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Custer
by Michael Plemmons

One cold November day the star fullback of Falkville High jumped a bus to Decatur, 
Alabama.  The Navy recruiting office was closed for lunch, so he walked around the corner 
and joined the Air Force.

A few years later, now a sergeant, he went to see a movie in Omaha.  He watched 
‘2001:  A Space Odyssey’ three times that day, and then night after night for two weeks, 
until the girl in the ticket window agreed to run away with him.
 Somewhere in Georgia, their first complication arose.  The sergeant’s wife was 
diagnosed with a mild form of lupus.  Little was known in those days, except that lupus was 
unpredictable and military care was free for dependents of active duty personnel.  The 
sergeant reenlisted.
 The other complication occurred in Louisiana when the couple inadvertently 
produced a boy.  This brief story somewhat concerns him.

*

Not much in the way of anthropological evidence survives: a handful of photographs, two 
plain wedding bands and a dog’s collar.  The sergeant worked on landing gear.  His wife 
sewed – often the boy’s face.  These people followed not the changing seasons nor herds of 
red deer but seemingly pointless commands to places called McCoy and Barksdale and 
Mountain Home.  And in their abrupt migrations they struggled to find shelter.  On paper, 
the Air Force offered base housing where families could live peaceably with their own kind.  
But these domiciles were few.  They were allotted by rank.  And the sergeant never stayed 
long enough in one place to ascend the mythical NCO wait-list.  As a result the family 
wandered a perpetual meantime, foraging for cheap civilian housing, usually trailers or run-
down ‘military apartments.’  Landlords saw them for what they were:  itinerants.  The boy 
went to local schools with landlords’ children.

Let’s call him Mark.  He was a phenomenon.  He was that vertical enigma that 
appears suddenly and without consent in a collective midst – say, in a classroom or at the 
mouth of a cave – an alien presence that must be touched and tested for its properties.  Boys 
fight.  New boys learn.  On paper a so-called sergeant’s mutt – jerked from one school to the 
next – should learn faster.  But this kid was a palooka, a tomato, and the taller he grew the 
more ripe and luscious a prize he posed.  As soon as Texas or Florida would finish beating 
the new out of the boy, the sergeant would hear orders for somewhere else.  Mark ran away, 
he hid in dumpsters, even a church – once he got as far as Amarillo on Greyhound – but 
invariably he was found and sent back to answer the bell.  Nevada broke his nose twice.  
Two jagged inches of South Carolina are still visible above his right eye.  One time in a 
motel shower in Idaho the boy pulled out his hair in thick red clumps.  Another time in 
Biloxi a teacher found him fetal in a lavatory stall, smeared with shit and vomiting green, 
whereupon a well-meaning ER doc opened Mark’s guts to find a perfectly normal, i.e., 
useless, appendix.  After three days of embarrassing tests – a process of elimination – it 
turned out the boy suffered from nothing more than nerves.  The sergeant tried to ‘stiffen’ 
Mark with boxing lessons, even engaged in role play, taunting the boy with schoolyard 
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names, hit me Stink, come on Stink, hit me.  Nothing worked.  All these years later it’s 
tempting to look back on Mark as shy or sensitive or even stoic like his seamstress mother.  
He never cried, not even when she stitched him.  But at nearly 15, the stuttering routine had 
worn thin.  And now he was moving into a heavier weight division.  True, the Air Force paid 
for dental care.  But blood-soaked school clothes cost good money; pissed-on textbooks too.  
In point of fact the boy had become ‘a lot of useless goddamn baggage to drag around the 
country.’

And so on a cold November day, the sergeant’s mutt staggered into North Dakota.  
He was 0-for-the-United States and looked it.  This was his ninth bout in 14 years.

*

One afternoon in Grand Forks, a large black dog jumped a wooden fence.  The dog was 
chained to a stake in the yard.  The chain held.  It caught the dog – above the fence – and 
jerked him down.  Now the dog hung by his neck, on the free side.

Later, the new boy came upon this situation.
Mark was still learning his way home from school and had dared take this alley to 

avoid another pounding.  He shivered to a halt and tried to comprehend the first vertical 
thing he’d ever seen more useless than he was.  The enormous dog was drawn up against the 
fence like a garroted circus bear, the tips of his rear paws twitching desperately on the 
pavement.  The wooden slats were streaked with blood where the dog had tried to claw his 
way back over.  Blood was speckled across the pavement under the dog’s torn paws.  The 
collar had cinched tight under his jaw, forcing the dog’s head skyward.  Wispy tufts of 
condensed breath chugged from the dog’s nose and vanished into the cold air.  One dark 
dilated eye stared sideways at his rescuer.

The boy looked around, up and down the alley.  He looked up at the windows of the 
houses.  There was no one to tell Mark what to do, or to run from.
 He thought to scream for help, but that would only give away his position.

An argument broke out.  All his instincts said to run, but without warning and to 
everyone’s shock and surprise, Mark decided to find out if he could touch the hanging dog 
and survive.  The majority members of his body said no – this was some kind of civilian 
trick.  Run.  Mark tried to step forward.  His legs refused.  His knees buckled, he collapsed 
into a baboon cower.  But as the hanging dancing dog began to tire and sag, the strange 
perpendicular signal got stronger.  Mark somehow waddled closer and fought his fingers to 
the dog’s surface – touched it, pulled back his hand, survived, touched it again, survived 
again – until finally he held his hand to the dog’s chest long enough to feel the labor of 
breathing.  It was the origin of consciousness in the breakdown of the bicameral mind, or 
maybe just a process of elimination.  But when Kubrick tells this story, the black monolith 
does not growl.  From deep inside the dog’s throat came a loud grieving underwater rattle.  
The dog’s eye opened wider.  And the boy fell back in a paralyzed heap.
 God knows how long they hung together on that fence:  certainly enough time for 
moviegoers to go get some popcorn.

In the film version, the hero hominid goes on to bludgeon his enemies with a large 
enlightened bone which, afterward, triumphant, he hurls evolving skyward into a twirling 
spaceship.  But in real life in Grand Forks the always watchful new boy noticed a 
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commotion at the far end of the alley.  Four excited wolves had gathered there.  One of them 
pointed and yelled in delight, ‘There he is!’

Mark ran for his life.

*
 
The next night brought visitors.  You might call it the Welcome Wagon:  two uniformed 
police officers and a man in civilian clothes.  The sergeant met them nervously at the door to 
the trailer.  They stood outside for a while and talked in low tones.  Then everybody piled in, 
staring at Mark.

It turned out that a neighbor lady heard yelling in the alley and came to her window.  
What she saw were four bully boys running past the dog on the fence – then all four boys 
running back, the other direction, faster, chased away by a tall unknown red-haired kid who 
was screaming like a maniac Siberian berserker.  The four apparently had taunted and teased 
the dog over the fence.  But the redhead boy bravely tried to save him, too late.  From her 
window the lady saw him lift the dog, unhook his collar and carry him into the yard, where 
he knelt and held the dog’s head.  But by the time she rushed outside the hero boy was gone.  
The dog was a black Malamute named Custer who belonged to a big-shot civilian 
councilman – now standing in the wanderers’ tiny living room.  The four killers were hauled 
in immediately.  ‘They’ve been severely dealt with,’ said one policeman.  He looked at 
Mark.  ‘But it took us a while to find you.’

The councilman extended his hand to Mark – no one had ever done that.  Tears began 
to slip down the councilman’s face.  Soon they were so many and large they forced open the 
boy’s mouth, but nothing intelligible came out.  The councilman seemed to want to say 
something longer but all he could muster was, ‘Thank you… you tried.’

‘Keep this,’ he said, and handed Custer’s collar to Mark.
The second policeman said, ‘You’ve raised a fine young man here, sergeant.’
As soon as the locals left, the former star fullback slumped down at the kitchen table 

and sobbed, which started his runaway bride likewise.  They pulled their new boy into their 
arms and damn near crushed the life out of him.
 Six months later they all moved.

*

These days Mark resides in his wife’s hometown in Ohio – the same address for 
many good years – with a three-legged yellow Lab, a raconteur Beagle and a tribe of 
humans who have no idea how little he deserves them.  He does risk management for high-
rise construction sites.  He’s considered something of an authority in this, which is why he’s 
changed planes in the Detroit airport roughly 16-dozen times by now.  It’s not a place where 
you expect to find a lot of forgiveness lying around unclaimed.  But this morning at Gate 
3A somebody left a magazine – the Journal of Anthropological Archeology – and Mark 
happened to sit down next to it.  On the cover was an artist’s rendering of a large prehistoric 
black Husky-looking dog, Jack London’s dog, the kind of dog who drops hunters and pretty 
girls in the park to their knees.  The headline said, ‘Canids as persons:  Neolithic burial at 
Cis-Baikal.’

 Table of Contents  |  6



You can probably find the story online, but here’s the gist of it:
Eleven thousand years ago near Lake Baikal in Siberia there lived a nomadic family 

known as the Andersons (after the archeologist who first found their bones).  Every year a 
team of graduate students treks up there to unearth more relatives.  Now it turns out the 
Andersons had a dog.  He was discovered ‘ritualistically interred in a human cemetery,’ 
roughly 9,500 miles west of Grand Forks.

It seems Andy – that’s what the diggers call him – lived intimately with these people, 
‘eating their food, sharing their fires and their risks.’  Like his cohorts he was often injured, 
probably fighting other humans or wolves or hunting, probably kicked by red deer.  But the 
forensic experts say his many fractures were healed and the dog lived a remarkably long 
time, 13 or 14 years.  ‘This suggests that after each injury he was cared for by someone in 
the group.’

Andy’s burial is considered evidence that ‘northern indigenous people believed their 
dogs to be persons on a par with them socially, intellectually and spiritually… with souls.’  
The author added charmingly, ‘But any kid could tell you that.’

*

Here’s the salient point.
Andy wasn’t alone.  They found him – spooned – alongside a young human male.  

The boy’s left arm was extended under the dog’s head, cradling it, as if to carry his wisdom 
and protection into a future life.  Apparently they died at the same time, from wounds.  Or 
maybe it was old age.

The team decided to leave their bones – just finally let them go.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Michael Plemmons lives in Wisconsin with three dogs who save his life every day. He is the author of Fianna, a history 
of the Fenian invasions of Canada, and a handful of stories. His fiction has appeared in The North American Review, 
Flash Fiction Online and The Fabulist. One ‘older’ story, ‘Noel,’ will be collected for the sixth time this winter in a new 
anthology Lessons from Literature (Heinemann).
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Spray 'n Cook
by PuzzleMonkey

‘Blessed are the Mussels,
for They shall inherit the Earth.’

from The Gospel According to Mollusk

*

The Cape Town sky is close enough to blue to look almost... right.  Koeberg nuclear reactor, 
a stolidly built, faux-Soviet style thing, anchors that African sky, overlooking the sea like a 
wannabe fortress guarding against an invasion that will never come.  Smoke plumes from its 
central dome, thick and black with a greenish tinge around the edges.

A concrete pipe leads from under the ground out to the tidal pools, away from the 
reactor.  The pipe is an outlet for water that has cooled the reactor core, and it is eight feet 
wide and the same Soviet gray.

Mussels line the bottom half inside, large black teardrops that open and shut as the 
water rushes down the pipe.  Each surge carries a feast of scraps and speck-animals for the 
mussels to gorge on.  On a normal day this happens three, maybe four times.  Luckily for 
the mussels, this is not a normal day.  

A burning reactor is a thirsty reactor.  
Today it sucks water through an inlet every few minutes and almost immediately spits 

it out to sea through this pipe.  This water running out doesn't have any morsels left, but it 
shimmers with faintly luminous lines and nodes.  The mussels are delighted with their new 
delicacy.

Open.  Feed.  Close.  Open.
A miraculous thing is taking place outside the pipe.  Close in, it looks like a tangle of 

hooks, slashes and gouges swirl on the pipe wall.  Greens huddle in shadows, scarlets 
scream and the blues flicker from lurid to defiant to lurid again.  The lines slither, twine and 
gorge on each other like things in one of the fouler corners of the garden.

Pull away from that, take in the whole picture, and a flower blooms from the chaos.  
Gigantic, bruised, bountiful.  It bleeds and gives life. It births and burns, spreading to cover 
the side of the pipe.  Its petals are scubbed in silver and gold that shimmers like the dust of a 
thousand moths' wings.  The stamen stares at the world through the eyes of a myriad women 
who want to weep because they have flown too close to the sun, yet not close enough to pay 
the price.  The flower grows and undulates, breathing the dying air as the spray can drapes it 
across the concrete.

To the south, fifty yards from the pipe in the direction of what might still be a city, an 
embankment rises high above the rocks.  One headlight and the corner of a bumper peer 
over the edge and a finger of smoke curls up from behind the light.  Miles behind darker, 
thicker clouds choke skywards.

Two figures scurry down the slope, kicking up dust.  Dull booms roll far behind them 
like underachieving thunder, or the drums of petulant toddler-gods.  Probably the Caltex 
storage tanks going up.
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Bazilda Indigo is in her thirties.  She is dressed in a mall-gray fashion, the kind an 
advertising genius or corporate headhunter might slip into for a supposedly-not-working 
weekend.  Only, not even the most creative wunderkid would wear only one stiletto by 
choice.

Jacobus Cohen, some years older, wears labelled granalene slacks matched with a 
tastefully coloured Afghan-something and Jesus sandals.  His loaf-like hands match his 
massive frame, but his soft manner and somewhat dreamlike air make him one of the least 
threatening people a mollusc could hope to meet.

Bazilda pulls up at the bottom of the slope, her pants smeared with dirt and her mock-
safari blouse tattered at one shoulder.  She spies Slammy D working the flower with his 
cans and her head jerks as if he's smacked her.

‘You see?’  She points at the painting.  ‘That's just what I'm talking about.’
Jacobus joins her, panting.  ‘Oh my God!  Is he really doing graffiti?  That's so... so... 

urban!’
‘Typical.’  She puts her hands on her hips.  ‘Look what's happening, and all they can 

think of is vandalism.’
‘No, not urban, more, more counter-garde.’
Inside the pipe, the mussels are feeding.  They are slightly bigger than before.
Slammy looks up.  He sees the two figures but doesn't skip a beat as he starts tagging 

‘SLAMMY D’.
‘You know, someone should bloody arrest him,’ says Bazilda.
Jacobus pulls out a Blackberry.  ‘Oh Zillie, can we buy it?  Please?’  He dials.
‘Jesus, Cobie, get a grip,’ says Bazilda, still staring at Slammy.  Then, loudly, ‘Excuse 

me!’
Slammy carries on tagging.  There is a crack from the reactor, followed by a grinding 

noise.  The plume thickens, blackens, and a second trunk of smoke sprouts from the dome.
‘Hey!  Excuse me!’  She strides towards Slammy.  The menace in her steps is 

undermined by the uneven footing of the rocks and her one high heel.  She stops.   
Balancing wobbily on one foot, she takes off the shoe and stomps forward again.

Jacobus slips twice as he follows her, mostly due to the phone in his ear.  No one 
answers, so he rings another number. 

‘You can't do this!’ shouts Bazilda.
Slammy stops spraying and turns around.  ‘This,’ he says, showing the can to her, 

label outwards.  Parthenon Enamel, Corpuscle Red.  ‘This is my voice.’  He turns back, puts 
the can down and thinks for a moment.  He picks out a Refulgent Ochre, shakes the can with 
a clattering sound and carries on tagging.

Bazilda walks up to him, gesturing with the shoe.  ‘You people think freedom means 
you can do whatever you want.’

‘And you think freedom means I can do whatever you want me to.’
Bazilda mimics a stereotypical gangsta swagger.  ‘Yo, muthafucka, giv' me rahspec!’  

She raises her pitch, shrill with fury.  ‘If you can't respect another man's wall, how can you 
expect respect?’

The mussels are feeding, slightly bigger than before.
‘Eeee!  Didi!  Oh my Gawd!  It's me, Jacobus!’  He kisses air on both sides of the 

Blackberry.  ‘It's been how long, girl?’
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‘You bastard!’  Bazilda lunges at Slammy.  ‘I'll teach you respect if I have to moer it 
into you!’

‘No, no, still in Cape Town.  Some sort of meltdown but Bazilda thinks it will blow 
over.  My God, girl, you're never going to believe what I found here.’  Jacobus points the 
phone at the flower and it bursts onto the tiny screen in all its colours.

Bazilda and Slammy sway on the rock.  He has caught her left hand in his right, and 
she is trying to pull free while raining blows at his head with the stiletto.  As Slammy tries 
to duck, they stagger.  He trips against a bump on the rock and they go sprawling, still 
grappling.

Didi is so elegantly weary in her loft in Manhattan, or Nice, or, possibly, Mumbai.  
Black helicopters crisscross the dead sky of her city and the left-hand half of the building 
next door to hers has vanished like a slice from a Godzilla cake.  She talks over the video 
feed of the burning city.  ‘Graffiti?  Oh, that's so twentieth century it's almost back in style 
again.  Unless of course it's got some sort of spin on it.  Indigenous peoples, or eldsters, 
preferably women.  Primate artists.  Hmmm, actually, white revivalist preacher graffiti, 
there's an idea.’

Splash.  Open.  Feed.  Close.  The mussels are slightly bigger still.
Slammy grabs Bazilda's shoe hand and twists, forcing her to drop it.  She elbows him 

in the chest.  He grunts, half-bending forward, and she pulls her left hand free and jabs it at 
his face.

‘No,’ says Jacobus, ‘it's a black guy in hip-hop styling.’
‘Oh God.  Hip-hop.  Who remembers it?’
Bazilda has one hand on Slammy's throat.  He is fending off her other hand while 

trying to break the chokehold. 
‘Ah shit.’  Jacobus steps over them and reaches for the flower.  ‘Shows you, nothing's  

worth a thing anymore.’
‘You have to have standards!’  Bazilda's head shoots forward, and Slammy only just 

manages to jerk his face away as her teeth snap shut millimetres from his nose.  His free 
hand gropes blindly on the rock.  The claw at his throat throttles his words, except for 
‘(something something) your society's (something)’.  His fingers bump against a can.  It 
spills away, but he flings out his hand, latching onto the rolling cylinder with the edges of 
his fingernails.  Desperately, he fingertips it inwards.

Jacobus brushes a hand over the pipe.  ‘Ahh, art.... so fickle.’
The mussels are bigger.  Feeding.  Feeding.  Bigger.
Slammy swings the can around and blasts Festering Maroon into Bazilda's face.
She screams, tearing at her cheeks and eyes.  Colours swirl under her hands, rolling, 

cresting.
Slammy is on his hands and knees, trying to catch his breath.  ‘That's what you white 

people need.’  Gasp.  Hurk.  ‘A bit of colour.’
She bellows.  One hand fumbles at her side, then thrusts into her shirt and hauls a gun 

from her shoulder holster.
Jacobus shrieks, and his hands shoot up to his mouth.  ‘God!  I thought I told you to 

sell that!’ 
Thunder drowns his voice.  The shot streaks just past Slammy's head into the graffiti.  

Paint splatters off the pipe.
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The mussels.  The mussels....
Streaks of flower run down Jacobus's leg.  He leaps.  ‘Get it off me!  Get it off me!’
Slammy gets to his feet, still woozy.  He aims the Maroon with an unsteady hand, 

pressing the nozzle just as she fires again.  The bullet and the paint struggle against each 
other for a moment, lead against lead.  The paint flares out, trying to contain the violence, 
dissipate it, while the bullet draws in on itself, hones all its energy to a point to drill through 
the nothingness.

Science wins through, as win it must in any battle against art.  The bullet streaks into 
Slammy, leaving a hole barely bigger than a pin in his forehead.  

Jacobus's shrieks climb an octave.  Bazilda lowers the gun.  ‘Now let's see him screw 
with other people's property values.’

Slammy explodes into streams of paint.  As he boils away, birds blaze out of a flower, 
incandescent green wings humming out of the pink of the petals.  The birds are joined by 
bull-men riding copper-coloured skateboard clouds through a maze of music, music pouring 
from castanets in the pirouetting hands of a Spanish girl.  The satin scarlet of her dress 
reflects in her large, tragic black eyes, eyes that shine with the melancholy of a Latin tune.

The black lace at the hem of her dress leaks a slow drip of blood as the graffiti that is/
was Slammy D spreads and rises up into the sky.  The blood drips onto the pipe, mixing 
with the paint and seeping through cracks.

The mussels are ENORMOUS.
Something rumbles, followed by the sound of giant dominoes crumbling.  The dome 

of the reactor has vanished, and the smoke turns a black-flecked green.  A mass of water 
hurtles down the pipe, awash with radiation.

The bloodpaint that was once Slammy D drips into the luminous water and onto the 
mussels, sending them into a frenzy.  Mutating, growing, multiplying, multiplying.

They split and grow, grow and split in a torrent, soaking up colour from the art and 
sucking the shimmer from water and sky.  

When they fill the pipe they spill out, splitting ever faster, flowing over the rocks in a 
seething mass.  Outwards, outwards they flow, flow, split and grow.  Some are as big as 
footballs, some bigger than beanbags.  A few of the hungrier ones are the size of a small 
dinosaur.  

Down they rage, down, down to where Jacobus scrubs graffiti from his leg and 
Bazilda stands in a daze.  The gun dangles at her side and colours reflect from the Slammy-
cloud and play on her face.

Jacobus screams when he sees the wave roaring towards them, fractalling with flecks 
of amber and magenta.  He turns and stumbles away towards the embankment.  She lifts the 
gun and fires shots after shot into the surging mass.  The blasts rip away a few mussels, 
some the size of soup plates, one as big as a wagon wheel.  Colour pulses and fills the holes 
in the tide and the wave immediately splits into even bigger mussels.

The first mussels wash over her feet.  She pulls the trigger.  Click.  Click.  Click click 
click.  She hurls the gun at the wave and turns.  She bends down, scoops up her stilletto, 
and, shoe in hand, hobbles after Jacobus towards the slope and whatever smouldering, 
twisted world they thought they had left behind them.

 Table of Contents  |  11 



––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
After joining the human race as a freelance volunteer, PuzzleMonkey tried various things to slake his perplexity at the 
bahaviour of these strange furless.... creatures. Alcohol was consumed, as was Balkan Gypsy Punk music. Comic books 
brought some relief, as did philiblustering. The only thing that really seemed to help, though, was fiction. That's right, 
stories. Tales. Telling them, reading them, cooking with them. Writing them. Pass me that keyboard, if you please. Yum.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Thoughts when My Grandmother Asks Me if I have a Boyfriend
by Sara Sherr

After the orgasm the internet’s
breath doesn’t tell you what to do.
After the orgasm,

shivering, you’ve just been a mindless
participant of raised hips observing 
skin mingling the biological dance 

Your face in her face
her shining eyes might drink you
you might tether every word
you’ve ever meant, slice off
your best parts and bury them
in those deep blinks.  Naked

It doesn’t matter what they told you
fingers inside fingers; tongues
the sensory receptors’ tips
probed brainstems discussing
growing up a Lesbian (the word
society has provided you to stigmatize yourself if you dare).

And suddenly you are each
slightly less free in your veins
suddenly her voice is the deepest cavity
flowing through your arteries like a violin.
It’s deeper than your lips or
hers, this is wanting to be wanted; wanting 
like Sunday Afternoons spent watching movies at the Theatre

off the highway like the words
spoken after the orgasm. She says,
‘Don’t tell anyone.
Okay?’

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Sara Sherr is a third year English major and Creative Writing and Politics minor at Ursinus College. Though she is an 
undergraduate, her experience as a writer is comprehensive. She is president of the literary society at Ursinus College, 
editor for The Lantern, Ursinus’ literary magazine, editor of The Grizzly, Ursinus’ campus newspaper, and has been 
published in both. She has written for Patch.com as a journalist, and wrote for her high school newspaper for four years.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

 Table of Contents  |  13 



Volcano Kicking
by Shae Krispinsky

Active
How often do apologies begin: I didn't want it to happen like this?  I know it's late, and I 
know you have to get home.  I didn't mean to keep you here this long.  It's just--look, I'm 
bleeding.  Such a bad habit, this.  Biting my nails.  I do it when I get nervous.  I'm always 
nervous.  
 See, I used to be a longing thing.  I longed for one thing--my love with the red dress.  
Yes, I know, but it didn't bother me; I found the banality of it charming.  And besides, in all 
fairness, I never actually saw her wear the dress, just saw it flung as though dirty, discarded, 
on the clothesline in her back yard.  Besides--there was some originality to that, wasn't 
there?  When you think of clotheslines, don't you think of white linen sheets billowing in the 
lemon-warm winds of spring?  Don't you think of chaste cotton sundresses?
 She kept me at the window for weeks, waiting for that dress, waiting to see it.  
Seeing it meant: men.  Meant: unavailable.  Meant: I did not have to feel spineless for not 
going over there and trying to make conversation.  She thought we were neighbors on the 
cusp of becoming friends, possibly.  After what I guessed to be particularly unsatisfactory or 
trying nights out in that dress, she'd come knocking at my back door.  On the cusp of 
becoming friends, you know better than to go to the front door, which is for salesmen or 
Jehovah’s Witnesses trying to hand you their pamphlets or estranged relatives.  Hearing the 
knock, I'd turn off the stereo.  Though sometimes--I won't lie--I'd lie and say I was listening 
to music, when really I was back in my bedroom with my mother's old acoustic guitar that 
was missing two strings, strumming, trying to exorcise myself.  Or rather, this is what I told 
myself I would say if she asked.  She never asked.  Instead, after I opened the door, invited 
her in, offered tea or soda or water, she'd sit at the table, the red dress stripped off, now in 
heather grey yoga pants and an oversized, faded band shirt, Journey or Boston or some other 
band I never listened to, and pick her hair out of her lip gloss.  With a sigh she would say, 
‘You know, we should go out sometime.  Do you ever, you know, go out?’  Too timid to ask 
where we'd go, I sipped my water and shook my head.  Being there in my kitchen with her 
was fine with me.
 I think I've told four people about her.  Five now, but it may be four still, since the 
one time was in a letter that may have gotten lost in the mail (no response, but not returned 
to sender, either).  But then, maybe more, as who knows how these things spread.  I know 
you don't want to hear this, but please.  I think you need to.  That is, I need to tell you.  So 
you know that it’s not you, it’s me.  I know, I’m sorry.  You deserve better than late-night 
love-line excuses, but it’s not an excuse.  This time, it’s true.  It’s me--because of her.

Erupting
We never did become real friends, she and I.  Things became too thick for me.  I used to 
think I was a dirt road during the rainy season--a river of mud, untraversable, until the sun 
came out to harden me into something useful.   The sun never came, but I still felt this 
warmth on my skin.  It struck me that the better metaphor was that I was more volcanic: the 
heat I felt toward her was the magma welling up below my surface.  If I stayed around her, 
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there would be too much fire and the burn to ash was inevitable.  
 I'd like to say I packed up and headed west--those tales being the most romantic--but 
west meant New Mexico, Arizona, California: none of those places appealed to me.  What 
did appeal to me was walking down to the corner store, buying five jars of peanut butter 
(natural, crunchy), three boxes of saltine crackers (whole wheat), returning home and not 
leaving for a month.  I took three baths a day, lost eleven pounds and swore I heard God 
speaking to me through Mississippi John Hurt.  I covered my windows with black sheets 
and lay on my living room floor between baths.  I unplugged my phone.  Vowed never to 
wear red again.  All of this because she was a candlestick and my abstinence had turned me 
into a surging flow of lava.  There was no way she could contain me.  There was no way I 
could do that to her.  I was a self-immolating saint-to-be.  
 Nature, though, was a tornado--her house destroyed.  She had come over to check on 
me, pushing through the gale, calling in the window, ‘My power's out, is yours?  I tried 
calling your cell phone.  It's going to get bad out here, are you okay?’  
 I pulled myself up off the floor to let her in.  She smelled of ozone, electricity, and 
wind-blown hair, a scent I wished I could bottle.  As I shut the door behind her, my power 
dropped.  Tugging away the black-sheet curtains to let in the remaining grey day light, we 
spotted the funnel tearing through the wheat fields across the road.  
 She whispered, ‘It's heading right for us,’ and grabbed my hand, pulling me into my 
bathroom.  Huddling there together in my tub, the sound of the storm wailing through the 
walls, I knew I had to speak.   Language is a funny thing; it's often only necessary in the 
worst moments, and even then, inevitably, words fail you.  Or, you fail them, as I often did, 
and say the wrong thing.  I wanted to comfort her, tell her we'd be fine, the house was plenty 
strong.  Instead, I said, ‘I love you.’  The way she looked at me.  Confusion I could have 
tolerated, but disgust?  That, I had not expected.  I had to explain.  I had to say something to 
keep her from pulling away.  Just then, the house shook into silence and until I could feel 
both of our hearts resume pounding in our throats I was certain we were both dead.  
 She leapt to her feet and ran outside, letting out a guttural moan, like an animal too 
strong to die, but too wounded to survive.  I followed her out to see her looking at the pile 
of rubble where her house once stood.  I tried to reach out to her but she shouldered away.  
 ‘Don't touch me,’ she hissed, then added, ‘Just leave me alone.’  She let out another 
wail.  
 It's easy to fashion oneself a martyr, but my house remained erect throughout.  
Houses can be rebuilt, yes, but so can love.  

Dormant
After the tornado, I decided I needed to run away--for real, this time.  West I had already 
crossed off the list, but there was north, there was east.  I tried to leave.  I tried and failed 
because running away should be extemporaneous, passionate, not planned.  Without a map, 
though, I couldn't move.  To chart my territory, I multiplied the length of the path in  a 
straight line from my front door to where hers used to be by the width of (what I thought 
was) my love to find how far I needed to go to be free.  I've never counted so many miles--
more than I could ever hope to walk.
 So then, an alternative means of transportation.  Not owning a car, my options were 
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limited: bus or train, both stations were near.  A train was too quixotic, would take away 
from the punishing aspect of my journey.  Riding on a train would release me into a whirl of 
reveries of her, but I was trying to atone for my longing.  Bus it was.
 One small knapsack and a pocketful of fives and tens later, I clutched my ticket stub 
as if it owned me.  I sat near the window but did not allow myself to look out.  I was 
seeking some sort of salvation, and salvation is never simple.  It is not granted to those who 
bend to every whim.  I thought I could prove to be stronger than my desire.
 I thought I could.
 I thought.

Extinct 
As the bus rumbled over interstates and highways, every day a new feast of people in its 
belly, my lava flow cooled, hardened into glassy, reflective obsidian.  Strangers in Kentucky 
and West Virginia smiled at me and I smiled back.  At rest stops, other travelers offered me 
to join them for their roadside meals--potato chips, granola bars and bottles of Coke from 
the vending machines.  We snapped photographs of each other and, exchanging email 
addresses, promised to keep in touch.  
 There were mountains there, blue-grey in the early morning fog, and when the bus 
wound up through them, I now allowed myself to press my face against the window, peering 
down at the rivers slicing through valleys below.  And the trees!  There were so many, and 
so green!  I've never seen such green.  Even with good rains, everything back home had a 
permanent brown, dying tint to it.  
 In my three months gone, I saw more than I knew existed.  I felt myself cracking 
open, absorbing everything back into me.  This was not longing anymore.  This was love.  
This was knowing I would never spend any more time supine in the dark on my living room 
floor wishing for death to come and free me of her–-or anyone else.  
 When I returned home, I saw her and a man planting flowers in front of a new, 
prefabricated house.  She heard me, looked up, shielding the sun from her eyes with her 
canvas-gloved hand.  I banged through my front door without so much as a wave.
 Would you believe me if I told you I stopped going to the window to see if I could 
see the red dress?  It's probably for the best that you don't, because I didn't.  Home from the 
north, from the east, from everywhere but west of here, I returned from time to time to my 
watch post, one foot perched on my knee, and mindlessly biting my nails.  Some habits are 
hard to break.  The difference now is that this didn't drive me.  I looked out my other 
windows, too.  I sat in my yard and stared up at the clouds.  I went into town on the 
weekends and danced with strangers in bars.  I emailed everyone I met on the road.
 I know none of this is anything you want to hear.  I'm trying to be as sympathetic as 
possible, since you are, after all, the me in this situation.  How would I have felt if she had 
sat me down like this, on her bed no less, and told me that she could never love me, that she 
loved another, a man with salt and pepper hair and a scar on his cheek?  Well, maybe you're 
not the me, since I'm not trying to reject you; I'm just trying to explain that while I’m 
certainly flattered, my love cannot be faithful anymore.  It touches everything.  It is 
Oklahoma and Michigan and West Virginia and Georgia.  It is the cool feel of crisp sheets 
on my ankles in the pre-dawn morning.  It is the floral scent of pen ink and crooked 
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handwriting.  It is old Delta blues.  It is the droplets of water against the window of the 
restaurant my mother and I ate at on my grandfather's birthday, where we both had chicken 
noodle soup and ‘Oh What a Night (Late December 1963)’ played on the radio overhead.  It 
is that damned red dress.  And it is you.  But it will never be just you.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Shae Krispinsky  grew up in sub-rural western PA and graduated from college in Roanoke, VA.  Now living in Tampa, 
FL, she is the singer, songwriter and guitarist for her band, ...y los dos pistoles, writes for Creative Loafing Tampa and 
is an aspiring crazy cat lady.  More of her work is forthcoming in The Adroit Journal and In Between Altered States.
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motion
by Megan Humphrey

this is an essay 
on the shared body;
a brief emission;
some kind of fragrance,
or gathering. this is
illumination, here, 
moulded into the shape of
the sky.

ice cannot be sustained
and every angel
has ash in her pocket.
i have often wondered,
do dead men 
refuse to speak 
ill of the living?

time. time. time.
we follow the sun
snaking across the horizon.
if you put your ear
to my mouth, you might
hear the sound of the sea - 

- because within the night
there are horses, and
within the horses there is
a lonely star.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Megan Humphrey is a student living in mid-England and is currently studying A Levels. She has never been published 
before.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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The Old Truck
by Rick Hollon

Dad always tells me to hide when cops come round, but when they knocked on the door and 
set our hounds to barking, I couldn’t help but run out back and make sure he knew.  I picked 
Baby Jay up off the floor and the wind it kicked up and tossed the door open wham-crack 
against the trailer.  Dad was out back where the old truck was rooted to the dirt in a mess of 
honeysuckle and briar.  He and his friends was drinking by the woods there and he scowled 
when Baby Jay set to wailing.  He perked up real quick when them hounds set to rattling 
their chains and growling.
 ‘Hush up!’ Dad said, but Baby Jay never minded him. Them hounds trotted up when 
they seen me and circle round me, tails wagging, which didn’t comfort Baby none. I 
bounced her to get her to hush, cause our Dad was working.  He told me all the time he was 
working on that old truck.  Gonna get it running any time now, he said.  Soon as we get 
some real money in, I’m gonna take you on rides like we used to, he said.  Leave Baby with 
Gramaw and it’ll be just you and me and the hounds and a hunting rifle, like it used to be.

I don’t care about no hunting rifle, but I wanted Baby Jay to hush up so Dad could 
work better.  He likes it quiet, like when he wants us out the room when his news is on.
 ‘Take that thing inside and shut her up,’ Dad said.  His friends grinned at me and one 
of them guys licked his lips.  I never liked them friends of Dad’s, and I don’t like them dirty 
eyes they make at me.  Gramaw she tells me not to speak with them, cause they’re bad men 
and they don’t love Jesus like they should, but I never wanted near them no how.
 ‘But Dad--’

‘I said I don’t want you out here.’  He tried to rub that grease off his arms, the kind he 
always gets on him when he works on the truck, but course it just smears all in the hairs and 
won’t scrape off for anything.  He always smells like that grease.  He came around the old 
tires and junk in the yard and pushed me back toward the trailer, his hand rough and all cold 
from his beer.  But the hounds they started their yowling again, and this time Dad he hears 
them cops at the door.  His friends they took off without saying a word, scooting down into 
the holler behind the woods.
 Dad don’t like policemen, so I got scared, but he just pushed me in the door and left 
me there with the stove ticking away.  Baby Jay was still fussing, but I set her down in her 
box and got up on the sink and pushed my nose up against the window.  I could see Dad, his 
hair all crazy in the wind.  He ducked in the truck as if he was looking for something he lost, 
making it rock on its tires.  But then them cops started yelling and I could hear them rattling 
at our gate, and Dad he hunched out the cab and took off into the woods after his friends.  
He had something under his arm all wrapped up like a package from the post office.  He 
was gone quick as I saw him, dodging up past them trees while the dogs rattled their chains 
and the gate busted open.
 ‘Police,’ one of them cops shouted, and I see two of them tuck in after Dad.  My 
heart was big and pounding and it was like I couldn’t catch my breath.  I wanted to keep 
looking but I knew Dad wanted me and Baby out of sight real quick.
 I jumped off the sink and pulled Baby’s box after me as I crawled in the little place I 
keep open behind the stove.  More cops they pounded at the door and I wanted to cry but I 
didn’t cause I’m a big girl.  Dad he would want me real quiet anyway.
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 It didn’t do no good.  Dad hadn’t locked that door and them cops they came in, one 
of he them shouted that it was the police again, like no one had heard him the first time.  
They piled into the kitchen and one of them he happened to look down and catch me 
peeking out over Baby at him.  He pointed his gun away and crouched down and showed 
his other hand, like making friends with a new dog.
 ‘Hey there, young lady,’ he said, then he yelled to the other cop, ‘Kids.  Couple of 
‘em.’
 This time I couldn’t keep the sobs down.  ‘Go away!’
 The cop he smiled.  His breath was a little too sweet, like he been sucking on mints 
all day.  ‘Now, that depends on where your Dad is, sweetie.  Can you tell me that?’
 I didn’t answer nothing, just hitched Baby in her box in closer to me.  Her wailing 
was real loud there behind the stove.
 The cop he stood and pulled the stove away from the wall before reaching down to 
pull Baby from her box.  A lady cop she crouched down and lifted me to my feet and I was 
crying too hard to tell her not to touch me.
 I heard them cops talking about family members and CPS and my tummy got hot and 
I felt sick and I tried to get out of that lady cop’s hands but she wouldn’t let go.  Finally that 
first cop he put his hand on my shoulder and tried to look me in the eye but I wouldn’t look 
at him.
 ‘Honey, is there anyone in your family who can take you in for a little while?  We 
don’t know where your Dad is and we can’t leave you here.’
 ‘Go away,’ I sobbed.
 ‘Sorry.’  I looked at him and his lips pressed real tight together, like he was a doctor 
telling bad news to someone on TV.  ‘Your Dad could come home and save us all a lot of 
trouble, couldn’t he?  But no one knows where he went.  Do you know a place he goes to?’
 I clamped my teeth tight together and bit down till I stopped crying.  I didn’t look at 
him no more.
 Finally they took me and Baby Jay outside.  I guess they had got Gramaw’s number 
from somewhere in the trailer, and while we was waiting I watched them go in and out of 
the gate with big black dogs of their own.  Our hounds didn’t like that none.  The thought of 
them hounds all on their own made me want to cry some more, but I didn’t want to cry 
again in front of them policemen.  There was so many cop cars flashing all over the street, 
and the neighbors they was standing around and laughing with each other.  I wish I could 
throw rocks at them all, cops and neighbors, and get them off our property, but they’d 
probably put me in one of them homes for bad kids, the kind Dad always told me they’d put 
me in if they ever got him.
 Gramaw she came in a taxi and I ran up to her and wrapped my arms around her and 
buried my face in her old dress.  The wind ruffled her dress around me.  She smelled of 
cinnamon and old photo albums and those cigarettes she likes.  She smelled so wonderful.
 ‘Your Daddy’s gone for a while,’ she said, and then she pulled me after her while she 
went and talked to them cops.  Her fingers wrapped around my wrist like the claws of some 
big bird.  One of them cops put Baby Jay in her arms, and Baby she started catching at 
Gramaw’s dress like she was as happy as a hound digging up a mole.
 Gramaw she wasn’t so happy talking with them cops.  Her eyes was all cold like she 
gets when them troublemaker kids spray paint on her fence.  I heard them cops tell her stuff 
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about warrants and drug possession and child neglect, which Dad told me was all words 
cops used to split up families.  I wanted to punch that sweet-smelling cop right in his junk, 
but Gramaw kept my wrist so tight in her hand it started to hurt.

‘You gotta come away with me for a while,’ Gramaw told me at last, and tugged me 
toward the taxi waiting there at the curb.  ‘All we can do is pray for your Daddy to get some 
sense.’
 I wanted to have a look at what them cops was doing in our trailer, but Gramaw 
grabbed my shoulder and pulled me into the taxi and stared straight ahead while we drove to 
her house.
 Her house was always the most beautiful place, the lawn all big and covered in 
dandelions like tiny little fireworks going off on the Fourth of July.  Gramaw she said some 
sharp words to the taxi man about money, and then she pulled me inside grumbling under 
her breath.
 That pretty little cat clock ticked away on the wall above the big couch, and next to it 
there was that big picture of Jesus where he’s on his knees looking up at this light shining 
down on him like car lights. 

‘Hush, child.’  Gramaw bounced Baby Jay when she started fussing again.  Baby got 
quiet as Gramaw cooed to her, and I felt better too.  ‘You’re safe here with Gramaw. Least 
until your Daddy sorts himself out for a little while.’  She huffed and brought us to the 
couch.  I bounced up on it and got mixed up in Gramaw’s cats.  Their tails tickled at my 
nose and I laughed, nabbing at their whiskers and making them sneeze so funny.
 Gramaw cooed at Baby Jay, but all the while she kept on pacing from one window to 
another, peeping out the blinds.  I could hear the wind making all the trees hiss and I was 
glad we were at Gramaw’s, but it made me think about Dad.  What if those policemen didn’t 
let him come home?  What if them cops caught him when he came back to work more on 
the truck?
 Gramaw shuffled into the kitchen and came back with a big glass of milk for me.  It 
was cold and creamy and most times I’d be so glad that Gramaw was so thoughtful.  This 
time it didn’t seem to taste quite right, and I didn’t seem to want to drink it, somehow.
 ‘Gramaw, how come Dad isn’t here?’
 ‘He’s doing some things with those bad friends of his.  Bad things.’  Gramaw pulled 
the blinds low, and I let some of the cats get their tongues at my milk while she wasn’t 
looking.  ‘Those cops got it figured out, so I don’t know what’s gonna happen now, child.’
 ‘Is Dad gonna get in a fight, Gramaw?’  One time Dad didn’t come home for three 
days cause he got his nose busted up in a bar, and the cops had Gramaw come take us then 
too.
 ‘Drink your milk,’ Gramaw said, and she wouldn’t speak no more about it till she’d 
put me away in bed and had Baby Jay asleep in a drawer.  Her hands were all bony and cold 
as she tucked me in.  She leaned in close and her breath was smoky and dry.  ‘If your Daddy 
comes for you, you tell him to come tell Gramaw, you hear?  I don’t want you kids getting 
hurt over his problems.’
 ‘Yes’m,’ I said, and I pretended a big yawn and closed my eyes till she shut the door 
behind her.

Gramaw didn’t seem fussed about Dad, but someone had to be.  So I hunched up out 
of the blankets and walked real quiet to where I could have a listen at the door.  Gramaw’s 
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ears is as sharp as her cats’.  When I was sure Gramaw wasn’t watching for me I skipped 
out and got out the back door.
 The railroad tracks behind the house was all cold and rusted beneath my toes.  Dad 
knows secret ways to get around, and I learned them good.  The night it always seems so 
big, like you can’t find no place to hide even though it’s so dark.  Gramaw says Jesus he 
watches out for us all the time, but in that picture of his he always seems taken up with his 
own troubles.

I trotted along those tracks to where they took a turn above our holler.  I didn’t see no 
more flashing lights in the street, so even though the gate was wide open I got myself brave 
enough to sneak into the yard.  I felt the wet noses of our hounds nudging at me, licking at 
my hands.  I scratched their ears and felt happy that they was so calm.  That meant no more 
cops was sniffing around our property.
 I heard voices down in the holler then, men’s voices, like those of Dad’s friends, the 
ones who was by the old truck before.  I stuck close to the side of the trailer, where the 
weeds was tall and could almost cover me if I crouched down.
 I thought I could hear Dad’s voice too, and I crept forward a little ways to hear.  
None of them voices was happy.  Dad kept saying he had enough, he had enough, that them 
cops was going to bust him.  One of his friends cut him short and said, ‘What about our 
fucking money then?  That mean nothing now?’
 One of them hounds rattled his chain and nosed up against me.  I shushed him but he 
kept nudging, and his chain snaked off behind him and rattled with some others.  He kept 
following me as I crept closer to the old truck.  The yard was bare where them hounds wore 
out the grass, and there was nothing between me and them men but that truck.
 ‘Look, I got kids,’ Dad said.  ‘I can’t keep doing this.  They already want to bring me 
in.  They had drug dogs sniffing all around here--’
 ‘You keep them cops the fuck away from us, or them kids of yours got some 
problems.  How old’s that big girl of yours?  Eleven?  Twelve?  Pretty little thing--’
 I jerked at the chain to keep myself from running up and punching at the man, but 
that set the hound to barking.   Dad and his friends they shut up quick.
 The truck’s one good light flashed bright across the yard.  I tried to get the hound 
between me and the light but the chain got away from me and I couldn’t see nothing.
 ‘Magpie!’  Dad jumped out the truck and swooped up over me.  I covered my face 
with my arm, but he just picked me up and swung me around.  He was grinning like a crazy 
man in the light from the truck.
 One of Dad’s friends prowled up and licked his lips, grinning down at me when Dad 
set me back down.  ‘Hey there, gorgeous.’
 Dad set his hand firm on my shoulder and I scrunched in close.  I had grease all over 
me now but I didn’t care.  Dad glared at his friend.  ‘I’ll do it tonight.  But I had enough.  
No more of this, you hear?  I’m done.’
 ‘We’ll talk about that when you get back,’ the man said, and reached a sweaty hand 
to ruffle my hair.  I kicked at his shin and he skipped away, still grinning.
 ‘Yeah, we’ll talk,’ Dad said, and then before any of his friends could say anything he 
pushed me inside the truck and clapped the door shut.  He climbed in the other side and 
cranked the engine to life.  It coughed and barked and rumbled steady, all smelling of burnt 
oil.  I grinned real big then.
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 A couple bundles was tossed in, plastic wrapped tight over some dead grassy stuff.  It 
smelled like dirt and what those kids who bothered Gramaw liked to smoke.  ‘See you 
round town,’ Dad’s one friend said, then laughed and punched the door.

Dad cursed under his breath, and hid them bundles beneath his seat.  Then the clutch 
cracked and Dad spun those wheels out of the weeds.
 ‘Thought that old witch took you,’ he said, jerking his head around while he ground 
the truck around the piles of junk in the yard.

I grinned up at him.  Them hounds was looking up all big-eyed at us as Dad inched 
the truck past them, but then we was out the gate and we was free, and I didn’t think no 
more about them hounds.  The truck was running, and we were on the road again, like old 
times.
 ‘We’re going for a drive, Magpie,’ Dad said, and I scooted up against him.  ‘A long 
drive, and ain’t no one going to stop us.’
 I thought for a moment about asking Dad about them bundles, and whether we’d pick 
up Baby or tell Gramaw, and whether them cops would get after us again... but I didn’t want 
to listen to all that in my head no more.  I closed my eyes instead, and let the wind play 
through the window.
 Just like old times.  I wasn’t gonna let nothing change that.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Rick Hollon is a sometime archaeologist and full-time stay at home dad on Long Island, NY. He loves photography and 
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Orange
by Rinzu Rajan

My grandfather’s house
bears witness to the river’s anklets
drunk by its song
she entices paddy fields and dusty dribble
an enchantress who doesn’t age and never stoops
unallured by the coughing of an old red bus
unemployment is costly
for every lump in the throat chokes and digs
a grave for another old woman,
oil soaks a school girl’s hair
her red ribbons braided so tight
that she pays salutation
to everyone she meets on the road.

The man hunched on the milestone
is her uncle who measures
the length of her skirt
a few meters away the church bells ring
and earthen lamps light a prayer for a son
daughters don’t get burial in this land
where they are a liability.
As I pass by, tasting another acrimony,
I hope to never come back to this land
where the soil is still orange
leeched by parasites so petrified.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Review, Muse India, Green Silk Review, Poetry 24 and Asia Writes amongst others. Her upcoming features include ‘A 
Spinster Act’ in Penwood Review, ‘Suicide Note’ in One Title magazine and ‘Child Bride’ and ‘Grandmother’ in 
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He Said, She Said
by Logan Rees

 ‘What did you say?’ she said.
 He said, ‘I said nothing.’
 I said nothing.
 She said, ‘I said, ‘what did you say?’’
 ‘I said, ‘I said nothing,’’ he said.
 I said nothing.
 ‘I heard what you said,’ she said.
  ‘You heard me say I said nothing?’ he said. ‘Or you heard what I said before you 
asked me what I said?’
 I tried to say something. ‘What’s with all the “he said, she said?”’  I shouldn’t have 
said that.
 ‘Fuck you!’ they said, pretty much in unison.

He, she, and I all said nothing for a while.  The guy on the T.V. was saying that 
someone was saying that someone famous was saying something about someone else, who 
is also famous, I think.  I wasn’t really paying attention to the T.V.

This was all happening at my apartment, unfortunately.  If it were happening 
anywhere besides my apartment I would have left wherever it was happening and gone 
somewhere else, like my apartment.  This happens everywhere though.  If they’re together 
anywhere, they’ll find something to argue about.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said
She said, ‘For what?
‘For what I said,’ he said.
She said it was okay, in so many words.  I think she apologized too, but I can never 

tell what she means when she talks.  There’s always, what do you call it, subtext.
Obviously I said nothing.  But I was thinking something.  Something I can’t even 

remember right now, but I remember thinking at the time that it was something really 
significant.  It probably wasn’t, but whatever.  I felt like you should know I had a thought.  
Christ, what was I thinking?

‘You know, I was thinking,’ he said.  ‘I was thinking we could…’ He stopped. 
‘Nevermind,’ he started, then mumbled something under his breath.

‘What did you say?’ she said.
He said, ‘I said nothing.’
I said nothing, and then it started all over again.  I don’t know if the conversation 

went exactly the same, I stopped listening, but I wouldn’t be surprised.
 ‘Why are you doing this with him here?’
He looked at me.
‘I can go,’ I said.
They said nothing.
I walked into my bedroom and closed the door.  All I could hear of their conversation 

through the walls was muffled shouts.  I grabbed my iPod and shoved the headphones in my 
ear.  In half a second their shouts were drowned out by melodies and harmonies.  The singer 
was shouting something at me, but I wasn’t listening.  It wasn’t important anyway.  The 
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only thing that made any sense to me right then was the pounding of the music in my ear.  I 
closed my eyes and let my mind wander.  The music filled my head with images.  Images of 
joy and peace.  Images without words to soil them.  Just fuzzy memories of feelings or 
thoughts.

Then the images stopped.  The music had cut out.  I looked at my iPod.  The numbers  
were still running, but no noise was coming out.  Piece of shit broke again.  I pulled the 
headphones out and threw it on the bed.  It landed silently on the soft sheets.  Then I 
realized the shouts from the other room had stopped.

I went to the door, grabbed the doorknob, and stopped dead.  I think that’s when I 
first noticed it.  I let go of the doorknob and grabbed it again, harder.  Same thing.  It didn’t 
make a sound.  I started breathing heavy, but couldn’t hear the air enter or leave my lungs.  I 
cocked my hand behind my head and slammed it flat against the door as hard as I could.  
Nothing.

I flung the door open to find her with both hands on her throat and her mouth wide 
open, feeling for vibrations as she shouted silent words.  He was in the kitchen banging pots  
and pans together in futile attempts to make sound.  The guy on the T.V. was fumbling 
nervously with his earpiece and lapel microphone.

Her eyes, filled with tears, met mine, and she mouthed what could have been, 
‘What’s going on?’

He emerged from the kitchen with one of my green ceramic bowls in his hand.  He 
opened his mouth in what probably would have been a maniacal scream, raised the bowl 
over his head, and marched toward the window.  She and I both yelled for him to stop, but 
to no avail.  The bowl went flying through the window, breaking the glass without a sound.  
He buckled to his knees and grabbed two handfuls of his own hair.

Out the window, people in cars pressed their hands against their steering wheels but 
no car horns sounded.  T.V.s and computer monitors fell from windows above mine and 
smashed silently on the ground.  A man broke the noiseless glass of a store window, and a 
muted gunshot put him on his back.

I looked back in my apartment to find his head arched back, his mouth flailing, 
shouting words he knew no one could hear.  Words he wanted no one to hear.  Words just to 
bring his mind peace.  Words to let his anger out.  To regain his sanity.

And then, out of nowhere, he said, ‘…and I fuck other women!’
Car horns and gunshots and indistinguishable screams poured in from out the 

window.
 ‘What did you say?’ she said.
The guy on the T.V. was saying something about not panicking and finding an 

explanation.
He said, ‘I said nothing.’
The sound of an explosion came from out the window.
I said nothing.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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The Colour of Insects
by Brock Marie Moore

pollenfoot alights the maize
  of bee’s wax
worm bloat in her cornsilk mush-cradle
scarab sand-scuttling to its
  dry den
they are
encased in amber riddled
  with honey-drop bubbles
abdomens swollen with liquid lamp-glow
dustwing extends
  a thin brown segmented leg
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Brock lives in South Texas with her partner, three cats and a pouty-faced dog, all of whom are obsessed with 
sandwiches.  When not writing, she reads comic books, collects action figures, and catches various illnesses.  Visit her 
website at http://brockmarie.net
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Old One-Eye
by Ryan McAndrews

‘Are you sure it’s him?’ said Nico, his thin voice threading through the silence. ‘Maybe it’s 
another wolf...’

‘It’s him.’ Mikael grunted, and stood up. He’d bent to examine the beast’s corpse, but 
his back was aching more and more these days, and he could not kneel for long. The dead 
wolf looked more peaceful in death than Mikael had ever seen it in life; as if, for the first 
time, he was seeing it with its guard down.

So Old One-Eye really was dead. Mikael still couldn’t bring himself to believe it. 
The great grey wolf had been hunting here since he’d arrived with Natalya more than ten 
years ago, when Nico was nothing but a growing bump in her belly. Those had been hard 
days, and they hadn’t got much easier since.

Naleti was a small village that had grown up around the Desna River. It was a place 
far from what others called ‘civilization’, which was exactly why Mikael had chosen it. The 
isolation was a very good thing, but it came with its drawbacks. This was hard land, old 
land, a frontier village that lay on the very edge of the vast and untamed wilderness. In the 
summer, that wilderness became a city in itself; its citizens, animal. A man could not step 
outside without the song of birds filling his ears. During these months they grew crops, 
fished, traded with the caravans that sometimes came by; it was hard living, but not 
grueling.

Winter was grueling.
The beasts fled and the forest became an icy graveyard. More than one man had 

walked out into those white wastes and never come home. The forest of winter and the 
forest of summer were two different forests entirely. Winter did not care if you had a frail 
wife and a baby on the way. Winter did not care what you did, or where you came from. 
Winter stole your breath and rammed its way into your bones, froze your heart in your 
chest, left you stiff and blue and buried beneath the snow, eyes open and unblinking until 
summer came again.

And yet here in Naleti, Mikael had discovered a curious truth: given enough time, 
any life becomes a matter of routine. He had not been born here as the old-timers had, yet 
after his first winter he had survived all of the others. And he went into the forest, oh yes; 
there was little other choice. Crops could not be grown in winter, and they did not have the 
coin to rely on trading alone.  The forest did not have much game to offer in winter, but 
Mikael sought it nevertheless- and he was not alone.

Mikael had first seen One-Eye during a trapping run, when the wolf had stolen a hare 
right out of one of his traps. He’d been impressed by the beast’s brazen audacity; wolves 
tended to avoid men these days, and for good reason- their pelts made fine coats to keep the 
winter chill at bay. Yet the grizzled one-eyed wolf had darted in to steal Mikael’s kill from 
right under his nose, and he couldn’t bring himself to shoot the creature down before it was 
gone, sliding back into the woods with animalistic grace. 

They had crossed paths several more times as the years passed. Mikael was never 
afraid of the wolf he took to calling Old One-Eye, even though he knew that the beast was 
probably capable of tearing his throat out if it felt like it. While he was tracking deer or 
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laying traps for feathered game, he would sometimes see the wolf’s single eye peering back 
at him from behind the trees- warily, cautiously, but without malevolence or hostility. 

Once, after he and Natalya had been settled in for a few months, he had been relaxing 
in the local tavern after a day of chopping trees for firewood. In the midst of his drinking he 
had heard some of the old-timers talking about the one-eyed wolf of the forest. ‘Seen him 
again today,’ said Koster, whose beard was as stark white as the snow outside. ‘That damned 
wolf skulking around out there again.’

‘It’s a bad omen,’ said another man, whose name Mikael had not known at the time, 
but would later discover to be Rivanofski. ‘The devil wears many skins, you know? We 
ought to hunt the beast down before it brings a curse down on all of us.’

Mikael had integrated himself into the conversation quietly. The men of the village 
had been surly towards him so far: he was a stranger, tall and broad, with dark hair and 
darker eyes. His movements were slow, but deliberate: the movements of a man who had 
killed, and they knew it.

Their unfriendliness, however, was nothing Mikael was not accustomed to; he knew 
their type. Had he not been in their shoes more than once himself? Sure enough, their dislike 
of him softened as he spoke with them about the wolf he’d seen. Slow to trust they may 
have been, but for the most part they were good men.

Like Rivanofski, most if not all of them believed the wolf was some sort of demon in 
disguise. Mikael did not believe it then and still did not, though at the time he murmured his 
agreement nevertheless; no need to stir discontent among his new neighbors. One-Eye had 
been bold, sure enough, and Mikael was as much a believer in the Good Book as any man, 
but nothing about the wolf had struck him as evil. 

The men talked about organizing a group to hunt One-Eye down, but in the end they 
had never gotten around to it; other matters were more important. Koster’s barn needed a 
new roof; Gregori’s wife was ill with rickets and in dire need of medicine. And above all 
these concerns was the looming spectre of Winter, whose dark presence eclipsed the shadow 
of a single wolf.

So it was that One-Eye’s hunt continued, and crossed paths with Mikael’s more than 
once over the years. As far as Mikael could tell, the wolf had no pack to call its own; he 
thought perhaps that One-Eye had lost his eye in a failed battle for dominance, though this 
was only a theory. In some ways, Mikael knew, a packless wolf was more dangerous than a 
full pack, for in its desperate hunger it would prey on humans. Furthermore, One-Eye had 
suffered the loss of an eye, and every hunter knew that a wounded predator was twice as 
dangerous. It was a lesson Mikael had learned well in the war: nothing was deadlier than a 
man who had already been hurt, and had little left to lose.

Yet if One-Eye was ever desperate, Mikael never saw it. The wolf was lean but 
muscular, his pelt healthy and glossy, and the loss of his eye never seemed to slow him 
down. One day in the spring when Mikael had been perched in a tree waiting for quail, he 
had spotted a lone doe in the field below. Before he could get her in his sights, he spotted 
Old One-Eye lurking in the treeline behind her, patiently padding closer and closer. Mikael 
watched with morbid but undeniable curiosity as One-Eye stalked the doe in silence until, a 
moment too late, the doe caught sight or scent of the danger behind her and made a break 
for it. One-Eye lunged like a coiled spring and tore a large strip of flesh from the doe’s leg.
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From there, the doe was already dead, though it didn’t know it yet. It ran across the 
field, leaving a trail of blood behind it: and there was One-Eye, streaking forward. The wolf 
wasn’t nearly as fast as the deer, but it didn’t need to be; the deer was already flagging in 
speed, its wound slowing it down. When One-Eye caught up he lunged again and bit the doe 
in the side; from where Mikael was sitting he could see the wolf’s snout bury itself in the 
deer’s flesh. The doe broke away again, but stumbled, and then One-Eye delivered the 
killing bite.

Mikael watched in silence as the wolf below gorged itself on the deer, pondering 
whether or not he should shoot. One-Eye didn’t know he was there; he’d never get a better 
chance to take the wolf’s life. The question he asked himself was: did he want to?

In the end, he found that he didn’t. He kept watching until the wolf had eaten its full, 
and that was when One-Eye looked straight up at him. For a moment, Mikael’s two eyes 
stared right into the wolf’s one, and then the wolf turned and bounded off into the woods, 
leaving the deer’s bloody carcass behind. Mikael, who had a family to feed and was not 
particularly picky about where he got his venison, had stripped what meat remained from 
the corpse and brought it home for jerky. Nico, then 4 years old, had clapped his hands with 
delight and asked Mikael where he had found such a prize. Mikael told him that a wolf had 
given it to him; Nico laughed. Natalya did not.

That was One-Eye. He and the wolf had encountered each other with moderate 
frequency over the years since. Several times, when the winter was particularly brutal, 
Mikael had raised his rifle and taken aim at the wolf; however, he had never pulled the 
trigger. Old One-Eye, in turn, had stalked Mikael a few times, and once he swore the wolf 
was on the cusp of attacking him, but in the end One-Eye must have decided against it. 
Mikael bore no particular affection for the grizzled old wolf; he was not a man who loved 
easily, and what little affection he had to give he tried to reserve for his wife and sons. He 
did, however, bear a certain measure of respect for Old One-Eye: the respect of one hunter 
for another.

And now the wolf was dead. Nico was looking at the corpse with wide eyes; Mikael 
had told him about the big grey wolf that lived out in the forest, but Nico had never laid 
eyes on One-Eye until now. It was a pity that the boy would never see what One-Eye had 
looked like in life. At least now he would know that his father had been telling him the 
truth, that One-Eye was not just some fantasy beast conjured to scare him into doing his 
chores.

‘How did he die?’ Nico asked. The boy’s breath was a small grey cloud amidst the 
snow. He was nearly eleven now, and getting bigger every day, but he had a few years yet 
before manhood, and Mikael had only just started taking him along when he went into the 
forest. Boys his age often lacked the patience required for hunting, but Nico was a quiet and 
obedient boy, and was proving adequate enough with a rifle. Far from a crack shot, but there 
was plenty of time for him to learn. 

Let us hope he only needs to pull the trigger against quail, Mikael thought, and 
frowned. 

‘I don’t know,’ Mikael replied. ‘Perhaps it was just his time.’ Even with his grey fur, 
Old One-Eye’s age was made apparent by the white streaks around his muzzle, and it would 
not surprise Mikael to learn that the only thing capable of killing the tough old beast was 
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age itself. ‘All of God’s creatures die in the end, my boy, no matter how big or fierce. 
Remember that.’

‘Yes, Papa.’ Nico replied. The boy bent down to examine the wolf’s face, pulling up 
a lip and looking at the wolf’s teeth with fascination. ‘His fangs are so sharp!’

‘Enough force behind those teeth to crush your skull.’ Mikael tousled his son’s hair. 
He didn’t know if this was strictly true, but he wouldn’t doubt it. Men today often 
underestimated wolves, thinking them to be no more dangerous than a big dog. Koster was 
one such man, often boasting about how he’d almost blown One-Eye’s head off, had the 
beast not darted away at the last second. Mikael wondered what Koster would have said if 
he had been there the day One-Eye had taken down the deer.

Nico’s attention turned to the dead wolf’s missing eye. Mikael had always assumed 
that the eye itself was gone, but now he was close enough to see that this was not the case. 
A faded, ragged scar covered the wolf’s eyelid and the surrounding skin, and when Nico 
lifted the wolf’s eyelid, they saw that the eye itself was dead white. ‘What happened to his 
eye, Papa?’

‘I don’t know that either,’ said Mikael. ‘He was missing it the first time I saw him, 
before you were even born. It must have happened when he was very young.’

‘I wonder how he got the scar.’ Nico murmured. He ran his hands over the dead 
wolf’s fur, as if he were petting a dog. ‘He’s so big, what could ever hurt him?’

‘He was not always big.’ Mikael replied, and bent again to examine the corpse, 
ignoring the pain in his back. One-Eye was lying on his side, and you could almost think he 
was a dog at rest- until you caught sight of the teeth. ‘Perhaps it happened when he was only 
a pup- no bigger than you are now.’ He thought of his own scars, then: the coin-sized circle 
on his thigh, the thin line across his brow, the jagged streak on his shoulder where a German 
he had thought dead sprung up and shoved a shard of glass-

-but it did not do to dwell on such things.
Nico shivered, and his hand covered one of his own eyes as if to ward away some 

imaginary danger. ‘Don’t scare me, Papa.’
Mikael cracked a tired smile, and stood again. The snow-dotted wind blew over them 

and chilled him down to the bone, and he suddenly found himself longing for warmth of his 
hearth, the taste of cold beer washing down his throat, Natalya’s body wrapped around his. 
For a moment it was as though he were a boy again himself, experiencing a winter hunt for 
the first time, wanting to be anywhere out of the cold. Mikael stuck his hands beneath the 
pockets of his heavy coat and turned to address his son, and that was when he saw the wolf.

It was standing atop a nearby ridge, staring down at him and his son, and for an 
absurd second Mikael thought that Old One-Eye had somehow sprung to life once more. 
Then he saw that, no, this wolf had two eyes, and was smaller than One-Eye had been. Nico 
saw his father stiffen and looked up, his eyes going wide with fright. ‘It’s okay,’ Mikael 
muttered, and raised a hand to push the boy behind his leg. The other hand went for his rifle, 
which he held with a tight grip: not quite aiming at the wolf, but ready to fire if the need 
arose.

The creature made no move toward them, but its eyes flickered towards the dead 
wolf near the ground. Does it think I killed him? Mikael wondered. He had thought about 
doing so before, but never had. One-Eye’s death was not on his hands. The thought of 
attempting to explain this to the wolf on the ridge crossed his mind, and he felt like a fool.
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They stood there that way for some time: Mikael with his finger on the trigger, Nico 
clutching his leg, and the wolf on the ridge watching them in silence. The wind blew around 
them, scattering snow across the forest, but Mikael took no notice. His eyes were locked on 
the wolf’s, a challenge and a plea written in his gaze.

Then the wolf turned, and disappeared from the ridge, as quickly as if it had never 
been there at all. A few more seconds passed, and then Mikael lowered his rifle. Behind 
him, Nico released his grip on his father’s leg. 

‘Stay here,’ Mikael muttered, and strode forward. He climbed the ridge, his boots 
slipping in the snow, the accumulated ice riding up on his ankles. After a few moments of 
struggle he hefted himself to the top, just in time to see the shade of the wolf disappearing 
into the treeline. The beast’s paw prints in the snow were already beginning to be swept 
away by the wind, but Mikael could see the wolf’s tracks clearly enough. 

It was not until he noticed the two smaller sets of tracks- one on each side of the 
wolf’s, and trailing somewhat behind –that he understood. He and Nico hadn’t been able to 
see the pups from below the ridge, but he had no doubt they were there. Old One-Eye had 
found a pack after all, it seemed- or perhaps he had made one.

‘Is it there, Papa?’ Nico called from below. Mikael looked down and saw his son 
shivering in the snow, then turned and looked back at the tracks leading into the treeline. He 
stood there for a while and watched, waiting to see if the wolves would return, but when 
they did not, he turned away and lowered himself back down to where his son was waiting. 

‘Come, Nico,’ he said, taking the boy’s hand and leading him through the snow, away 
from the corpse of Old One-Eye. ‘Let’s go home.’

‘But, Papa,’ Nico protested, ‘the hunt?’
‘The hunt can wait another day.’ Mikael replied, and bent to take hold of the boy 

under his armpits. Nico was getting bigger every day, but he was not so big that his father 
could not carry him on his shoulders. The pain in his back was there, but Mikael ignored it. 
‘We go home to rest now, Nico. In the morning, we will return here with a shovel.’

‘A shovel?’ Nico looked down at his father, questioning. There was something adult 
in his eyes, and Mikael felt safe handing his gun up to the boy. He was old enough to handle 
it now.

‘To bury the wolf.’ Mikael said, and carried his boy back home.
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Tilt
by Meg Marquadt

90 

The world tilts ninety degrees. Before modern days, without big cities and skyscrapers to act 
as metal safety nets, people would have fallen sideways forever.

180

Another ninety degrees and we walk the sky. The clouds are a warm snow, with little bits of 
damp cumulus stuffs sneaking between our socks and the lip of our shoes. We take frequent 
stops to find a clear patch of sky to exist in for a while, our feet shoeless, soles pointed 
towards the sun that does not seem to be any closer even all the way up here. Gravity — a 
creature of obstinate habit — still buoys our progress, stopping us from taking a watch-that-
first-step-it's-a-doozy trip to touch the stars. 

270

Another ninety, more building walking. Some people jump to trees and climb up their trunks 
and try to crawl up the wall of the world using fistfuls of long-uncut grass. But most of us 
just sit on the side of the Always-Sears-and-Never-Willis Tower and wait for the turn that 
will take us back to the ground.
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Thank you for reading our third issue. We hope you enjoyed it.

Corvus is released as a free pdf download once every third month. We are currently a non-
profit journal with an editing staff of three, and as such, cannot pay our contributers. We 
would like this to change. If you would like to see more of us in future, please consider 
making a donation via our website: http://corvusmagazine.com. 
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