fumbling with
prescription bottles and mumbling to
himself.

“No, Roger. No. No, they’re on you.”

“What’s that now?” he said. He
attempted to open a pill bottle. His brother
took it from him, reading the label, and
providing the dose. There was a glass of
water on the table of unknown origin and
rather cloudy. He began washing down the
pills his brother doled out.

“It's a bad infestation, sir.”

“He can’t live like this. Now. He just
can’t live like this.”

“Of course, we’ll send notice to the
management company. They must know
about it already. The entire building is one-
bedroom apartments. They will travel from
unit to unit. I bet the whole building is
infested.”

I try to never touch anything when I
do inspections like these. I keep gloves in my
assigned car. The code enforcement
department doesn’t provide them and I
doubt they do much good, but I wear them
on any inspection that requires me to touch
anything made out of fabric.

“Can we take with us? Am I going to
take them home?” he asked again.

“Tust don’t sit down. Don’t touch
anything. From what we’ve been trained,
they don’t travel that way, but use caution. I
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keep spray in my car. I'll use it on us when
we go outside. You're going to want to go
straight to the dryer when you get home.
Touch nothing. Go straight to the dryer and
throw everything you are wearing in on hot.
Shoes t0o.”

They were moving as a herd over
everything. They knocked over tiny mounds
of exoskeletons they had shed as the man’s
blood had gave them purpose. His chair and
love seat were covered. I could see their
exoskeletons and their fecal matter on the
baseboard. His bed was their Eden. The box
spring boasted an ocean of decayed and
digested blood. I snapped the pictures.

“They’re out. I mean they are out. I
didn’t know they did that.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I thought they hid.”

“Oh,” I said. “Normally they do. I
mean, they leave their messes behind them,
but they hide during the day.”

“It’s the day.”

His brother still seemed confused: the
type of confusion you see in the elderly — a
determination to get something done that
used to be so easy, but now screams of
complications and a thought just out of mind.
I could see how stained his clothes were. The
two brothers were side by side now. One
with a crisp Oxford shirt and pressed khakis.
He was alert and mobile. The other was in
dirty pajamas and struggling to do the
simplest things. They both started at the
same location but ended up in substantially
different destinations.

“They adapt to their host’s schedule.
We woke your brother up. While he was
asleep, they were feeding.”

“Feeding on him?”

“Yes, unfortunately, but yes. Now that
he’s up they’ll hide.”

“I have to get him out of here.”

“I have what I need.”
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MOURNING SICKNESS
by Patrick Trotti

Mama used to cry at the television all the
time. She’d shed tears at the slightest thing.
Everything that happened was somehow a
tragedy, a glaring miscarriage of justice, in
her eyes. It got real bad during the evening
news. That's when she’d really lose it. I
didn’t care though. At least I got to stay up
past my bedtime. And since mama had that
satellite installed, the evening news was
available from almost every city in the world.
But she always started with the local news.
Kind of like how athletes need to warm up
before they played, you know?

The anchor on channel seven was my
favorite. His name was Chip and he had the
brightest, whitest set of teeth you'd ever
seen. He wasn't as attractive as the weather
lady or as masculine looking as the sports
reporter, but he was very easy to watch.
There was something about the way he could
look through the camera seemingly right into
our living room. It was as if he could pierce
the technological divide between him and the
rest of the world. It was amazing to watch.
He never faltered. Nothing seemed to faze
him. He never slipped up or stuttered. His
pronunciation was immaculate. I developed
much of my vocabulary from listening to him
nightly. He was near perfect and he was ours.
It was the only thing in the area that worked
with efficiency.

Mama had her favorites, I'm sure, but she
preferred quantity to quality. Her need to live
vicariously through other people’s grief
made for strange bedfellows. Even though
she didn’t agree with the man she ended up
watching a daytime conservative show
because he focused on the latest perceived
wrongdoing. In that shared transgression she
could momentarily, fleetingly, connect with
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someone else. She cherished these moments
when she could step out of her daily stagnant
existence and project her ample well of
empathy onto these relative strangers from
all around the globe.

I never did share her propensity to show
feelings for others, not even after dad left. We
don’t use that word around here anymore.
Instead we just call him by his name,
Hitchens. It’s less formal, more neutral, like
you’d greet a stranger. Life ain’t fair, that was
his favorite saying. That’s all I remember him
saying before he left. That was way back,
though. It's been almost been five years since
I seen his ugly mug with that lazy right eye
and slight limp on his left side. He told me it
was because of him fighting in the war but
after he left mama said it was because he got
so drunk one night that he passed out during
a snowstorm and by the time he woke up he
had no shoes on and a frozen foot. They even
had to cut off a few toes on his left foot. I
didn’t know whom to believe. I wanted to
believe my dad but what was the point now?

He was long gone now. That was back when
I was grade school. Hitchens had taken off
before but he always wound up back home.
The last time he came back I asked him just
why exactly he’d want to return to this. He
didn’t have a plausible answer. Hell, he
couldn’t even stammer out some half-baked
reason just to save face, something to make
mama and me feel like we were wanted, that
we were something worthy of being missed
if away from. He remained silent and just
looked off into the distance to a fixed point
on the horizon where nothing was expected
of him.

That was when mama started watching her
programs for real. At first they were nothing
more than temporary respites from her time
apart from Hitchens. When he’d reappear,
head down, dejected and broke, with another
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excuse for a story mama would put down the
remote and tend to him, give him her full
attention once again. He was like a stray cat
that would wander aimlessly around the
neighborhood looking for his next bowl of
milk but eventually came home. That was
until one day when he left mama and I for
good. Nothing about that particular day
signified it being different from the other
countless times, no prolonged or emotional
goodbye, not even a hint at what was to
come. Just a nod of the head and a simple
declaration that he was going out for a drink.

To absorb the void that his absence created
she gorged on the particulars of other
people’s lives. She moved out of the bedroom
and took up residence on the couch for round
the clock supervision of not just the television
but also the front door. She wanted to be the
first one to see the handle turn and have
Hitchens re-enter our life. That door never
moved, though. So mama eventually,
gradually, stopped craning her neck in that
position and focused all of her attention on
the television and the world outside the
trailer that he had slipped into.

A mass shooting, a terror attack overseas,
they were all much more tragic than her own
hardship. Matrimonial trouble was nothing
compared to lives lost. She could trick
herself, as the news delved into the details of
innocence shattered, into thinking that she
didn’t have it that bad after all.

Maybe secretly she was keeping track of all
the death and chaos out there just to see if
Hitchens fell victim. I never did ask her,
though. I didn’t want to know for sure if she
was that vindictive. I wouldn’t blame her
either way. I mean Hitchens did leave her, us,
without so much as a warning. He was a
selfish bastard. He was smellier than dog
shit. But he had mama’s heart, which meant
that he had a piece of mine too.
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WALTER by Robert Libbey
“Ubsy!!”

Rounding the barn I caught sight of Evan
squatting in the gravel, rolling forward on his
knees—

his head wedged through a gap in the slats—
his neck greased with sweat.

He looked like a stuck pig.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Karl
leading Ample Time and Miranda’s Right
through the trash-weed to the kennel,
flicking their hinds with a switch.

“Shh!” I warned Evan as he dislodged his
head, “I can see him.”

“I'm not scared!” he said, dusting off.
We ducked out toward the grandstand.

The matinee had ended, the pavilion had
emptied, and some dead-beat boot deep in
stubs pushed a broom absently - but Ubsy
was nowhere to be seen.

“T'm done with that ass clown!” fumed Evan.

His name was Walter but Ubsy stuck after I
shot evens to Evan’s odds two out of three,
plus on account of the Chubsy-Ubsy
character from the Little Rascals who loved
Ms. Crabtree.

“She can blue ball someone else,” added
Evan.

The she was Ubsy’s mom. How’d that flop

sack get latched to Evan I'd wondered till I
saw her.
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“We're going to bible studies,” Evan said, last
Sunday.

“Count me out,” I said, content to squeeze
the last days of freedom out of summer.

“How about I lift the tent flap at the fair,
show you a real freak?” countered Evan.

I was expecting Elephant Man's sister.
“I brought a sinner,” said Evan.

“You boys get comfortable,” she said,
bending low to gather pamphlets off a table.

They say nature’s neutral, but a cruel joke
had been played on Ubsy: his mom was
super-stacked. His dad must have been
Quasimodo.

“What'd I tell you?!” Evan nudging me
whispered. “Double D-light!”

Plopped in a chair, Ubsy stuffed wads of
chips into his mouth and watched cartoons
while we sat on the sofa, our attention
elsewhere.

“I've got one of these for each of you,” she
said, handing us each a booklet. Evan tried
not to smirk.

The pages were multi-colored, but blank.
“See,” she began her spiel in earnest, “These
are the colors of the kingdom: the green is the
grass we'll lay down in together; the white’s
the pure linen we’ll wear when cleansed...”

Evan played at all ears but was all eyes.
She had the wares but I wasn’t buying.

“Can you boys take Walter along?” Ubsy’s
mom asked as we were leaving.
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By the river Ubsy sat on a stump eating
yogurt with raisins pulled from a sack. A
colony of ants mounded in a knot near his
ankle.

Laughing Evan dipped a filthy rag he’d
found in Ubsy’s yogurt, “That’s right, mama-
fats, gonna milk those udders,” He started
mimicking...

“Getting close...got some poppy slop, here it
comes...” He went on, “Oh yeahhh!” and
threw the glop towel at Ubsy.

Ubsy’s eyes filled with tears but I said
nothing.

#
A PA check blasted the bleachers.

Near the snack bar I spotted Ubsy’s
knapsack.

“He must be with Karl,” Evan said,
nervously.

The cages had been tidied. Ample and
Miranda were sleeping peacefully, breathing
in unison.

Karl’s calloused hands were on Walters’s
shoulders. Walter’s eyes were closed but his
mouth was open. Through the slats I saw
Karl unbutton his shirt down to his stomach.
His eyes looked glazed over, like he was
dreaming. Walter was on his knees, bent
over a long box that looked like a coffin.
Karl’s pants were open and his belt buckle
jangled spasmodically.

Evan wiped his face with his sleeve.

We walked home separately.
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THE CORUSCATE CYCLE
by A.S. Coomer

Cycle One: The Shimmering

L

The light changed. William eased the car
forward, carefully checking the desolate road
in both directions first, but let the Olds ease
to a stop in the middle of the intersection. He
couldn’t take his eyes off the moon. It was
doing something strange.

“Does the moon look weird to you, Robbie
Lee?” he asked over his shoulder.

There was a muffled moan from the places
where the shadows didn’t quite reach on the
floorboard.

“Yeah, I think it’s shimmering too,” William
said, shaking his head slightly in awe.
“Goddamn shimmering.”

He put his foot back on the gas and returned
his eyes to the road ahead.

“Shimmering,” William chuckled. “Sound
like some sort of college professor now, huh?
Shimmering.”

With each utterance of the word, William
added a little more emphasis.

The engine was knocking. The car bucked
and shook with it. William could see thick
black plumes of it dance like wispy ghosts in
his rearview.

“Don’t have much further to go now, Robbie
Lee,” William sang. “Not long ‘t all.
Shimmering.”

The moon was a gentle strobe. The moon was
a guiding hand. The moon was shimmering.

II.

William put the car in park but kept the
coughing engine running. He stepped out
into the cool river air and stretched, his back
popping audibly after the long drive.

“Well, Robbie Lee, we made it,” William said,
opening the back door.
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The muffled cries intensified and there was a
desperation to them that was new.

William smiled.

“Come see this shimmering moon, Robbie
Lee.”

He scooped up the bundled shape with ease.
“Come on now,” he cooed. “No need for that.
You know how this ends. Ain’t no helping it.
Would you just look at the way that moon
shimmers.”

1.

The bank was steep and slick with the recent
rains, but William, despite the writhing
bundle, did not slip or stumble. He sang as
he slowly descended towards the Ohio River.
“The corn dances in the breeze, the baby
sleeps on ‘er mamma’s knees, I've got thirty-
seven cents and a need to be pleased. Oh
mama, save me a seat at the feast.”

William stepped down into the muddy water
without hesitation then stood holding the
shaking, bound man. He stopped singing
and stood panting for some time, listening to
the sludgy river laze by. The harvest moon
hung like a fallow bulb directly overhead.
“Yessir,” he said after a time. “That moon is
just a-shimmering.”

William dropped his arms. The man splashed
down with more noise than seemed
warranted by the short distance. William
watched Robbie Lee disappear completely,
the yellow sheets slipping into the murky
black water like a knife through melting
butter, then the man bobbed back to the
surface. He was sputtering and crying under
the sodden sheets.

“Well, so long,” William sang as the current
found the slowly sinking bundle, “been good
to know ye. So long, been good to know ye.”

IV.

William watched Robbie Lee float, each
second a little more of the man slipped under
the lip of the water. The ripples of the tied
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man’s struggles lessened and lessened under
the shimmering moon.

V.

William pointed the car towards the boat
ramp and left it running. He slid it into
neutral and stepped out. It didn’t move at
first. It just sat there hiccupping and rattling
then, almost imperceptibly, it began to roll.
When it hit the water at the end of the
pavement, William was already walking
away, cigarette hanging unlit from his dry
lips, bright eyes on the shimmering moon.

Cycle Two: The Gloaming

L

There were three unopened decks on the
small, circular fold-out table along with an
overflowing ash tray, thirteen empty beer
cans, and a small, black rectangular plate
with a light dusting of something white near
the center.

“Who's ready to lose?” Robbie Lee asked,
plopping down into a plastic chair.

“I've got a few dollars to wager,” Stevie
Jacobs said, lighting up another cigarette and
pulling up a chair to the table. “What about
you William?”

William studied the two men, wasted
already, through the thick smoke in the
crammed single-wide.

“Guess there ain’t much better to do?” he
asked.

Both men answered with short singular barks
of laughter.

“Might as well then,” William said, catching
a stray beam of moonlight through the
cracked blinds, “so long as both of ye
promise to pay up if I clean ye out.”

II.

“First fold gets a consolation hit,” Robbie Lee
said, tossing his handful of cards next to the
ash tray.
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William watched him rise partially from the
chair and dig around in his right front
pocket. His scaly hand came out with a
plastic baggie. He untwisted it and dumped
the contents onto the black plate. He used the
Jack of Diamonds he’d tossed beside the
ashtray to make a small line separate from
the little pile of powder.

Robbie Lee reached toward the pile of
wadded cash but left his hand hovering over
the cleanest of the dollar bills until William
and Stevie Jacobs looked up from their
hands.

“Just borrowing now,” he said, smiling.
“Don’t want y’all to think Is taking it. I'll
win it back regardless.”

Stevie Jacobs sighed but said nothing.
Robbie Lee picked up the dollar bill, folded
it, then rolled it into a tight little straw.
William watched the moonbeam illuminate
the slowly grifting smoke wisps and listened
to Robbie Lee snort and sneeze.

I1I.

“For fucks sake,” Robbie Lee screamed.

He threw down his cards, holding onto them
until the outside of his hand struck the
surface with enough force to rattle the little
table, sending the cards ruffling the pile of
dollar bills.

“Calm it down, man,” Stevie Jacobs said.
“Don’t tell me what to do,” Robbie Lee said,
picking up the straw.

William watched him snort another line. He
hadn’t shared a single bit, but he hadn’t won
a single hand either.

William rose, stretched, and made his way to
the dirty kitchen for another beer.

“Help yourself,” Robbie Lee called over his
shoulder.

William noted that the tone of the man’s
voice was not welcoming.

IV.
“Well, I best be getting on,” Stevie Jacobs
said.
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“Aw, c’'mon,” Robbie Lee said, springing to
his feet and rapidly wiping his nose. “I ain’t
won back half of what I lost yet.”

William had just cracked open his sixth beer.
He looked down at the can in his left hand.
He didn’t want to waste it.

“I've got an early start tomorrow,” Stevie
said. “Thanks for the hospitality, Robbie
Lee.”

“Fuck you,” Robbie Lee barked. “Take my
money, my beer, my coke, and just
skedaddle? Some friend you are.”

“William, come on back to the site tomorrow,
if ye still need a bit of work after cleaning us
out,” Stevie said, shrugging into his coat. “Ye
goddamn card sharp.”

William smiled.

“Be seein’ ye,” Stevie Jacobs said, closing the
cheap front door with some difficulty.
Robbie Lee snorted then picked up the dollar
bill and snorted again.

V.
“One last hand,” Robbie Lee demanded.

“You're all cleaned out,” William pointed out.

“Fuck no, I ain’t,” Robbie Lee said, pushing
himself up from the table with enough force
to send the plastic chair skittering into the
paneled bar behind him.

William picked up his half-empty can and
took two long swallows, watching Robbie
Lee disappear into the back bedroom.
William listened as things were thrown and
shuffled around, each loud sound
punctuated by Robbie Lee’s violent cursing.
William walked over to the window and
peeked through the dust-coated blinds. The
night sky was a deep blue void stabbed
through with whiteheads of starlight. It was
supposed to be the harvest moon but, despite
having seen the moonbeams earlier and not a
single cloud around, William couldn’t find
the thing. It was a child’s theatre, the
spotlight carefully hidden on some unseen
batten. He wondered how it could be as
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bright as dusk in the dead of night with no
light around.

VL.

Robbie Lee flung the keys onto the pile of
money.

“Nineteen-eighty-eight Cutlass Supreme
Classic,” Robbie Lee spat. “With the
goddamn T-tops, mind you.”

William studied the man for a moment. His
face was twitching, and his jaw worked
steadily, grinding left to right, left to right.
William thought he could almost hear the
teeth working.

“Well?” Robbie Lee demanded.

“QOk, Robbie Lee,” William said. “One last
hand.”

Cycle Three: The Luster

L

The air wasn’t as biting away from the open
expanse of the Ohio, but William still
couldn’t tell exactly when his cigarette went
out; the white and grey mist of his breathing
had been deceptive. He stopped walking
long enough to cup his hands and relight it.
He didn’t feel bad about Robbie Lee. Not
exactly. He knew you weren’t supposed to go
around killing people but sometimes it had
to happen.

The gravel road was nearing the paved
county road. His boots were about worn out
and he felt the sharper of the rocks through
their thin soles. He couldn’t help but notice
Robbie Lee’s nearly brand-new Red Wings
when he tied the man up. Despite the cold,
William felt his face flush hotly when he
remembered how he hovered over them
before quickly going back to tying the
unconscious man up with the dingy yellow
bedsheets.

II.

The beer had about worn off when the
headlights cast his shadow twenty feet long
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in front of him. He stepped onto the shoulder
and turned to watch the vehicle approach.
When he could hear the whine of the engine
clearly, he stuck out his thumb and tried his
hand at a welcoming smile.

The car slowed but did not stop.

William didn’t blame them. His clothes were
dirty and ruffled. His pants and boots had
dried but he felt the ice clinging to the damp
portions behind his knees. He hadn’t
changed in over a week. Hadn’t bathed in
nearly a month. He ran his numbed fingers
through his hair and felt the grit and grease.
He held his fingers up to his face and stared
at the faint sheen of oil.

If it hadn’t been so cold, he would’ve taken a
dip.

William thought about Robbie Lee floating
on down towards Louisville. He’d probably
find something to catch himself up on until
the cats found him. That or it'd just be
another body found in the river near
Louisville.

William thought about the river, like he
nearly always did. He’d lived near or on the
river for as long as he’d been on his own. It
was a comfort, the beating of a sludgy vein
reminding him that, despite all other
appearances, he was still alive.

He thought about every time he’d stepped
down into the murky water. How each time
it felt familiar, like the water was the same,
but he knew that couldn’t be true. You can’t
step out into the same river twice because the
water was always moving on down the line.
Every drop came from somewhere else and
was going on someplace else.

William thought rivers were just like people.
They could be pretty and pure or stagnant
and smelly. They were crowded or wild,
fished out or teeming, gentle or raging. They
were all comprised of different parts and
always heading just exactly where the
elevation was a bit lower. A constant slide, on
and on and on.
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He took the last puff of his cigarette then
tossed it onto the shoulder of the road.

He wondered if that meant people couldn’t
change. Was everybody strapped to some
invisible trap, gravity or free will or
whatever, destined to keep on keeping on
until they dropped? Even dirty water could
evaporate. Tainted puddles and acid rain.
Did it matter if you cleaned up? Was there a
point where water couldn’t be cleaned free of
the shit?

Either way, William decided it was probably
best he moved on.

III.

William made it back to Robbie Lee’s
secluded trailer just as the sun was bleeding
up onto the horizon. He went inside, grabbed
a beer, then stood on the rickety front porch
and watched the sunrise. When he turned to
go back inside, the first ray of the burgeoning
day struck the tin roofing. William stood
transfixed, the dazzling light sending
pinpricks up his spine to the base of his skull.

IV.

William clothed himself in a nearly new pair
of Wranglers and a denim shirt from Robbie
Lee’s closet. He found another pair of Red
Wing boots under the dead man’s sheetless
bed and marveled at how nice they felt on his
blistered feet.

He drank the last three beers from the fridge
then fried two eggs with a thick slice of
bologna with mustard and salsa. He took his
breakfast to the table, sprinkled a little of the
white powder onto his eggs and ate watching
the sun rise higher and higher through the
cracked blinds of the trailer window, the dust
motes shimmering faintly.

Cowboy Jamboree



THE KING by D. Brody Lipton

“I always think I'm gonna find love in
airports.” I tell Paul I feel the same, moved
by his sincerity. “Lotta hot chicks here,” he
says, scanning the airport bar for examples.
Finding none, he orders shots. “To Rafael.”
He clinks my glass, avoiding my eyes.

Paul passes out before the flight
attendant brings his whiskey. I pay for it and,
letting the ice melt, remember Rafael’s smile,
his hazelnut skin. He feared no one, ate steak,
sushi, and burgers, but remained svelte and
smartly dressed. Girls knew to be grateful for
one steamy week with Rafael before he
moved on. He claimed to have descended
from Spanish nobility and no one doubted
him.

For spring break, Rafael, Paul, and I
would go to Port Aransas, a beach town
between Houston and Mexico. This time it’s
just the two of us. I was surprised Paul
wanted to go, but he insisted. “Without our
traditions,” he’d said, “we are nothing.”

While I hang shirts in our hotel closet,
Paul storms into the room with bottles of
vodka and baby powder. “I have a rash.” He
explains that he fell asleep in his bathing suit
and woke up with a burning butt. I laugh. He
says, “Let’s get this over with.” I'm willing to
oblige, though I make him promise this isn’t
a ruse to fart in my face. He lowers his coral
chubbies and, supine on my bed, holds his
ankles, frowning at the ceiling. Sprinkling
quickly to minimize his embarrassment, I
refrain from scrutinizing the red mottled
cheeks, though I can’t help but note his
scrotum is shaved smooth.

Leaving, Paul says, “I'm gonna crush
puss out there.” I wish him luck.

The first week of our senior year,

Rafael opened his wrists in the tub of our
dorm bathroom. When I called with my
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condolences, his mother did not sound as
though it had been a surprise. “You're a good
friend,” she said. “Come see me please when
you're in town.”

“To the motherfucking king!” Paul is
pressed against the bar, shots in both hands. I
place a hand on his back to steady him. “Rest
in peace, your grace!” He downs one shot,
then another, shaking his head like a wet
dog. I help him to his stool. “As the next in
line of ascension, I am the new king.” Paul
stands, affecting triumph. “The king is dead!
Long live the king!” I laugh as he anoints
himself with beer and orders several more,
explaining, “Drinking for two.”

Previously, spring break was a
lawless bacchanal over which Rafael regally
presided, radiating ineffable charm. He liked
you more than you liked yourself. His
presence guaranteed fun, sanctioned the
taboo. Without a harsh word, Rafael coaxed
the timid and subdued the rowdy. For his
friends, he could turn Fortune’s wheel with a
wink.

This year is different. I sip my wine,
trying to keep an eye on my friend, but his
efforts at raucous flirtation are difficult to
watch. Girls are repulsed by his boozy
hollering, his desperate enthusiasm. In the
hotel hot tub, Paul and I share a bottle of
tequila. He says, “Raf woulda slayed those
bitches.”

The next night, Paul is shouting in my
ear. “You wanna get ass, just ask a girl about
her relationship with God.” He’s holding me
close so we don’t get separated in the crowd.
Paul yells, “If they're atheist, just say you
were kidding. If they’re Christian, they’ll talk
about that shit all night.” T ask if he wants to
talk to me about God, but he claps me on the
back and disappears into the throng.

I find Paul talking to a girl with a
pierced lip. I see why he likes her. Seafoam
bikini, denim cutoffs. Ethnically ambiguous.
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Stylishly tousled hair, like a mermaid.
Charmingly disarranged teeth. Paul,
wavering, his eyes half closed, goes for a kiss,
but she ducks away. “You see those
chompers?” he asks in the hotel elevator.
“Woulda needed stitches.”

In our room, Paul earnestly describes
a girl in his Economics class. “I can’t even
jerk off to her. I'm afraid she’ll somehow
know.” I ask her name. He laughs, throwing
a can of beer at my head. It’s a thing we do.
Rafael would share lit cigarettes by tossing
them across a room into your open palm. It
doesn’t burn if you're quick.

Paul emerges from the bathroom
wearing only a cowboy hat. His rash has
cleared. “Gonna rustle up some steers
tonight.” I don’t correct his mistake. He puts
on a pearl button shirt, jeans, and stuffs a
monogrammed flask in his pocket. A
Christmas gift from Rafael.

Paul sings karaoke in a bar meant for
locals. I chat with Dusty, a bearded man in a
white suit who is glaring over my shoulder. I
turn and see that Paul, having found a bulffet,
is holding a plate piled comically high with
stuffing, a drumstick in his mouth. Pulling
him away, I say this isn’t an attractive look,
but when I look into his eyes I see that Paul is
in a blackout. Across the bar, Dusty is
shouting to some men and pointing at us. I
hurry Paul outside.

I flag down a golf cart taxi and
arrange Paul on the rear of the cart, hop into
the front and tell the driver to just go.

The kid stops at the beach near our
hotel. I step out and see Paul lying facedown
in the road about a block behind us. I thank
the driver, running to help my friend. Paul
has a deep gouge above his eye.

We find a place on the sand to watch
the waves. “Lost my flask,” he says, patting
his pockets. We sit in silence. Paul says,
“Kinda homesick,” then announces he’s
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leaving tomorrow. “You will rule in my
stead, as viceroy.” Before I can ask him more,
Paul strips off his bloodied clothes, stands
naked, dappled with moonlight, and parades
toward the water.
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BEACH LIFE by Jeremy Perry

I sit at the bar drinking a whiskey on the
rocks, my second. The joint I smoked earlier
has me fucked up. But I'm okay with it. I sip
from my glass. I know that too much
whiskey mixed with too much weed will
throw me into spasms, mental spasms, that
is. But it's cool. There are some mellow
people in here tonight. That's the way I like
it. Max’s Place is where it’s at for sure. I was
barred two years ago, but I've smoothed
things over since then. I got drunk one night
and pissed myself. I don’t even remember it
happening. That’s the incident that got me
barred. I was dumb as hell in those days. I
didn’t know when to quit. The weed helps
level me out now. Back then I didn’t smoke
weed. That's probably why I pissed myself
and Max barred me. But everything’s cool
Now.
Cody works behind the bar. He’s a big
guy. I would call him an ex-marine, but any
marine will tell you, “once a marine, always
a marine.” He’s worked for Max going on a
year or so. He wasn’t here when I pissed
myself. Marine Cody’s all right. He’s always
been cool to me. He asks me if I need
anything. I tell him I'm good.

Here comes Max.

“Hey, Charlie,” he says. He huddles
close to the bar, leans over. “You got any that
primo-dope? I could use a couple hits. My
mind, it's crazy. I feel like I'm losing it
sometimes.”

“I know what you mean,” I say. “I'm to
the point if I don’t smoke for a day or so, I
feel like I'm losing my shit. It's an awful
feeling. Like I'm not in control of my own
thoughts and emotions.”

“Right. That's exactly how I feel. So do
you have any?”

“I didn’t know you smoked,” I say.

“Picked it up recently. And boy, what a
difference my day is. Nothing but sunshine
and rainbows.”
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“Okay. Meet me outback in five.”

“Nah. Too many people out tonight.
Come back to my office. No one will fuck
with us back there.”

“Seems risky. Won’t people smell it?”

“Nah. It'll be fine. I'll crack a window.
Come on. Here, let me refill your glass first.”

“I'll have Makers.”

“Fuck that. Here drink this. This is for
our special guests.”

Max dips down and brings out a bottle
from underneath the bar and tops me off.
Then he says, “Cody, look after things.” Cody
nods.

I go around the bar and follow Max
down the hall to his office. I walk in and say,
“You know, all the times I've been coming to
your place, I can’t ever recall being in your
office. Those are nice trophies you got there.”

He closes the door. “Oh, those? Nah,
those are just some pussy bowling trophies
me and some of the guys won a few years
back. So you gonna break out the good shit?
This better be the stuff that killed Elvis.” He
sits in his chair.

“Yeah, check this out.” I take a sip from
my glass, set it on Max’s desk. I dig into my
pocket and pull out my weed. “Give it a
good whiff.”

His nose hovers over the baggie. “Okay.
Sure. It smells good enough, but is it going to
knock my dick in the dirt?”

“Let’s roll one up and see.”

“Here, let me top off your glass.” He
opens his bottom desk drawer and pulls out
a bottle of George Dickel. I reached my limit
of whiskey and didn’t want any, but I say
thanks as he pours in a splash.

I finish rolling the joint and pass it over.
“Light it up.”

“Okay. Let me open a window first.” He
swivels in his chair, cracks a window, and
swivels back. Max lights up the end and
takes in a lungful. He holds it for a few then
exhales. It's great weed. I know that one hit
alone will cause damage. As he tries to pass
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it, I say, “No, go ahead, hit it again. I smoked
earlier.” He exhales. He doesn’t wait. He
places his lips to the end and the cherry
lights up. This hit is bigger than the first one.
He passes it and I barley toke it. I pass it
back.

“You know,” says Max, “I've been
thinking about selling out. Getting the fuck
out of this town. Maybe head down south
and retire in Florida. Be one of those old
fucking Florida retirees. Can you imagine
that? Me retiring? Fuck that. Let me tell you
what I really want to do. What I really want
to do is open up a bar down there. Right
down on the beach. Wouldn't that be great?
Living the beach life.” He stops talking to hit
the joint again. He blows out. “But I can’t sell
until I know exactly where my new
establishment will be. I need someone that I
can trust to go down and look the scene
over.” The end of the joint glows once more.
He extends it but I decline. Through the
drifting pot smoke, he says, “Hell, you could
go, Charlie. That sounds like a goddamn
good plan if I ever heard one. I'll make you
my bar manager. You'll make a killing.” Then
he adds, “It would only cost about five
hundred to get you down there. Just give me
the money and I'll take care of everything.”
He sucks in another lungful.

I'm stoned and whiskey-buzzed and
trying to understand if what Max is laying on
me is real. “Are you being serious?” I say.
“Cause I'd love to pack up and get the fuck
out.”

“Good, good.”

“But I don’t think Carmen will go for it.
And besides that, five hundred dollars is a lot
of money for me.”

“Think of it as a small investment for
what is yet to come,” he says.

“Yeah, but...what’s it for?”

“You know...hotel costs and all that.
And as for Carmen... how serious are you
guys? You could get all the women you
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wanted down there running a night club on
the beach.”

“Man, I guess we're pretty serious.
We've been together about a year. Lived
together about six months or so.”

“Six months? Hell, that's a drop in the
bucket compared to a lifetime. You're a
young man. You should go for it. Think
about it any way. You could go down and
scope out the prospects. Hell, you could go
tomorrow or the next day. Sooner the better. I
trust you, Charlie.”

“Seems all of a sudden,” I say.

“Tust think on it.”

“Sure, Max. I'll give it some thought.”

“Good, now let’s finish this doobie. I'm
getting stoned off this ragweed. Just kidding,
asshole. You think on what I said.”

“T’ll do that, Max.”

I go home and lie in bed all night
thinking of Max’s proposition. I barley sleep.
I think of the online businesses I had one
time or another. In my head, each one was a
sure bet, but each one failed, one after the
other. I had other jobs but nothing that
satisfied. I want to run a successful business.
I know I can do it and now I have the chance.
The business won’t be mine, but at least I'll
help run it. And who knows? Maybe Max
will give it to me some day. Who knows?

I wake early and make coffee. I walk into
the bedroom with a cup for Carmen. Two
sugars, extra creamer. Just the way she likes
it.

“Good morning,
sleep?” I say.

“I slept great,” she says, rolling over,
stretching. “I didn’t even hear you come to
bed last night. My meds had me snoozing.”

“I made some coffee.”

“Thanks.”

“You know, you were right.”

“I was? About what?”

“About going down to Max’s last night.
He was really cool to me all night. He kept

baby. How’d you
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pouring me free whiskeys, all I wanted. I
smoked a little bud with him too, but I didn’t
mind. You know what else he said?”

“No, what?”

“He said he’s thinking about selling out.
Moving to Florida and opening a bar on the
beach.”

“Oh, wow. That sounds exciting.”

I sit on the edge of the bed. Then, I just
come out with it. “He also wants you and me
to go help run it. He’s making me the
manager. Isn’t that great?”

She sips her coffee, and then says, “I
don’t know, Charlie. Seems so...all of a
sudden.”

“There’s also one other thing,” I say. She
tilts her head. Gives me that, here we go look.
A signature look of hers. “There’s a five
hundred dollar investment.”

“Five hundred dollars? Fuck, Charlie.
Are you out of your mind?”

“I knew you would act like this.”

“I mean, I think it's a great opportunity
for Max, but I don’t think we're ready for
such a big leap. Besides, that would wipe out
our savings. That money is for emergencies.”

“But that’s what life is,” I say. It’s full of
gigantic fucking leaps!”

“Please don’t be a dick all of a sudden
just because I don’t agree with you.”

I find it funny how she acts as if she’s the
calm one. She always does this. It pisses me
off every time.

“A dick?” 1 say. “Here we go with the
name-calling.”

“I'm not name-calling. Just think this
through is all I'm saying.”

“Yeah, that’s what Max said too. And I
have thought it through, and I'm going...
with or without you.”

“Oh, really?”

“Really,” I say.

“And when do you plan to leave?”

“I'm leaving tomorrow. I'm driving
down to scope out some potential prospects.
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Max gave me a few leads on some prime real
estate.”

Carmen sits her coffee on the nightstand.
“I see. Well, if you walk out that door, I won't
be here waiting when your plan falls through
and rains shit all over you. Remember that.”

“I'll remember it. Enjoy your coffee.”

“I think I'll pass on the coffee.”

“Fuck off.”

“You too, Charlie.”

Later on, I go down to the bank and
withdraw the money. Both of our names are
on the account so either of us can sign. I drive
to Max’s and on the way I think of the
opportunity Carmen will be missing. Maybe
she’ll change her mind. I do love her. Maybe
I'll get to Florida and it’s not what I think it'll
be. Fuck. I can’t think like this. This is what I
want. I know it is. Think positive, Charlie.

I get to the bar. It's early and no one’s
here. That's good because I can speak to Max
without any interruptions. I walk inside but I
don’t see Max. Cody is behind the bar. His
back is to me as he restocks a cooler. He sets
one more bottle inside and turns around.

“Hey, Cody.”

“What's up, Charlie?”

“Is Max around?”

“He’s in his office filling out orders.”

“You care if I walk back?”

“Better not. He’s pretty busy.”

“I have something for him. I was
supposed to come by and give him some
money.” I pull the cash from my pocket, flash
it to Cody. “He knows about it.”

“Oh yeah,” Cody says. “He did mention
something about you bringing by money.
Here, give it to me. I'll take it to him. No big
deal.”

He holds out his hand, but I'm hesitate.
“You sure I can’t walk back and give it to
him? I'll be quick.”

“No, better not,” says Cody, his hand
still extended. “Like I said, he’s busy. I'll
make sure he gets it though. Come on,
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Charlie, you can trust me.” He produces a
smile. It's a nice smile.

“Okay,” I finally say. I hand it over and
Cody heads through the door and down the
hallway. A few moments tick by and he
returns. I'm still standing in the same spot,
but he doesn’t acknowledge me this time.
Instead, he grabs a rag and moves toward the
other end.

“What did he say?” I ask. Cody doesn’t
hear me, or he pretends that he doesn’t,
“What did he say?” I repeat.

He turns, makes his way back, and
wipes down the bar in front of me. The rag
works in swirls. Cody says, “He didn’t say
anything. He was on the phone. I laid the
money on his desk and told him it was from
you. He got the money, Charlie.”

I sense irritation in Cody’s voice so I
back off with the questions. “Thanks,” I say.
He nods and swipes a few more times and
then heads to the supply closet, the one that
holds the extra cases of beer, wine, and liquor
and all that. He disappears inside and I make
my move. I step around the bar and head
down the hall. I'm at the door in about ten
steps and don’t hesitate to give it a few
knocks.

“Yeah?” I hear Max say.

I walk in. “Hey, Max.” He’s tapping
away on a laptop. A couple seconds pass
before he looks up.

“Oh, hey, Charlie. How you doing?”

“Not bad,” I say. “I wanted to stop by to
make sure everything is still a go.”

By now, he’s typing again. Finally, he
says, “What's that? Make sure what?”

“Make sure everything is still a go.”

His typing stops and he looks up. “I'm
sorry, pal, but I don’t know what you're
talking about.”

I take a couple steps closer to make sure
he can hear me. “Last night. Florida. The plan
to open up a bar?”

He smiles and it gives me reassurance.
“Oh yeah. That was some good shit you had.
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Man, I was so high, but I was just talking
about dreams, Charlie. Just talking shit. I was
stoned out of my mind.” He must see the
distress on my face. He says, “What? You
didn’t think I was serious, did you?”

“Of course I did,” I say. “Carmen and me
got into a huge-ass fight about it.”

“Shit, Charlie. Sorry about that. I didn’t
mean for all that to happen. I'm sure you’'ll
make up though.” He goes back to typing.

I think about what he says and I try to
calm myself. He did have a point. Carmen
and I had been in worse fights. And a move
to Florida would only mean worrying about
those damn hurricanes. Honestly, I'd rather
stay here and take make chances with the
tornadoes. “You're right,” I say. “Just give me
back my money and we’ll leave it at that.” He
stops typing again. He gives me one of those
what the fuck looks. Everyone knows those
looks. “The money Cody just brought to you
five minutes ago. My five hundred dollar
investment.”

He scans his desk, throws his hands up.
“Sorry. There’s no money here, Charlie.”

“Of course there is,” I say. Ask Cody.
He'll tell you.” Damn, this guy is getting me
worked up. I notice the volume of my voice
increasing, but I ignore it.

“It's time to go, Charlie. I got tons of
work to do. Come back later tonight and
have a drink on the house. Okay?”

“l don’t want a drink, Max. I want my
money. I'm not leaving here without it.” I
move closer. I want to drag him across the
desk.

“He springs out of his chair, slams the
laptop closed, and says, “Get the fuck out
now!”

“Not without my money.”

“Fuck, man. It's my money now. You
owed me!”

“What? I don’t owe you shit, Max.”

“Man, you are one dumb son of a bitch,
aren’t you?”

“What?” I say.
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“My floor. You pissed all over it,
remember? It cost me five hundred dollars to
get the entire place cleaned, buffed, waxed,
and all that shit. Now we're even. Goodbye.”

“Bullshit!” I lunge toward him. I want to
rip his fucking head off. As I'm about to
connect, Marine Cody flies in out of nowhere
and cold-cocks me in the mouth, stops me in
my tracks. I immediately taste blood. The
pain is horrendous. Marines are not to be
fucked with.

“Get the fuck out, Charlie, while you still
can. And god damn it, quit bleeding
everywhere. Cody, get him a rag or a paper
towel, something. Jesus.”

Cody produces a rag from his back
pocket. I bypass the rag, take the advice, and
leave without the money.

On the way home, the bleeding stops but
my mouth still hurts like hell. I wonder what
Carmen will say...or if she’ll even be there. I
wouldn’t blame her if she wasn’t. I was a
dick for sure. A fucking asshole.

I pull in and I see her car. Here comes the
moment of truth. I open the front door, walk
in, and I head to the kitchen for an ice pack.
Finally, she comes in and sees me.

“Oh, god, Charlie. What
happened?”

She seems genuinely concerned. I wasn't
expecting that. She pulls a rag from a drawer,
soaks it under the faucet, and dabs around
my mouth.

I give her a quick run-down of what
happened, and then say, “You were right.”

“Hush,” she says. “Don’t worry about
it.”

“Ilove you, Carmen.”

“Don’t press your luck,” she says and
smiles.

“Want to go get a drink?

“Really, Charlie? You just got your ass
kicked and you want a drink?”

“Perfect time for one, if you ask me.”

She smiles again. “Sure, okay.”

the hell
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She finishes cleaning my face, I change
my shirt, and we head downtown. My mouth
still hurts, but Carmen forgives me and she
isn’t mad about the money anymore. She’s a
good woman. The beach will have to wait
another day.
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ANONYMOUS ANONYMOUS
by Brian Beatty

It was a crunchy winter night tinted the color
of liquor store neon by closed storefront
windows and streetlights. He trudged back
and forth from one side of downtown to the
other in a failed attempt to stay warm.
Sometime after decent people were all asleep
in bed, he started building snowmen in front
yards to have friends to complain to about
the weather. He worked up a real sweat by
morning. Now he sits in the shadows of the
corner coffee shop, hands wrapped around a
cooled, empty cup. There’s a singer-
songwriter on stage sharing her life story as
if reciting captions from a university
textbook. Her guitar playing requires a lot of
audience patience and imagination. Maybe
that’s why everyone appears oblivious to her
music. Before her next song, he reaches
inside his coat for his harmonica.

HH#

He grew up in a tiny town cut in half by
railroad tracks. Freight trains miles long
rattled through several times each day with
their whistles blowing. That made for a noisy
childhood outdoors, of course, but even in
his bedroom inside his parents' house it was
unbearably loud. Those same trains inspired
hobo dreams. More than once during his
youth the boy disappeared with a bindle
containing his most prized possessions slung
over his shoulder. Every time his family
found him wandering around the nicer side
of town where the nicer people lived their
nicer, quieter lives. How he got over there
and what he thought might happen next,
they couldn’t imagine.

HH#
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Old guys taught him how to shoot marbles
like they’d done way back when they were
children: down on the bare ground inside a
circle drawn in the dirt. Sebastopol dominoes
came after that. Then they showed him a few
simple card tricks and how to play poker.
The boy preferred the card tricks because he
liked thinking of himself as a magician.
When the old guys started dealing him into
their weekly poker game, which they played
for unshelled peanuts and the hard candy
they’d enjoyed when they were his age, the
boy’s grandmother started praying to the
televangelists she mailed all her money.

#H#

A librarian found him in the deepest, darkest
stacks, shouting out the titles of unwritten
books. There were things apparently only he
needed to know, and there was no shortage
of such things. He was too hoarse to ask the
reporting policeman his thoughts. He was
too exhausted to fight. Scribbled bits of paper
spilled from every pocket on him, like a
tickertape parade of his curiosities all the
way to jail.

#H#

The 1973 Chevrolet pick-up truck he
inherited from his late grandfather was
painted the same pale blue as the sky.
Because he wasn’t handy and didn’t
understand tools, he filled the toolbox in the
bed of the truck with books and random junk
he considered art. The truck quickly became
his personal traveling museum. Many of its
masterpieces he’d found alongside the road.
Or paid for at counters of thrift stores. The
only useful thing he kept in the truck’s
toolbox was an air pressure gauge he put to
use often because his tires were always going
flat.
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ARMADILLOS by John Yohe

This one night I was at the bar. It was
Tuesday. A weird night. Slow. A few people
in the booths along the wall, but it was me
about mid-way along the bar, and this white
dude, Kong, sitting two stools down. Kong's
a biker dude, wears a leather vest with some
kind of colors on the back, a skull and shit,
and he’s big, chunky, but with muscles, and a
thick beard and hair down his neck. Kind of a
big fat scary-looking Jesus motherfucker.

Anyway, past him the bar curves around
to the wall and just beyond that is the front
door. So in comes this kinda skinny older
asian guy. I know, right? Sounds like a joke—
a negro, a cracker and a Jap walk into a bar.
But this asian dude takes a seat at the end
there and Teresa the bartender walks over
and says her usual, —What'll you have,
honey?

And the guy goes, —Do you have any
Tsing-Tao beer?

Kong snorts and says, —This is America,
pal.

The guy looks at what Kong’s drinking,
then says, —I'll have a Corona too.

So Teresa turns around and bends over to
fish a bottle out of the cooler and we all stare
at her ass. It's a nice ass. Plus she’s got all
these tattoos, sleeves up both arms. Hell,
Teresa’s one of the reasons I go to that bar.

Anyways, she gives him his beer and
walks away. Kong can’t ever shut up for
long, so he says to the guy, —Hey Jackie
Chan, what do you know?

The asian guy takes a gulp of his Corona
and says, —Life is armadillos.

Kong stopped his bottle mid-lift to his
mouth. —What?

The asian guy takes another swig and
says again, —Life is armadillos.

Kong put his bottle down with a clomp.
—What the hell does that mean?

The guy takes another swig.

—Do you mean life has like a hard shell
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or something? Or that it can roll up into a
little ball for protection?

The dude takes another swallow, not
looking at Kong.

Kong leans a little towards the dude and
points. —That’s it, right? You mean life is like
an armadillo. Hard and weird, right? Well,
that’s bullshit. Who the fuck are you
anyway? Life ain’t no armadillo.

The asian dude nodded. —Life is not
armadillos.

Kong looks at me, his mouth slightly
open, pointing his thumb at the dude. —Ray,
who is this clown?

I shrugged. Kong turns back to him. —
Now, why are you all of a sudden saying life
isn’t armadillos? I thought you said it was.

The dude shakes his head. —I never said
life was armadillos.

—Then what did you say?

—That life is armadillos.

—I...

Kong looks at me again, mouth open. I
mean, he didn’t even seem to be able to say
anything. Then he pushed himself away from
the bar and hopped backwards off his stool.
—Fuck this shit, man.

He walked back to the bathroom. Me and
the asian dude just sat there, drinking. Teresa
was down the other end of the bar, washing
mugs. When Kong came back out zipping up
his fly, he sat back down and knocked on the
bar to get her attention. —Gimme another
one, Teresa.

She walked over. —Sure. Ray? Another
Bud Lite?

—Sure.

She bent over again and we all stared at
that ass.

When he had his Corona, Kong looked at
the asian dude. —Are you gonna tell me life
is armadillos?

The guy looks at him and says, —Are you
going to tell me life is armadillos?

—What? Wait. Are you gonna tell me life
isn’t armadillos?
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—Are you going to tell me life is not
armadillos?

—What the fuck are you talking about?

The guy kept staring. —What the fuck are
you talking about?

—What about the fucking armadillos?

The guy shrugged. —What about the
fucking armadillos?

Kong gripped his beer bottle with both
hands. —Man, fuck you.

The dude nodded. —Man fuck you.

—What?!

—What?

Even Teresa was watching by this point,
arms crossed and smirking. Kong shook his
head and stared down at the bar top, his
hands in fists. Teresa came over to the asian
dude, maybe to calm the situation down. —
Another Corona, honey?

He put his empty down. —Yes please.

She bends over and grabs one. The cooler
was low so she had to reach way down, her
thong peeking out above her jeans, like a
cross over her tattoo back there. A tattoo of
some chinese character.

Kong says to her, —Teresa, what's that
tramp stamp stand for?

She straightened and turned, glaring at
him. —What did you call it?!

—Aw come on, it’s a tramp stamp. That's
what they’re called.

She pops the cap on the Corona and sets
it down for the asian guy, but she turns to
Kong. —It’s a fucking chinese character. It's
the fucking character for Dao.

—Dow? Like Dow Jones?

—Dao as in The Way.

—The way to what? Your ass?

I have to admit I had to hold in a laugh at
that. She rolled her eyes though —Jeezus
Kong, can’t you just shut up?

—I'm trying to understand you. And
your stamp.

She pointed at me. —Kong, why can’t
you be more like Ray?

—What do you mean?
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—I mean you're always talking, but you
never actually say anything useful. You just
talk to talk.

—What's wrong with that?

—Just try and act intelligent for once.
Like Ray. He’s smart. You can tell.

I waved my hands. —I'm no saint.

She smiled at me. —I doubt that. But
you're smart. You can tell.

Kong stared at me, then at her. —How
can you tell?

—Because he never says anything. The
people that talk are the one’s that don’t know
anything. The one’s who don't talk are the
one’s who know.

—Know what?

She sighed. —I don’t know. Know when
to shut up. Know why they at least don’t
know.

She stared at him, looking exhausted, and
Kong had the deer-in-headlights look. He
looked at me, then her. Then he turned to the
asian dude. —What do you got to say about
all this?

The asian dude took a swig of beer,
wiped his mouth, and says, —Life is
armadillos.

Kong looked like he was about to have a
heart attack.

I busted up laughing. We all laughed.
Even Kong.

So I guess it was a joke after all.
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REVIEW: Troy James Weaver’s
Selected Stories
by Adam Van Winkle

Really good authors, at least as I see it, are
the ones able to write things as I've always
seen or thought or sensed it. I may never
have thought that particular sequence of
words, but that author’s words capture
perfectly an anxiety or elation I thought was
mine alone.

In the best possible way of art, good
literature shows me myself.

John Updike does this for me. So does Larry
Brown, so does Bonnie Jo Campbell, so does
Harry Crews, so does Bud Smith. And so
does Troy James Weaver.

No I've never lived in Wichita, Kansas nor do
I have a transvestite parolee brother. But
somehow, I know the people in Weaver’s
previous short story collection, Wichita
Stories. Ismell their smells, see their dirty
carpet. I get the way Angela Lansbury can
become a cultural touchstone that connects to
one’s sexuality and pity for his mother (it
was Suzanne Somers for me).

Weaver’s writing is unbelievably real to me.

Wichita Stories (Future Tense Books, 2015) is
unquestionably one of my favorite short
story collections of the past decade so I
couldn’t wait to sink into Troy James
Weaver’s newest collection, Selected Stories,
out now from Apocalypse Party.

It did not disappoint. As in WS, Weaver here
somehow paints these perfect fleeting
moments of the underbelly of our lives. We
keep the Zippo fluid in the Bible drawer. We
leave the pieces of the material obsessions we
buy to fulfill our emotional absences in
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boxes, unbuilt. We wonder how real the
people, our lovers next to us even, are.

Weaver writes frenetically. At points he’s just
drawn you in around the edge of a
happening before he chops it off with a gut
punch of an ending in a wonderful dance of
flash fiction. At others, his stories weave
narratives of characters with deep
complexity, often delivered in a few sparse
phrases. He jumps from mothers-to-be to
college buddies and romantic rivals to a
preacher’s contemplation with mastery.

The author isn’t scared of a freak either. In
the way Palahniuk’s Invisible Monsters or
Tom Waits’ cavalcade of carnival characters
are meant to actualize the freak everyone
keeps inside, the torso women and widowers
with mannequin wives in Weaver’s newest
collection make our perversions and fears as
real and tangible as the stale smell emanating
from the yellow-tinged taped polaroid on the
collection’s cover (a stunning one from
publisher Apocalypse Party).

All of this coagulates and coalesces like the
mess in a dirty sink into a wonderful hairball
of grime and scum you won’t want to put
down.

And it goes right next to Wichita Stories on
the special shelf.

Cowboy Jamboree



Cowboy Jamboree is proud to present two new pieces of short fiction from Catfish McDaris,
author of one of our favorite recent story collections, Sleeping with the Fish (Pski’s Porch, 2016).

TWO STORIES by CATFISH MCDARIS

GRAVEYARD STEW

Nappy’s grandparents lived in Borger, Texas. It was a rough town in the panhandle, where they
made tires. Chuy spent most of his summers with me there. Grandpa was a hillbilly bricklayer.
He’d done a year in prison for dynamiting a train for scrap metal. He was in prison with Pretty
Boy Floyd and Machinegun Kelly. Grandma had a language all of her own. For breakfast, she’d
place two pieces of white bread in a tin pie pan, put a little sugar on it and milk. She called it
graveyard stew. All the boys would sleep in the mule barn, there were three sets of bunkbeds.
On the weekend, my uncles and dad would rope off four trees for a boxing ring. The boys
would beat the hell out of each other, until all the women would stop it. Nappy and Chuy loved
fighting. One night they were sent for cigarettes. They were jumped just short of the store by a
group of seven young black boys, Chuy, took off flying on their Stingray. These guys decided to
de-dick Nappy, he only had about 2 inches of noodle. Nappy threw the first punch and kicked
and fought tooth and nail. They got the money he carried and were trying to get his pants
down. Nappy was chewing on a screaming boy’s nose. Blood was gushing from Nappy and
several of his attackers. The family cavalry finally arrived, war was declared, the battle didn’t
last long. The next day Chuy and Nappy went to study the bloody battleground, six thirsty
hungry crows were drinking from a pool of blood and eating something fresh and nasty

SPANIARD

Spaniard felt like his life was going nowhere fast. Just out of a three-year army gig, with few
skills other than shooting Howitzer cannons and being an expert in combat. He went down and
signed up for college on the G.I. bill in Portales, New Mexico. Spaniard planned to become a
game warden, after one semester he discovered he must run for office. Politics was of no interest
to him. He tried working on a peanut and sugar beet farm, it was a hand to mouth survival that
held no future. He attempted to get unemployment, the State of New Mexico sent him to
Muleshoe, Texas to pour and finish concrete cattle troughs. After a few weeks of eating dust and
cow manure, he decided to walk three hundred miles north to the mountains.

When Spaniard awoke, he looked east and saw lines of umber and cerulean. Where the sky and
land dropped off into an infinity abyss. He moved quickly and sure, he was a soldier, a hunter,
and a warrior. At night, Spaniard camped beside the Pecos River. Fish were leaping from the
water to catch the freshly hatched swarms of gnats. He carried fishing hooks and line, he rigged
a pole with a mesquite branch. Using corn, he soon had three native trout and two grass carp.
Making a circle of river rocks, he built a smoke shelf oven of stones on one side of his camp fire.
He gathered driftwood and pinon for his fire. He found some pinon nuts to add to his supper.
Spaniard added damp grass to his fire shelf to help smoke fish for his journey. He watched the
stars zinging across the galaxy and dreamed of beautiful gypsies dancing like seraphim through
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the cobblestone streets of Rumania. He walked
thirty miles it felt like eighty, his feet were sore and swollen from his new army boots. That
night he slept in his mummy bag from an Army Surplus store in Clovis. Crickets and
grasshoppers chirped in the intense Van Gogh brilliant night. He remembered monkeys eating
grasshoppers in South East Asia and people there eating both. He thought he was near Llano, a
small village of crumbling adobe casas. His amigo, Lonzo worked for the Santa Fe Railroad, he
always spoke of buying the town and turning it into a hippie haven. For growing herbs,
vegetables, a few sheep, goats, and living free in love and peace.

Time ran away like herds of ghost jackalopes. He camped in a valley near a hill of petrified
wood and fossils. Spaniard felt surrounded by something mysterious, almost like spirits of evil.
He built a shelter of stoned timber and sang some old Little Feat songs. He shook pulverized
turquoise and colored corn in a circle around his camp as protection. Coyotes yipped and
chased jackrabbits through the yucca and cat’s claw.

Spaniard marched north like a zombie phantom. Mirage after mirage kept telling him the
mountains and water were near. Exhausted he lay down in an arroyo of sandstone. An angel
flew down and whispered in his ear. He thought he was dreaming, the angel finally got tired
and told him he was wasn’t worth her wasting her breath. That night he traveled north, until he
saw the lights of a town. Again he slept through most of the heat of the day. He washed himself
in an irrigation ditch and found a cantina. Cold beer quenched his dry throat, the tequila wasn’t
bad either, and it took care of the dust. He ordered a steak, beans, tortillas, greens, and
buttermilk. Spaniard met a lovely senorita. She took him home and they whispered secrets of
love long into the night, until Jupiter eclipsed the moon.

As Spaniard got closer to the mountains, he started hallucinating. He felt the earth
tremble, like when the buffalo were the Sutekhs of the Llano Estacado. He had wanderlust and
flesh lust and wanted to indulge in his overwhelming desires and thoughts. He remembered
painted women, pigeon and cobra keepers, tight rope walkers, magicians, acrobats, belly
dancers, tambourine players, and pretty women of all sizes, shapes, and skin color. He
screamed in the rain and drank from the sky trying to figure where he went wrong and lost his
way, until he was a crawling shadow in an unescapable spider web maze.

An Apache man from the past found him. Spaniard awoke in a sweat lodge upon a bed
of elk skins. The coquero gave him glabrous green leaves to chew. Soon he drifted into a
campesino mystical haze. They ate rabbit and quail and soon Spaniard was alone again to
continue his journey toward the mountains. He found a mound of arrow heads, but somehow
he knew he should take only one. Suddenly a mountain appeared like a battleship in the high
desert, a beautiful maiden waited to lead him up a steep trail. On a ledge was a wooden ladder
that disappeared into vermillion orange blue clouds. At the top of the ladder were the red cliff
adobe abandoned casas and caves of the Ones That Had Gone Before, some called them the
Anasazi. The maiden led Spaniard up a ladder and down another ladder into a
round kiva. They became one, they were contented like timber rattlesnakes sunning themselves
on a granite mountain ledge. They could hear grass and corn growing, rivers singing, the ghosts
of the ancient ones laughing and chanting. Kokopelli’s flute whispered and echoed, a feather
dancing in the air. When Spaniard awoke, his lady had vanished. He could hear a bear growling
above the kiva. Instantaneously, Spaniard became a butterfly, he flew into the bear’s mouth.
Before the bear could swallow him, he flew away.
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A MESS OF CATFISH: AN INTERVIEW WITH CATFISH MCDARIS

by Adam Van Winkle

When he dreamed aloud of quitting the post office to
start a catfish farm, it was Dave Reeve, a pal of Charles
Bukowski, who gave him the nickname that would

stick.

Catfish McDaris has wandered far and wide, and
written a catalogue to match. Before settling into his
work in the post office in Milwaukee, McDaris built
adobe houses, worked in a zinc smelter in the
panhandle of Texas, and painted flag poles, among a

myriad of other jobs.

At least, those are some things that have been pinned
down about his crazy life. Born in Albuquerque, New
Mexico in 1953, Catfish spent 3 years in the military,
then took to the road, hopping freight trains and
hitchhiking around the country and into Mexico.

As an author and poet, McDaris has come to be
associated with the likes of Bukowski and Allen Ginsberg, while establishing his own brand of
poetry and fiction (archived now by the Marquette University Library Special Collections).

Given the chance then, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to ask the quixotic author a few
questions about his life, themes in his work, and his process for writing. His responses were, as
you'll see, as wide-ranging and mystical and heroic and iconoclastic and unexpected and poetic

New andCollected Works
by (';mish\.\h'l);n'i.\ \
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as his writing, touching on everything from Ira Hays to Liz Taylor
to legal weed to saving a life...

AV: There's quite an American tradition of the traveler, the tramp
associated with artistry. Steve Earle has a song called "Down the Road
Pt IT” with this awesome couplet: "Standin’ on the highway with the
road burnin’ through my shoes/ Roll over Kerouac, tell Woody Guthrie
the news.” You've been quite a traveler, and you "ve worked every job
under the sun it seems. Did you when you set out or do you now see
yourself in the vein of Kerouac, of Guthrie, an artist of the road, an artist
on the go? Or did your life on the road stem from something else....?

THE CAT: Rollover Beethoven and tell Steve Earle the news. He’s only
worth $10,000,000. I stole some bowling shoes, once when mine were
thinner than bologna. You get out on the desert or high sierra, you see
mirages and visions. One night I got so cold, I felt like the cat that
couldn’t get the fire built in the Jack London novel. Or maybe it was old
drunken Ira Hayes found frozen, since I used to be quite a drinker and
served three years in the artillery, but never fought in a war. Ira was a
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hero. I like Willie Nelson or Canned Heat’s version of On The Road more than Kerouac’s, but I met Jack’s
daughter.

['ve ridden freight trains from California and Texas into Chihuahua, Mexico. If you get inside a boxcar,
always have a railroad spike or two and big wedge of wood. When the train stops or goes uphill, the doors
slide shut and you’ll be trapped unless you prop open the door. Many folks have died trapped inside a car
and they try to dig through the wooden floor, to no avail. I was a young hippie hitchhiking outside of
Lubbock, TX, I saw the Smokey Jokie’s make a fast U-turn, I got a free haircut and sixty seven days, in the
jug before they let me make a call. I swung a sickle all day long on a chain gang. Sort of like Paul
Newman in Cool Hand Luke.

I came from a family of bricklayers, so we traveled to build things. Also my mom was a mobile librarian,
mostly to the Native Reservations in New Mexico. My grandfather and father insisted I move to
Milwaukee, after three years in the army. They said, you must live near water for good jobs and they were
right. I love Milwaukee, except the winters are a bit long and no mountains.

AV: Speaking of travels, what artists have you encountered in traveling that have left a lasting impact?

THE CAT: Spoken words artists would be: Charles Plymell, Ray Bremser, Janine Pommy Vega, Antler,
Adrian C. Louis, Wanda Coleman, Jack Micheline.

Writers: Gerald Locklin, Todd Moore, Albert Huffstickler, Seaborn Jones, Ron Androla, Kurt Nimmo, and
Dan Nielsen, Michael Hathaway, Robert M. Zoschke, Dave Roscos, and too many more to remember.

Of newer writers: Alexis Rhone Fancher, Marianne Szlyk, John D Robinson, Mendes Biondo, Ryan
Quinn Flanagan, Holly Day, Michy McDannold, Brenton Booth, Heath Brougher, Donald Armfield,
Beau Blue, Michael Anthony Ingram, and Guinotte Wise, also too many to recall.

Plymell introduced me to Ginsberg and Burroughs, who I knew slightly through the mail. Ginsberg sent
me a first edition hard cover copy of Cosmopolitan Greetings signed with a drawing of his grave and
flowers. Burroughs sent me three chapbooks, all signed. I took a train to Cherry Valley, NY in 1998 from
Milwaukee to Ginsberg’s farm. He was dead by then. I sold my books to pay my train fare. I read with
Plymell, Janine Pommy Vega (I also interviewed them both for the Chiron Review), Anne Waldman, Ed
Sanders from the Fugs, Ray Bremser, David Amram that used to play back music for Jack Kerouac, and
all the Beatniks that were alive. It was a three day event and wild.

Jack Micheline gave me Bukowski's poems that ended up ass our three way chap called, Prying. Although
Buk was at the Post Office fourteen years and 1 was there thirty four. Our paths never crossed. Buk did a
read here and Antler and his partner Jeff Poniewaz saw him. They told me Buk walked out on stage and a
man with a dolly brought out a refrigerator full of beer. Buk started handing out six packs to the audience.
Then read his ass off.

Painters: Georgia O’Keeffe, I met twenty times while working for the Santa Fe Forest Service around
Ghost Ranch. I met R.C. Gorman in Albuquerque. They were both dynamic people.

Musicians: 1 spent a month with Stephen Stills and Freddy Fender while they were recording in Clovis,
New Mexico, my hometown. Joe Walsh, a week.

Stars: Liz Taylor, Vivian Vance, Red Skeleton, Aretha Franklin, Morris Day and Biscuit, Julia Child,
Isabel Allende, Louie Erdrich, I met and got autographs from.
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AV: Allen Ginsberg is kind of a binary figure for me. On the one hand, his poetry is, well, life changing.
The most important poetry in America alongside Whitman. On the other, 1've found his laudatory
talking heads on documentaries from Kerouac to Dylan in some ways so gushing as to be biased,
unartistic interpretations of the men and subjects. Holding nothing against the man, what was
Ginsberg's genius as you see it?

THE CAT: I only had a brief correspondence with Ginsberg and Burroughs, they sent books, I sent $25.
Burroughs was the most generous. Bukowski, I never wrote. I got his poems for Prying from Jack
Micheline. I always thought I could be better, stronger, and tougher than Buk. I ended up in the nut house
at the VA Hospital in Milwaukee for five months. I was in lots of mags with Buk and to this day, love
most of his writing. Ginsberg read in the nude and was a publicity hound, but he wrote some fine lines.
Burroughs cut off his little finger in 1939 and sent it to the editor at Esquire. Then shot his wife in
Mexico City, killing her. He only went to jail thirteen days. Beatniks did some strange stuff.

AV: I'm quite sure Bukowski was never accused of being too gushing. And, in many ways, he seems the
polar opposite of Ginsberg, save they are both writing masters. How did you come to work with
Bukowski? Did the post office provide some connection? How was corresponding with Bukowski
different or similar to Ginsberg?

THE CAT: I never met Bukowski (by mail only) and from the many magazines we appeared in together.
Jack Micheline sent four of Buk’s poems, five or six of his, and he asked me to write three dirty short
stories. We had a publisher pal of, mine that ran First Class. He printed them. I sent copies to Jack (Buk
was dead), we tried to send some to Linda and the Bukowski Estate. Then Jack got pissed off at me for
using Buk’s poems. He said nine people were doing books about Bukowski in Los Angeles. I'd been semi-
supporting Jack for a year, for his paintings and little chapbooks. Then he forgave me. 1'd rather read
Bukowski than Ginsberg.

AV: I used to disregard, not to say be uninterested in but simply not place importance on, what an
author had to say about their own life. Like, James Joyce is a genius, and Ulysses and Dubliners will be
on my mind until I die I'm sure, but to hear him talk of childhood or home or personal relationships is to
hear a petulant teenager talk. Then I read Harry Crews’ Childhood: A Biography of Place, and I found so
much in there about the world of expectations we are born into, how the ghosts of our childhood (some
that even passed before we were born) haunt us all our lives. Crews born into a family lore of hard work,
of no expectation of education, found himself an outsider as a writer. Of course, having grown up in that
hardscrabble world he found he didn’t fit into academic or college town society as a writing professor
either. It seemed a central conflict in his fiction and his life. Long set up, I know, but I guess all that by
way of asking, can you describe your childhood? Where you are from before you got on the road? How
does your childhood, and that place of your birth still affect you?

THE CAT: I don’t know enough about Joyce or Crews to comment about them. Growing up on the plains
of Eastern New Mexico was slow, but I had a car at age fourteen and drove the wheels off. Being more
than half my life in Wisconsin, makes me miss the mountains and desert of New Mexico. I took my wife,
Aida to New Mexico in about 1986. The first thing she said was this brown and dry and she hadn’t even
seen Clovis. We were in the mountains. My mom was still alive, I took them to the Jemez Mountains and
Los Alamos and on into Santa Fe. I went back when my mom died at age sixty one, my dad died a few
years before her.
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When Chicago mostly burned, all the Beer Barons came north to Milwaukee. Now the big and small
breweries, are going full steam ahead. Distilleries are making whiskey, vodka, and gin. Marijuana is not
legal here yet, but it is in Illinois. I can’t wait to go into a store and order a joint and walk outside and
light up.

Without water there can be no industry, you have to drill deep in New Mexico to get a crop and it’s costly
to irrigate. I grew up in the army, I got my discipline there. I took college courses while serving, from the
University of Maryland. I also took German and my Spanish wasn’t half bad, I traveled all over Europe.
Amsterdam and Frankfurt were my favorite places.

Many interviews end up being a “name dropping” exercise. If you are afflicted with the creative illness
called, “I am a writer”. Anything can happen. With the WWW, you meet many writers from around the
world. You'll make friends and enemies. People will hate you and love you. Forget fame and fortune.
Forget being the next Bukowski, Kerouac, or Ginsberg. Be your biggest fan and have fun.

AV: After all that traveling, how did you settle?

THE CAT: My mother’s only sister married a Milwaukee Polish man. I came to Milwaukee when I was
10 on the train. I remember cafes selling lion and tiger burgers in Chicago. I loved fishing, not much of
that in New Mexico. I went back to NM and joined the army, then moved to Wisconsin almost forty years
ago. I'm not a man that thinks the grass is always greener on the other side. I got married to a Mexican
lady thirty six years ago. I met her in Guadalajara and we have a thirty one year old daughter that is a
cop.

AV Tell me some more about the animated poet’s series. Who all is behind this? What is the aim of the
project, and how can I access more?

THE CAT: Beau Blue is a genius. He does the cartoons. I met Blue through my publisher of Concrete
Mist, Heath Brougher. Unfortunately Blue’s house burned to the ground around Valentine’s Day 2020.
He lived in a canyon in California between LA and SF. His family and he escaped in pajamas, but they’re
possession are wiped out. He’s starting over while he’s in his seventies.

AV: What's your process for getting words on paper, for the actual writing? And, does that process look
different for poetry or prose?

THE CAT: I always keep paper and pen on me. I could hear a name or see something and I scribble it
down. I never know where or if it will fit into my puzzle. I consider myself a storyteller. Prose, poem, flash
all have their purpose. You can’t dance to the word unless you add the music...a new quote by Cat.

AV: How do you know if an idea is an idea for a poem or a story? Does it matter?
THE CAT: Everything and nothing matters.

I saved an old soldier’s life yesterday. My Life Style Class is at the VA Hospital every Wednesday. I was
exercising on this step/arm machine for forty minutes. My neighbor on the next machine, John was
staring off into space, when he’s usually quite active. He left the class ten minutes before I did. I caught
him at the elevator and he’s leaning against the wall and sliding down. I helped him into the elevator. We
got to the first floor and I got a nurse to help me get him to the Emergency Room. He couldn’t talk until 1
got him water. They put a plastic wristband on him. I asked if there was anyone I could call for him, he
replied no. I called my wife and told her I was going to be awhile. I waited with John until the Dr.’s came
for him. I'm not sure yet if he’s okay. When you get old, bad stuff happens.

Spring 2020 68 Cowboy Jamboree



AV: What are you working on now? How do you stay active in the “writing community”?
THE CAT: I've been working on three novels. Short stuff always comes along. Like this interview.

Or this English press: 1 may write about when I worked building a skyscraper in Denver, or a brick
elevator housing control shaft on top the Borger, Texas Hotel and we had to build ten stories of scaffolding
in an alley, or painting flag poles in south Texas.

Deathoftheworkerswhilstbuildingskyscraperspress

AV: Lastly, did you read of the recent passing of John Prine? We and our readers are big fans, and
deeply saddened. Any thoughts on this fellow postal poet-laureate?

THE CAT: I love John Prine. He was a poet as much as Dylan, Bob or Thomas. He was a carrier and I
was a clerk, so our postal careers were quite different. My job was closer to Bukowski’s. My favorites of
his were Jesus the Missing Years and one about two lakes, one was called Elizabeth. That’s my daughter’s
name and wife’s middle name. Then some lady asked him to play his song about half an enchilada, John
told her he’d never written about Mexican food. It was half an inch of water in the basement, but he
changed the words for the lady. Maybe Prine could be your next topic for CJ?
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NEW WORK from CATFISH!

OUT NOW from Hybrid Sequence Media, MEAT GRINDER: Compiled Stories, a
collaboration featuring Catfish McDaris and Donald Armfield!!
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COWBOY JAMBOREE PRESS SNEAK PEEK:
from SWAY, stories by SHELDON LEE
COMPTON, out now!

“Sheldon Lee Compton is the definitions of what
Faulkner meant when he described the closeness
between the short story writer and the poet.”

—David Joy, author of The Weight of this World

THOSE MADE OF SHADOW THAT EAT SHADOW AND GROW

Supplicants were motivated by some need to undertake the long and sometimes arduous journey
to the location in order to consult the oracle. This journey was motivated by an awareness of the existence
of the oracle, the growing motivation on the part of the individual or group to undertake the journey, and
the gathering of information about the oracle as providing answers to important questions.

Sister Hall shifted her center-mass weight in the sinner’s foyer. It wasn’t a matter of
getting comfortable. There was no chance of getting comfortable. Not in the church. Any
church. But there was no other way to get an honest look at Tiffany Reed. Word came up the
mountain that Tiffany was the biggest thing to hit the holy circuit since speaking in tongues. If
she was the real deal, Sister Hall’s whole operation could go to another level. People were more
likely to listen to a beautiful young woman, especially if she was prophesying.

The men’s choir finished and after a few minutes Tiffany came up to stand beside the
pulpit. Beneath the stage lights her hair shined a wholesome brown at the roots. The rest of it
had been mostly burned out from peroxide to a lightened absent of any real color. As she began
slow murmuring, even Sister Hall held her breath. Watching in that way, holding her breath
without realizing it, she couldn’t help but wonder why Tiffany started with all this. Likely it had
something to do with that old notion that comes up for an addict in recovery, to make not just a
change but a total change in their life. In Eastern Kentucky that always meant church, religion,
god with a capital G. A recovery without religion would never work. That was the notion at
least. Asking her to do what she was going to ask her do would normally be impossible to even
consider. But that’s what favors were for.
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The hopeful and mostly desperate local souls had been making the climb to Sister Hall’s
house on Sizemore Mountain for more than three decades, asked about the future, asking about
a loved one’s health, lottery numbers, lifespans, destinies, about anything a person could
mystify. And all it had taken was for her daddy to build their home in that space that was made
magic centuries ago.

The story goes that a man named Rudolph Tate was hunting ginseng along the
mounded ridges of Sizemore and came across a large crevice in the hillside, this perfect fracture
that was either newly formed or had been so well hidden that Rudolph had not spotted it in all
of his travels around the ridgeline. This was in the 1700s sometime. Immediately interested and
not a little afraid, Rudolph approached the crevice to have a look inside. At this point, the
stories take on different details, but the core narrative remains. It's undisputed that something
fell into the great fracture. Rather than Rudolph Tate himself, it was, according to most
accounts, his dog. When the old walker slipped head over tailbone, Rudolph noticed the dog
acting peculiar. Of unique interest was that its eyes appeared to sparkle and its bark had
become muted but still audible. It also seemed to float up and down inside the crevice.

Rudolph, with no one nearby to talk any sense into him, noted the solid ground beneath
the dog and figured what harm could it do to jump in, get a closer look. He dropped into the
crevice and here the extant details again become generally muddled. Some tell that the ginseng
hunter was stricken with a divine madness of such power low lying homes at the foot of
Sizemore Mountain on both Port County and Fulton County sides were lassoed with a burst of
static electricity that left a few residents burned by the sunbright blue charges that scattered
throughout households. Some say this scattered static was something other than electricity. It's
told the arcs moved like rays of light bending to the gravity of an unrelenting mass.They will
tell you with perfect confidence that this was the moment the magic shot out into the world and
settled like cosmic sediment all across the skin of the mountain.

Amy Moore parked her van along one of only two areas a person could pull off when
driving up the Port County side of Sizemore. Sister Hall’s ridge was a deep drop from the
guardrail and then about a half hour walk north to reach her trailer. Amy’s grandfather, Baker,
had helped set the house seat for Sister Hall way back. They’d had to dig out the seat by hand,
ten men working eight hour shifts for nearly a month. It was a shame she’d have to pay any
tribute at all considering the debt owed to her family. She should have credit from Baker that
was still good. But that wasn’t the case and so she helped her two daughters down the incline of
the drop off so the three of them could start the long hike through the dark woods.

“How important is it that we do this?” It was Brooke, the oldest. Amy often wished she
would follow more blindly like her sister.

Amy started to answer, or at least offer some comment, when Bailey interjected.

“How important is it that we keep the store, Brooke?” Bailey asked. She didn’t look at
either her sister or her mother but instead focused on the thin trail in front of them. “That’s all
you need to know. Either you're really, really lazy or you're terrified. Neither one should keep
us from trying Sister Hall.”

The three of them slipped into the kind of silence that only presents itself when there’s
nothing left to do but the thing in front of you. The ridge led into an old auger road used
decades ago for lumber yard crews. The road meant it was only ten more minutes or so to Sister
Hall’s. Amy thought it time for one last review.

“One question,” she said.
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“One question,” Brooke chimed in.

“Yes. The one question is what do we need to do to improve business at the hardware
store. Right?”

“Moore Hardware,” Bailey said.

“What?”

“Improve business at Moore Hardware. Not just any hardware store. Our hardware store.”

“Good catch.”

II.

Supplicants were interviewed in preparation of their presentation to the oracle, by the priests in
attendance. The genuine cases were sorted and the supplicant had to go through rituals involving the
framing of their questions, the presentation of gifts to the oracle and a procession along the sacred way
carrying laurel leaves to visit the temple, symbolic of the journey they had made.

Sister Hall’s attendance was not overlooked by Tiffany. Even while in the spirit she
followed the old woman’s movements in the sinner’s foyer, the way she floated from the
announcement board to the water fountain and back again and again, pacing. And the entire
time she never looked away from her. Sister Hall watched her every move. It was enough to put
her off the entire morning.

Tiffany was not exactly sure what the endgame was for this latest situation. She wasn’t
even sure how it all started, but she did know people were talking less about her time in
Ashland high and selling herself. That was enough for now.

But now there was Sister Hall in the sinner’s foyer with the pacing. When the service
was finished, she was still standing there. Granted, she was standing with a little less confidence
than usual, but she was still there. Stubborn, and still intimidating, confidence or not.

“Tiffany Reed. You seem to be doing some better. We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“You still clean? I understand you must still be clean being in church and all. What was
your drug of choice back in Ashland and out at the Flatwood apartments? Pain pills mostly,
right? Some benzos. A little kitchen sink meth with that man-child?”

Tiffany didn’t answer. Instead, she stood in the middle of the church with her arms
crossed, Sister Hall still in the foyer, unwilling to come any further. “So now you think you got
the right to ask me a bunch of questions and just show up like we’ve got plans or something. I
got no plans with you. I'm going home.” Tiffany stopped and then rethought her general
approach. “No disrespect—"

“Ha! No disrespect is what people say when they disrespecting you,” Sister said.

Tiffany went quiet and followed Sister Hall out the front doors, shoulders slumped into
little round slopes. Might as well see what she wants, she thought. She didn’t have another fight
in her, not yet.

The first family to build on Sizemore were the Whitakers. This was a short time after the

war between the states, around the time people in Kentucky started calling it the late
unpleasantness in order to keep from offending one side or the other. So the Whitakers, namely
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Joe Whitaker, first found an astonishing use, or at least one of the uses, for the spot on the
ridgeline.

By that time there were vapors coming from the fracture, slow-rolling and curling like
sheets of satin that disappeared only when hitting the forest canopy. Joe never used it for much,
though. Most say it was because two of his children were lost in the crevice, jumped in and
were visible for a few seconds and then slipped from view and were gone. There was an
investigation. Joe and his wife, Sylvia, were arrested due to the fact that not a trace of the two
children could be found. The general theory was that the couple had sold their children into
some kind of bondage. It wasn’t unheard of at that time, and was a terrible practice that
continued through the Depression era.

Once the Whitakers were arrested, the land they had settled went back to the county as
forfeiture. The county, having a massive surplus of lost land at the time, simply forgot about the
relatively small patch the Whitakers had carved out along the mountain ridge. It went
abandoned for so long that the old homestead rotted and returned to the forest floor as hardly
more than moss-covered stumps of oak; the furnishings went the same way. After a time all that
was left was the stone chimney while the crevice continued to release its vapors less than
twenty yards away.

In this way, it was but a matter of time that the spot would be rediscovered. When it
was, the man who did so was General Hall, father to Sister and friend to no one. General would
also become the first to claim the vapors as direct links to prophesy. This was all before the very
land itself was deemed magical beyond reproach.

Rob and Donnie Mac both heard the the Moores a full minute before they came into
view across the ridge. Rob thought about calling to them but passed. Instead he watched
Donnie Mac read the latest instructions from Sister Hall.

“I can’t believe you wrote it down,” Rob said. “Let alone that you're sitting there reading
it.”

“I want to do it right. What’s wrong with that?”

Rob started to say that they’d been doing this for five months and if they didn’t get it by
now they never would but passed again. He was doing that more and more lately.

The crunch of leaves as the Moores made their way closer grew louder but slowed. The
three of them were clearly tired. When they saw the two brothers, Amy gave an enthusiastic
wave. Donnie Mac waved and returned immediately to the instructions.

“Hello there ladies,” Rob said.

Amy waved again but they said nothing. She and her daughters were already prepared
for business. Bailey hung back from her mother and sister. She scanned the surrounding woods,
looked for wherever the thin trail might led to another, strained to hear anything that might not
blend in with the wildlife. They had to be close to Sister Hall’s trailer, but there was no sign if
that was the case. All of them might as well be meeting on top of Everest.

“You ever been here before?” Rob asked Amy.

“Never been here. But we know what’s going on. What happens now is you want to
know what we’re gonna be asking Sister Hall. You wanna vet us or whatever, right?”

Rob raised his eyebrows to Donnie Mac and saw that his brother was grinning. He shot
him a look that said to straighten up and refocused on Amy. “Miss Moore that’s about the size
of it, yes indeed. Donnie Mac’s gonna talk to your girls over yonder and me you will wait tight
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right here. Then he’s gonna talk to you, and then we’ll see about heading on out to Sister
Hall’s.”

Amy wasn't thrilled that her girls were going to be talking without her, but all of them
knew that any terms they were met with would not be negotiable. That had been made clear
last week when she sent word she wanted to make the visit. She had also been told there would
be some discussion with Rob and Donnie Mac before they ever got to Sister Hall’s. Sort of a
screening process, Rob had said. It sounded odd, hearing him refer to it that way, but she was
ready for anything.

Soon her daughters returned. Donnie Mac then motioned for Amy to follow him. As she
passed she looked closely into her daughters’ eyes. They seemed to be alright. Donnie Mac led
her around three or four pine trees until they reached a series of cliffs that dropped into the
valley.

“Go ahead and have a seat right there, Amy.”

Amy sat on the cool surface of the cliff rock. She sat quietly while Donnie Mac pulled a
slip of paper from his back pocket, looked at it for about half a minute, and then absently tucked
into his back pocket.

“What are you wanting to ask?” he said.

“It’s the store,” she said. “We need to know what the next best thing to do would be to
improve business. Or if we should just close the doors.”

“That’s two questions.”

“Oh right. I know...Well, we’ll ask what we should do to improve business.”

Donnie Mac gave an awkward thumbs up. “There you go, Amy. That'll work. Okay.
What did you bring to give Sister Hall? Before we talk about what you're wanting to ask, we
need to know what you brought.”

“I brought cash, Donnie Mac.”

“Cash.” He said the word as if it might bruise the wind leaving his lips. “Cash ain’t
something Sister Hall’s gonna kick out of bed, but are you sure that’s going to be it? I mean
part of this is to honor the oracle.”

“What can I do about it now?” Amy offered. “I have three-thousand dollars. If she wants
something for the oracle—I guess that’s what’s gonna tell us the future—then how do we fix
that right now, at this late hour?”

Donnie Mac stood on the incline of the mountainside and considered this more deeply
than Amy would have thought possible. Finally, he scratched his chin and stepped close to sit
beside her on the rock.

“I reckon your word will stand good,” he said. He nodded after saying this. “Yeah, for
sure. If you give your word about how you’ll honor the oracle, that'll stand good with Sister
Hall. But you'll be held to it, whatever you promise. She’ll make sure you follow up proper.”

Somewhere above them, the road leading up Sizemore Mountain had simply
disappeared. The occasional woosh of car tires on pavement was gone, the last sign of town.
From this point on there would be only mountain and trees, sky and bird chatter, and whatever
divination might come. Amy gave Donnie Mac a nod and stood, hands on hips.

“Good then. Shall we?” She gestured to the path leading back to the others.

“We shall,” Donnie Mac whispered solemnly.
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II1.

The supplicant would then be led into the temple to put his question to the oracle, receive his
answer and depart. The degree of preparation already undergone would mean that the supplicant was
already in a very aroused and meditative state, similar to the shamanic journey.

“TI'll not be going anywhere with you,” Tiffany said. She spat it, really. Like a broken
tooth. “You're Sister Hall. Why in the world would I go more’n two feet anywhere with you?”

“Stop being a cry baby. Who got you back from Ashland and away from selling your fat
ass?”

“My ass ain’t fat.” Tiffany said, stealing a couple seconds to turn and have a look.

Sister Hall shuffle-nudged her away from the parking lot and to her Dodge Aspen she
had parked in the Wooten’s front yard. Both front tires were sucked into the ground.

“How d’you get by with this, just parking in somebody’s yard like this? Especially when
you don’t have to?”

Sister Hall stopped at the door of the car and shot Tiffany a stoney look. “How you
think? Why you think? There’s always more going on than people can see. Reasons for
everything.”

“Christamighty.” Tiffany planted her hands on the hood of the car. “What exactly are we
doing? You know? Okay, I owe you. Half of Port County owes you something, though. It's me
speaking in tongues, ain’t it?”

“Yes, Tiffany. It's you speaking in tongues. Now get in the car.”

The drive up the two-lane road on Sizemore Mountain was already dangerous, with a
lack of proper guardrailing and sections of the road broken away from the weight of coal trucks
over the years. Tiffany curbed her anxiety recalling how much better off she was now than a
couple years before.

Ashland. I strange town on the border of Ohio that was one half broken and one half still
growing, much the same as a tree hit by lightning while in leaf. The tree might survive until
next spring but the more likely outcome is wilting and then death. That was Ashland, a living
thing always teetering at the edge of death. And everyone there the same, a shuffling along of
either transplant professionals or addicts, often along the same block. By the time Sister Hall
showed up at King’s Daughters to pick her up from the emergency room, Tiffany would have
went with anyone willing to get her away from that town beside the river.

Now, rolling along Sizemore Mountain, it had become nearly unbearable driving the
speed Sister Hall managed. And all the while she kept talking up Tiffany. She seemed at ease
with herself, and Tiffany wanted that for herself, more than anything.

“I know it’s an act. You're just really good at acting. You've got a lot of people convinced
that Jesus himself plugs into you every Wednesday and Sunday. I need you to do something
like that for me. Not full time, mind you. But at least once a month for the next bit. And don’t
worry about the logistics. It's failproof. The boys take care of all that. Also, and this should prove
most important, you get your fair share.”

Tiffany started to say something and closed her mouth. She stared wide-eyed at the road
ahead. Sister Hall could see lights going on in her eyes. Right then she knew the hook was set.

“And I'll need you to do this tonight,” she said.
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When it became well known that somewhere along Sizemore Mountain there was a
place one could visit to hear of the future, details eventually started to spread throughout the
region. Some would say that the oracle, a young female dressed in a short, white dress with
eyes that glowed like fresh embers, wore a purple veil that she would remove at some point
while offering divine messages through the vapors rising from the earth. Others added that the
oracle’s feet never touched the ground. Not due to floating or hovering, as one might imagine,
but because she was situated inside a large type of cauldron suspended on poles above the
fissure from which the vapors emitted. Through holes in the bottom of the cauldron vapors
would curl up the length of her body until she was more mist than woman.

There was also a bonfire. Always a bonfire. During the time of General Hall and his
tenure he had several dogs. Each one, in turn, were brought within a few feet of the fire and
then sprinkled with ice water. Depending on how they reacted, General would continue the
ritual or put a stop to it then and there.

But the days of the dogs had passed. Sister Hall relied entirely on other means now. Back
then if the dogs shivered from the feet up, one thing happened; if they shivered from the
withers down, something else happened. But the prophesying always started when smoke from
the bonfire joined the vapors. Over time the stories went from Sister Hall speaking as a vessel
for God to Sister Hall speaking for God through the oracle. But within a decade or so the region
more or less agreed that the source for Sister Hall’s prophesies was simply unknown. Good or
evil, no one could easily say.

Brooke slowed again and let the group get a couple more steps ahead of her. She liked a
backseat perspective, a place she could keep an eye on everyone without everyone knowing she
was doing just that.

Donnie Mac and Rob were ahead of them all, a full four or five steps beyond her mom
and her sister. Bailey seemed bored beside their mom and only occasionally glanced back to her.
Brooke read no worry on her face, though. She hardly knew their reasons for doing this. Truth
be told, she didn’t know everything about their reasons for doing this. The hardware store was
only a part. That much she did know. But she knew her mom, too. Nothing was ever so simple
with her. If she could fix three problems with the same effort as fixing one problem, she would
always take that option.

Brooke also knew that, at some point, they would find themselves in the hills after
sunset. Bailey knew this, too, but hardly seemed to understand the significance. Of the three,
only their mom had ever been in the hills after dark. And that was a story they heard often.

She always started by saying the darkness combined with the night sounds of insects
and and rustling leaves gave a person the feeling that they were in the gaping mouth of some
large animal, something that chewed the daylight world into a flat pulp. In this way, she said,
every surrounding particle was a threat. Even the air that stirred the same at night as it did in
the daylight was made hostile.

It was clear that all of them were remembering this as dusk blanketed the hillside and
chilled the air. Once total darkness had finished its decent, Rob produced a flashlight far ahead.
Brooke heard the unzipping of bags and then, one by one, flashlights lit up like runway lights
until Bailey finally handed her one for herself and she clicked it on. Now the path was a path of
light that split the night like a curving seam.

“How much longer?” Brooke asked.
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Rob, in the lead, stopped and turned around. The seam of light halted. “We're actually
here,” he said. “This ridgeline hooks right-handed and then you’ll meet with Sister Hall a little
bit farther up the hill.”

“Stay right here. We just need to let her know we’ve got you here before we head that
way,” Rob said.

“I'd figure she’d know we're here,” Amy said. “It’s not like we sneaked up on the place.”

“That’s not it. She knew the minute we got in the hills. It's not about Sister Hall. It’s
about the oracle. Contrary to what people might think, it don’t tell the future in that way. It
deals with the important stuff.”

“Well this is the important stuff,” Amy said. “We'll be here. Ain’t no other choice, I
guess.”

Donnie Mac waved to them as he and his brother rounded the ridgeline and out of view.

IV.

Oracles were meant to give advice to shape future action, that was meant to be implemented by
the supplicant, or by those that had sponsored the supplicant to visit the oracle. The validity of the
oracular utterance was confirmed by the consequences of the application of the oracle to the lives of those
people who sought guidance.

Tiffany left rehab at Mountain Recovery five months ago. In all that time since she had
only smoked a couple bowls with Shane Powell up on Yellow Flats. And before that, other than
a few times with meth in Ashland, she had only ever snorted pain pills. Most of the time not
even that far; most of the time she did them regular. So when Sister Hall booted her with top
shelf heroin from the line out of Columbus, Ohio, the effect was instant and powerful.

She had placed a plastic garbage can directly to her right for vomit. Without saying
much she tourniqueted Tiffany’s upper arm and found a suitable vein. Then the heroin was
drawn up and the vein needled. As Sister Hall gave the full hit, she blew gently on Tiffany’s
arm for a smooth injection, taking her time, pushing slowly, and then releasing the tourniquet.

Tiffany relaxed backwards. Her throat expanded and restricted. She felt a lot of warmth,
different waves of warm moving across every inch of her body. The warmth spread into her
constricting throat and she leaned hard to her right and coated the garbage can down the side
with a steady splash of vomit.

Rob and Donnie Mac both broke out in laughter. Sister Hall spun on them.

“You shut your mouths this instant!”

The brothers went silent, Donnie Mac holding a hand over his mouth, his eyes still wide
with boyish delight.

Tiffany was all at once moved by Sister Hall protecting her. Her heart floated out from
her and she followed its path around the room. She hadn’t moved since throwing up but now
she sat back and the rush turned up and it was unbelievably good, oh dear god it was good. It
was very good. Tiffany never imagined she could feel pleasure at this level, and after ten
minutes it showed no signs of easing off.

From somewhere far away in a place that didn’t matter she heard Sister Hall telling
people to leave. Just after that, she felt her shoulders shaking back and forth and tried to sit up
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only to fall back again. More shaking and there was Sister Hall in front of her, the stormcloud of
her hair spilling down her face, black eyes peering out from all the gray.

“Here, take those off.” She pulled Tiffany’s jeans down the length of her legs and
popped her shirt over her head. “Stand up. Here.” She handed over a white sundress and
motioned for her to slip it on. When she did so, Sister Hall stood back and gave her a close look,
scratched her head with both hands, and then draped a purple veil over her head.

Tiffany trembled in the middle of the room, standing as still as possible despite the high
pushing her toward a feeling closer to that of fluid than solid flesh. The one, shadeless lamp and
its naked bulb placed Tiffany aglow. Rob and Donnie Mac stepped from the shadows of the
kitchen and took their places beside Sister Hall.

“Get her to the cauldron,” she told them. “And get the Moore ladies there too when you
get things set up. Make sure you collect before we get started. In case anything goes sideways.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they said together.

She started out of the room, stopped, and turned back to the brothers. “Make sure the
ladies are properly confused when you bring them.”

“Oh they are,” Rob said. “They think we're at your place.”

In the first decade that Sister Hall had control of the oracle and offered prophecy,
sessions went fairly well. The format had been solidly put in place by her father, and she
benefited in all ways from the stability and income. But near the end of that decade, just before
her mother, Liv, left them for good, a terrible event took place that forced them to acknowledge
the price that had always been paid to harness the vapors.

No one remembers exactly how it got started during the session that summer. Sister Hall
maintained the consultation should have never taken place. There had been bad omens in the
hours leading up to everything. To start with, the oracle at that time, a lady named Patty
Vipperman, had already consulted for that month. It had always been that sessions could only
take place one day each month. Anything more caused serious problems. The whole process
was so physically difficult on the oracle there had to be large spaces of time to protect them. But
only three weeks or so had passed.

Patty was put in place at around the time the vapors were strongest. They came up
through the fissure in great blankets of white and a kind of silvery green. This covered her
entirely so that she became mostly obscured. The man there for consultation asked his question
and Patty started to speak. At the beginning, it seemed she was only mumbling, taking in the
vapors in much the same way it had always taken place. But when she raised her voice to speak
all that came out was a series of shrieks and her body began to convulse. This, of course,
alarmed those in attendance and all but Sister Hall ran away. However, the details known only
to her at first eventually came out.

Patty Vipperman screamed and convulsed for nearly half an hour, only stopping for
seconds-long gasps for more air. By the time the vapors cleared, Patty was nearly dead. Sister
Hall managed to get her to Porter Regional Medical Center and leave without calling much
attention to herself in the meantime. She kept her ear to the ground and learned that part of
what had happened had been related to massive seizures. Three days later, Patty died.

Amy’s stomach knotted up as they approached the next turn along the ridgeline. Her

instincts told her that she and her girls had just officially stepped in over their heads. As they
turned and made it up the hill, a structure came into view. It lay against the hillside in such a
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way that one could only make the slight outline of the corner. When they were within fifteen or
so feet, the full site came into view.

A wide fog of white and green rose up from a large break in the earth. This happened
beneath a cauldron fixed above it all, suspended by a homemade engine hoist. Inside the
cauldron, a girl sat holding a pan in front of her. The vapors encircled the girl, and Amy noticed
they came to her through several holes cut out in the bottom of the cauldron. All of this was set
up inside a large section cut out from the hillside. Brooke and Bailey moved from behind her
and started into the section. Rob stepped across and nudged them both aside.

“You don’t go in there. That area is what we call the inaccessible. Only the oracle is
allowed in there. Besides, trust me, you do not want that,” Rob pointed to the vapors, “inside
your lungs.”

“They don’t got to have everything explained to them, Brother Rob.” It was Sister Hall
from behind them. “They get an answer and the promise of nothing else.”

Sister Hall looked older than her usual old. Decked out in her thick, black dress and
frock coat, she still looked incredibly small standing between Rob and Donnie Mac. She held
out her hand to Amy and wiggled her fingers. Amy went into her pocket and brought out a
deposit envelope, handed it over. Sister Hall opened it and counted it in front of all of them.

From the cauldron, Tiffany Reed watched nothing but the pan she held in front of her.
Then, all at once, she dropped the pan. Continuing to take in huge breathes of the vapors, she
began to expand outward, her arms stretching beyond the width of the cauldron, her kneecaps
too. The chains on the engine hoist rattled loudly. Without looking away from Tiffany, Amy
reached out and took each of her daughters by an arm and pulled them closer to her. She heard
their breathing quicken as Tiffany’s hair floated away from her head and her complexion went
from a pale white to a kind of sun-scorched pink and then full red.

“Here we go.” It was Donnie Mac, talking low.

Sister Hall pushed him and Rob away and stepped in front of the cauldron and a
quaking Tiffany. She turned to face Amy and her daughters, holding her hands out in front of
her as if each were rods made for lightning. When she did, Tiffany opened her mouth wide and
wide and wider and with all her body let go her voice. The sound pelted the air around her. It
went beyond voice and beyond anything comprehensible. Amy stood her ground and
wondered if this was the language of gods and monsters. She wondered what had mattered so
much to bring her here in the first place. She wondered about the young girl wrapped in green
fog, Sister Hall yelling at the darkness, at her and the girls, at everything known and unknown,
at the living, colorless void that must surely exist in the very hills that surrounded them right
now, those creatures made of shadow that eat shadow and grow into shadow.

And what had brought her here, here with her daughters who only knew a few strands
of the tapestry that made up all the moments that led to this moment of unreality? It seemed to
hardly matter, was not something to be understood in the presence of the oracle and Sister Hall
and the blazing fire that corkscrewed the shoveled out section of the hillside. Then, just as the
noise, the vocalizations, reached a pitch nearly too loud to be captured safely by the ear, the
whole scene diminished; the fire hugged closer to the ground and sputtered; Sister Hall went to
her knees first and then slowly lowered herself onto the ground; Tiffany tilted her head just
slightly, the way a dog might when focusing on words spoken by its master, and Amy Moore
stood as straight as she could and asked her question of both gods and monsters and the gods
and monsters answered in kind and even the silence became so still that nothing cast a shadow
or moved save the vapors. And then, finally, again satisfied, they went too.
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wildland firefighter, deckhand/oiler, bike messenger, wilderness ranger and fire lookout.
Fiction Editor for Deep Wild Journal. www.johnyohe.com
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https://www.amazon.com/Memorabilia-S-Coomer/dp/1948687100
https://www.amazon.com/Fetishists-S-Coomer/dp/1941918190/ref=sr_1_3?qid=1577980997&refinements=p_27%3AA+S+Coomer&s=books&sr=1-3&text=A+S+Coomer
https://www.amazon.com/Shining-Light-S-Coomer/dp/1941918298/ref=tmm_pap_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://www.amazon.com/Shining-Light-S-Coomer/dp/1941918298/ref=tmm_pap_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/150922159X/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_bibl_vppi_i0
http://www.lulu.com/shop/as-coomer/flirting-with-disaster/paperback/product-23957641.html
https://www.claresongbirdspub.com/featured-authors/a-s-coomer/
https://ascoomer.com/2017/07/07/im-not-sure-how-i-feel-about-the-sound-wins-thelmas-prize/
https://ascoomer.com/2017/07/07/im-not-sure-how-i-feel-about-the-sound-wins-thelmas-prize/
https://ascoomer.com/2017/07/07/im-not-sure-how-i-feel-about-the-sound-wins-thelmas-prize/
https://lostlonggoneforgottenrecords.wordpress.com/
https://lostlonggoneforgottenrecords.wordpress.com/
https://cockleburpress.com/
http://www.ascoomer.com/
http://jeremyjperry.com/
http://www.johnyohe.com/

Catfish McDaris is an American poet and author. Catfish was born in Albuquerque, New
Mexico in 1953. He's written poetry and prose for the past 20 years. After 3 years G.I. Joe, he
hopped freights & hitchhiked across the U.S. & Mexico. He built adobe houses, tamed wild
horses, made cattle troughs, worked in a zinc smelter, and painted flag poles. Catfish lived in a
cave and wintered in a Chevy in Denver. The adventure finally landed at the post office in
Milwaukee, a catfish farm is next, he hopes.

Sheldon Lee Compton is a short story writer, novelist, and poet from Eastern Kentucky. He
is the author of the collections The Same Terrible Storm (Foxhead Books, 2012) and Where
Alligators Sleep (Foxhead Books, 2014) the novels Brown Bottle (Bottom Dog Press, 2016) and
Dysphoria (Cowboy Jamboree Press, 2019). His work has been nominated for the Chaffin
Award for Excellence in Appalachian Writing, the Pushcart Prize, the Still: Journal Award and
the Gertrude Stein Fiction Award.

Adam Van Winkle’s writing has appeared in places like Bull Men's Fiction, The Dead Mule
School of Southern Literature , Red Dirt Forum, Cheap Pop!, Crack the Spine, Vignette Review,
Steel Toe Review, Dirty Chai, and Pithead Chapel. His debut novel, Abraham Anyhow,
published by Red Dirt Press in March 2017, was selected by The Southern Literary Review as
the June 2017 Read of the Month and featured in Monkeybicycle's If My Book series in July
2017. An excerpt of the novel has also received a Pushcart Nomination. His second

novel, While They were in the Field, was released by Red Dirt Press in January 2019. In
September 2019, his novella about wrestlers and some kids in a small town for an indie
wrestling show one Fall night in 1997 called HARDWAY JUICE was published.
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For John Prine, 1946-2020

“If God’s got a favorite songwriter, I think it’s John Prine.”
—Kris Kristofferson
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	Gone.
	"How do I know, ask Doc?" I say.
	“Well, more like…”

