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Letter from the Editor

And a very Happy George Washington’s Birthday to all of you.

Monday Monday Monday! Only. Firesale on Unscooped Bagel’s first issue.
To honor our first president, download one issue of pork, and get a free oil
change at participating Standard Oil Refineries.1
All kidding aside, Unscooped Bagel would not go so low to exploit a Federal Holiday where workers should be at home to tangentially plug a product
in hopes of continuing the capitalist machine. Down with Capitalism!
Up with Mercantilism! Instead of buying that imported car you don’t need:
why not extract silver from mines in Peru and hold it safe in Madrid? Tariffs! Tariffs are the key to the success of the great nation-state. Adam Smith
can go play with his invisible hand and sulk.
When we started Unscooped Bagel, we wanted to create an online Magazine where style was not paramount. We wanted to accept with open arms
rhyme, prose, comedy, review, rants, photography, shopping lists, unpublished U2 lyrics …2
Point being: we wanted to publish work which felt truthful. Not truthful in
a nonfiction sense, but truthful in the sense of: truthful to the soul of the
author.
To that end, we didn’t select against the simple, the byzantine, the childlike,
or the profane.
Some of the work in here is not G. Some of it isn’t even PG-13. In fact, a
few pieces, were we to make these into a movie, would be inching towards
NC-17. Similar to how a cereal box will say “this product was manufactured in a facility which handles nuts and milk,” we are not going to asterisk or highlight works that may be questionable. We are Unscooped Bagel.
1
2

Offer only valid at Standard Oil refineries where John D. Rockefeller is still alive and kicking.
Bono, I’m here for you man.

We don’t cut anything out. We also are lazy. We don’t have time for labeling.
Know that some stuff in here might be crass, offensive, sad, disturbing, or
rage inducing.
Know that so much art in this edition will resonate with you, make you
smile, cause you to pause and ponder and recollect. Know that we picked
these pieces because they spoke to us, and we hope they will speak to you
too.
Unscooped Bagel has received some incredible submissions over the last
couple months. We are truly honored to showcase this work in our inaugural issue, and we look forward to publishing more great art for many issues
to come.3  
As you prepare to dive into our first issue: we leave you with a limerick,
crafted by our own Nathan Dennis.
There once was a butcher from Cork
Who dreamed of acting in York
She met with a producer
Who thought he’d seduce her
And trade a script for some pork
In bocca al lupo,
Nathan Dennis, Margrave: Publisher, Editor, Co-Founder of Unscooped
Bagel.
Alden King: Co-Publisher, Co-Editor, Co Founder of Unscooped Bagel

3

Or Until the reestablishment of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Whichever comes first
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A Tanka
Andrey Uspenskiy
Birds up in the air
Free as they soar the sky
Lifted on a prayer
Nobody knows where they fly.
Is this the meaning of life?

What’s for Dinner?
Anthony Greco
They came to a stop.
“Taupe? ”
“Yes, taupe.”
“What is that?”
“It’s a color.”
“Taupe is a color?”
“Of course.”
Philip hated not knowing things. He didn’t mind learning new concepts from people, but not knowing a color that his wife says “everyone
knows about” was just too much.
“And it’s not some color they recently made up that’s just used for eye
shadow or knee-highs?” He was trying to come up with some possible excuse for his ignorance.
“No,” Jill said, laughing at the mention of knee-highs, “it’s a real color
– just like green or blue.”
“You know, that’s what’s wrong with this world. You have people with
nothing better to do than make up names of colors.” He was shifting into
autopilot now, hardly pausing to think about what he was saying.
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“What is wrong with dark-brown? Will women not buy something because
it’s just dark brown?
They have to come up with some fancy name, all of a sudden, so stupid
women will like it?”
He knew he had crossed the line.
Jill knew he had crossed the line.
Jill was ready to pounce on him.
Philip knew he was about to be pounced upon.
He had to try and stop the pounce. “Well, not only women,” he was
thinking as fast as he could, “I mean, I guess they make these colors up for,
like, home decorator people too.” And finally he added, “Who are men.
Male home decorator...people.”
He waited to see if this would blunt the blows he was about to withstand.
“What is wrong with you?” Jill began.
It didn’t seem to have worked.
“I was just saying…”
“You can’t stand it when someone knows something that you don’t
know about. You always need to be the smartest person.”
“No, not really,” he tried to explain, “I like to learn new things from
people.”

“And by people do you mean men? Do women only think about eye
shadow and frilly colors?
So that anything I know about that you don’t, is just some silly women’s
thing?”
“Oh, my god, no,” he said as emphatically as he could. But he needed
more. His emphatic statement didn’t stop Jill.
“And, I mean…” he tried to interject but it was simply too late.
“I may not know all the arcane facts that you like to toss around, but I’m
just as smart as you are. Maybe colors aren’t important in golf or crossword
puzzles, but they have names for colors for a reason.”
She almost paused for a second.
“Are you going to tell our daughters that they’re stupid because they
care about colors?”
“No… not so much… I mean… it’s like…” Philip hated when Jill
asked a slew of questions. He never knew if he was supposed to answer
them or if it was okay to just laugh and say, “you’re an asshole”, like he did
with his friends.
So Philip said nothing and Jill seemed to be finished.
They both sat quietly for about ten seconds.
The Steve Miller Band’s, The Joker, was playing on the radio and Philip wanted to sing along, but he was afraid that would be interpreted as him
not taking this conversation seriously. So he turned his head away from Jill
and sang the song in his head.
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“I know what you’re doing,” Jill said.
“What?” He couldn’t believe it – what was she a friggin’ mind reader?
“I know this song can’t be playing without you singing along.”
“No,” he countered with.
“Yes,” she insisted.
He just shook his head – she was talking over the best part of the
song.
“Why are you looking over there then?”
ing.

He waited until the silly guitar part he loved finished before answer-

“There’s some birds, all huddled together.” (not enough information)
“And a protractor. Yes, one bird has a protractor.(too random) “They must
be having some sort of aviary math class.” (what?) Is it bird week on Jeopardy this week?” (nearly coherent)
Now Jill turned her head away so Philip wouldn’t see her laughing.
“You’re such a fool.”
Finally, relief. Philip sensed it might be over.
“I know what you’re doing,” he said.
“I’m looking to see if there’s any birds on this side with a protractor or
a yard stick.” She covered her mouth to keep from laughing.

10

The car behind them beeped the horn – the light had turned green.
Philip looked up and saw the green light and then looked into his rear view
mirror.
“Yeah, yeah, OK,” he said, as he started moving again. “Can’t you people see we’re having a nice conversation here...analyzing birds and their
yard sticks?
They both laughed.
“Yard sticks?” he asked, “do they still make those things?”
“Yes, but only in taupe.”
“I’m not going there again. I may be stupid, but I’m not stupid.
“I had heard that about you.”
“That’s right, missy.”
They drove for a while without speaking. A different song was on the
radio now and Philip was trying to decide if he knew enough of the lyrics
to sing along. He could always sing along with the few words he knew and
then substitute silly lyrics for the parts he didn’t know. The invented lyrics
would usually include lines about nutty animals or our Founding Fathers.
“Rox-anne,” Jill sang along.
It was too late. He hadn’t preempted Jill with his silly lyrics and now
Jill was singing. Jill’s voice wasn’t awful but this song was clearly too difficult for her to sing without causing pain.
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His only hope was to wait for a strategic point in the song to break in and
ask an intriguing question.
“Do you think this song killed the name Roxanne? You know, the
whole prostitute thing? Because you never hear that name anymore.”
Not intriguing enough. Philip could see that Jill wasn’t going to respond – that she intended to keep singing.
“Rox...” Jill started to sing, but Philip cut her off.
“Because I was thinking of that name when we had our kids, but then
I thought about this song.”
Jill was a little annoyed that he had cut her off, but this was the kind of
conversation she enjoyed.
“Roxanne? Really? You never mentioned that.”
“Yeah, I like that name. Not for our little Phil. That could have been a
problem.”
“It’s kind of an old-fashioned name. And it sounds like a cocktail waitress.”
“Oh, you’re such a stereo-typer. Just because someone is named Roxanne doesn’t mean she’s a red-head with a short skirt and her cleavage is all
bunched up.”
“I know that. I’m just saying it’s the image the name congers up. I
would never assume what type of person someone is, based on their name.”
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“All right then.”
“Besides, you’re the one who said you were considering naming a
child Roxanne, but that the name is linked to prostitutes.”
“Well, let me just say that six out of every four prostitutes I’ve taken to
the prom were named Roxanne.” Philip looked over at Jill and asked, “Coincidence? I don’t think so.”
“Six out of four, huh?”
“Maybe more.”
“Fascinating.”
“It really is.”
“Hey,” Philip shrieked as he always does when he sees a road sign with
letters unlit, “do you want and stop and get some Pizza Hut? It’s the latest in
Chinese Urological fast food.”
Jill laughed but wasn’t ready to change topics just yet.
“Hold on.”
Philip thought – oh no, now what did I say?
Jill continued, “So you were thinking of naming one of our girls Roxanne?”
Oh crap, Philip thought, I forgot about the fiasco of picking names for
the girls.
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“Not this again,” Philip tried to quash the conversation, “I was just
saying that I liked the name, not that I was seriously considering naming
one of our girls Roxanne.”
Jill was forming her thoughts. Philip had to act quickly.
“Besides, knowing our two beautiful girls now, could you see them
named anything but Mortimer and Floozy?”
Calling his daughters beautiful and then some nonsensical names –
Philip was very pleased with himself.
“O.K., bucko, you dodged that bullet. But don’t think it’s the last you’ll
hear of the lovely name you nixed. You’re just lucky this song is on right
now.”
Jill turned up the radio and started singing one of her favorite songs –
Paradise by the Dashboard Light.
“Oh, no, not this song again,” Philip cried.
But Jill didn’t care what Philip thought of this song. Actually, all Philip
could think of was, thank you, Mr. Meat Loaf, for postponing the “Margaux
discussion”. And also that meatloaf was a pretty good idea for dinner.
Listening to Jill sing for eight minutes and 28 seconds was certainly better
than arguing over the name Margaux for the next 10-12 minutes, which
was how much longer he had to drive before getting home and suggesting that they have meatloaf for dinner, and Jill saying that he always wants
meatloaf whenever they hear that song – and, that it almost ruins the song
for her.
Philip waited for the baseball part of the song – which he secretly
loved.
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Fuse # 1

Leigh Blanchard
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TURNABOUT

Helen Sparrow
The posters are just starting to go up: SADIE HAWKINS DANCE
But it’s been on your mind for months.
Every football game
You march with the boy who’d be your pick.
And although you don’t know him well
His braced smile sends shivers down your spine
And when his arm brushes yours
It’s as though you’ve been run through with an electric charge.
So while all your pals set about inviting
Boyfriends
Best friends
Guys they know well
You hem and haw
And in your dreams you want to ask him
But in real life you never get around to it.
Time runs out on you
And before you know it the dance is this weekend
And you still don’t have a date.
So after band practice one day you track him down
Stomach tangled up
Face downcast
Heart threatening to escape your chest
And you take a torturous leap of faith
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And ask him point blank.
He looks at you gently, carefully as he stows his bass drum.
“I’m sorry. I’m not going to the dance. But thanks for asking.”
And just like that, it’s over.
No more scheming, dreaming, wishing
And worst of all, you’ve tipped your hand.
You spend the rest of that day
And most of the next
Wanting to cry.
You never knew how much you wanted him for your date
Until he said he wouldn’t be.
And where that worry weighed on your heart
And tied your insides up in true lover’s knots
There is nothing but a yawning chasm
A dull, echoing ache
And phantoms
Of the perfume you never wore
The laughs you never shared
The corsage he never matched to your dress.
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MISSOURI
Jessica “JessterHat” Hatem
    Once upon a very long time ago, in a Missouri split in two, there was a
man who killed his brother. A half-brother, in truth, but Lord these two
were so close you’d think they was joint at the hip; just two peas in a pod,
sharin’ one heart, the brother used to say. Their mama always told the man
that he had wild blood in him. Wild blood, straight from his drunk, gamblin’ daddy who turned up dead in the road a bloody mess one night for a
reason no one would ever fess up to. The man had only been a boy at the
time, but he had been the one that found his daddy’s body, and that stayed
with him for a long time, especially when his mama would mention the
wild blood. He’d always think of himself, lyin’ in the road in a puddle of his
own crimson wildness, starin’ off at nothin’ and startin’ to stink.
    Now the brother was a big believer. He believed things long and hard,
and he believed it when he said he and the man was two peas, and he told
his mama so every time. “We got the same heart, Mama. I got the wild
blood in me too.” Their mama hated that. It was her blood they had in
common, and she was no wild woman, she said. She was as dry and tough
and brittle as brick, and had had her taste of wildness and didn’t like it
one notch. She got remarried as soon as the man’s daddy had that first
speck of dirt on him, and left wildness behind to have a good, upstandin’
life with a good, upstandin’ husband and a newer, tamer son. But the wild
blood hadn’t stayed in the man’s daddy. It had seeped into the ground, into
the earth where he died, and now everythin’ around it would draw it into
its roots and become infected with it, from the town to the county to the
whole damn South.
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You see, that wild blood got everyone so riled up, it drove ‘em straight
to the Rebel Cause. Now the man was lucky; he had been born with wild
blood, and he knew you’ve gotta be wild some of the time, lettin’ it out
bit by bit by stealin’ and ridin’ horses, and drinkin’. But his mama, and his
step-daddy didn’t know that, so they whooped and hollered for a Cause
they thought was greater than God, fallin’ to their knees for Jefferson Davis
and his Glory, waitin’ for the fight. But see, all that waitin’ made the wildness fester in their minds, drivin’ ‘em crazy. So crazy that one day when the
man came home from drinkin’, callin’ the Rebels horse shit, his mama and
step-daddy kicked him out, callin’ it the “last straw.” Well what could the
man do? He left. The brother tried to come along but the man told him no.
The world had turned wild, and as far as he could see, the brother didn’t
have a speck of wild blood in him. His brother had cried then, sayin’ he
knew they was still two peas, that they still shared a heart, so the man spat
on his face and said “Find somethin’ to believe in other than damn foolery!” The brother ran back home, like the man wanted, but for a moment
the man could believe he did share a heart with his brother, because it felt
like his was shattering enough for two.
    On his own, the man found out he wasn’t good for much except drinkin’
and stealin’ and ridin’ horses, and did just that. ‘Til one day his brother
with his big believin’ heart wrote to say that maybe his blood hadn’t been
wild before, but it certainly was wild now. He was joining the Confederate Army, because his own daddy couldn’t and he thought it might make
mama proud, and because believin’ in the Cause had to be less foolish than
believin’ a drunk of a brother loved him. That panged in the man’s heart
so deep he felt the very bottom of it, and he knew then like he didn’t before that it did match up to his brother’s heart. And because sharin’ a heart
meant believin’ the same foolishness as him and because man had been
feedin’ his wild blood with so much wildness as of late, he went and joined
the Army in his own way, hangin’ with some Raiders led by a fella named
Quantrill. Unlike his brother, his way made his wildness a lot more nasty.
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Nasty in a way that left a lot of people in pools of their own crimson wildness, that made the whiskey taste bad on his breath.
    

The man wrote and looked for his brother, but couldn’t find a trace of
him. Not until the man looked in a newspaper one morning and found
his brother’s name on a casualty list. So he skipped out on the Raiders and
went home. The man’s mama wouldn’t let him come to the funeral, because
he had shamed the family. Shamed the family with his wildness and his
wild blood, still not realizin’ how much of it was in her and her husband
and her soon to be buried son. But it wasn’t in the son standing before
her. The wild blood had been slippin’ out of him for years, since he’d seen
his daddy’s blood soakin’ into the dirt, and he poured so much out with
drinkin’ and stealin’ and killin’ he polluted the world, and plum didn’t notice his brother soakin’ up the rest with their shared heart. And his brother
and the world couldn’t handle the wildness, so they both got ruined.
    So the man, his blood finally cold and tame, left without a word, knowing that he was now the man that had killed his brother, once upon a very
long time ago, in a Missouri split in two…
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Billboard

Kyle Hemmings
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Things My Mother Taught Me
Sharyn Dennis
1. How to make a bed with a smooth tight top sheet, neatly tucked in all
around the bed, finished with hospital corners.
2. How to arrange furniture and decorate a room. How to pick a few cherished items to round out a book shelf instead of junking it up with lots of
little mementos.
3. How to clean a toilet, and a bath tub and a sink. How to keep the house
picked up.
4. How to shop. Start early, browse quickly in clean well organized stores.
Bargain hunting is for other people, it’s too draining and overwhelming
to pick through piles of clothes. Buy good quality. Have lunch in a nice
restaurant with a glass of white wine. Always have lunch!
5. How to drink wine.
6. How to play board games. How to spend hours enjoying friends and
family over a board game at the kitchen table with white wine.
7. How to love books.
8. How to read the newspaper with a cup of coffee each and every day, before doing anything else.
9. How to do holidays. How to decorate, how to give gifts – neatly wrapped
and pleasantly decorated, how to cook and enjoy dinner.
10. How to cook a turkey. How to make bread.
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11. How to sew. She taught me how to put a zipper in a cushion cover over
the phone. She could visualize the steps and explained it in such a way that
I got it right the first time.
12. How to talk to yourself when you sew. How to figure the amount of material you need out loud.
13. How to entertain. How to set a beautiful table, engage in interesting
conversation, dress appropriately, and set the house right again as soon as
the guests have left.
14. How to wear makeup that flatters the face and doesn’t hide it.
15. How to cheer for football. “Get ‘em, Get ‘em, Get ‘em!”
16. How to lose your cool and storm out of a room after too much to drink.
How to love a child.
Things My Mother Didn’t Teach Me
1. How to know when I’ve had enough wine.
2. How to be okay with my body.
3. How to express myself.
4. How to be open, sexually.
5. How to be ambitious.
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6. How to budget my money and save for purchases instead of using credit
cards.
7. How to love my husband with my body.
8. How to find fulfilment in life.
9. How to put myself first, even for a little bit.
10. How to handle disappointment and deep sadness.
11. How to have the courage to tell my mother that she has a drinking
problem and that I miss her.
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Ghost

Kyle Hemmings
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Guest of Honor
You didn’t RSVP
nor did you send
a text, note
or generic Hallmark
sentiment
and I looked
above the heads
of the guests
that mingled
and lingered
for a sign
that you
had showed
the love
I always
felt you
personified.
I lied,
you were the
only person
I really wanted
to pull their car
up into
the driveway
that leads
to the heart of
my new home
but your dance
card is full
of wishful thinkers
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By Ivan Jenson
and cocktail drinkers
like me who really
should wake up
and smell the
black coffee truth
of your sexy
indifference

Old College Try
Ivan Jenson

I knew for sure
you were the one
by the way
you cupped
your coffee
and clutched
that current best seller
that all the beautiful
people are reading
plus you had your
hair cropped
in a way that is
currently
trending
your long fingernails
went viral
in the vertigo
spiral of my mind
but you were surrounded
by an energy field
so strong it could
have stripped Mars
of all its Evian water
yet I dared to enter
your harp string theory
by saying something
or other about
this or that
and was brushed

off gently
yet firmly
so I floated off
like a butterfly
because you stung me
like Muhammad
Ali
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REGRET

By Tom Montag
I miss my father. It has
been a rainy December
and I've never seen anything
like this. My father would know
what to say, yet it is too late
to ask him, as it is too late
for many things. I should have
listened. All those years ago
I should have paid attention
when he told me what is what.
Now, on a clear evening, here
I am, only watching stars.
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Lucky Michael Dozier
James Valvis

along with George Edward Hendricks
was eating at a Mexican restaurant
when one popped off at the other
(newspaper never mentioned
who started fight or why)
and they went outside to settle it
with their guns and did so
in normally quiet streets
by gunning each other dead.
Lucky perhaps thought his name
meant he could try such things,
but he wasn't Lucky in the end.
Who knows what George was thinking
but after he bled out next to Lucky
he wasn’t George anymore either.
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Shrug of the Stoic
James Valvis
Don’t believe justice comes from
A boy who is beaten by his father
might.
can choose between two replies,
Stay your best self after the tests:
one right, other wrong:
It’s the only thing that sets things
to stand there and take it and shrug
right.
or to fight against world and die.
We’ve been told the latter is strong,
but that’s a lie; it’s second, by far,
no matter your dad is state or night.
My father didn’t know what to do. For I
would not crack, would not surrender
like my sister had, becoming thug,
someone as defeated as him, as grim.
If he belted my face, I thought the scar
made me look cool, something from
a movie. I think I knew even then,
after four school years, not to ask why
your life is your life and not some other
life,
though it’s okay to cry if it will make
him think
he’s getting somewhere, or will, by and
by.
It’s alright if it’s only you who knows
your flesh
is impervious to whip or knife.
Go ahead, if it helps, and let the tears
out,
but keep that inside shrug you never
doubt.
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No Voices Heard
JOseph Goosey

No umbrage ingested
I heard the loud ass licking of the water
and the gossip
she got served divorce papers at work

I’ll return your dog
if you promise to return
All that animosity
is best saved for the toilet

All one hundred and eighty five of
Of seasons I’ve quit keeping track
these thoughts
passed out in the trophy box of your I’m no accountant
childhood
but an aviary and about what I’ve said
Twice I woke
Many times I’ve never slept
A teenage accident in progress
This is no translation
filled with mistranslation
Psychological blackmail
now that’s the best meal in the city

I refuse to be sorry
The world is not a kind place for an
indifferent bison
but an indifferent bison is indifferent
to whether the world is a kind place

With a window seat I see what’s going
out of business
This place serves the best free pickled
appetizers in the state
In a sleeper car I see what’s in my head
inside of which everything is also
This state has burnt me
fifty percent off or more
Two times
I North Korea my days
and Dorian Gray my nights
Beat me up like YEAH
Jesus had a place for me
but it was sold for better offer If found
on the street
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iMultitask
iDrew

you seem to think
that drinking a can of lager
and smoking a spliff
whilst watching football
on the telly
and calling the ref
a stupid wanker
makes you a multitasking genius
housework! oh drew’ll sort it
she’s good at that sort of thing
‘cos who cooks our tea
and washes yer smeggy underpants
irons yer shirts for work
muggins me
and i tidy the front room as i go
chat to my mum on the phone
at the same time as having
donna from next door yap
yap yap in my ear
about how she nearly
got caught nicking knickers
from marks and spencer’s

i
n-v
u
my multitasking buddha
but get off yer arse boy
do something
‘cos why should i love yer
when yer ick obese
and start to wear a stupid baseball
cap
to hide yer baldy bits

iparker
iDrew

#1
boys don’t make passes
at girls with flabby arses
#2
if all the blondes in basildon
were laid end to end
that sounds like an average saturday
night

#5
he said i’ll see yer later
my life began to unfurl
so i got a new vibrator
it goes whirl whizz whirl whirl whirl

#3
if you want to know
what god thinks about money
just look at the wankers
that drive BMWs
#4
this boy is a shit
his cock’s everywhere
he comes on my tits
he comes in my hair
he thinks he’s that hunky
i’ll be eternaly grateful
my sad two minute monkey
left me all wet
and in a pickle
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Round Ten
John Grey

She knew she was marrying
drunkenness,
and fists, swinging fists, battering
fists.
and mental fists spoiling for
the next choice uppercut
But he had a job
slamming shingles into walls,
smashing plaster with a mallet,
guiding a giant wrecking ball
into the jaw of an abandoned home.
And he brought home money,
enough to pay the rent,
enough to push the head of the rent
against the wall,
and scream into its fluttering face,
"Here! Take it!"
And there was her mother
with a series of jabs to the midriff,
"Grab this guy. You'll do no better."
And her sisters,
bruised and bleary-eyed,
with pats on the back,
weary shots to the chin,
"It could have been worse."
She knew it was a small town,
a Main Street that thumped her to
the ground,
a job at the checkout counter

34

that kicked and bit,
that hammered where her nails
showed through.
And she'd look in the mirror from
time to time,
her pitiable reflection, the ultimate
haymaker.

038

Kate Mac
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To the Old Man in Harrys Diner
John Grey

Deadpan diners,
as American as black hills
of abandoned tires.
No croissants here.
The air is rheumy
as over-easy eggs.
The day is something
to bookend time.
You nab existence
with your fork,
it bursts, unhurried
as the breeze.
You mop up
what gravity can't deal with.
A baseball game on the radio,
a short skirt
amplified by two brown legs.
Eyes flicker
and brains drool
as elbows harden on counter tops
like tombstones
with tattoos
in lieu of dates
and memories.
You saw the world
and it amused you for a time
but now you're in here
waiting it out,
safe and arthritic,
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glazed like donuts,
sucked in by the sizzling smells,
the promise of all
the 99 cent specials long gone,
the bottomless cup of coffee
that hits bottom with a thud.

Noahart
Kate Mac
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Let The homeless starve they
don’t have a reservation
Andrew Bean

Hi are you all done with your meal folks? Yeah?...
Oh you’re not going to eat the rest of that? You don’t want me to box it up
for you sir? Take it home? Maybe enjoy it again later tonight as you’re surrounded by social media and the cripplingly dull malaise of watching reruns of Jimmy Kimmel? No, alright. Let me just grab those plates and I’ll
dump this half a steak and relatively untouched chicken alfredo in the garbage and try to ignore the dying screams of starving children as they call
out to me across the ether. Seriously you don’t hear the cries anytime you
reject food? Hmm. Odd.
No no its fine I don’t want to judge a person too harshly for doing one stupid thing but I have to be honest with you sir since my tip this entire meal
was not going to happen anyways. You were never planning to tip over 15%
were you? You’re THAT kind of cheap asshole, I could tell I have a good
sense of first impressions. From the moment you tried to plant your fat ass
into this booth and I had to scoot the table over to crush your children on
one side because you and your wife’s stomachs were jingling the silverware
as you slid in I knew you would be a jerk.
Look at you Mr. Big spender, Mr. BigPig, Mr. HeadHog. Nothing says “new
money flaunting his wealth” like letting your wife slam down two Long
Island Iced Teas, feeding your screaming children enough free bread for a
small African nation in addition to two pizzas, and then you eating half a
steak and half a fucking pasta dish only to finish half of each. Well done.
The amount of money you’re wasting at this place is truly inspiring. I’ll talk
to the manager about getting you a food waste award. 0 waste, ever heard
of that concept? Look at you, capitalism and consumerism at its finest.
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So, just humor me here. Tell me when you fill up your, I’m just going out
on a limb stop me if I’m wrong, over compensating giant black SUV do you
just spray the gas hose around the station a bit? You know, fill up the tank
for $10 and then spray the sad homeless man trying to wash your windows
for another $10? Because that’s exactly what you’re doing here… Masturbating to the epidemic of wastefulness.
Every year, 133 billion pounds of food nearly one-third of the U.S.A.’s entire annual production are discarded by retail outlets and consumers. And
this waste comes at a tremendous financial cost. But what you don’t see is
the tremendous psychological cost. Poor children who have little to nothing to eat are painfully subjected daily into seeing you types of people gorging and purging themselves constantly. I was lucky and grew up in a household were there wasn’t food scarcity, my saint of a mother made sure we
had plenty to eat. But now that I’m older and paying for whatever goes into
my mouth I am much more aware that one doesn’t always have a “craving”
per se for McDonalds but rather you have $4 in your wallet and your next
pay check hasn’t come in yet. You have a need for it. The necessity of McDonalds for a poor consumer is something you can’t even comprehend can
you? I eat every last motherfucking bite, good to the last drop. You know
why? Because even though I whine and complain that I’m not a wealthy
bastard at the same time I am damn aware of the man across the street begging for a dollar to buy the same exact meal I am graced to be eating in that
moment.
This wasted food, because you could afford it, means essentially nothing to
you. But to those who go home every day and can only eat peanut butter
and jelly sandwiches with a tall glass of water to just get by, a beautiful marbled and seasoned steak like this means the world.
You sir, are a greedy wasteful pig.
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Alright well I’ll just leave your bill here, let me know if there’s any after dinner drinks, maybe a coffee I can get you.
Oh and before I forget I should let you know if Soylent Green ever does
come true, I’m personally hunting you down and eating you first. Because I
know you’ll be too sick and lazy to run, and yes I will be sure to enjoy each
and every bite.
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Betrayal

Kate Brett Lewis
The door stood between Emily and her baby.  Her baby who was crying.  Her baby who had gone away for the weekend with her boyfriend.  
Her baby who was seventeen.
"Can I come in?"  Emily spoke to the door.
"No."
"I just want to see if you're alright."
"Mooom.  I'm okay."
Emily rested her head against the white six-paneled door.  The door
that was hollow.  The door with a faux grain pattern, the door that amplified the wracking sobs.  Or was it the door that muffled the sound and it
was the space between Emily's heart and her chest wall that felt the magnified crying.
"Please, sweetie."  Emily held the door knob with one hand.  The hand
with growing brown spots.  The hand that turned the knob, clicking, clicking, clicking the locked door.
"I'm okay, mom, let me go to sleep."
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Emily slid down and cradled her knees in her arms.  Her knees that
crackled as she went down.  Her arms whose skin and muscle hung loosely
from her armpit to her elbow.  Her mind wandered.  Her mind wandered
to the weekend.  To the boy who spent the weekend with her baby.  To the
boy who had eaten her strawberry shortcake and said thank you as he carefully folded his napkin and placed it back on the table before driving away
with her baby in his beat up car.
"You will drive carefully?"  Emily had asked him.
"Yes, ma'am."
"Your parents are fine with Alicia joining you for the weekend?  
Should I call them?"
"No, they're expecting us both.  My mom's looking forward to having
a girl in the house."  He smiled at Emily.  The smile that softened his face.  
The smile that made him look like a boy she liked to have in her house.
Emily knocked again.  A knock that was soft.  A knock that broke
through the silence of the house, but gently.  She knocked again.  And
again, she knocked.  It became a beat that pumped her fear into the night,
like a machine that measures a heart in a lonely, cold hospital room.  Like a
guitar chord that plays to the rhythm of someone crying.
"Honey, I'm worried about you."
Emily listened.  She listened hard to the silence.  The silence that was
broken by the clicking of the door unlocking.  The silence that brought her
baby to the door.  Her eyes red, her lips swollen, her cheeks mottled.
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"Oh, baby.  What happened."

"School sucks."
"That's what's making you cry?"
"Kinda."
Emily and Alicia sat on her bed.  The bed that had a comforter of purple flowers.  The bed that was littered with Chicago Bear, and Paddington,
and Ballerina Bear, and other friendly bears.
"Please, tell me what's happened."
"I heard Andy and Tyler laughing about me in Chemistry today."
"Laughing about what?"
"Tyler told Andy that I, that I smelled."  There was a catch in her
throat that forced the word like a painful hiccup.
"What do you mean, you smell?"
"I don't know, Mom!"  Tears absorbed into the wetness on her face.  
Tears that found their way along the crevice of her nose and to the corners
of her mouth.  Tears that got licked away.
"I don't understand.  Why would Tyler do that?"
"Because he's a major jerk."
"But, what did he mean you smell?"
"I smell.  I stink.  I have a bad odor.  What do you think he means?"
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"But that's ridiculous.  Why would he say that?"
"Mom, I don't know.  I'm tired."
"It just seems strange.  Did anything else happen?"  Emily lifted a
strand of wet hair stuck to the side of Alicia's face.  A face that was mottled
and wet and smooth.  A face that had been kissed a million times.  "Did
something happen over the weekend?"
"I don't know."
"Alicia, I want to understand why you're so upset."  Emily felt the
question rising.  The question that darkened her thoughts, the question
that ached inside her throat and escaped over her tongue before she could
swallow it back down.
"Did you have sex with Tyler?"
"Mom, I can't talk to you about this."
"You can, honey.  I want to understand.  There is nothing you can say
that will surprise me or upset me."
"Do you promise not to tell daddy?"
"I promise."  Emily said.  She said it as though she meant it.  She said
it, listening to her own voice buzzing.  Buzzing, waiting for the truth.
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"Yes."
"When?"

"Last weekend at his parents' lake house."
"Weren't his parents there?"  Emily's voice buzzed again.  Again her
ears were waiting.
"No."
"I wouldn't have let you go, if I had known that."
"I know.  You won't tell dad.  You promised you wouldn't tell dad."
"I won't.  But, did you use protection."
"Yes."
"What did you use?"
"I'm on the pill."
"You're on the pill?  How did you get them?"
"Geena's mom is a gynecologist.  She got them for me."
"Geena's mom got them for you?"  Emily stood up.  She stood up and
walked to the bookshelf on the other side of the room.  The room that was
painted pink with a poster of a dancer and a bookshelf full of dance trophies.
"No, Geena got them for me.  They were samples."
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Emily moved back to the bed.  The bed that was under a small, round
window.  A window that in the morning let the light in, creating a dusty
shaft that hit a spot on the rug from spilled rubber cement.  A window that
at night was a black eye against a pink wall.
"That was stupid.  Really stupid."
"No, it wasn't."
"It was.  Why would you trust Geena?"
Emily saw her baby's eyes narrow.  Eyes that were usually wide and
green.  Eyes that had clear whites.  They were red now.
"Mom, I'm not stupid."
"This was stupid.  Why did you do it?"
"Because I love him."
Emily closed the door behind her and walked down the hall.  The hall
that was dark.  The hall that led to her bedroom where her husband was
sleeping.  She crawled in next to him and let her head sink into the pillow.  
The pillow that could muffle her sobs and soak up the tears that were hers.  
Hers alone.  She had promised.  She had promised her baby.
Emily's husband rolled over flopping his heavy arm on her back.
"What's wrong?"  His voice was deep.  Deep like the night she felt
pressing on her.  Pressing on her like his heavy arm.
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"Nothing."

"Em, are you crying?"
"Alicia slept with Tyler."  A bark exploded from her throat.  Another
followed, and another.
Alicia heard her mother.  Her mother who had promised.  Her mother
who had loved her, loved her when she was her baby.
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Glance

Leigh Blanchard

Visions from 95
alan

“Are you drunk right now?” Brad says.
I am driving.

“Be safe tonight.”
The buzzing light shimmers,
and the sum over all paths collapses
As the moon crosses the sky.
Only the sun will disperse the lighthouse
That makes me hate this town.

I don’t know where lots of people live
Each house becomes a cat
There is a probability of meowing
A Bayesian decision tree springs
Through each different stop light
And the branches shine red, yellow, green
“Are you ok?”

There are a quarter million interlacing fogs
Each bundled in black windows
They shine out and are filtered
By uncertainty and ignorance
The sheer placement of their heads at night
Is a guessing game. A known unknown.
“I think there’s a lot wrong."
But there is a star alight:
A single cloud is condensed
Picked up off the earth
one-hundred and fifty meters high.
It is not spread across the city
Only wisps of dust of probability glow
in other beds.
No.
The star looks down and turns this place
from the beaches to the ghettos
into an anti-panopticon.
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A Mermaid’s Song
Neil Slevin

One day I went home searching
for waters deep enough
to drown my problems,
but then I thought of you.
As a child, in passing,
I learned about you,  
heard your story spoken of
but never told:
how you grew unhappy in yourself,
feared you’d be taken away;
how you couldn’t bear the shame,
you refused to.

I prowl behind you at a distance
safe enough to know
you won’t hear my footsteps
over your own heartbeat
and the voices in your head
that pound against their prison walls,
shrieking for release.
You tramp for miles,
yet finish in full view
of a home you’ve now forgotten:
you stop to turn your back  
on invisible, unwanted hands,
unheard of, drowned-out voices
and shatter the water’s veil.

Now, I imagine you slip out
and edge your way
The sea accepts you
along shadows of fading light
the way your life never will,
through the estate,
hoping no hand will block your path, wrapping you with open arms;  
you go down gracefully,
no mouth will draw you back.
and for a moment
you sing like a mermaid
I follow you,
at home in her ocean,  
sense your relief
your handful of notes bubbling,
mottled by despair,
bursting as they brace the air.
then advance
Then your song ends.
into the darkness you now own.
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I listen to the silence,
until strange men arrive
to fish the deep waters,
as if they’d always known
it was here they’d find you.
But I don’t wait for the boy
who thinks you’re still at home
hiding somewhere from him.
The one who’ll always love
that woman who wanders
up and down the hallway,
from room to room,
as if the house conceals
all of her life’s answers,
and they are just sitting there  
at the back of a press,
waiting to be found.
The son who will always remember
the last words you spoke to him,  
and know they were ‘Goodbye’.
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The Clouds Spell Surrender
Len Kuntz

The way this works
Is you disavow me
Destroy my charms and confidence
Whether by blowtorch or machete
The trees tell me you’ve tested negative
The water wants to warn me about your friends
There is only so much plasma in a human body
I leave mine on the bedroom floor
In the driveway
The woods
On a jagged stretch of road
Leading straight to Birmingham
Along the way the sun
Nudges my knees like a needy dog
The clouds spell surrender
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Deep in the woods
Christine Stoddard

Casper Rawlins never liked us playing in his fern-filled yard at the
sleepy foot of Mill Mountain. But we chillun never liked him and we loved
the sprawling magnolia on his lot. So we paid him no mind, except to run
away at the sight of his mean old self. He stood nearly seven feet tall, like
a bear on its hind legs, and his smile was fiercer than a  possum's. Finn
Jasper James, the redhead who lived on the other side of Casper Rawlins'
house from me, said he saw him turn into a wolf once. Even the littlest of
us knew that was far-fetched. Wolves hadn't roamed Virginia since the Civil War, our granddaddies told us so.
No, Casper Rawlins was a witch doctor from New Orleans. He moved
to Roanoke to wake up smelling the Blue Ridge air and face less competition in his wicked trade: ripping babies out of mamas who didn't want
them and using them for his voodoo spells. He collected them in jam jars
he yanked out from the garbage. I don't know who told the story first. All I
know is that since I was old enough to leave my mama's yard and join the
big kids in terrorizing the neighborhood, I took the tale as fact.
When I reached third grade, the big kids said Libby Messina, a high
school junior who used to feed Mama's dogs when we visited Grandma
in La Plata, ran around Big Lick kissing men. I never bore witness. What I
saw was that Libby wore V-neck blouses, ruby lipstick, and gold rings on
every finger. When I asked Finn how come she looked like a movie star, he
said she looked like a hooker. And when I asked how come she kissed all
those men, he said it was because she wanted to make babies.
“But she ain't grown,” I replied, my teeny brow furrowed in confusion.
“Where she gonna put her baby at?”
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“Her mama will probably hide her inside the house like how my Aunt
Morgan did to my cousin Minnie.”
“How come?”
He rolled her eyes and spat, “How can the big kids even stand you?”
Then he hopped on his bike and sped off.
“You ain't a big kid, neither!” I shouted when he was too far away to
hear me.
The summer after fourth grade ended, even I could tell Libby was
pregnant. She didn't wear her elegant blouses anymore. All of her clothes
had Virginia Tech and Hollins logos on them.
“My mama said all she gotta do is visit Casper Rawlins and he can
take her baby away,” said Finn one afternoon at our church playground. It
was a Saturday and we were the only ones there trawling the jungle gym.
We had started spending more time alone.
“Like that witch in Rapunzel?” I asked.
way.”

He shrugged. “I dunno. You know him and his spooky stuff. He's got a

Finn and I watched Casper Rawlins' house for days but never saw
Libby near it. Then one day, Sarah Blackwell, a lanky sixth grader and notorious gossip, was walking by the playground when she spotted us.
“Guess what?” she called out as she headed toward where we sat by
the slide.
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“What?” Finn said.
“My mama told me Libby went and had Casper Rawlins rip her baby
out right good,” she said, mischief flittering in her hazel eyes. “He paid her
so he could use it for his voodoo magic.”
“She still so big?” I asked.
“No, stupid,” Sarah said. “He popped her like a bubble and now she's a
string bean with boobies again.”
Finn and I were silent. We heard a crow cawing overhead.
“Anyway,” Sarah started again, suddenly solemn, “my mama's going to
start praying for her. You should, too.” Then she skipped off.
Finn and I stayed by the slide, where he held my hand until his mama
called him in for supper.
The next day, I woke up with a red dot in my panties. Mama sighed
and took me to the bathroom to show me how to use a sanitary napkin. As
she washed the teeny stain out of my underwear, she got quiet and said, “I
don't want you hanging around that Finn boy alone, anymore. You understand?”
I nodded because, all of a sudden, I did.
The following summer, I had no friends. Finn had moved to Richmond and the girls in my grade had stopped noticing me. So I spent my
days reading and spying on Casper Rawlins.
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Two weeks after Independence Day, I was camped out in Mama's
squash patch close to dark. Mama was still working and the house felt too
big with me by myself. I squinted in the dim light, trying to finish the last
pages of my book. That's when I heard the soft growl of a voice that belonged to one man and one man only:
“Heavenly Father, Your Love is eternal...”
Casper Rawlins was on his hands and knees before his magnolia, cupping a jar full of an off-white mass. Though I barely saw it, my frozen heart
knew it was no turnip or herring. It was a baby receiving its Christian burial, with Casper Rawlins as the stand-in for a pastor. He cast no evil spell
and looked smaller than I'd ever known. And now that I was a big kid, I
had no eager ears to soak up my gossip, nobody to run to after the juicy
sighting. Not that I had the courage to speak. For the rest of the summer, I
was stricken with one question:
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When would it be my turn to feed Casper Rawlins' tree?
Previously published in Jimson Weed  

Interiors (Ceiling)
Leigh Blanchard
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Warts of the Butcher
Disclaimer:

Anonymous
As told by Rives Elliot

What I am about to share is a very private story, one I’ve never told
to anyone. As will soon become clear, the identities involved are very sensitive, as the truth revealed below would cause great scandal and upset in
my rural hometown community. While I’ve changed the names and certain
damning details to make it harder to Google the true-life subjects of this
story, anyone living where this took place will know exactly about whom I
have written. However, when I learned of the theme of this inaugural issue
of Unscooped Bagel, I knew it was time to come forward, that I may finally
have some peace of mind.
From the beginning:
Summer. The year 2000. Like every other goofshit high school dude
that survived the Y2K doomsday, all I wanted was to celebrate with as
much Radiohead and Nintendo 64 as possible before I had to learn again in
the fall. Unfortunately, I had also just obtained my driver’s license, and my
dad had some strong ideas about how I should use it.
Over an obligatory family dinner in June, my dad asked me just when
the goddamn hell I was gonna get a job. I told the old man to take a chill
pill, that I’d get a job when I was good and ready after college. He told me if
I ever wanted a career that paid I needed to start building a resume now.
“Maybe I don’t want to be a corporate wage slave my whole life like
you,” I snarled. Believe it or not, this was a badass thing to say to your ‘rents
back then.
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“You ungrateful little bastard – no more dinner for you!” snapped
my now beet-red father. He grabbed my plate and turned it upside down,
food and all. “You know what these pork chops cost? Do ya?? Cost enough,
dammit. Larry out at Smith & Sons butchered them. Best meat in the greater valley area. In fact, I’m calling him right goddamn tomorrow. You’re a
butcher’s apprentice for the rest of the summer and you like it!”
This, of course, is the compressed version. My mother was there, too,
but mostly she talked about being restless in her life and other dissatisfactions irrelevant to this story. I fought my dad about being a butcher boy
like the spoiled teen I was committed to being, but it was no use. Within
the week, I found myself pulling up to Smith & Sons at 7am in the family
minivan.
First thing I noticed, before even registering the dead hogs hanging
from the ceiling or the long wooden butcher table cut deep with cleaver
blows, was the smell. It wasn’t full-blown Texas Chainsaw Massacre, per se;
but an underlying raw, weeping odor of flesh that served as a continuous
reminder that you, too, are a walking sack of meat that will die some day.
This soon became how I smelled for the rest of this story.
When I finally adjusted to the imposing pungency of the air, I noticed
a series of smacking sounds coming from a side room. Very suddenly, they
came to a halt and Larry the butcher emerged. True to stereotype, he had
on an (already) stained apron. He was wheeling out a large pig carcass on a
rolling cart. He looked flushed, beads of sweat forming around his receding
hairline. What hair he did have curled off the side of his head as if desperate to escape. He stared me in the eye.
“You Davis’ boy?” he grunted.
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“Yes, sir,” I said, adding the “sir” on account my father had threatened
to put a goddamn dress on me and send my ass to finishing school if I
didn’t.
“Ready to learn how to handle the hog?”
I nodded.
“Hmm. All right then.”
Larry gave his right hand a quick wipe on his apron, then extended it.
There was no way this had made his hand any cleaner.
“Well go on, shake it,” he said. “You afraid of my warts?”
That’s when I saw the cacophony of warts decorating his right hand
like dozens of small, tumorous studs.
“Don’t worry yourself, son. I had to work a lifetime for these. Comes
from handling the meat. Hell, you’ll be lucky to get one or two by summer’s
end.”
I took a deep breath, held it, and shook his sticky hand. No amount of
discreet pants-wiping afterwards could quite get off all the pork and wart
juice residue.
“Sure you must know, your daddy and me worked out a ‘rangement
for ya. Business ain’t what it was 40 years ago, so I can’t afford to pay you
too good. However, I’ll give you twenty-five dollars a day, and your share of
the leftover cuts. Reckon it’s fair, seeing as how you’re learning a trade. ”
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Even in 2000, this was a bum deal, but my dad had threatened to
charge rent if I didn’t take the job, so my options were – well, they weren’t.
“Now go on, get yerself an apron. Don’t want blood and guts all over
your nice, uh, “Sonic Youth” shirt, whatever that is. Hell, I’m kiddin’ ya,
everything you wear here gets stained, apron or no. Do it, though.”
Why I didn’t think to wear a shirt I didn’t like I’ll never know. Oh well,
I thought – $25 from the band’s website. Why, that’s only one day’s pay.
***
Fast-forward an hour and I was the sawing a pig in half from nose to
asshole with the butcher telling me to go faster.
“C’mon, boy – need this hog in wrapped up into cuts by 2pm. Got a
reputation to keep up – Smith & Sons, reliable like church on Sunday. Hell,
we reliable like my wife’s headaches on our anniversary. Part of why the little farms keep working with us, ‘stead of going industrial. That, and how we
treat the meat.”
“Treat the meat?” I wheezed, wiping the sweat from my brow and
leaving a thin layer of meat shavings and bone gristle in its place.
“Let you in on a little secret, boy. Want to be a good butcher, you can’t
just take what you want from the pig. Gotta make that hunk of swine want
to give it to you. Just like a woman, knawmean?”
“Huh?” I asked, in my hopeless virginity.
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“Christ, you’re green. Let’s just you say, gotta have love for your animals. Part of why I only do hogs. Don’t care nothin’ for cattle, and chickens, well – ain’t no respect ‘round here what for a farmer that don’t process
them on the farm. Pigs, though - they’s an elegant beast. Almost smart as
humans, you know. Smarter in my wife’s brother’s case.”
I sped up my sawing in the hopes it would somehow speed up the
conversation.
“Evolutionists’ll tell ya, we come from monkeys. Chimps, even. Hogwash, you hear me? HOGWASH. Any good cannibal tell ya, we taste just
like pig. Cut us up, cook us, can’t tell a difference. Chops, belly, ham. Fatback. Mmm. You done yet?”
“Almost. I’m not cutting up any people, though.”
“Haha--” *cough* “Kind of attitude is that? Thought you were here to
work. Only ever cut me up a human one time – nonpayment. Sold him at
half-price to the next guy. Hahaha—“ *cough*
Oh, how I couldn’t wait for three more months of this.
“All yucks aside, sometimes the pigs ‘round here are like people to me.
Guess it’s cuz that’s who I keep the most company with. I talk to them, get
to know them a little. Call me crazy, but it helps with the job. Also helps
with the tenderizing.”
“Tenderizing?”
“Like I said, it’s how we treat the meat what makes it so good – keeps
us in business. Now fix that line you’re cutting, looks more crooked that
Dick Nixon’s babymaker.”
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***
That night I went home with 5lbs of shoulder roast I fucked up. The
butcher figured my mistakes cost him at least $25 wholesale (“If I’m guessing cheap”), so he called that my pay. My dad thought it was more than I
deserved but was fine with taking the meat off my hands.
Midway through dinner that night the phone rang. My dad was in the
middle of telling me how my first day of work was, so he wasn’t having it.
“See that right there? Your mother and you may think you smell like a
murder cleanup but what I smell is your weak character leaving your body.
Now if you can only learn how to cut a straight line like a 3rd grader – goddammit, who’s calling in the middle of dinner??”
“Davis—“
“Not now, Kathy, I gotta give this jackbutt a piece of my mind!”
While my parents argued, the answer machine picked up – it was my
friend Simon.
“Yo [redacted] – what’s happenin’, homie? Pick up. I got tickets to the
Kottonmouth Kings show Saturday, they’re playing with, uh, that guy that
does the “Then I Got High” song. It’s in Charlottesville but it’s all good – I
got my brother’s ’92 Civic this weekend. Dude, I bought some special party
supplies for the show but I don’t want to say what on your parent’s answering machine—“ *BEEP*
“
Well son, one thing I know is you’re not seeing that show this weekend. In fact, you don’t hang out with your little buddy Simon anymore.
You’re a working man and he’s a socially-diseased drain on society.”
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“You don’t even know him. His parents just got divorced like last year.
In fact, I bet he’s had it harder than you ever will.”
“You ignorant little prick—“
“Boys! That’s enough,” my mom interjected. “I have an idea. How
about instead of that show, he comes over for dinner? We have all this great
pork you brought home. Maybe you can encourage him to find a job and
then you’ll both have summer jobs together!”
My dad and I both stared at her to make it clear what a deeply stupid
idea we both thought this was. Later, my mom drank a whole bottle of wine
while tying up our only phone line with her sister, but again, we’re getting
off topic here.
***
The next day, I walked into Smith & Sons at 7am to that same slapping
sound coming from the backroom. Apparently, this was a regular thing.
After about two weeks of learning the basics of breaking down a hog into
chops, ribs, roasts, loins, fatback, and bacon meat, I worked up the nerve to
ask.
“So what’s going on in the backroom?”
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“Whattya mean?”
“Every morning I walk in, I hear you back there doing something.”
“Tenderizing the meat. Like I told ya, it’s what makes it so good.”
“You gonna show me or what?”

“Who works for who here? Show you when it’s time.”
This went on until the day a farmhand from Mudvalley Farms brought
in a rush order.
“Fifteen sows by this weekend?? It can’t be done.”
get.”

“We’re driving to DC for a farm expo. We need all the meat we can

“Ain’t even long enough to age ‘em proper!” said the butcher. “Have to
go double on the tenderizin’,” he muttered.
“I can help,” I said helpfully.
“Yeah, he can help,” the farmhand said helpfully.
“I don’t want help!” said the butcher. He gave me a cold stare. “You
know what you’re getting yourself into, boy? This here’s a lot of meat we’re
talking ‘bout.”
“I can do it, boss. I mean, whatever, why not?”
*Sigh* - “Christ almighty then. Bring in the hogs. We’ll have ‘em ready
Friday afternoon.”
I smiled. The butcher gave me the evil eye. “Don’t just stand there, kid.
Help him with the hogs. We got a lot of work ahead of us.”
***
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After the farmhand left, the butcher had me load two hogs onto the rolling
cart and follow him into his mysterious backroom. He had a table, with
some clamps on it. After I helped him unload one of the hogs, he clamped
it in, the ass end hanging off the table.
“Get your pig done up like me.” After some unassisted transferring, I
searched around for spare hardware and did as he said. “Remember, you
wanted this, boy. Time you prove you’re ready to become a man.”
The butcher started punching his hog. The way he hit, it didn’t seem
like work; it seemed personal.
“First step, you beat the meat. Not for the pig’s sake, mind you; it’s for
you. Get your hands greased up. Go on now, gonna need it.” A little shaken,
I tentatively batted at the hog in front of me. “Like you mean it! You gotta
want it or it’s no good. Watch, dammit.”
out.

The butcher smashed the pig in the back of the head. Its tongue rolled
“Souu-ie!”

I started punching at my hog, trying to tell myself it was just like the
training scene in Rocky. (It was not.)
“Getting greasy yet?” I checked my hands. They were. “Good. You
gonna want that for the next part.”
The butcher pulled down his pants and started stroking his fat, stout
penis with his slick hands.
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“What the hell are you doing??” I yelled.

“’s why you need to get greased. Gotta get good and stiff so you can
fuck you a pig. That’s why the meat’s so good here, dammit – I fuck every
single hog what comes through the shop til it’s nice and tender.”
The butcher quit stroking his penis, revealing his stiff prick in all its
bulbous glory. To my horror, it was covered in the same butcher’s warts as
his hands.
“Ain’t polite to stare, boy,” said the butcher. “Now get to joining in so I
know I can trust ya.”
“I can’t do this. I gotta go. Please. I won’t tell anyone.”
“No can do.” The butcher shook his head, then meaningfully fingered
a long filet knife on a side table. “In too deep, boy. But don’t worry. Soon,
you’ll feel you’re never in deep enough.”
With that, the butcher rammed his knobby chode into his dead, waiting sow.
“Arrrgh!! See this bliss?? It’s good to be alive. Souuu-ie!!”
Out of fear more than anything, I pulled down my pants and began
to stroke myself. The grease felt surprisingly good, but it wasn’t enough
to overcome the nightmare of a sight going on across the table from me.
I closed my eyes and hummed, doing my best to drown out the butcher’s
grunts as flesh slapped against flesh. I tried to imagine the girls at my high
school naked, but the truth was I had no idea what a naked girl looked
like yet. Try as I might, I was only able to imagine them with fat, puffy,
mud-encrusted pussies, like the one winking at me right now from the
dead hog before me.
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Worst part is, this got me hard. The butcher grinned.
“Time to earn your warts.”
With a deep sigh, I rubbed the head of my penis against my sow’s
cold, dirty porkhole. With one deep, traumatic thrust, I lost my virginity to
a dead pig.
“Attaboy! Now be quick – we got a whole mountain of swine to get
through.”
***
I suppose you can’t say the butcher wasn’t a caring man. He sent
me home with a pile of chops, loin, and bacon – the good cuts, ones he
couldn’t rightly afford to give me. That said, I knew too much about how
the sausage was made, so to speak, to feel anything but repulsion when
handling this meat. Of course, I had to give it to my parents like usual, so
as not to arouse suspicion. Assuming the gift of these prime cuts meant I
was doing a great job, my mom decided to cook up the whole mess of pork
for us that very night. You can only imagine my joy.
“Bacon wrapped tenderloin – what a brilliant idea! Isn’t your mother a great cook?” my dad mumbled with his mouth full, grease gathering
around the corners of his lips. “What’s the matter? Dig in already!”
I stared down at the untouched meat on my plate. All I could see was
the pork orgy that had occurred mere hours before. Turns out the punching wasn’t just foreplay – the butcher picked it back up once he got going.
Rationally, that’s the closest thing the butcher did to actually tenderizing
the meat, but he was just way too into it. This doesn’t even compare to the
final touch – the “sugar rub” he ejaculated all over the pig’s back before
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rubbing it into every inch of flesh he could. Says the “glue-cuss” in it helped
make the meat softer.
Watching the juice slathering around my parents’ mouths as they choked
down their pork, all I could wonder – was this meat covered in the butcher’s cum, or my own? Any chance it wasn’t both?
“This is the best pork I’ve ever eaten in my life,” my father declared,
right before I deliberately repressed making any more memories of that
dinner.
***
“What. The. Fuck.”
I had just confessed to Simon about the pigs. Even though I was
sworn to secrecy, I had to tell someone.
“Dude, a dead pig popped your cherry. Then you came on it. Heh.”
“What??”
ha!”

“You covered it in cherry sauce. Then your dad ate it. Heheh. HahaI punched Simon in the stomach.

“Ow!” Fuck you, man, I was just kidding. You’re the one actually fucking these pigs. So we gonna bust this guy or what?”
“No way, man. Who’s gonna believe me? Plus my dad’s totally hard for
this dude’s meat, and I wish I only meant that in a gay way. Hell, my dad
would probably just tell me to fuck the pigs harder.”
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“’s fucked up, dude. You gotta do something. First thing’s first, we gotta burn down this phat blunt leftover from the show you bitched out on.”
“Nah, man. Shit lowers your sperm count.”
“So?”
“Boss told me I need to save up for Monday. We got a lot of meat
coming in.”
“You’re still fucking the pigs??”
“Business has been picking up since that first order I helped out with
– apparently they sold a bunch of meat and now a bunch of out-of-town
farms want to work with us.”
“Dude, don’t even talk to me right now. I’m burning this phat blunt
and you are, too. Even with low sperm, you can still make plenty of like,
whatever the rest of the jizz fluid is. Just, fucking, don’t spank it for two
days. If you can.”
“Whatever, dude.”
“Plus, if you really cared about your sperm count you wouldn’t be
drinking that Mountain Dew anyway.”
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“That’s a myth, dicksneeze.”

“It’s your balls, b.” Simon lit up and took a big hit. I did too. Later, the
clerk came out and yelled at us to get lost or he’d call the fucking cops, but
then he just ended up getting high with us. Also, we were behind a convenience store. Hell yeah. Pig sex aside, good days. Until what happened
next.
***
It had to end somehow.
A month or so passed without incident, at least not unless you count
humping swine on the reg as an incident. Frankly, the whole time is a blur
of butchery and smacking pork cheeks. However, my great and wondrous
friend Simon just could not let the situation go. He took it upon himself to
spend $7 on making copies of a flyer with the butcher’s face on it and the
words “PIG FUCKER” scrawled underneath. Unfortunately, that still
meant 140 copies at Kinko’s back in turn-of-the-millennium dollars. What’s
worse, I didn’t know until I saw a cop taking them off telephone poles
downtown. Hell, I started helping him.
“Relax, homie, I only put up like 40 or 50 before I got bored,” Simon
told me later over the phone. “I’m sure no one saw them.” Fuck.
***
As soon as I walked into Smith & Sons the next morning, Larry
shoved a flyer in my face.
“PIG FUCKER??” Oh no. “You gonna ‘splain me this, boy??”
“I don’t know anything about that.”
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“Hell you don’t. My wife saw this out shopping. You know how humiliatin’ that is for her?”
“She doesn’t know?”
“Course she does, but that ain’t the point. Can’t have no ‘ployee of
mine posting “Pig Fucker” posters of me all over town.”
“It wasn’t me, I swear.”
“Then who was it??”
“Know what, I think I better quit.” I made a beeline for the door. “Now
you don’t have to worry ‘bout no “’ployees” at all.”
Then everything went black.
***

I woke up with a splitting headache. I reached up to rub the back of
my head - then realized I couldn’t move my hand.
I was tied and clamped to the tenderizing table.
“Looky who came to. Gotta watch out in a butcher’s shop, you know.
All kinds of meat hangin’ round. Pig leg I got you with’s halfway to becoming a ham.”
“What the hell are you doing??”
“Looking for answers, boy. I’m gonna get ‘em. Now why’d you make
them flyers?”
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“Please – it was my friend. I had nothing to do with it, it was all his

idea.”
“So you been talkin’ ‘bout us? What’s your friend’s name?”
I hesitated. Big mistake.
“What I thought,” the butcher grunted. “Know it’s been a dream of
mine for decades to carve a human up like a hog. Don’t know how I’m a
‘splain that one to your daddy, but we headed down that road ‘til you give
me some real answers.”
The butcher pulled my pants down to my knees.
“Hey, what the hell??”
“What’s the first thing we do ‘round here before we carve up a hog?
Think you know by now, you been at it with me over a month.”
“P-please no.”
The butcher whipped out his knobby, warty penis, already terrifyingly
erect.
“Look at that – want to tender you up so bad, my pecker’s hard already. You know, my wife, she thinks I practice on the pigs for her sake.
Truth is, I was always practicing on her for the sake of my pigs. Now you
one of them. My wife, she got warts in her, front and back. Best get to
talkin’, boy, before I put a wart in you, too.” The butcher hocked up his
greasy butcher’s phlegm and spit it on my defenseless asshole.
“My friend did it! Please. It was my friend!”
***
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Without going into greater detail, the butcher got what he wanted – at
least in terms of information. Tears streaming down my face, I told him
everything I knew about Simon, from his name and home address to how
long we’d been friends, everything. I even told him that 140 copies of the
flyer had been made, but not even half hung up. And thank god – THANK
GOD – this was enough for the butcher to relent. Almost.
“All right, boy – here’s what we gonna do. For every one of them “Pig
Fucker” flyers, you gonna make a new one with your face on it. Then you
and your little friend Simon are gonna hang ‘em all over town, same places
he hung ‘em before. See how much you like it.”
“Y-yes, sir.”
“No funny business, neither. I’ll be watching. You skip out, you gonna end up back here, hanging from the ceiling. Furthermore, you’re fired.
Done taught you everything I can in one summer – main thing being, why
you gotta know how to keep a goddamn secret.”
***
I did it. I made the flyers and hung them up. And Simon just laughed
at me. My father found one and shoved it in my face during dinner (a pork
roast I’d brought home). He took that and the fact I’d been fired and put
a pretty damning story together about my behavior. I told him he didn’t
know the half of it, that he was adding 2 + 2 and getting 3, but he wasn’t
having it. I got grounded, car privileges taken away (except for errands),
and a lifetime promise of caustic comments, but honestly, I didn’t even
care. I was glad the ordeal was over.
Except there was one more little thing. About a week after I last set
foot into Smith & Sons, a little keepsake sprouted to remind me of my
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time there. Thankfully, it wasn’t in my asshole, but the truth wasn’t much
better – I woke up one morning to find a butcher’s wart had taken root on
the very tip of my penis. I’m talking right on the hole. It was a karmic punishment for my own crimes, of which I was reminded every time I peed,
making my wart burn. I won’t even get into how many treatments it took
to freeze off the fucker, or the nasty scar it left, because neither of those
things screwed me up sexually like the flashbacks. Even when I finally tried
having intimate encounters with women – sometime well after college – I
was always interrupted mid-coitus by the image of a sow staring at me with
glazed eyes as I thrust away inside her. Hell, it still happens. Needless to
say, I haven’t had too many girlfriends.
About five years ago, Larry the butcher died of a heart attack, unanimously regarded as the tragic loss of a local treasure in my hometown. His
obituary even made the front page of our then still-operational city newspaper, taking two whole pages just to say he was great at cutting up pigs.
However, last I checked, Smith & Sons is still in business – in fact, my old
friend Simon runs it now. Leastways, that’s what the Internet says. He sent
me a friend request on Facebook, but when I saw his profile pic was of the
warts on his hand, I chose to ignore it.
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Fuse # 3

Leigh Blanchard

The Pancake Room
Nathan Dennis

Through the densest cold of February
I trudged, hoping to remove from myself
The bitterest sadness of half a self
Willing my mind to drunken revelry.
We entered the suite on the Sixteenth floor
Caught in a vexing cloud of cig’rette Smoke
Smoth’ring the ornate, byzantine, baroque
Egos of writers that dare not Explore
The pathetic nature of the party,
Wrought in vain to show wit and irony
Of starved artists at the hotel Waldorf
Wearing wigs from Versailles, whose brains did morph
From the sickening cloy of Nicotine
And the sachet of cocaine, barely seen
Hidden under a pack of Newport Lights,
Taken in the bathroom as lovers’ rites.
I dared not indulge in their divine vice,
Nary a dollop of boozy whipped cream,
Instead I stared solemnly at a Plate
Of fourteen pancakes, avoiding their fate.
With thick pads of butter, writhing in steam
Perverted to ashtrays, Dadaist Price
Paid to grasp at clouds of purpose and art
And mine the tortured matter of the brain.
A fragile farce to seal off the heart
A salve of sophistry to numb the pain.
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The Post office:
An Almost Love Note

Claire Zajdel
you insisted we share a
Six months ago I
seat so you
stood,
could play with my hair,
shaking in front of the post office,
even though your
an envelope to my sister in hand.
eyes steamed with sex as you
looked at that girl across the room.
It was Friday and you’d
be there.
I noticed.
In line I watched you
But I left with the other guests,
package boxes,
you
the same unruly beard
wanted me to stay.
disguising a little boy as a man.
You followed me;
Next.
I love you.
Your eyes looked the same,
I couldn’t say them back
the beanie was stupid.
because my love for you
Small talk, you
was tortuous,
were at work.
painful,
Your eyes looked the same,
my heart on a hook
were you angry at me,
you reeled in but decided not to
did you know how my insides
cook.
burned?
I remember.

It looks better dead.

Last August,
your
birthday,

You kept releasing me,
then catching me again.
A game to you, I guess,
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I, the Rainbow Fish you so
And then we lied on your floor,
desired,  
whispering the thoughts we
but you’d put me back in –
had never shared before.
you’d rather eat cod
because you could always have more-  And then you kissed me.
but there’s only one Rainbow Fish.
In the middle of the night,
after hiding for so long,
Do you remember that story?
you’d convinced me that
Was it not love to you when
this wasn’t love,
that nothing was,
you read my words and
and I was mad,
added to them? Two souls
mad beyond lovesick,
merging
tattered, torn in my mind.
on the page, difference
Destroyed.
indecipherable to my own eyes,
And then you ran away.
which saw unique prose as pride.
Again.
Gone for love,
Again.
spun in spoken words that never
Again.
ended,
bouncing seamlessly between our
That day you snuck down
tongues.
Jersey Street because
you saw the boots upon my
We had our own language.
feet you used to love so much.
They ran after your canvas shoes,
And they would just stare
at our world from the outside
Not wanting them  
until I shattered it with those words to win.
Not wanting your fear
I was afraid to utter.
victorious
And then you ran away.
over the courage that it took,
Again.
for me to struggle off the rusting
Again.
hook.
Again.
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Because I loved you.
Even though I couldn’t stand
you anymore,
because you chose fear
again and again.
Weakness, a friend you
cared for more than me.
You always submitted to Her.
$4.95.
It took that envelope
Three weeks,
I blamed you. Six
months ago, it was her
birthday. Not important
to you, who sent
back the gifts I gave
you last August,
the books that changed
that captured heart I lost.
I kept yours.
Leaving the post office,
I saw the Bukowski
on my shelf, your heart
now there forever,
reminding me,
that if you wanted
to be a womanizer,
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you should just say so,
say,
that you were afraid to
love me.
And so was I.
Can I say it to my reflection
without whispering the words?
It’s not powerful, the way it
was to you in all those letters
I never sent.
Is it possible that
my words are worth
something, and my heart,
even a fraction of the price?
Is it possible to adore
the skin that stretches
over my own soul?
Almost. Is it
narcissism to write
a love note to yourself?
Is it love when you’re
barely
good enough?
Almost.
Why do I let fear

win,
like you, a boy beneath a
blanket fort,
me, telling you tales, and
bringing you tea, until
the safety of my arms
rock you fast asleep.
You told me I was a woman.
A woman, undistinguishable
from a girl. But a woman, she’s proud of
who she is.
Almost.
I love,
Almost.
A year.
I forgive you now. But
me?
Almost.
Fear is over now. I guess I
still see the shadows,
Almost.
I rejoice
in the pulse beneath my chest,
Almost.
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Do you love the man behind the beard?
I hope.
Almost?
I love the woman beneath my dress,
beneath my make-up,
And my words.  
Almost.

82

Yesterday’s Delerium
Jeffrey Zable

Logged with oil the prairie dogs sank into luxurious quicksand.
And the abandoned razor cut into the butterfly
who staggered into a room of degenerate rotisseries.
On all four corners acid winds awakened with sullen eyes
remembering the unhatched eggs and burning hair
that metamorphosed into bestial violins that played all night
while clouds bled tears
drowning everyone in town except for the old woman
who shimmied past the graveyard.
How when eyelashes are seeped in decay
can dragonflies say that mercy found a place at the table!
How could they know that plants would replace the eyes,
and that the roots would strangle ten billion mothers
whose children have forgotten their names
with yesterday’s delirium.
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Lepers

Callum McSorley
Let me tell you, I was a downtrodden motherfucker. You know those
guys you see in the road begging for change and scraps of meat? That was
me. Well, not quite, but you get the drift. Mortgaged to the hilt, on several houses too. No rent coming in from any of those ungrateful, chancing
bastards. You just know that there’s twelve of them crammed into the main
room, and I’m not getting a single rooble from one of them.
They complain there’s no water, no blankets to sleep on, but what am
I to do about that? I should be the one complaining! It’s me that has the
problems. Wife one is wanting a holiday and wife two is wanting all the
creature comforts under the sun for the new little one. He still can’t even
walk, God damn him!
And the first one, the medical bills, the medical bills! I’m still paying
out to those damn witchdoctors that pulled his kidneys out through his
belly button, and to what end, eh?
And speaking of bastards, there’s the third one. But he’s not mine, no
way. That tart won’t get rooble one from me on that mark. Let her say what
she wants, it doesn’t even look like me.
And there they all are, my problems, I told you I was downtrodden;
a wretched mess. What to do? What to do? Pray to God, and I prayed
and prayed. Put them all into a basket and send them down the river: the
bairns, the wives, the tenants. I prayed but it only got worse. The heat wave
came.
Now I’ve got them dying inside those brick ovens of mine. I don’t get
rooble one from these tight bastards and here is me digging holes for them
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and their children in the hard ground.
“Thank you, sir, thank you,” one of the women said to me, “pray for
us.” She grabbed hold of my hand and I saw the sores covering her palms
and fingers. What the hell next? I pushed her away and ran straight to the
holy men and their holy water, scrubbing away at my hands. The same
rules apply as after cutting chilies: don’t touch your eyes or your cock. The
lepers are all around the shrine. Bits of them falling off. Snubbed, noseless
faces. Walking dead, rotting from the outside in.
That’s when Jesus Christ came to town. Hot shit, I can tell you. He
strolled through the streets, people poking their heads out of windows,
doors, appearing from dark closes, shop owners being robbed while their
attention is elsewhere, dirty bastards!
Half the crowd stood back, shifting from foot to foot, others fell on
the floor behind him, crawling on hands and knees in his wake. And you
know what this hot shot bastard does? He walks right up to those infected motherfuckers, those ugly skinless sodomites, and he put his hands on
them. He presses his forehead against theirs with a hand on each cheek,
the tip of his nose against the ugly gaping hole in their faces. And he pronounces them healed. Healed!
So I threw myself down on hands and knees at his feet.
“Me too!” I cried, “Heal me of these terrible afflictions!” And I
screamed them all out, all those God damn problems, I told Christ all
about my wives and sons and so on, and all the time I cried, “Heal me!
Heal me!”
And you know what? Things worked out, one way or the other.
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The Splits
Ivan JEnson

Wendigo

Valentina Cano

She has become a wendigo,
tip-tapping a foot in and out of her future.
Dragging her tin can past behind,
calling the blood and the moon
with bare feet and a razor-wire voice.
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Harvest Time
Sue Rovens

A pair of glistening eyes watched as my friend and I walked down
Jackson Street. We never suspected. Ten year old girls were too enmeshed
in the traditions of trick or treating; devising ways to gather the most treats
in the least amount of time.
Earlier in the evening, the sidewalks bustled with ghosts and witches
and the occasional unidentifiable masked creature, but as curfew neared,
the neighborhood’s population seemed to disappear. Drapes closed and
porch lights dimmed. Occasional bursts of wind blew scattered leaves into
rolling tumbleweeds that rolled silently down the street. As the hour drew
long, the drop in temperature chilled our cores, but we were steadfast and
determined to stay out as long as possible. Candy was a strong motivator.
As we approached the middle of Jackson Street, I reached into the paper bag for the flashlight my parents had forced me to carry. Blindly fishing
through bite size bars, packages of gum and the soft jabs of lollipop sticks
seemed endless.
“I can’t find it,” I whispered.
“Looking for this?” Allison asked, holding my flashlight underneath
her chin. Her face took on an eerie glow as she pushed the ON button.
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“Give it back. It’s mine.”

She giggled and ran down the sidewalk, flashing the light on and off,
on and off. The clicks of her princess high heels faded as the distance grew
between us. I couldn’t run after her; my costume was far too cumbersome.
I stood, motionless, and watched her go until she ran out of breath. She
paused under a streetlamp and held up the flashlight.
“Come and get it if you want it so bad,” she hollered.
Perfectly timed to answer her demand, an adjacent pile of leaves at the
end of a driveway rustled and shook. She never saw it coming, but from
my vantage point, I watched as an arm extended and piercing yellow eyes
peered out from the shapeless mound of foliage. A claw hooked around
her leotard-covered leg and yanked her from the world. She barely had the
chance to scream.
I panicked. Without thinking it through, I clumsily hurried over to
where she last stood. The flashlight sat atop the pile; its bright beam pointed toward the emptiness of the sky. With only a moment’s hesitation, I
grabbed it and tossed it into my bag.
I scuttled down the sidewalk, half undressed; parts of my costume
now trailed off my shoulders while other parts had sloughed off on the
sidewalk behind me. I didn’t care. I only wanted to make it home. But as I
looked down the block, I noticed a multitude of leaf piles standing between
me and my front door.
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Frozen Charlotte
Matthew Borczon

Frozen Charlotte
was a
Victorian-era
doll that
slept in
a coffin
and was
baked into
cakes for
children
a reference
to what
can happen
when you
don’t listen
to your
parents the
story is
based on
a girl
who froze
to death
in an
open sleigh
one winter’s
night
I am
not sure
why this
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piece of
information
sticks with
me except
that since
Afghanistan
I
have also
found pale
dead children
and soldiers
with or
without coffins
in my food
and in
my bed
nightmares
reminding
me of
the cost
of a
war
never won
never over
never gone

Preserved Dreams
Claire Zajdel

a plastic wrapped moon preserved for
tomorrow’s tea where milk and blood
are split along with candied dreams. once
they’ve hit the dog washed floor they’re
inedible wishes of youth that must be
thrown out like flavorless bones.
She warned you about the candies that
danced like sheep above your head
at Night, and took you to a world you
thought you’d make where the yellow light
didn’t dull everything it touched.
so suck on something bitter because
the sweetness has expired with
Night, who sings broken banshee
elegies for the dreams as they
waltz to Her morbid metered melody.
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Mandelbrot
Conrad Geller

In desperation he would eat sweet rolls
of Guatemala, make shapes that made his life
unbearable, because each flowering figure
held a secret he could not explain:
the flowerlet within each flower, moving on
to some impossible infinity.
Violets on the lawn beyond control
meant July. He knew that, knew as well
that nothing real recurs, that violets
are fearsome, perfect, indivisible,
nor could he stem these flowers of mathematics
from going on forever, always the same,
but smaller and smaller, until the meddlesome pattern
foundered in the well of Limitation.
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Garden of Lips and Eyes
Ivan jenson
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A LEap of Faith
Emily Newberry

1 A Hard Stop
From the orange platform to the waves of blue below seems so far
from English muffins and eggs yet so close to his own breath he can’t fathom the sweep of it. He didn’t exactly plan this little journey, more like he
was drawn here. The walkers, bicyclists, runners and skate boarders pass
him by as he walks, eyes on the pavement cracks and old gum. Each pushes
a cocoon of personal space ahead as they cover the 8,890 feet from Marin
to San Francisco. He is lost to the world, as usual, and without a thought he
leaves it behind.
2 A Slow Start
It is a particularly nasty drive from her home in Marin to Last Chance
Burgers where she waits on tables and the chance to escape. The red stop
lights on fender after fender blink on and off as cars and trucks struggle
to gain the next few yards before the steel herd stops. She thinks about the
phone messages left from yesterday between horns and drivers lost in their
iPod headsets, blue tooth conference calls or last minute blush applications.
She may be late or not, and the last thing she wants to do is stare at
someone walking, head down and steady like he follows a purpose. But
time freezes as she watches him take a sharp turn left. Three steps and a
hand on the railing and he sucks the breath out of her lungs in one leap.
3 Drowning
He has nightmares where he remembers a door cracked open. There is
a dark figure that turns him over. It smothers him like a soggy mattress.
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It moves and that’s when the blackout happens. And maybe that’s when he
leaves the world behind.
The next day he buries the dark figure and soggy mattress under food
and busyness. And the next day after that and the next year and decade it
keeps bubbling up around the edges of every lawn mower blade, washed
dish or homework page. He tries nicotine and pot, stuffs more food down
his throat and later washes it all with alcohol. The rush of voices at the call
center where he shovels canned hype at reluctant buyers drowns out the
angry voices until he gets home and forces them down with dinner and
drink.
After three girlfriends leave in sadness or disgust he decides this
nightmare is glued to him so tight he’ll take it to the grave. And maybe a
last meal is the best answer.
4 What’s Cooking?
She can just afford the granny unit. The microwave macaroni and
cheap coffee don’t taste any better than the cold burgers left over at shift
end that she eats hurriedly at the dumpster; last chance burgers, indeed. It’s
another thing she’ll get fired for if anyone catches her, but it stretches the
grocery bills and feels like giving the middle finger to Mom who pretended
not to hear Dad’s put downs. And she’s still eating those words, isn’t she.
The tears hidden behind rigid shoulders and rapid steps answer Dad’s
last warnings that she’ll never make it in California as she walks out the
door. She hardly thinks of him as she stirs two hot dogs and some mustard
into the macaroni and cheese, but really this is his kind of dish; spiced up
life on the cheap. The hot dogs make it last three meals but her afternoon
breath reminds her of how little she has left after paying the rent and gas
for the car. And it’s better than the ketchup she mixed into bowls of
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hot water the week before her first paycheck.
She could pour her tears into the cracked tiles by the sink, but she
hurries out the door before the thought can take hold. She doesn’t have
time to think; that could get her fired as well.
5 The Last Meal
He eats breakfast as though it’s any other day and it is in a way. The
eggs are not too done before he flips the omelet and the muffins have that
just browned look and the butter melts before the last draw of the silver
knife. The coffee has the same thin column of steam rising, but it almost
seems a smoke signal today. Before the first thought solidifies he snaps
back into the present, eats like it’s a job that needs doing.
The morning hesitates to become busy as if staying just near the edge
of the next task will stop clocks, but he still moves through. He carries the
dishes to the sink, washes each one as if it weren’t real but makes sure to
do all the same soapings and wipings to get them extra clean. He is bent on
wiping the slate clean and the dishes have to get with the program.
Is he programmed to do this, or is it a choice? He won’t take the time
to think because it will take blindness and a clear plan to get it over with.
The bridge waits but the painful knot in his stomach won’t. He can only
hold it off so long and then the courage might melt with the tears or get
drowned in the next glass of whatever is cheap and alcoholic from the corner quick-whatever place.
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6 Just Another Day
She has no time; time to let the brush smooth every inch of hair; time
to iron that last wrinkle out of an almost too tight blouse; time to not gulp
the coffee she hopes will last until first break. She remembers the car needs
an oil change even as she shuts the door, but it will wait, even as her job
won’t. “One more day a minute late,” the boss said, “and you’re fired.”
The April sun that chases cars through cloud holes, winks as if to let
her in on the joke. She’s not laughing because the rent is due and she didn’t
pay last month’s electric bill and it’s not funny the way the sun turns the
dust on her windshield into a curtain. It’s hide and seek at 35 miles per
hour and the tires hum an urgent tune of “late, late, late” as she heads for
the bridge.
7 The last words
He crosses the bridge; just time enough for one last look at the orange
struts and a cluster of sailboats on San Francisco Bay as he rumbles by with
the dirty spark plugs in his Peugeot misfiring in an odd sort of rhythm. It’s
another reminder of how much he hasn’t kept together in his 37 years and
the thought of making this his last day of fumbling is a small comfort; or
maybe he just wants to stop the voices that tell him so. Once parked at Vista Point, the car takes on the luster of a museum as he walks into the last
paragraphs of his life.
Yesterday he heard “Hey faggot” for the last time. Three times before,
fists followed the words or leather shoes punctuated the point. Too many
other times they just washed over him or chased after him as he hurried
past the men spitting their fears into the wind. He suffers one last memory,
pushes it all aside as he approaches the center of the bridge and veers to the
left. One hand pivots his body over the edge and four seconds later the cold
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water breaks his fall like a concrete sidewalk; only now he sinks into the
current and disappears from view.
8 The Last Secret
“Woman Takes A Dive”, the headline says, and the waitress reads the
story three or four times to make sure it’s talking about the same person on
the same day. “Abigail Mason started living as a man four years ago”, it says,
“but now that she’s dead her secret is out.” “Fellow workers at the call center
thought it was a bit funny how high pitched was the voice in the next cubicle, but he/she kept to themselves. It’s always the quiet ones.” The last sentence covers the ugly truth just enough that busy readers can put the story
into the safe cliché basket.
The reporter quotes friends who knew him from the streets where
he periodically put on tight skirts and low cut blouses to scratch together
enough money to pay for hormones or rent. An uncle just sneers at how
they threw him out to “teach her a lesson.” And the ocean has simultaneously swallowed and revealed it all.
9 The Last Escape
As the article staggers back and forth between “he” and “she” the waitress has the feeling she’s been there, somehow; the flat black of newspaper
type can’t stop something deep within singing the strains of this stranger’s
life. Through the story she remembers blue jeans and flannel shirts. They
felt more a comfort than dresses, but Grubber, Texas had rules about that.
Two thousand miles keeps the people distant, but the voices still echo in
her daydreams. The reasons she left for the west coast are threaded through
the chiffon dress they made her wear to the prom and the awkward way she
avoided her date’s kiss at the end of the night still hangs around as she
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wonders who, or what, she’s supposed to be.
After work she drives up to the Marin County end of the bridge and
parks. She has her jeans in the back seat and hurriedly pulls them up under her skirt. She pulls the skirt off and puts the flannel shirt on over her
blouse. As she exits the car with denim hugging her legs she feels calmer.
It only takes five minutes before she reaches the place where she saw him
hurl his worries over the edge. The next action is both a connection to the
jumper and a hard boundary against giving up. She takes out a picture
from the prom, gives it one last look, crumples it and drops it off the side.
It tumbles down, dances in the breeze, and takes a final twirl before it lands
in the choppy waters.

99

Fire and Ice Revisited
Pratiti Roy

Some say the world will end in fire,
some in ice.
(Though I’ve seen nothing in either
to convince me of such)
And by the time dualities have crumbled in their bickerings,
Something else will have taken over:
The schwa.
Because this is the way the world ends:
not with a bang
(nor a whimper).
No, rather with the hum, the buzz,
the white noise coming
from people’s open throats
their gaping mouths.
The wellspoken vowel will become obsolete
and consonants, too, will soon fall away.
The schwa will resonate in chest cavities,
in rooms like diaphragms, expanding and contracting
with the rise and fall of breaths between them.
One by one, we will fall to the schwa,
to the inexpressible satisfaction of indolence.
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And perhaps,
In the low drone of the world,
fire and ice will come down at last.
They will shake hands with the schwa
and thank him for his work.
They will marry with all pomp and splendor;
the schwa will be the officiant.
His wedding gift to them
will be the song of a people
consumed by carelessness.
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David the Grade School teacher
Story Problems With Teachers’ Notes
Jason Half-Pillow

David is about 48 and has a petite, 22 year old broad sprawled out in
the back seat of his mid-sized beige, Toyota sedan that he is very anxious to
pork. However, as she has a long history of receiving venereal disease from
all manner of strange male, barroom cock (especially at Santa Cruz’s infamous, sweltering genital wart spot, The Red, where she that night met an
already drunk David, who teaches grade school in the area), she demands
that he wear a rubber. He tells her to fuck it and just give him a hand job,
but she says they can still fuck and takes a rubber from out of the top of her
torn, red fishnet stocking near where she clamps on her cheap garter belt.
After struggling for two minutes to get the condom out of its seemingly
bullet proof wrapper, David drunkenly unfurls it to its greatest length. She
bitches at him that he ruined it and gives him another, older condom and
tells him to be careful unwrapping it, which he then does with his teeth. He
rolls it down his dong. Fully unrolled, the condom is seven inches long and
covers only 3/4ths of David’s cock.
Assuming the condom is not at all elastic, how long is David’s wang?
David’s wife’s mother loves baking fully organic donuts and David
loves just as much eating them. One day, she baked and left twelve of them
on the counter in her one bedroom apartment, and was then called away
suddenly, as she had to rush out and help check David’s uncle Jerry into
intensive care after he’d overdosed on a mixture of his girlfriend’s valium
from a recent dental operation, his neighbor Jorgé’s medical marijuana for
glaucoma that doesn’t exist, and fifteen of his own airline size bottles of Tequila that he usually keeps at least two of always in his shirt pocket.
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David’s mother in law is a very exacting lady when it comes to making
donuts, and the ones she made and left on her counter are all exactly two
and a half inches high. David caught wind somehow that she was going to
check his uncle in to the hospital, and from past experience, knew she’d
been out of the apartment dealing with that for most, if not all, of the day.
It all depended on whether he was checked into the regular medical or the
psychiatric ward. But either way, she was sure to be gone a very long while.
David decides to break into her apartment and steal some of her weed
instead of going to the Mexican part of town and buying it from Mexicans,
a people he hates and think are ruining the country and does not wish
to financially support. Also, he thinks their weed really sucks and is still
pissed from the time three weeks ago when he spent fifty on what turned
out literally to be a sandwich bag full of dirt. He’d been assured he was getting a deal and thought they were calling him “Holmes,” after the British
detective.
He scales the three terraces leading to his mother in law’s, fourth floor
apartment and enters through the sliding glass deck door she never locks
and goes to her bedroom where he finds her stash beneath her Nation and
Ms. magazines, as usual, and decides to smoke some of it there. He thanks
God he brought his bong, which he had stuffed provocatively down the
front of his Hanes sweatpants, though it had slid quite a bit down one of
the legs during the climb to the deck.
He goes to the kitchen sink to give the bong some water and after
taking his first two hits, sees the donuts. He thinks it would be funny to
put them on his dick and take a picture of it with his cell, then wait for her
to come home and from the little deck take pictures of her eating them
and send the pictures to all of his stoner, grade school teaching friends, of
which there are three. He contemplates also sticking her toothbrush and
eyeliner brushes up his ass and also taking pictures of that but then just as
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quickly forgets it.
He realizes though, that he can’t fit all the donuts on his cock simultaneously and is very disappointed and calls one of his stoner friends, Bill,
who also teaches grade school to seek some consolation, and hopefully,
maybe get some advice. Bill is online in some kind of chat room with three
Russian prostitutes and suggests frying them so they’ll shrink. David tells
Bill he’s brilliant and hangs up.
David’s mother in law is politically opposed to oils and frying, so David grabs the spare key she keeps hanging from the dong of a Buddah magnet affixed to her refrigerator and walks five blocks to the Safeway, which
she is also against, as is his wife, her daughter, and there he buys a gallon of
Mazola Corn Oil, of which he is also certain she would deeply disapprove.
He won’t need it all, he thinks, but it was on sale, costs way less than
a mere quart, and he figures he can take the rest home and stash it in the
cabinet below the sink in his basement shitter and use it as beat off lube for
at least the next two years, or six months, should he once again find himself
unemployed and quite idle.
David jogs back at a fast clip to his mother in law’s condo and takes
the stairs back to her pad, where he deep fries all of the donuts in some
kind of Asian Wok type apparatus she must have ordered off the TV, and
then watches old Yogi the Bear cartoons, while he waits for them to cool,
thanking God his mother in law didn’t have the channel blocked because it
stereotypes bears.
He then manages to put nine of the fried donuts on his 10-inch, stiff
dick and eats the other three. He hears keys rattling to unlock the door and
runs, with his pants still at his ankles and donuts still on his dick, and hurls
himself off her deck, landing several stories below on top of some hedges,
which cut him pretty bad but at least broke his fall and spared him from
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fucking up further his already permanently damaged back. He realizes he
could have died if he’d landed head first on the nearby concrete and vows
next time to just go in, get the weed, and get the hell out. He rolls off the
bushes and shakes what remains of the donuts from the fall off his shriveling dick and pulls his pants up and tries to remember where he parked his
car, so he knows which way to walk.
He finally resolves to go in the direction of the CVS where, after
searching for twenty minutes or so, he finally runs into a friend who used
to teach grade school but quit when he married some chick who makes
millions doing something for Google in some lab up in Los Gatos. He tells
David through a mouth full of CVS brand sour cherry balls that he saw his
car parked somewhere else and some Mexicans were breaking into it, and
after fucking with him like that for another ten minutes, finally tells him
where it is, that he parked it in the Evergreen Nutritional Supplement and
Natural Herbs store lot and even drives him there, both of them smoking
their respective stashes of pot along the way, his friend through a bong and
David with a small pipe he found in front of him on the car’s floor. David
goes inside the vitamin store and listens dumbly to the old man who owns
the place lecture him on the evils of mainstream iron and copper supplements, which he somehow connects to the state’s last four year’s of drought.
By which percentage did each donut David put on his dick shrink?
Note to teachers: Some students, after reading through question number
two, might be tempted to change their answer to number one and write that
David’s dick is ten inches long. Though both questions are based on the same
real life, Santa Cruz California area person, encourage the students to think
hard on whether they really want to change their answers based on being
told in the second story that David’s cock is ten inches long. Expect a few to
change their answers, some to redo the first problem, and a few others to confidently stand by the soundness of their original calculations. As a follow up
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activity, consider discussing why the students made the decisions they did.
You might ask students if they learned from the problems the way math can
be useful in addressing moral and ethical issues related to spreading social
disease, adultery, alcoholic dissipation, the obligations people related vaguely through marriage have towards one another, breaking and entering, theft,
the conflict between economizing and buying socially responsible foods, male
masturbation within the context of a boring marriage, and what punishments should be meted out to those who damage communally owned shrubbery. For more advanced students, you might want to raise the question of
how the ethical nature of these story problems would be different if David was
stealing his mother in law’s heroin or lesbian pornography instead of pot. For
students who are familiar with The Nation magazine, you might ask them
to guess David’s ideological inclinations based on his obvious latent hostility
towards his mother in law who reads the magazine, but appears also to be
ashamed of it, as she keeps it hidden in the same drawer in the shitter next to
her bedroom where she keeps her stash.
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Day Jobs

Mitchell Krockmalnik
Failed clowns
from Brooklyn and Milwaukee
pack their whiteface and red lip gloss
and board airliners for Greece
where they plan to cheer refugees
with their antics
In America they have been losers
for decades
practicing arts no longer appreciated
with talents inadequate for the task
But in Greece
the dispossessed from Iraq and Syria
laugh uproariously
the one bright spot they’ve had for months
or years
The clowns think again
about quitting their
day jobs
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Angel of Broken Legs
Mitchell Krockmalnik

The angel of broken legs
lifted him up and
carried him up to a cottony cloud
where she gently laid him down
whispering all the way about recklessness
and caution
He just laughed at her
having no respect for angels
or devils—
his father had raised him to be a nonbeliever
and he refused to believe anything he could not see
and even what he could see
like the angel of broken legs
who would have liked to fuck him
if she was not an angel
and he was not a
poor reckless sinner
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the Old Man And the Bar
Alex caine

“Hi! Long time!”
This is my least favorite greeting at a bar. On some level, it’s meant
to make you feel bad that you don’t have a drinking problem or that you
found a place with slightly better cheeseburgers. You walk back into your
old spot after a couple weeks or months or however long, and immediately you’re treated to a motherly guilt trip about how much they miss you.
When a pretty bartender says it, you wish they really meant it, when the
not-so-pretty bartenders say it, they really may have meant it, a little. In
reality they only might have missed your tips. They miss the 20% tip you
leave when they’re having an off day. It’s really not a bad mark on them; it
just is what it is.
Now once they greet you this way, you’re compelled to say something
along the lines of, “I missed you too!” It may not be true, trust me they
know it isn’t, but it really makes everyone feel a bit better and remind each
other that there are no hard feelings as to the reason you’ve been gone for
so long. Truth of the matter is that they care just as little as you do. Chances
are you weren’t one of their favorite customers, and even if you were, you
meant so little in their real life that you’re lucky if they recognize you on
the street.
After hearing my condescending greeting, I replied with a smile and
simple “Has it?” I know she didn’t intend to make the greeting condescending, in fact she was probably trying to make me smile, trying to show that I
was, on some level, special. As I said before, I tip well.
I took a seat at the bar and began my examination of the beers on tap.
This is always a tough moment for me, choosing the right beer. Not sure
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if I’m hardwired to believe that the other people drinking alone may be
judging me, or if I want to impress the bartender with my alcohol knowledge. I don’t like getting the cheapest beers, because those always taste like
someone peed into a water bottle. Getting the darkest beers makes me look
cool, but doesn’t really taste like more than burnt bread. Narrowing these
out leaves me with the craft beers or the beers that are being advertised on
the coasters or the posters plastered around the bar. If the coaster-poster
beer is the cheap “Blank-light” beer than it’s a simple pass and ask for the
unknown craft beer. However if the coaster-poster beer is something in the
middle of the cheapest and the darkest, go for that one. No one around you
will judge your choice and the bartender will be happy. Trust me the coaster-poster beer will never be the darkest beer on tap. That beer is meant for
only the bravest of men, not for some inexperienced kid. In the case of today’s choice I went with the craft beer, a German style lager made in Portland, Maine.
Today I came back to this bar because my new favorite was too crowded to get any good writing done. Not crowded in a good way, with interesting stories everywhere you look, or pretty women waiting for a charming
stranger to take them to bed. What happened is that the nearby college has
an away game, so a flood of colorfully dressed frat boys overflowed out of
their normal hangouts and ended up in mine. Don’t get me wrong, I love
a good football game as much as the next guy, but ignoring the fact that
the team sucks, and that I graduated six years ago, I’ve hit a block and just
needed a place to think and a beer to drink. So I headed to my old bar to
write, or at least stare at my notebook and hope that words would magically appear above the blue lines. That’s hard enough to do without a drunken
19-year-old screaming how he could play better than the all-conference
receiver. Honestly maybe the kid could have a shot, if he lost 25 pounds,
grew 8 inches, and stopped drinking cans of “Blank-light” (honestly who
drinks cans at a bar?).
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Now I find myself in my old bar, with a craft beer, and my notebook. They
have the game on here, but the TV is too small to attract a crowd, to my
pleasure. Around the bar were a couple lonely men who enjoy that the
pretty bartender smiles and chats with them (that’s right, a pretty bartender pretended to miss me today, point for me). There was also a middle age
couple at a table that came in for a quick bite to eat before heading to whatever activity they had lined up.
As I sat at the bar pretending to write, but really watching the game
out of the corner of my eye, an older man, probably in his late 70s maybe
80s, walked in and took the stool two down from me. The bartender sauntered over to him with a smile pasted on.
“Hi, what can I get for you?”
“Two fingers of whiskey, one ice cube.” The old man knew his order
before he walked in, judging by the ferocity that he barked it out to her.
The man had hair that had thinned to a whisp and his skin was so pale and
dry it looked as if it may flake off at any moment. He had lines around his
eyes and mouth that were formed from the permanent scowl he wore, like
a cartoon character that continuously snaps at the children protagonists to
stay off his lawn. His scowling eyes narrowed when the bartender asked if
he had a preferred whisky. “Back in my drinking days there was only the
one whiskey, the good one.” The bartender giggled and continued with the
pasted smile, finding some sort of levity in the man’s burning words.
As she handed the man his glass, mine was quickly seeing its end. She
asked me if I’d like another one of the lagers, and the old man scoffed at the
name of the beer, not intending to catch my attention, but not caring if he
did. I looked his way and my eyes caught his focusing on my almost empty
glass.
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“What you having a beer like that for?” Though his question could
have been taken as an insult, I caught a hint of curiosity behind his tone.
It was not the insult it came out as, but instead should have been phrased,
“Why choose that? You can do better.”
“Same reason you got that ice cube in your whiskey.” I replied. Oddly
the man let half his mouth curl up into a smile as he went to take the first
sip of his drink. I ordered another drink and the whole bar went back to
drinking in silence, all of us pretending that the slow poison was the secondary reason we came.
By the end of my second beer, the couple was long gone, and the pair
of lonely men were getting ready to leave. The old man sat sipping his
drink sporadically, eyes fixed on the wood making up the bar.
“So what are you writing today?” The bartender asked me while I doodled dancing snowmen.
“Couldn’t tell you.” I replied. I had nothing; no story, no words, no
ideas. Just some dancing snowmen.
“Write about me.” She smiled as she flirted for a tip. I knew she was
married; she hid it a bit, but would drop the fact when a customer became
too friendly. Still it was always nice when a pretty woman showed interest,
no matter how fake it was.
“Trust me, you don’t want me to write about you.” She smiled at me,
getting the tip that I wasn’t in a joking mood.
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“You a writer?” The old man abruptly asked.

“Yeah.” I said, unsure if I was willing to let this conversation go past
my answer. The old man just nodded and took a sip of his drink.
“Not much reading going on anymore, all about the movies.”
I finished my beer and motioned to the bartender for a third. “Best
movies were all books first.” I couldn’t say I disagreed with the man, but I
felt a need to defend myself against his opinions. The old man shrugged
looking back at the wood in the bar before killing his drink and making a
nearly identical motion as mine for a second pour.
We sat drinking in silence for a few minutes; me staring at the paper,
him staring at the wood, the bartender wiping up imaginary spills on the
other side of the bar.
“I got a story Mr. Writer.” A conversation I actively stayed away from
with strangers. This line almost always led to a clichéd story of a magical
war that they dreamed up, or a love story about meeting the love of their
life at an Arby’s. However, I doubted this man had either of these stories.
“Alright, hit me.”
“My life.” The man took a sip. This is actually the worst alternative
story pitch. Everyone thinks his or her life is special, but rarely is it worth
chronicling. “Write about me.” This time I noticed anger in his voice.
“What’d you do?” I was already deeper in the conversation than I
wanted.
“Not a thing.” The old man killed his whiskey. “Didn’t do a damn
thing.” I expected to hear that he won a purple heart or at least met the
president at an Arby’s. He spoke as he motioned for another drink, “I’ve
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been a good man my whole life. Maybe grumpy, sure, but good. I was
faithful to my wife, went to church on Sundays, donated money to those
women on the TV saying I could feed kids in Africa. I was good, didn’t do
no wrong to nobody.” His glass was replaced with a full one, which he immediately took a swig from. “But not worth you making me immortal am
I? I ain’t some killer who’s daddy never hugged him, or some druggie who
threw away his kids for a needle. They’re the story you wanna write.”
I wasn’t sure if I could be offended by this or not. Behind his graying
eyes was not the anger his voice exemplified, but sadness. “I can’t say you’re
wrong,” I confessed as he took another drink.
“So you ain’t a liar, that’s good. I’ve probably got a good 50 years on
you kid, I know I ain’t wrong. If I wanted to live on forever and be written about I should have done some bad shit. And why not, it’s what people
wanna read. The wife and I never had kids, she passed a few months back,
and it’s almost my time. Once I’m gone that’s that. No one will remember
this old man, but I bet there’ll be another book about Charles Manson. He
gets to live on, but not me, because I was good and he’s a piece of shit.” The
man coughed a little. “The Bible tells me the good are rewarded in heaven.
But I liked being here on Earth. Just being a man with no story to tell. Now
you tell me Mr. Writer, if I didn’t leave my story behind, what did I do?”
The old man went back to his drink.
Without finishing my beer I requested my check, demanding that I
pay for the old man’s drinks, which he thanked me for with silence. I drove
home with his story ringing in my head. The old man wasn’t angry or sad;
he was hurt. He was hurt because he knew the truth and was no longer in
a position to change it. The rest of the night I remembered every word the
man said, as I Googled Charles Manson.
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Tishkoch
Sy Roth

Threads appear in an unraveling broadcloth.
The being warps and woofs its way through time
inflicting opportune wounds on them lest they forget.
Here and there a playful dance
joyous romp binds them to the thread .
The cavort to the festival of their own creation.
They dance to the long memories
lost in a dance, a hora-tune of diminution.
It embraces them in a deluge of talmudic dissertations,
dips them like sweet apples and honey
in the blood of the martyrs, to a spirit
or bathes them in the bitter herbs of tendentious existence.
He cast them to the vast, dark stygian waters
the wonder of vexation
as they trundle on in their death march following the white-robed molochs
who guide them to the turgid waters of Acheron.
They should run—
run along with the murky sirocco winds that swirl around them
that whisper sweet nothings in their air—
acceptance,
accept,
accede,
acquire your own repentance.
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They bleat out the plaintive words of memory—
tishkoch yemeni—
stockpile a mountain of words
the hungry void with their homage to the spirit of one .
They top the tank their own hungry void
with sibiliant, silent, camel-ridden prayers.
Follow the shifting trade winds to the hills and valleys of their own destruction.
May their right hands wither if they forget.
They cannot.
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Anchor

Anastasia Towe
Some mornings she would look out her window and wonder where
the sky had gone. But it was only because the clouds had covered it so completely with their massive grey bodies that she felt so disconnected. She
had never been a fan of winter. Summer was in her dreams and someday
she would move to an island of constant sunshine, somewhere like Jamaica. She had been there once when she was fourteen. It felt much more like
home than Maine. There she could float on the bright blue water until it
carried her back to shore. There she could stretch out like a lizard in the
sun and never feel cold again.
“Gracie! Wake up!” Her eyes were pulled from the darkness outside to
the peeling paint on the edges of her locked bedroom door. She watched a
flake fall as her brother shook the handle.
“I’m up, I’m up, hold your horses!” She was taking him to see the sunrise on the beach again. He was obsessed with how it changed day to day
based on the state of the sky. She pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt, one of
the many she owned that were imprinted with her high school’s crest. A
phoenix rose from the center, flanked by a scroll, sword, paintbrush, and
atom. Maybe someday a university crest would take its place.
She pulled her door open and found Kyle leaning against it from his
position on the floor. He was peeling at his fingernails.
“Kyle, cut that out. Your pinky hasn’t even healed yet.” He had peeled
the nail too close to the quick and it had continued to bleed in a slow, seeping way for hours. “Is Mom up already?”
“Nuh uh. I made myself breakfast. Didn’t even burn the toast!”
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“Good job, bud. You ready?”
“I’ve been ready for an hour!”
“Well let’s go then. Get my keys for me, will ya?”
She ducked into the bathroom to brush her teeth and put her thick,
chestnut hair in a ponytail. But on second thought she decided to leave it
down. Having it up drew attention to her face, too pale and freckled without her usual makeup.
Kyle returned with her keys and an apple.
“You gotta eat something Gracie. You can’t be grumpy today.”
She stuck her tongue out at him but took the apple. It was kind of
sweet, him thinking about her like that.
The door to their mother’s bedroom was shut but not locked. Gracie
opened it slowly, keeping downward pressure on the handle so the top of
the door wouldn’t stick to the frame. She could see some of her mom’s hair
curling up from under the covers. She deserved to sleep in, though she
rarely allowed herself that luxury. Work and the parenting of a wild tenyear-old and a high school dropout had finally begun to wear on her. Gracie left the note she had scribbled on the dresser next to the locket that had
been her Mother’s Day gift. Inside there was a small photo of eight-year-old
Gracie, holding her infant brother in her arms.
She snuck out of the room, pulled the door closed behind her, and
collected Kyle from the other side of the house. He already had his coat and
boots on.
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The beach was a natural echo chamber. The gulls had awoken with
the coming dawn and were calling to each other, though whether it was a
morning greeting or the bickering of too many close family members, Gracie couldn’t tell. It all sounded like screaming.
To the east the clouds stretched their heavy blanket over the horizon,
blurring the fiery ball of the sun that had just begun to show its face. There
the grey was shot through with shades of bright pink and burnt orange,
streaks that reached like spidery fingers across the sky. Gracie folded her
arms around herself as the wind picked up, but she heard Kyle unzip his
jacket behind her.
“What are you doing?”
“The polar bear plunge!” He had worn his swimming trunks and a
rash guard under his clothes. Gracie wondered where and how the excitement for jumping in the ocean in the middle of January had formed in his
elementary school brain. She silently cursed whoever had planted the idea
in his head.
“Kyle, it’s way too cold to get in the water.”
“That’s the point dummy. I’ll be like a polar bear.”
“Polar bears have thick skin and lots of fat to keep them warm.”
“It’ll only be for a minute.” He ran off towards the water before she
could really put her foot down on the issue. She chased him, but he was
quicker on the rocks and they were too close to the water for her to catch
up before he ran in. Gracie kicked off her shoes and toed a few inches of
icy ocean before jumping back. He was still going, swimming through the
waves now. She had felt the current’s pull even with the water only covering
half her foot.
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“Kyle! Come back, the current’s too strong!”
He either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her. Either way he did not
answer. They were both strong swimmers, had spent their lives five minutes
from the ocean. She had been a lifeguard one summer before she was fired
for dozing off, even though her section of the beach had been deserted.
Gracie watched his head dip under as each wave came over him, her
heart pounding against her lungs. He was turning around to come back
when three waves hit in quick succession, keeping him under for too long.
It felt like hours, a full day as she stripped off her coat and ran towards the
place where she had last seen his curl-covered head.
She thought she heard a choked scream but it could have been the
gulls. Now that she was in the water, she couldn’t see whether Kyle had
come up yet. She couldn’t see anything but water, freezing water that forced
a chill straight through her skin and into her bones.
Her throat was torn by the saltwater she swallowed while she
screamed his name. Now the current had her and she couldn’t tell whether it was bringing her closer to him or further away. The numbness in her
fingers and toes was spreading to her wrists and ankles.
She felt she had been struggling against the waves for days. Her body
was sluggish, only kept afloat by the ice in her veins. She imagined letting
go of the chain that anchored her to existence. The feeling of her lungs filling with water, the burning inside making her forget the cold all around.
The warped sound of her voice, trapped in the last bubbles of air that floated from her throat. She felt her muscles cramp and give out, her body no
longer under her control. And finally something like sweet relief, as she
gave in to the ocean’s insistent pull and floated out to sea.
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In the Beginning
Nathan Dennis

In the beginning, there was nothing. Nothing at all. Until a cloud of
a man, carrying a thin wand of a stick, pressed forth out of the darkness.
Leaving a trail of warm fuzzy light, he pressed softly to a stand of snarling
iron. By wand, he tapped thrice, on the stand – to call forth a man with a
lyre, who sat – eyes on the cloud of a man.
The man with the lyre plucked randomly, scrambling, confused and
upset.
The conductor paused, and bestowed to the musician sheets of paper,
covered in notes of music, and they began anew.
And the music was good. It filled the hall of the clouded man, and
poured out through the cracks, nurturing the springing world with succulent twangy kindness. And the lyre player was happy, because he saw his
music, and knew what he had been ordained to play. And he was content.
Except, then, something happened that the lyre player did not expect.
The conductor cued something, someone else. The Lyrist looked to see a
woman playing a drum. The drum was not part of his music. He looked to
the conductor. The conductor was still covered in clouds of soft light.
The lyre-man was upset. His music said nothing of others. “Maybe it
was okay,” he thought. She kept him in time, maybe she could be part of
his music. The drummer read her music. It said nothing of lyres. All she
knew is she was awakened by the bright twang of plucked strings, and was
put on this world to keep time steady. Steady time with a steady mallet on
a steady drum. Her music said nothing of lyres or the other musicians that
swelled the ranks, playing the same sweet melody.
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“They all exist for me to shepherd,” the drummer decided, “for they
are not written on my music.” And so it went, with each musician quietly
accepting the existence of the others.
Until the conductor cued the violins. The lyrist almost stopped. The
drum missed a beat.
The music was…higher?
Different.
Off.
All the musicians growled at the conductor, who refused to look up,
hammering out time; taking on the burden of the drummer, who quickly
returned to her drumming, fearful of upsetting the conductor who gave
her the privilege of keeping time. And all instruments followed suit, afraid
to be left behind by time – the acolyte of the conductor.
Fearfully, they played on, scared of this new music, but scared more
still of losing prominence.
Until the oboes were cued, and set forth a completely different melody
that coiled around the original. This melody was in not in the lyrist’s music,
nor the drummer’s, nor the violins’ -- who despite their strange pitch, kept
cadence with the original line.
The lyrist played louder, as did the piano, and the harp, and the trumpet; hoping to drown out and vanquish the rebellious line of noise, and –
In an instant, the clarinets and harpsichords had left the original line, and
joined the others. The lyrist was furious. His music allowed for no such deviation. The harpsichordist was deeply upset and confused. She followed
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her music note for note -- saw it as her destiny to join the second line. She
was utterly bemused that some instruments refused to let go of the original
melody and play the superior line.
Each line of melody attempted to outplay the other, with none looking
at the conductor to see if he were concerned, to see if he disapproved. No,
they all looked at their sheets of music, confining themselves to the preordained notes, ignoring all written dynamics, and collectively deciding one
thing: to play louder.
Their arrogance forced the drummer to boom with furious might,
desperately bleeding the very last element they held common – time.
Until the second drummer entered…to a different rhythm, along with
marimbas, bagpipes, celestas, violas, kotos, kamanches, and accordions
that were no longer in time with the first drummer.
They lyrist was finished. In a flash, he hurled his lyre at the second
drummer, smashing her mallets. With her hands, she continued to play,
and with her eyes she continued to read the music, and with his hands the
lyrist rained blows upon her body.
The piper stopped her chant to rush to the drummer’s aid.  Soon, a
melee of musicians descended in the pit as each line of melody and time
fought for its place in the song. Fought: for its line was written, was bestowed, was destined, and was right.
A scant few musicians tried in vain to see the conductor as he tried to
keep the tempos, ducking through the brawl, looking at his score – several hundred instruments long, sewing in and out of glorious harmony and
counterpoint; filigrees of polytones and baroquities of polyrhythms. “If
only they could see the full score –“
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A careening cellist crashed into the conductor’s stand, knocking the
score to the floor. The cloud of a man lunged for his music, in vain. The
score was shuffled, kicked, strewn in the wind of angry feet and exasperated breaths. Ripped, tattered, plucked asunder. No more than ashen fleck,
as the room became heated with the disgust, confusion, bitter cud, and
repressed fear, fear for five movements checked, now exploding into madness.
The conductor sat, sat weeping; his baton snapped, the musicians
filled with bloodlust, bloodlust not notated in his score. “This was not written,“ he wept, “this was not written.”
In the ending, there was a staircase, under the stage.
From under the stage, a tired, young woman, with eyes that flitted
from milky blue to dazzling gold, to jammy pink; climbed up with sheets of
vellum, clutched in her arms. Hands smudged with ink, quill feathers stuck
to her hair, she knelt by the conductor and offered him the bundle.
“Symphony Anew,” it lay titled.
She smiled, and handed him a soft, polished yew wand. He rose, and
they hobbled together to the iron stand.
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Two taps.
The rise of a baton.
The clang of a yet unseen brass gong.
And silence.

All bloodied: broken, but not dead; tired, but not forsaken -- with
drew to their chairs.
The conductor cued the drums, then the brass, then the strings, and
so on, until the hall was filled once again with the sweet, thick humidity of
syrupy music. Syrupy music that clung to each surface, drawing forth dewdrops of mirth.
He looked back to the composer.
She was gone.
He looked down at his music, and read the score anew.
And it was good.
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