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Untitled Space Travel Story
by Alina Yudkevich

Command error: destination ‘Earth’ not recognized.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Alina Yudkevich is a Russian-born Film Studies and English student at the University of Georgia, and a soon-to-be 
MFA candidate. 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Overlay
by Aldous Mercer

The stink's been bothering me since I stepped into the box. It's mostly the same stink you 
get in all unpriv'd boxes, sweat and plastic-seal and unwash. Not my problem, really, I'm 
just here to mop the floors, make the foodprepper counter all cleaned up. But there's 
something under the regular smell, and it's coming from the wall. 

Behind the Overlay.
Two rooms, which means kiddies. And I've got a half-bottle of Javex still 

unallocated. I'm reaching for the Remote, and not thinking too hard about it. Swipe, button-
push, then hook the thumb under. Like a supersecret combo move in MMABattle.

Something jitters, and for a moment I think I'm hallucinating because there's this 
breeze, and dust-motes on sunbeams. Then the nice clean white walls blink out and there's 
the standard shit-and-semen, snot-and-sneeze sickness, food smears.

And a dead man, oozing out of a cutaway in the interbox thickwall.

 Warren-Hive's rentacop brigade shows up in less than twenty. A pretty girl, regulation 
stingspray on her belt, recorder out.

‘What were you doing when you found the body?’
‘Cleaning the box.’ The dead body means I'm keeping to the exact truth.
‘You do understand that taking down the last layer of an Overlay is illegal?’
‘Yes, ma'am.’ Last day of probation means I'm very polite. ‘I was just looking for 

some nice mountain or sunflower field or something to keep my mind off the smell, y'kno? 
The remote was rigged.’ Once I found the body, it was.

She raises an eyebrow. ‘You're doing time for running bootleg Overlay.’ It's a 
comment, not a question.

‘No ma'am, there was just too much money on my swipe. No Overlay.’ Not on me, or 
a cushy Janitorial Probation would have been as out of my league as a window box.

She sighs. ‘Not my problem, really,’ she says. ‘Just keep to that story when Forensics 
shows up.’

‘Yes ma'am.’
Forensics is a three-man team, and they make us stand in the second room, with one 

of the feds watching over us. Mr. Sharp Coveralls is getting a bit chatty with Ms. Pretty 
Rentacop.

‘Suicide,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘It's going around a lot these days.’
‘You know why?’ she asks.
That's when the other two feds come back in.
‘Check this out,’ says the one with the be-gelled shag hair. He twiggles the remote, 

and the dirty walls get an Overlay of a closeup of some milfy chick tied up in a chair, 
getting her nipples spanked.

‘Illegal,’ says Shag Hair. The third fed is still quiet, running his beeper around the 
edges of the foodprepper. ‘There's tons of this stuff.’

Ms. Pretty Rentacop throws me a look, then turns back to Sharp Coveralls. ‘Porn isn't 
illegal.’

‘With a minor in the house? Course it is,’ he says.

 Table of Contents  |  5 



Minor? ‘Where's the kid then?’ I ask. And how long has daddy been decomposing in 
the wall before they opened the box up for resale?

Sharp Coverall shrugs. ‘Missing Persons. It's going around a lot these days.’
Forensics clears out, but Rentacop and I have to wait for Coroner's Office and then 

Sanitation Team. Once everything's flash-cleaned, making my mop-and-soap job look like 
amateur shit, which it is, we can leave. Except that I get my arm grabbed as I'm about to 
open the door.

‘Not so fast,’ says Rentacop.
‘House is clean,’ I say. ‘Feds closed the case.’
‘I haven't, which means Warren-Hive hasn't,’ she said. ‘You're still on the hook.’
‘Why?’
‘Bootleg Overlay runner, in a case with bootleg overlays.’
She's a New Cop! ‘Lady, every single unpriv'd box has bootleg in it.’
‘A man plastered himself into a wall. I want to find his kid, make sure she's got 

somebody taking care of her.’
She wants to find the kid. Well give the woman a mule and call me Sancho Panza.
Our first stop's gonna be the real estate agent, to get whatever info Corporate doesn't 

have. Rentacop passes me a little black slipcase.
‘Keep your swipe shielded,’ she says. Her swipe makes the elevator go up, and way, 

way over. We go over - north, I think, but what do I know - for a good fifteen before the 
doors ping open.

The corridor here has a very nice grade of tile.

 It turns out that Rentacop and I are in wrong lines of work. She's reading my mind, 
because she gives me one of those looks, like 'can you believe this?'. 

The real estate agent has a window. There's curtains around it, and little curlycue wall 
sconces with candles in them making a border. Like a shrine. At least he's treating it right.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ says VJ, coming back into the drawing room. ‘I just 
wanted to make sure.’

‘Sure, sure,’ says Rentacop. Having to watch her face for cues is the only thing that 
draws me away from the window. ‘And?’

‘He did have a lover. I sold them flats in the same block.’
Then if we're lucky, the lover'll have the girl, and that'll be that. VJ wants to tag along 

and Rentacop lets him - he's gotta deal with selling the box again, poor sucker. 

 Loverboy is a very handsome twenties something with submissive written all over 
him. He invites us inside, offers us tea. VJ accepts, very polite. Sokanon - Rentacop - says 
no, so I do too.

‘We're looking for Miss Knox,’ says Sokanon.
Loverboy smiles. ‘Rhea’s with her father,’ he says. I want to throw up. ‘You won't 

find them.’
Sokanon reaches for the remote on the fold-out coffee table. ‘Do you mind?’
Loverboy looks uncomfortable for a moment, then shrugs. But Sokanon is already 

busy thumbing through the box's Overlays. Standard mountain, city, night sky, and then, as I 
thought, more nipple spanking. VJ looks away.
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‘I know where to find Mr. Knox,’ says Sokanon, letting the walls simulate a red-and-
black plush loveplay dungeon for the moment.

‘Really?’ asks Loverboy. His eyes are shining. ‘Are they well? Are they happy?’
Something's very wrong. The scene in the Overlay has moved onto whips, and VJ is 

squirming-embarrassed.
‘When's the last time you saw them?’ asks Sokanon.
‘Two weeks ago,’ answers Loverboy, very prompt. ‘Just before they left.’
‘Where did they go?’
‘Arcadia,’ he says. ‘They went into Arcadia.’
When Sokanon tells him she knows where to find Knox because Knox is in a 

morgue, Loverboy doesn't say anything, just looks at her and me and then VJ. Pleading. 
Like he's waiting for us to say ‘Gotcha! Just Kidding!’ Nobody wants to deal with this. VJ 
clears his throat, gets up, his tea half-drunk. Sokanon pats Loverboy awkwardly on the 
shoulder, then we make all the appropriate noises and back up out of the box.

‘Please call us,’ says Sokanon, ‘if you think of anything that's relevant.’
Poor bastard would never have known if we hadn't barged in here. Sokanon reads my 

mind again, because she makes a voiceonly and then we're heading to some Corporate 
storage underlevel, looking for the stuff pre-cleaning grabbed from Knox's box. It takes us 
close to forty to get there.

‘He'll feel better, right?’ asks VJ on the elevator back towards Loverboy's place. ‘If 
we give him Knox's stuff?’

‘It's the Right Thing to do,’ says Sokanon, the capitals falling into place like cement 
blocks.

We've been gone for three hours. When we get there, and nobody answers the door, 
and VJ thinks the man's run, and Sokanon overrides the door, we find Loverboy has hung 
himself from the shower pipe.

There's an Overlay playing, more BDSM shit, but if you look at it from the corner of 
your eye, you see something...impossibly beautiful. Soft sun-green and crystal. And there's a 
damn breeze blowing through the box, just for a moment.

‘What is that?’ asks Sokanon. 
Cross hallucination off the list then.
‘What?’ asks VJ.
The corner-of-eye Overlay inside the spankfest flickers and blinks out. ‘Timer,’ I say. 

‘Or dead man's switch.’
VJ looks faintly nauseous.
Sokanon looks at me. ‘Can you get it back?’
Turns out I can't; I'm just button-mashing now. ‘This needs a cracker.’ Sokanon 

shouldn’t even be in the box when someone’s cracking, but a cracker's the easiest person for 
a bootleg runner to call in favours from. ‘You go on, file the paperwork,’ I say.

Sokanon blinks a bit. ‘It's clearly a suicide,’ she hesitates. ‘Don't need to call the 
feds.’

Nope. And no need to put up with Mr. Sharp Coverall's leering either.
‘Mr. VJ can come with me,’ she says, surer now. ‘Perhaps he can help me look for 

patterns.’
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‘Um...yes. Patterns,’ says VJ. He's not looking at the body, swaying above the dirty 
bathroom tile.

 Lenny's spread out on the couch, knuckles deep in the box's firmware. I let him work 
and go to the bathroom to support Loverboy's weight enough to unknot the leather cords 
around his neck, angry red, and lay him down on a towel and massage his mouth and face a 
little till it looks less sad.

Lenny comes into the bathroom.
‘You done?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You need to see this.’
‘Kay.’
The world flickers. 

 I don't know how long Lenny and I stand there, and watch the Overlay play across 
the walls. I don't know anymore if the breeze is real.

Then I hear a gasp. Sokanon’s standing a few steps inside the box, the door 
autoshutting behind her. I look over at Lenny. He's wiping tears from his eyes, hunching up, 
the way he does around pretty women, thumbing the remote till the Overlay fades into stock 
mountains.

‘What was that?’ whispers Sokanon.
Lenny clears his throat. ‘It's Blake's work,’ he says. He's right.
Sokanon's eyeing Lenny. Memorizing his face. Hope I haven't read her wrong. 

‘Buddy, you better go,’ I say.
‘Can I get a copy?’
Sokanon closes her eyes.
‘No copies,’ I decide. That's Lenny's cue. He jets, leaving Sokanon and me to hang 

around for the Coroner.
Once he's gone, ‘VJ and I went through the odour-complaints,’ says Sokanon.
‘And?’
‘We found four more boxes with bodies in the walls.’
For all the time that it took Coroner to come and go, VJ's been waiting outside. Now 

he's crouched against the wall, a deep vertical crease dividing his forehead into two shiny 
humps.

‘Shall we do lunch?’ he asks. I forgive him his forehead.
‘Arcadia,’ says Sokanon. She's ordered a distill, same as me. ‘Only one kid missing 

though. But what was wrong with these people's heads?’ VJ is eating some diabetic-risk 
pap. 

I snort. ‘What's wrong with everyone's heads? Seriously, you see the names all our 
parents loaded us down with? Like, Deodar. Who names their kid Deodar?’

Sokanon's eyes are smiling. ‘Have you ever seen one?’ she asks.
VJ's shaking his head no.
‘You?’ I ask her.
‘No,’ she said. ‘But I did see the rain, once.’
I whistle.
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‘I wish I could see the rain,’ says VJ. ‘But our window's inwall courtside.’
Sokanon and I ignore him. 
‘Where did you see the rain?’ I ask.
‘Corporate is big on 'exchanging ideas'. So they sent me to this conference last year. 

Huge place, all glass and carpet. Everyone just kept looking up. The movies don't get 
raindrops right. They tone the sound of them way down to make room for the music.’

‘What was the conference about?’
‘How would I know? I was too busy listening to the rain.’
‘Well,’ VJ leans forward, his elbows on the table, ‘I've just been handed a deal. An 

outwall Duplex, all corner. Bank's offering 4.2%. What do you make?’
Sokanon laughs. ‘Not enough.’
‘It needs some good TLC,’ says VJ. ‘What do you make?’
‘Level 3B,’ she says. It means nothing to me, but VJ purses his lips, pulls out his 

noteslate. Sokanon's getting tense, watching him. Even I find myself sitting up. Then VJ 
shakes his head.

‘No,’ he says. ‘No matter how I massage it. Won't get approved.’
Sokanon and I exhale in unison. But she looks shaken. So I chuckle. ‘What about 

me? Can you massage up a mortgage for me?’
VJ smiles, polite. 
Sokanon giggles. ‘Hope springs eternal,’ she says.
I splay out my hands in front of me. ‘We're all looking for Arcadia.’
The reminder is enough to sober everyone up. VJ's shiny humps are back.
‘So,’ says Sokanon, ‘Who is Blake?’

 When Warren & Co. merged with Hive Inc., they started gulping down all the other 
corps, high and low. Crims took over the crumbling midwall inblock left behind. 

‘Don't talk to anyone,’ I say. ‘And don't believe anything you see.’
I lead Sokanon and VJ past Pappa Peo's penny arcade-and-auction, and down a long 

corridor that gets brighter the farther down we go.
‘You're taking us into Underbright,’ whispers Sokanon.
I throw her a smile over my shoulder. ‘Something to tell your cop buddies about?’
‘Cop buddies?’ she asks. ‘You've been streaming too much.’ But she's smiling. I 

check to see how VJ's doing. He's walking along, but there's a look on his face. Not the 
'people are dead' panicface Sokanon shows here and there but a 'my life's about to become 
utter crap' ulcerface. Don't blame him. Who's gonna wanna buy a box that had a dead man 
in the wall? And this sucker's got five of them to unload.

At the end of the corridor we turn right into a mirrorgram. There's a door, ringed with 
rainbow LEDs blinking in some sort of code I've never been able to break. They say it's 
Blake's first test for designers.

‘Deodar, with two visitors. Wanna meet Blake - a kid's missing.’
The LEDs turn blue, and the thin plastic door slides into the wall.
‘They'll let us in, just like that?’ asks Sokanon. She's still whispering.
‘Blake is serious about kid problems,’ I reply.
The corridor spits disco-plaid at us as we walk through; viola music is creeping its 

way back from up ahead.
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‘Holy shit,’ says Sokanon, as we emerge into a huge cathedral, stained-glass filtered 
moonlight playing on the faces of the dancing people around us. They're dressed in rags, 
ceramic-white masks gleaming bone white as they twirl round and about us. ‘This...’

Grinning to myself, I lean slowly to the left till I am stopped, seemingly by thin air.
‘It's Overlay?’ asks VJ.
‘Overlay and Transmission,’ I say. ‘These people are all in their boxes.’
Sokanon is reaching out on both sides, verifying that we are still, in fact, in the 

continuation of the corridor. ‘How can you be so nonchalant?’ she asks.
‘I've seen better.’
‘Nothing legal's ever this good,’ she says.
There's a stage behind the nave. Naked chicks dance around poles to neon pulses of 

music. There's a huge audience, men and women, hands down their pants. I grab Sokanon's 
wrist, and lead the way right up the steps and onto the stage. She starts with a little yelp as a 
stripper sways into us, gives us an irritated look, and sashays back to a pole.

‘Deodar,’ whispers Sokanon, walking quickly so it doesn't look like I'm dragging her, 
‘they're here here?’

‘Yup.’
‘So wouldn't it be easier to walk through the audience?’
‘Audience is Overlay,’ I say, and look back. A stripper is trying to jiggle her boobs in 

VJ's face as he ducks around her.
The stage gives way to a meadow filled with starlight and fireflies, wind making 

waves in the sharp ankle-height grass.
‘You can touch this,’ I say, letting go of Sokanon's wrist and crouching down on the 

ground to run my fingers through the grass. She copies me, and in a couple of seconds, so 
does VJ.

‘Grass?’ he asks.
‘Pull some up,’ I say. Giving me a 'am I going to get into trouble for this?' look, he 

grabs a fistful, and pulls. His hand comes away filled with white paper-confetti grass 
cutouts.

‘Next update,’ I say, ‘the Overly will be fixed over that hole, so the picture matches 
every blade of grass again.’

‘That's insane!’ says Sokanon.
‘No,’ I reply. ‘That's Blake.’

 As we leave the meadow behind and pass through another LED rimmed door, I 
imagine I can smell a faint whiff of girly soap. They say the Exchange used to be a 
warehouse.

Another gasp, this time from VJ, for the hundreds of rickety platforms strung up at 
varying distances above our heads. Overlay crops, all different sizes, hang in the air around 
the platforms. The walls and ceiling and floor are streaming vid, fast. Real fast.

Sokanon tugs at my elbow.
‘Yeah?’
‘Your people steal vid!’
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 Half my eye-roll is for the 'your people'. ‘Of course we steal vid. You think an indie 
designer can get real vid of a mountain? Gotta cull it from the ads and the movies, crop-
and-pump. Bootleg, baby, that's why it's bootleg.’

‘Why doesn't Corporate, Fed, shut this down?’ Ms. Rentacop doesn't like that she 
liked a stolen cathedral so much.

‘Corp's got a taste for quality, same as unprivs.’
‘And Blake?’
‘Through here.’
Today Blake's Studio is the bridge of a starship. His designers are busy at the controls 

around the room, tweaking detail. We enter from the aft-doors.
‘O Captain, my captain!’ I call.
The large chair swivels around to face us. Blake looks the same as always - white 

hair, growing in scraggly clumps on his head, full Santa-Claus beard. Milky white eyes.
Sokanon grips my elbow again. She hadn’t expected Blake to be blind.
‘Ensign Deodar! It's a nice day in the Exchange today. Very brisk.’
‘Permission to get to the point, Captain?’
‘Of course.’
‘Sir, you've designed and sold an Overlay that's making people kill themselves. And 

one of them had a kid that's gone missing.’
His whuffs, and wisps of snowy mustache blow away from his lips. ‘What kind of 

Overlay?’ he asks.
Sokanon finds her voice. ‘We call it Arcadia,’ she says.
A frown crosses Blake's forehead. He steeples his fingers, and then there it is. 

Arcadia, rising up out of the floor of the Starship. The designers stop what they are doing, 
turn around. Everything is pindrop quiet.

‘This?’ asks Blake.
‘Yes,’ I whisper. Then I hear a thud behind me. VJ has dropped to his knees. 

Arcadia's hit him harder than I'd have thought.
‘Wouldn't sell this,’ says Blake. ‘It's for the kiddies.’
That's when I notice the little fairy children fluttering through the crystal in the 

distance.

 ‘If Blake says he didn't sell it, he didn't sell it. If Blake says he hasn't seen the kid, he 
hasn't seen the kid.’

Sokanon's face is getting blotchy red. ‘And you're just going to-’
‘And I'm going to find out who sold it, alright? Just shut up, and follow me.’ I realize 

VJ is lagging behind. ‘No taking in the sights either, you pissed off Blake's designers with 
that ‘you don’t care about kids’ crap.’ 

All of Blake's designers start out as Blake's kids.
Past all the studios and the crop-platforms, right near the asshole of the Exchange is 

where the fence-sitters set up shop. I'm angry enough that I grab the first fence I see by the 
shirtfront.

‘Somebody sold Overlay Blake made for the kiddies,’ I say, my voice a low growl. 
‘You find me who did it, and who they sold it to.’

‘Calm it, calm it,’ says the fence. ‘You gonna be calm?’
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‘Yeah,’ I say, and let him go.
‘I'll tell you,’ he says, but his eyes narrow as he takes in Sokanon and VJ standing 

behind me. ‘It'll cost you.’
Even a fence-sitter has some self-respect. ‘How much?’ I ask.
‘Two point five. Quality.’
Brokeback-fencers will honestly sell out their own mothers for 2.5% of a good 

Overlay. This guy's on the up-and-up. ‘Deal,’ I say.
The fence opens up. ‘Barstool cropped some fragments. Sold them to some fast-

talker unpriv.’
‘Where's Barstool?’
‘Killed himself a week ago.’
Closing my eyes for a moment, ‘He sampled the ware,’ I say.
‘Two point five now?’ asks the fence.
‘Go to Blake,’ I say. ‘Tell him what you told me, then tell him Deodar promised you 

pay.’
‘Shit,’ he whispers, too low for the unprivs to hear. ‘You're one of Blake's kids.’
‘No,’ I say. ‘Not anymore.’

 Sokanon parts from us first, tired and quiet, but she manages to extract a promise out 
of me to try to find Barstool's fast-talker. VJ loses some of his ulcerface once she leaves.

When the elevator is going on five minutes away from her, he clears his throat.
‘Her income is on the index,’ he says. ‘But you can claim self-employed. It's very 

easy for self-employed to get a high-risk mortgage.’
‘What now?’
‘The corner Duplex. It'd be a higher rate, but I could get you zero down, cashback.’
‘How?’
‘Ten percent overhead,’ he says. ‘Four for the accountant that makes the papers, one 

point five for the broker, two percent for the bank's underwriter. I’ll only charge two point 
five.’

‘And what am I going to do when I can't make the payments?’ Kill myself to make 
Collections go away?

‘You can use the cash back for the first couple of months,’ he says. ‘Then...we'll see.’
‘I was born in a hospital. It comes with a birth certificate.’
VJ turns to me, smiling the desperate smile of a drowning man. ‘So what's the 

problem?’
‘I'm seventeen.’
He doesn't say anything after that.

 My rental's a box halfway in the midwall. The smell of good freezepizza greets me as 
I walk in the door.

‘Bratwurst!’ I call. But it's Hamburglar that comes around the foodprepper counter. 
‘Brat's napping,’ she says.
I don't remember napping so much when I was six. Blake would know. But maybe 

Blake doesn’t keep such good track of the kids that fail his tests. I’ve decided Bratwurst’s 
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gonna be a runner, like me. But the Hamburglar is smart. Brat and I will have to start 
figuring out how to get Hamburglar a Career.

‘Look what Blake gave us,’ I say, and reach for the remote. Blake didn't exactly give 
it to me, but he said it's for the kiddies, and I don't have the whole Overlay, just the 
fragments that blossom on around us in impossibly beautiful shades of sunlight.

Hamburglar claps her hands. ‘Oh, oh oh! I remember this!’
So do I. I used to have wings, a long time ago. Fragments of Arcadia won't make me 

plaster myself into a wall; I've already been there.
Bratwurst is awake and playing fairy, and I'm halfway through imagining 

Hamburglar with a stingspray belt and pretty braids like Sokanon's when it hits me. What 
does a Motive have to do to get noticed around here?

Has to be voiceonly, expensive, but I'm a free man starting tomorrow; running an 
update to inwall’ll cover it.

‘Hello?’
‘Sokanon, could you look into something for me? For the case?’
‘Sure.’
‘Could you check which real estate agent brokered all the Arcadia boxes? And what 

happens to a person's box if they don't go crazy enough to become wall-ooze, but do get 
crazy enough to be taken into Therapy?’

Sokanon's dressed carefully today; she's looking as Corporate as possible. The other 
rentacops look just as sharp. Warren-Hive takes fraud very, very seriously, I've been told. 
And Sokanon says I'm allowed to tag along.

‘I don't think he meant to murder anyone,’ she says to me in the elevator. ‘He doesn't 
have the stomach for it.’

‘What murder?’ I ask. ‘Suicide, Sokanon. All there's been is suicide.’
Nobody answers the door, so the rentacops bust in. There's three children - a boy and 

two girls - sitting on the couch under the window, holding each other's hands. A dark-haired 
woman with puffy eyes is standing in front of the closed bedroom door.

‘You can't go in there!’ she yells as the rentacops move towards the room. She grabs 
the one in the front. ‘You can't go there!’

The rentacop pulls out his stingspray, leaves her gasping and crying on the floor.
They bust down the door. VJ's hung himself from the ceiling fan.
Sokanon makes me stand behind her in the bedroom while Coroner comes in to 

remove the body.
One of the coroners says, ‘Nice place,’ as he cuts down the body.
‘Yeah, and suicide plus kids,’ says the other, prepping the bodybag on the floor. 

‘Wife’ll keep it if the lawyer’s good.’
VJ's widow is still gasping and wailing just outside the bedroom door.
‘Don't look so sad,’ says Sokanon as we follow Coroner out into the drawing room. 

‘Bad guy bought it in the end.’
‘Yeah,’ I say. But I can't meet the three sets of VJ-eyes following us out of the box.
I've swiped first, so the elevator will come for me first, headed all the way over and 

down into the midwall. Sokanon's going to ride hers to the top, maybe even get another 
good look at rain when she makes her report to some bigwig.
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The light above the swipe-pad goes ping, and she sighs and looks up from the floor. 
‘I just wish I knew where Knox's kid went.’

I step into the elevator, turn around and swipe on the pad inside.
‘Arcadia, Sokanon,’ I say, as the doors between us start to close. ‘She went to 

Arcadia.’

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
A native of Toronto, Aldous Mercer enjoys martinis and relaxing on the beac-ha! No. Aldous Mercer is a workaholic 
with a penchant for numerical mind games and caffeinated beverages. His debut novel, The Prince And The Program 
(ISBN 1613725701, Dreamspinner Press), is an homage to Alan Turing and contains Magic, Cyborgs, Mordred 
Pendragon and assorted Software Developers. Aldous can be found at www.technomance.com or on twitter as 
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Nine on Weekends
by Valerie Lewis

Last week Barb and Cathy from work invited me to a meditation workshop at their gym.  
Everyone’s trying something new to deal with the shutdown of the clinic.  Amy's doing 
yoga, Pam's doing some baking, and Emma's doing coke.  I told Barb and Cathy I wasn't 
really into it.  I've tried meditating before, but I only found it successful once, back when I 
was a teenager, a lifetime ago.
 I worked late that night instead, and every night since, as if there was some point to 
it.  But I was a lawyer on the Titanic, filing injunctions against the iceberg.  On Friday I 
canceled my plans with Krista, spent a few hours updating my résumé, grabbed some 
Chinese take-out, and went home, where I found me sitting in my living room, drinking my 
sauvignon, and calling me a sell-out. 
 The girl who'd broken into my house had dyed pink hair, torn cargo pants, and a 
black mesh tank so sheer she was practically topless.  When I walked in, she was sitting 
with her boots up on my leather couch, drinking my wine straight from the bottle, and 
looking at me with a nasty scowl, like I was the one who'd just committed a felony.  

‘Holy shit,’ I muttered.
 ‘You're surprised?’ she said.  She grabbed a wrought-iron candleholder off an end 
table and waved it at me.  ‘We shop at Pier One now? I'm gonna throw up.’  She smiled 
suddenly.  ‘What has a bill and quacks?’
 ‘Huh?’
 ‘Duck!’ she yelled, and she threw the candleholder at my head.
 It was definitely me.
 Every young woman has a period in her life when she hates her family, her school, 
and the entire world.  In my work at the Women’s Center, I'd met plenty of such girls.  The 
phase usually lasts from the age of twelve until the age of eighteen, and I was no different.  
The problem with my phase was that five people got seriously injured, three cars were 
totaled, and I was arrested eleven times.  It was a rough adolescence.
 But like all rebellious periods, it ended, and I managed to succeed in college and get 
through law school without having any knife fights.  Fifteen years had passed since I owned 
those pants.  And it seemed like forever since I’d smelled Manic Panic hair dye.
 The candleholder sailed over my head.  I was still standing in the entranceway, 
staring dumbly.  ‘How did you get here?’

‘I met some Buddhist girl at a bar and she told me about meditation.  I went into a 
trance or something, and the next thing I know –’ She shrugged.  ‘I looked you up in the 
phone book.  I wanted to see if I sold out.’  She looked down, kicked the leg of my 
mahogany coffee table, and snorted out a chuckle.  ‘Guess we did.  Pathetic.’
 ‘Furniture is not pathetic.’  I walked over to her and placed the bag of food on the 
table.  ‘Are you hungry?’ I said as I unpacked the take-out containers.  ‘You must be 
shocked after such an...experience.  I mean, the world must seem so different.’
 She rolled her eyes.  ‘Yeah, it was totally traumatic, what with the flying cars and the 
cure for AIDS.’  She grabbed a carton of food.  ‘There are more Starbucks and the phones 
are really small.  Other than that, same old shit.’
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 She polished off a pint of chicken with broccoli in minutes, a meal that I was going 
to spread out over two days.  I picked at my steamed vegetables and silently envied my 
fifteen year-old self’s metabolism.  When she finished eating she wiped her mouth, dropped 
the napkin on the floor, and went into my kitchen.  She returned holding a Diet Pepsi.
 ‘Diet?’ she said as she flopped back down into my chair.  ‘That’s so gay.’
 ‘Don’t say that,’ I corrected instinctively.  I picked her napkin up off the floor and 
started putting the trash into the take-out bag.  
 ‘Say what?’
 ‘Don’t say ‘that’s so gay’.’
 She put her boots on the edge of the coffee table and began chewing on a lock of 
pink hair.  ‘Why not?’
 ‘Because we’re gay.’.
 ‘I’m not,’ she said quickly.
 I leaned over and glared at her.  ‘Enjoy your denial, sweetheart.’  I pushed her feet off 
the table roughly, so that they thumped hard as her heels caught the floor.  
 She leaned over as well, and spread her arms out to each end of the table, as if trying 
to appear bigger, a cat with its hair on end.  She tilted her pink head to the side, and a wet 
lock of hair fell out from between her painted lips.  ‘Bite me, soccer mom.’
 But it was a short-lived anger.  She immediately fell back into the couch and sucked 
down the rest of the soda.  ‘So what do we do for a living?  Please tell me you're the lead 
singer of an all-girl Rancid cover band called Not So Fresh Feeling, or I will throw up 
everywhere.’

‘Not So Fresh Feeling never quite got off the ground.  I'm a lawyer.’ I carried the 
trash into the kitchen.
 ‘So you're a professional sell-out then?’ she called after me.

‘I'm the Vice President and Legal Advisor of a place called The Women's Center.’ I 
returned with two new cans of soda and handed one to her.  ‘We offer health care for women 
with fees on a sliding scale, free for women under 18.’  I sat down in a chair across from her 
and sighed.  ‘At least until Monday.’

‘Let me guess.’  She snapped the soda can open and sucked up the foam as it bubbled 
over the top.  ‘You saved a few chicks from having kids they don't want and some Bible-
beating politician passed a law making it illegal to live in the real world.’

I took a small sip of my soda.  ‘That's pretty much it.’
‘And now who will take care of the children?’  She flopped down onto her side and 

looked up at me with wide, sad eyes.  ‘Who will take care of the chiiiiiiiildren?’
I reached out to take the can of soda from her hand.  ‘You're going to spill that.’
‘Whatever.’  She pulled it backward, out of my reach.  ‘Don't you remember how you 

used to react to shit like this?  You'd figure out who was bothering you, get together some of 
your girls, get some metal pipes, beat his ass down, and then go out for a drink.’  She tilted 
the can to the side, threatening to overturn it.  ‘And you wouldn't cry over spilled Molsons.’

I snatched the soda out of her hand and walked into the kitchen.
‘Pathetic!’ she yelled after me.

 When I came back into the room, I was holding two open bottles of Molson.
 ‘I mean, your life is awesome!’  She sat up and grinned as I handed her a beer.
 ‘Still my favorite, after all these years,’ I said as I sat down next to her.

 Table of Contents  |  16



 She threw her head back, chugging half the bottle in one motion, then gasping 
happily.  ‘Dad would freak if he knew I was giving myself beer.’  She looked around the 
room.  ‘I guess that's one good thing about your Bed Bath and Beyond apartment.  You don't 
have to live with Dad.’
 ‘Yeah,’ I said, taking another sip of my beer.  ‘Dad's dead.’
 She looked over at me.  ‘What?  When?’
 ‘Your second year in college.  He has a heart attack.’
 ‘Well, I'll have to say something.’  She frowned.  ‘I mean, warn him.  Like tell him 
not to eat hamburgers, right?’  She looked up at me, and for a moment all her bravado was 
gone, making her look like a child in her dead mother's make-up.  ‘That’s what does it, 
right?  Too many hamburgers?’
 I shook my head.  ‘You won't remember any of this.’
 ‘How do you know?’ she snapped.
 ‘Because I was you.  And I remember meditating once, and going into this deep, 
trance-like state, and I don't remember anything else.’  I motioned between her and me.  ‘I 
lived this, and I don't remember it.’
 She stared off into some corner of the floor for a minute as she processed this, then 
finished off her beer with a long, slow sip.  ‘Well,’ she said finally.  ‘That just means that, 
while I'm here, I have to do as much damage as possible.’  She stood up.
 ‘Wait a minute.’  I  put my hand out, as if I could calm her down with just a touch.  
‘This is my life, not yours.  I don't need you messing it up.’
 She took a few determined steps toward the door.
 ‘So why don't you just sit down –’ 

‘What has wings and webbed feet?’ she asked, and she threw the empty beer bottle at 
my head.

Earlier that year, State Senator Dean Richardson had proposed a bill making it illegal 
to provide contraceptives to anyone under eighteen.  Under his plan, a kid couldn't even buy 
a condom in a gas station.  The fact that some people under eighteen had sex and needed 
contraception didn't seem to concern Senator Richardson.

When the bill reached the Senate floor for debate, the Women's Center was notified 
via a letter from Richardson that, upon ratification of the law, they could no longer treat 
women under eighteen years of age.  Even more troubling, every patient would be required 
to provide a copy of their drivers' license or comparable identification to prove their age 
before any type of procedure, even routine exams.  For a clinic whose patients were often 
young people afraid to talk to their parents or women from a nearby domestic violence 
shelter, such requirements were unthinkable.  The Center decided that it could no longer 
operate if the bill was passed.  The vote on the bill was on Monday afternoon, and it had 
such widespread support that the Women's Center was not even going to bother opening 
Monday morning.

‘Pathetic,’ my younger self said from the passenger seat of my Civic Hybrid.  
‘We tried our best to fight it,’ I argued.
‘I mean this car.’  She leaned back and kicked the dashboard.  ‘Where's my green 

Camaro?’
‘You totaled it the night of your junior prom.’
She kicked the dashboard again, but lightly this time.  ‘Oh.’
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A few moments passed in silence before I noticed her leafing through some plastic-
covered pictures in a billfold.  ‘Is this your girlfriend?’ she asked.

‘Is that my wallet?’  I felt my back pocket, and it was empty.
‘So is she?’
I reached out to retrieve it, but she pulled it away.  ‘Her name's Krista,’ I said.
My younger self examined the picture closely for a minute, then gently closed it and 

put it back in her pocket.  ‘She's pretty.’
‘This is insane,’ I said as I turned onto the road that led to Senator Richardson's 

office.  ‘It's late; he's probably not there, and even if he is…’  I shook my head.  ‘We can’t 
do this.  Why don't we just go back to my place -’

She tucked her legs underneath her, turned sideways in the seat, and leaned over the 
center console, staring at me with an intensity I don't ever remember having.  ‘Do you 
remember what you used to do on the Fourth of July?’

‘What?’  I turned into the Senator's parking lot and stopped the car.
She reached into her pocket, removed a switchblade, and flicked it open.  ‘What's he 

look like?’ 
‘There will be no stabbing.’  I snatched the knife out of her hand and closed it.
She sighed.  ‘Then how am I supposed to accomplish anything?’
There were several cars in the parking lot, though it was unclear whether they 

belonged to the Senator's staff, the doctor's office next door, or customers of the McDonald's 
across the street.  But before we had time to consider our options, the front door of the 
building swung open, and Senator Richardson walked out and approached the brown sedan 
parked next to us.

‘Let's move.’  She darted out the door.
‘Wait,’ I said, but she’d already slammed the door.  I hurried outside and craned my 

neck over the hood of his car to warn him.  ‘Senator Richardson,’ I called out. 
He stopped and looked up, but all he saw was my younger self as she tackled him to 

the pavement.
‘I am so sorry,’ I said as I rushed to his side.  I crouched down on the ground next to 

them and tried to pull her off his prone body.  ‘Please ignore this young woman; she's 
mentally disturbed.’

‘Bite me!’ she yelled.  She slapped my hands away from her, but I grabbed hold of 
her arm and dragged her off the Senator.

‘Mr. Richardson?’ I asked.  
He remained on the ground, staring upward and blinking.  A small trickle of blood 

fell from his right temple. ‘You’re the lawyer from the Women’s Center,’ he said.
‘He ID’ed you,’ she whispered to me.  ‘Now we have to kill him.’
I reached back and put my hand over her mouth.  ‘I just came to talk to you, sir.  I 

have nothing but the highest respect for – Ow!’  I pulled my hand away from her as she tried 
to bite it again.  ‘God, get a rabies shot!’

 ‘Go watch daytime television!’ she shouted back.
Senator Richardson pushed himself up onto his elbows and brushed some gravel off 

the front of his suit.  ‘I called your office earlier.  There was just a recording about shutting 
down.’
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‘Right,’ I took a tissue out of my pocket and held it to his head.  ‘Remember, you 
wrote a bill, passed a law, shut down my employer, and made thousands of women go 
without healthcare.’

‘Like me,’ my teenage self replied, shoving herself in front of me.  ‘I'm an unwed 
teenage mother, and without affordable healthcare, I will be forced to whore myself out for 
diapers.’

I turned to her.  ‘Not helping.’
 She narrowed her eyes.  ‘What would help?  Talking about our feelings?  Getting 
together for a dinner party?’
 ‘Why don't you go find a twenty-five year-old guy to drive you across the state line 
and get you arrested?’
 She threw her arms up in the air and stamped one of her combat boots in a mini-
tantrum.  ‘I had no idea that was cocaine!’
 ‘Senator,’ I said, holding out my hand to help him up.
 From beside me came the familiar sound of a switchblade clicking open.  I turned to 
see her holding the knife to her temple.  ‘If you don't open the baby-killers' hospital I'm 
gonna stab myself in the head!’
 I knocked the knife out of her hand with a slap.  ‘How many of those do you have?’
 ‘Eight,’ she said.  ‘Nine on weekends.’   
 Richardson took my hand and pulled himself up into a sitting position.  ‘I didn't 
know you'd shut down,’ he said softly.
 I knelt down on the ground next to him.  ‘The ID requirements are going to scare 
away too many of our patients.’
 ‘It's just been the number one complaint my office receives.  No one wants an 
abortion clinic in their backyard.’
 ‘Our clinic is so much more,’ I told him.  ‘Low-cost healthcare, birth control, cancer 
screening...’
 ‘I know,’ the Senator said.  He shook his head sadly.  ‘But my hands are tied.  I wish 
there was some other way.’
 My younger self, who'd been facing the street and cleaning under her finger nails 
with her switchblade, suddenly twirled around, her boots crunching the gravel beneath her.  
‘Um, hello?’
 I rolled my eyes.  ‘Commentary from the diaper whore?’
 She took a few quick strides toward us.  ‘Am I the only one here who knows how to 
bullshit?  You –’ she pointed her knife at the Senator ‘-change the law so it says that the 
clinic has to record each patient's date of birth, and you-’ she waved the knife at me ‘-make 
a space on your forms and let the chicks write whatever they want in it.’ 
 The Senator looked over at me.  ‘She has a good point.’
 I smiled.  ‘Don't encourage her,’ I whispered.
 The Senator pushed himself to his feet and then helped me to stand as well.  ‘I'll take 
a look at the legislation tonight. We can change the language so that you're not required to 
keep copies of identification, which would leave the actual implementation of the law to 
your discretion.’
 I squeezed his hand.  ‘I can't thank you enough.’
 She pushed her way between us.  ‘Next on the agenda – legalizing pot.’
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 I grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back toward the car.
 Once we were on the road, my younger self took a small knife out of her shoe and 
started twirling it around in her left hand.  ‘So where to next?’
 ‘Are you kidding?  Home, sleep.’  I nudged her shoulder, causing her to drop the 
knife.   ‘And you're beaming back to the future.’
 ‘Oh, come on.’  She rolled her head back against the seat like she was in physical 
pain.  ‘You don't go out and only hit one party.’
 ‘You do when you're thirty.’
 Back at my apartment, she claimed she couldn't return with parking-lot grime on her 
outfit, so after changing into one of my t-shirts, she sat down cross-legged in the middle of 
my living room floor.
 She sat with her back completely straight and her hands palm-up in her lap, and 
began breathing steadily through her nose.  She didn't shimmer or become transparent.  
Nothing magical happened.  She just sat completely still, until her breath sounded 
deafeningly loud, and so steady it could've been some sort of mechanized element in the 
walls of the apartment building.
 And then she opened her eyes.  She reached into one of the pockets on her cargo 
pants and removed my wallet, which fell open to Krista's picture.  She handed it over to me, 
but not before taking one last moment to examine the picture, as if it held some answer she 
needed to take her home.
 She looked up at me.  ‘Does Dad get mad?’
 For a minute I thought about telling her no, he doesn't get mad.  He loves the idea of 
you having sex with Cindy your science lab partner, he's the most supportive parent in the 
world, he marches in the gay pride parade, and he doesn't ever die.  But even if she could 
remember it later, she'd know it wasn't true.
 Because she's smarter than people think she is.  Take away the cheap hair dye, the 
homemade piercings, the skanky clothes, and the attitude she's wearing thicker than her eye 
makeup, and she's still the bright little girl she was yesterday, and the brilliant woman she'll 
be tomorrow.  She's just stuck in some terrifying moment in-between.
 ‘Do you remember how Dad hates fireworks?’ I asked.  ‘So when you were a kid you 
stayed home every Fourth of July eating cereal and watching TV?’
 She smiled and closed her eyes again.
 ‘And when you heard the fireworks, you imagined it was the gunfire of an invading 
army.  So there you were, under attack, about to be invaded, and still just sitting calmly, 
eating cereal.  And you would think –’
 She took a deep breath in and exhaled it slowly.  ‘I am so brave.’
 Outside a streetlamp clicked on, lighting up both windows on one side of my living 
room.  I glanced over at it, and when I looked back, she was gone.
 I made a cup of tea, the kind that's supposed to put you to sleep but usually just 
makes you feel like you snorted some damp oregano.  I had to be up early to call everyone 
from the clinic and let them know the news, but I was too wired to go to bed right away.  
Finally, after three cups of tea, a late-night comedy show, and two glasses of wine, I went 
into my bedroom and found a large brown envelope on my pillow.
 The first item that slid out was a small piece of black fabric, and it took a moment 
before I recognized it as the shirt my other self had been wearing before she changed her 
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clothes.  It was so sheer that I could easily ball it up in the palm of my hand, and when I 
held it up to my chest I laughed out loud at the thought of ever wearing it.
 There was also a note.
 ‘You don't go out and only hit one party,’ she'd written.  ‘Sixteen years from now 
your daughter's going to run away after an argument about her clothes.  So I thought you 
could use this as a reminder of what you used to wear.  Good luck, sell-out.  Love, You.’
 The next morning I went to my office at the Women's Center, where there was a 
message from the Senator saying he'd had the vote on his bill postponed while it was being 
re-written.  I called Krista to tell her the good news.
 ‘That's amazing,’ she said.  ‘Congratulations.’
 ‘Thanks,’ I said.  ‘And now that I'm not unemployed, maybe we could start looking 
at houses again.’
 There was a pause before she answered, a near-unnoticeable breath, and I could 
imagine her beautiful smile.  ‘That would be great.’
 ‘Great.’  I smiled, a little too widely, feeling like I was fifteen. 
  ‘Well, we should celebrate,’ she said.  ‘Want to have lunch?’
 I moved to the center of my office and kicked a crumpled piece of paper into the 
corner.  ‘How about dinner?’ I asked.  
 ‘Busy today?’
 I sat down on the floor and crossed my legs over each other, going into a meditation 
pose I hadn't used in fifteen years.  ‘Yeah,’ I said.  ‘I'm gonna go visit my dad.’
 Outside, the building threw its shadow on the sidewalk, the darkness stretching 
halfway across the street, coloring everything around it a darker hue than normal, as the 
streetlights switched off one at a time.  Up above, in one of the examination rooms, a row of 
bright lights came on, illuminating the windows, so that the whole world was suddenly 
bright.
 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Valerie Z Lewis is a college writing instructor in New York. valerielewis.net
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Time Fairy
by Cale Haven

Milly had left me. My doctoral thesis lay scattered around my room in an unordered mess of 
3” x 5” cards and scribbled-upon paper. I had taken up drinking and smoking again, which 
left my throat and gut rotting, my breathing raw. On top of that, I had just learned that my 
mother had put down Huffney, my beloved Jack Russell.

‘He was too much trouble,’ she said, over the crackling telephone line. ‘You know ... 
with his legs.’

By ‘with his legs’ mom meant ‘with his perpetual incontinence’. She was prepared to 
kill the poor animal but incapable of saying ‘wee’ or ‘poop’.

Life was a mess. I wasn't eating right. Wasn't sleeping right. Days passed on the other 
side of my closed curtains. I was ready to kill myself. Not as a dramatic come-find-me; more 
in the simple, peaceful slither of a consciousness down to nothing.

And then, on a night darker than had ever been before, the Time Fairy appeared, kicking in 
my bedroom door and looming over me--grizzled of chin, fetid of breath, foul of belly and 
tooth.

‘I hate this fucking job,’ he said. ‘Assholes, every day of the week. Assholes. How 
much?’

‘Pardon?’
He fluttered a little booket of vouchers at me.
‘Me: Time Fairy. You: asshole. How much do you want? Half a day? Two days? A 

fucking month?’
‘You're offering me time?’
‘No. Unicorn sugarlumps shit. Jesus Christ. Pity I'm not the fucking IQ Fairy, eh?’
‘Why? Why me?’
‘No fucking idea. So, how much?’
I couldn't answer. What did it mean, to be given time? How much was enough? And 

why did it come in voucher packs, like raffle tickets? Why was it delivered by a New Jersey 
truck driver with halitosis?

I stared at him, dumbstruck.
‘Oh, fuck this,’ he said. ‘I've got things to do. Here. Have a two day pass, you 

ungrateful tit.’
He tore out a green ticket and flicked toward me. When I took it into my fingers, it 

hardly looked official. It just read ‘2 DAYS’ in a messy, blotched scrawl.
‘Don't spend it all at once,’ he said, as he headed for the door. ‘Or whatever.’
I slept. And then I woke.
The ticket was still in my hand.
Grimly, I cleaned up my room. Opened the curtains. Had cereal for breakfast. Threw 

out the cigarettes.
And then I wrote this, which was a start.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Cale is a writer based in London and Newfoundland. He can be found at http://calehaven.wordpress.com/.
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counting to ten, and then starting over
by Matt Bruno

I've started a novel in morse and braille
and it stretches from my ribs
to my shins
but unless I learn to write
more than dot - dot - dot
dash - dash - dash - repeat
it will never ever sell.

When I steady my hands
enough to draw 
the hunched shoulders of vowels
and crash sites of consonants
I will open my skin like a bloom
and (checking to see if there are notches
scraped out of my bones)
I will put it on the shelf, where it will not warm the metal
without me underneath.

Dust will catch in sheets,
except for where I'll still add dot - dot - dot
dash - dash - dash
repeat

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Matt Bruno isn't that great with words, but he's sure good at pretending he is.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Bread Man
by Jake Walters

Naum went to the corner store to get bread almost every day.  In Russia, it had been 
necessary to go every day, for bread, for milk, for eggs, each of these a stop on a familiar 
route through his village, the bread from the store where his family had a tab, the milk from 
a young man looking after his ailing parents, the eggs from a miserly old woman who 
watched over her hens like a schoolmaster supervising naughty children.  The bread in 
Russia never lasted long, and his mother told him it was because in America, they put 
preservatives in their food, and a loaf of bread might go two, even three years without 
growing a spot of mold.  
 Naum did not know whether to believe her or not, and since coming to America four 
years before, at the age of nine, other things had come up.  Their God—an angry, Jewish 
one from the oldest of old countries—flew with them on the jet to New York, and then rode 
with them on the bus to Erving, Pennsylvania, and then set up house with them in their new 
suburb, where they had clean plates and nice neighbors and a big lawn.  But sometime after 
Naum started going to school, and the other children laughed at him for his name and his 
accent and for being skinny but for wanting to be fatter, he started to leave that God at 
home, tucked away into an ever-smaller cupboard, until He was dusty and almost forgotten.  
His mother, Tsilia, hunched over the wash or the stove or the miniscule garden they had in 
their back yard, never knew about her son’s desertion of the faith.  But he thought that 
perhaps she suspected something.  Sometimes her eyes showed a glint of knowledge, almost 
like an inspiration, and she would lower one eyebrow and peer at him for just a second too 
long.  Times like those made him think that she knew more than she would ever tell.
 Finally school let out for the summer after Naum’s seventh grade year.  He watched 
the other children walk toward their homes together in tight little packs, slapping one 
another across the shoulder blades, laughing, cat calling.  A few of them said goodbye to 
Naum, even asked him about his summer plans, of which he had none.  It was a long walk 
home.  The sidewalk was hard beneath the soles of his feet.  Cars breezed by him, tousling 
his hair, providing the only relief from the oppressive heat.  
 When he entered the corner store, a small, dark, crowded place, tucked between a 
tattoo parlor and barber shop, but still bigger than most stores in his home village, he was 
dismayed to see that Chad was working the counter.  With his hair slicked back and a fresh 
outbreak of acne on his chin, he looked like a poor rendition of Roy Orbison.  He watched 
Naum pick his way through the narrow aisles, watched him take a loaf of bread and carry it 
cradled at his elbow to the counter.  ‘You must really like bread,’ Chad said.
 ‘Pardon?’ Naum said.
 ‘You come here like every day, just to buy bread.’
 ‘Oh.  Sorry.’  He handed exact change over to Chad.  Why couldn’t Chad simply do 
his job: take the money, smile, thank him for his patronage?  Why did he have to comment?  
Naum turned and left the store, the bread still sitting snugly in the crook of his elbow, but 
already it felt hard, as if it was turning to stone.  He hurried home.  Everybody here had big 
front yards, some of them studded with dog poop or the toys of children.  Naum’s front yard 
was neatly trimmed.  He jogged up the front steps and paused at the door.  He knew his 
mother was inside, probably bent over the sink, her hands growing red and wrinkled in the 
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hot dishwater.  She would be waiting for him; she would take his face in her hands, cradle it, 
kiss his lips, and ask him how his day was.  He would look away, just a little, and mumble 
that it had been fine, knowing that she knew the truth behind his face.  
 He entered and she was looking through the cupboards in the kitchen, loudly 
rearranging the dishes.  Feng shui, probably.  ‘Hi,’ he said.
 She turned to him and said in Yiddish, ‘You bought more bread?’  She took her 
attention fully away from the cupboard, giving Naum the illusion that she was somehow 
pulling herself out from inside it.  ‘Don’t you see how much bread we already have, Naum?  
More than we could eat in a year.’
 ‘Yes, Mother,’ he said in English.  
 ‘Take it back to the store,’ she commanded.
 The thought terrified him.  What jokes would Chad make?  Get sick of bread 
already?  Allergic to gluten?  No, that was not an option for him.  He would sooner throw it 
at the side of the road than go back into that store—and he would certainly not tell his 
mother about it, who would scold him, and who would not understand his hesitation in the 
first place.  Instead, he promised not to buy any more.  His mother lowered one of her 
eyebrows and flared her nostrils as she breathed and said, ‘Okay.  Throw it with the rest of 
them, then.’
 Naum placed the loaf of bread on the counter, atop a large pile of half-eaten loaves.  
He looked down at it—what was he so afraid of?  In truth, he didn’t even like bread very 
much.  He ate it with soup, and with meat if he did not feel like eating potatoes, but he 
thought that Americans were much more likely to crave it than anyone in his old village, 
where toast would have been considered a strange and exotic meal.
 He went upstairs and listened to his mother rattling around in the kitchen below.  
Finally he opened a Yiddish Bible and started to read.  It had been a long time since he had 
done that, and the words seemed foreign and overly sweet to him, despite the subject matter.  
He wondered what his mother ever saw in the stories here.  After a long time he slept.  He 
felt like it would be a long summer.  He did not dream.

 The next day was bright and hot even in the early morning.  Naum washed his face in 
the bathroom down the hall and touched his fingers to his cheeks, wondering if he looked 
like his father, whose whereabouts varied depending on who was telling the story.  For his 
mother’s part, she often claimed that he had gotten a job cooking in one of the finest 
restaurants in Moscow, but most people from the village said that he had been tucked neatly 
onto a train to Siberia, where he was to serve out a long prison sentence for stealing 
chickens.  Naum himself, after having lived in America, did not know which he would 
prefer to be true.
 He crept down the stairs, afraid to wake his mother, who slept lightly on the couch.  
It was early yet, and the sounds of the day were just starting to blur into life outside.  
Somebody laughing.  A dog barking.  Somewhere far, far away, the sound of a lawnmower 
being coaxed into life.  
 Naum went to the refrigerator in the kitchen and took out the cardboard carton of 
milk and poured a tall glass for himself.  He rarely ate breakfast.  It was enough for him to 
drink milk, or orange juice, and to go on his way with an empty, churning stomach.  Perhaps 
this, too, reminded him of home; of those winters when the cabbage collected throughout 
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the fall was not enough, the potatoes too small and sparse, the wood in the little stove they 
used to heat their two-room house burned down to a black skeleton, disappearing into ash, 
as Naum assumed everybody would in his good time.
 As he placed the empty glass in the sink, something strange irritated him—the bread 
was gone.  Where yesterday there had been a pile worthy of a soup kitchen, today there was 
nothing but a few crumbs.  ‘What?’ he said aloud.  He started to imagine things—thieves?  
No, such a thing was possible where he was born, but not in America.  Perhaps a giant rat 
came and gobbled up all the bread, plastic packaging and all, before crawling back his hole 
under the basement, to his hibernation.  He opened a few cupboards and stood on a chair to 
check the top of the refrigerator, thinking that his mother, having grown tired of the mess, 
had simply moved the bread to a more discreet location.  But there was none.
 He could not go to the store to buy more, not after the incident yesterday.  If Chad 
was working again, he would certainly come up with some gem of wit to sling at Naum.  
Nor could he go to another store; if his mother had moved the bread somewhere, she would 
scold him again for being wasteful.  
 He thought to wake her.  It seemed the best solution, though he hated to do it.  She 
had worked hard her entire life.  As a girl she had walked seven kilometers to school, where 
she learned with all the other shivering children, where she shared slices of apple 
occasionally with her friends in the fall, where they scoured the ground for nuts underneath 
the old tree in the yard.  She never had a job her entire life. What was all that education for, 
anyway? he wanted to ask her sometimes.  She could read, but had nobody to converse with 
about literature; she could write, but nobody wanted to read her letters.  These were things 
Naum knew implicitly.  Sometimes he felt sorry for her, and was on the verge of crying.
 Naum slinked into the living room, where she was lying on the couch, perfectly still 
and straight, as in a coffin.  It was still dark here—the shades were closed.  Her eye sockets 
were craters on the moon, her lips the cracked land of a valley in a drought.  He could hear 
her breath, which whispered, here in, there out, a tide still not ceased by the passage of so 
many difficult days and decisions.  He reached out his hand toward her shoulder to shake 
her into reality, but something took his attention before he touched her—there was a man 
sitting in one of the reclining chairs in front of the television.
 Naum let out a little squeak: ‘Oop!’  His stomach lurched unpleasantly inside him.  It 
was a small man and he was not moving and he was staring directly at Naum.  Naum took 
an instinctive step backward, but then he saw more clearly the man sitting in the chair: his 
skin was coarse and pale and puffed out in unnatural places, crumbling down the front of his 
t-shirt in little spurts of dandruff-like excess.  His face was hidden beneath a ball cap.  
‘Hello?’ Naum said, although he was already certain that the man was not alive.  
 ‘Good morning,’ his mother said from behind him.  He jumped again.  ‘I see you met 
Dmitri.’
 Naum glanced at his mother just long enough to see her sitting up on the couch and 
stretching.  ‘What are you talking about?’ Naum asked.  ‘Who is Dmitri?’
 ‘Your father,’ she said, gesturing toward the figure in the chair.  ‘Go and shake his 
hand.’
 Naum approached the chair like a man drinks a potion he does not know the strength 
of.  It was shaped like a boy, naked from the waist down.  It was made out of bread.  He 
took the ball cap off and grimaced upon seeing a spot of mold growing on the top of its 
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head.  There were two holes, likely punched through by thumbs, where its eyes should be.  
‘Mama, I don’t know what to say,’ he said, looking away from the chair, tears beginning to 
sting his eyes.  ‘How could you do this?’
 She looked at Naum quizzically.  ‘What do you mean, ‘how could I do this?’  I did 
this for us.’
 In a burst of anger, Naum pulled his fist back and struck the man in the temple.  The 
head fell off and bounced off the armrest and then rolled a few feet on the floor.  ‘No!’ Tsilia 
screamed, jumping up and rushing toward the chair.  She stood between Naum and the 
bread man, holding her hands out like a scared wife, a terrified mother, begging for her 
loved one’s life.  Naum pushed her aside, the first time he had ever done anything like that 
in his life.  She dropped to her knees beside the chair.  He ripped off an arm and, staring at 
his mother, he bit into the biceps.  ‘You bastard,’ Tsilia said, her hand on the stub where the 
bread man’s head had been severed.  Naum chewed and grimaced because it was evidently 
one of the older loaves he was eating—hard and grainy.  Still, he swallowed.  ‘He will never 
come back,’ Tsilia said.  ‘Not to a son like you.’
 Naum let the arm drop to his feet, where crumbs exploded off like a hundred fleas 
jumping from a dog’s back.  ‘He left us.  You’re right,’  Naum said.  Now he was crying.  
‘He will never come back.  Not for me, not for you.  Not ever.’  He knew it was true—he 
had been a thief, and the village had been happy to rid themselves of him.  He was probably 
somewhere in Siberia with a new family, not Jewish; had probably changed his name, 
walked with a limp.  Perhaps he thought, on the occasional winter night, too cold to snow, 
of the family he left behind, and wondered where they were.  He would never guess that 
they had fled to America.  
 ‘What can we do?’ Tsilia asked.  ‘What is there left for us now?’  Her Yiddish was 
fast, uncontrolled, the sound of many voices.
 ‘Nothing,’ Naum said, looking at his mother tenderly.  He knelt down beside her.  
‘Let’s eat him.’

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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In The Diner
by Fred Skolnik

Vernon looked at the menu. He saw   
                                                                        BREAKFAST SPECIAL 
                                                                    $2.95                                                                                                                                                               
in a box in the lower left-hand corner. That included orange juice, eggs, grits, coffee and a 
pastry. But he was in the mood for a proper chowdown. A matronly waitress came over and 
said, ‘What'll it be, sweetie?’ Vernon said, ‘I'll have the pancakes, then the eggs and 
sausages. Fried eggs. What kind of pie you got?’ The waitress said, ‘Apple, cherry, 
blueberry, pecan, lemon meringue.’ Vernon said, ‘Yeah, give me blueberry – no, no, make 
that lemon meringue.’ The waitress poured his coffee and brought him the pancakes with a 
small pitcher of maple syrup and a few pats of butter in a dish. 
 Vernon looked around. Getting a diner to operate was like getting a man on the 
moon. For a diner to operate you had to have a whole society organized in a certain way, a 
society that supplied waitresses, busboys, short order cooks and dishwashers and made sure 
they showed up for work every day. You also had to have gas and electricity, food suppliers, 
fleets of delivery trucks, storage facilities and waste disposal systems, not to mention 
restraints and penalties to keep the waitresses from dumping pots of coffee on customers' 
heads or the customers from walking out without paying. And entrepreneurs. Someone 
would have to own all this of course. The diner would be his life, occupying his thoughts 
nearly every waking hour of the day, and sometimes his dreams as well. Vernon could see 
himself owning a diner. He liked the action, and the idea of having all those waitresses 
under his thumb.

The diner was full. It must have been a popular place, catering to everyone – men in 
suits and men in overalls, tourists, teenagers. There were the booths and the long counter. 
You had these diners all over the country. The movies immortalized them, immortalized the 
waitress types who talked like Vernon's waitress but also had some kind of story that you 
could use in a movie. Sometimes, in these movies, the waitress type hooked up with the 
customer type, who may or may not have talked like Vernon but usually had a story too. 
Together they would be part of a mythological landscape that told the story of America.

He put a pat of butter under each pancake and doused the whole thing with the syrup, 
watching it run down the sides and spread in the plate like an oil slick. Then he dug in. All 
these diners served the same food and sugar was sugar anywhere. He'd thought about 
cutting down on the sugar but even if you didn't heap it in yourself they got it into you one 
way or the other. The best thing to do was burn it off. Vernon counted on his way of life to 
keep him fit. Out behind him on the highway the cars kept going past, though he couldn't 
see or hear them, just sensing they were out there as they were out there around the clock. 
People never sat still. A fire hydrant could sit on the sidewalk for a hundred years but people 
needed a change of scenery. Vernon was a traveler too. He moved from state to state and 
never stayed anywhere too long. He'd been here a month and it was time to move on. The 
big breakfast would hold him till the middle of the afternoon. He was like a whale drinking 
in the air and going under for a few hours at a time. Then he'd surface and hit another of 
these diners before getting on the road again.
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   Vernon finished the pancakes and got a refill on the coffee. He liked to take his 
time over a big meal in these places and soak in the atmosphere. When it was quiet he could 
also do some serious thinking. It wasn't especially quiet this morning but he had a lot on his 
mind so he did some thinking anyway, letting the noise in the background wash over him 
like the sound of the surf when you were standing alone on the beach on a wintry day. The 
sound of the surf gave your thoughts a little push and so did the sounds in the diner, the 
scrape and clink and clatter of dishes and a kind of busy hum or buzz all around him like 
you got in a ballpark between innings. Vernon had serious problems. It wasn't easy to think 
about them. He preferred to have answers jump into his head but he had no answers now. 
He chewed a piece of sausage and shoveled some of the egg into his mouth. In the mirror 
opposite him he could see the booths and the movement behind him. 

He started counting the booths because the thoughts weren't really coming and he 
liked to keep his mind occupied. Anything could come into his head at any time and he was 
always ready to act as circumstances warranted. The thoughts came into his head like the 
edge of a knife, obliquely and with a rush of feeling. He counted eight occupied booths and 
the counter was pretty full as well. There was a blue collar type on his left with a bad smell 
dropping ashes into a coffee cup though he had an ashtray in front of him and an old women 
on his right eating some kind of sandwich with fancy toothpicks stuck in it to give the place 
a ritzy look. He liked to sit next to good-looking women in these diners and strike up a 
conversation. Vernon had a rugged look and wore a lumber jacket and woolen watch cap so 
people were surprised by his fairly refined way of talking. No one would mistake him for a 
white collar type but once he opened his mouth no one would mistake him for a common 
laborer either. He had a good head on his shoulders and regretted not having gotten a better 
education. After finishing high school he had enlisted in the Marines, then worked in 
construction for a while and could have been a foreman if he'd stuck to it. After that he'd had 
a little roofing business with a brother-in-law but that hadn't worked out either. He often 
thought about how strange it was the way these problems tied you to the world. Otherwise 
you'd be alone inside your head with no one to bother you. People found you and identified 
you and sunk their teeth into you. You were a name on someone's list. In the diner he was 
anonymous for a while. That was a good feeling. He felt coiled and tight like a fist, self-
contained, as if someone had drawn a circle around him and no one could cross the line.

He figured they were open here till one or two in the morning and started the day at 
six. The waitresses wore light green uniforms with very short skirts. The place would have 
its routine: when the deliveries came, when they took the garbage away, changing shifts, 
washing down the floor and so on and so forth. There was a manager who kept an eye on 
things. This was a little world sitting on the side of the highway like a railroad car with 
petunias in window boxes and a neon sign. After the roofing business had failed Vernon and 
his brother-in-law had thought about opening a steakhouse with a little bar but they'd argued 
about this and that and parted ways. Vernon liked the idea of the bar and maybe 
entertainment once or twice a week as in a lounge with sultry types doing the entertaining. 
He remembered the dancers at a resort he'd worked in as a kid when they had the floor show 
with a singer and comedian too. The women on the stage had an aura though Vernon was 
older and wiser now and understood that they were just hard-used types bumping and 
grinding for their suppers with maybe the kind of dreams such women are encouraged to 
have. Up at the resort he'd lost his cherry to a thin Boston girl with cold, bony fingers who'd 
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wanted him to come and visit her during the Christmas holidays though he was just sixteen 
and he understood she was in college. She'd written to him for a while and he could see she 
wasn't right in the head but wouldn't have minded it if she had been the one to visit him and 
they might hole up in some hotel for the weekend where no one would know them and no 
one would care what they did as long as they paid for the room. Vernon could no longer 
remember her face, or the faces of other women he'd known. Vernon had never loved a 
woman and didn't regret it. He never gave too much of himself away. Maybe that was the 
attraction. Women always wanted to open you up and when they didn't succeed they just 
kept picking away.

The smell coming out of the kitchen was a little strong. It was the smell of grease. He 
might have changed his seat but he figured his waitress had a stake in him now and didn't 
want to disappoint her though for sure they divvied up the tips. Vernon took a general 
interest in the technicalities of the restaurant trade, from a proprietor's point of view. He 
liked to calculate costs and profits. He figured the diner did pretty well. He tried to visualize 
the proprietor. It would be someone who looked prosperous and smoked a cigar. Maybe he 
owned a few diners, and a restaurant or two. There'd be some tension in the air when he 
came around. He'd look at one waitress and then another and make a remark about her 
uniform or the way she carried a tray. Sometimes he gave one of these types a hard stare and 
that never failed to disconcert them because they couldn't size him up. But at the same time 
they recognized the distance between them so they recovered fast enough and brushed him 
off as they would a fly. 

Vernon felt good. Eating always put him in a good mood and then his mind began to 
race, filling up with pictures and heated thoughts. It was a miracle how the ideas and 
pictures came at him from out of nowhere, as though they had been buried in him all this 
time and needed just a little spark to set them off. Without the spark there would be nothing, 
just a pot simmering until the juices boiled themselves out. Sometimes it was a good meal 
that did the trick, sometimes it was seeing a woman in the street. That was how he'd gotten 
up this morning, with nothing particular in his mind, the thoughts just floating through his 
head like feathers in the air, and now a little thicker as he ate. Once an idea was there you 
couldn't really get rid of it. It started to grow in you like an appetite. He could hear himself 
saying, Now it will start, knowing already how it would end.

Vernon took a quick look around the diner and considered how one minute you could 
be sitting there taking in the sights and sounds with your head full of thoughts and the next 
minute be lying dead on the floor with nothing there anymore. That was just a passing 
thought. Vernon wasn't the morbid type. His mother had called him an observant type. 
Vernon liked to take note of things. Maybe he'd gotten that from his father. The old man had 
dragged the family to a hundred places in a beat-up Ford with the five kids squeezed into 
the back and would stop the car every mile to point out the sights, which drove his mother 
crazy, and then the old man had ditched them one fine day without so much as a by your 
leave or howdy-do. His mother said he'd found another woman and didn't seem to mind and 
he hated him for it and hated the woman too. That was another kind of story that people had. 
You waltzed into one of these diners with your little story and played it over and over in 
your head while you shoveled in the grits or fries, or just stared into space until people 
started wondering what was wrong with you or you got distracted by someone banging on a 
plate or waving his arms around.
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The tourist types behind him at the far end of the diner, on his right if he turned 
around, were clearly from out of state as they kept checking a map and looked like they 
didn't belong – two couples in their thirties, he figured, one of the women quite a dish. Next 
to them a nondescript couple, then the teenagers, some old people, three hardhats, two suits, 
a family with two kids and a woman alone. The woman was a classy-looking redhead made 
up to look thirty though she was pushing forty for sure. The types at the counter were 
unpromising. He tuned himself out for a few minutes and focused on chewing his food. He 
got another refill and pushed his plate away. He felt full. Unlike the bloated types he knew, 
food went to his chest. He had a barrel chest and in general a fine physique. He wasn't very 
tall but had big bones so his face was solid and square, a brutal face, you could say, and the 
head big too, massive like a bull's, but the look still youthful and the eyes clear so women 
somehow felt safe with him. 

He looked his waitress over but put the thought out of his mind. He'd never been with 
a woman that old though he could imagine it. Maybe when he was older himself. Vernon 
was thirty-four. He liked this time of life. He felt a little more settled, a little more sure of 
himself, able to plan and calculate. He thought of himself as a force, practically invincible, 
though there were men who could check him with a wave of the hand. They had all the big 
guns and he had none. It was in the street that he was invincible, one on one, and in diners 
like this. It was a shame he hadn't taken his natural talents further. He could have been a 
warlord in another time. In the Marines he'd killed a few times and had gotten to like it. He 
had of course known he would like it and had looked forward to it and even sought it out 
and it had marked him and set him apart like a secret. He knew people who never stopped 
thinking about the people they killed. Vernon wasn't one of them. He only thought about the 
people he was going to kill.

Vernon had steered clear of the law, though cops always gave him a long hard look. 
People who had an eye for these things figured he'd done time but most people got their 
ideas from television and couldn't spot a con if their lives depended on it. The truth was, 
neither could Vernon. He wasn't the social type. He liked to start the day with the big 
breakfast and collect his thoughts. Sometimes he'd look at the paper if there was one around. 
Sometimes he didn't really talk to anyone for weeks. He just kept his eyes open.             

The pie was a little too sweet  It canceled out the sugar in the coffee so that the coffee 
didn't taste like anything at all. He watched the redhead out of the corner of his eye. She was 
drinking coffee too. When they'd had the roofing business they'd sit around all day drinking 
coffee and waiting for the orders that never came. Vernon had been restless then. He liked to 
move around. He was the one who went out to give the estimates. That was part of the myth 
too: the lonely housewife types and the construction worker types and maybe he'd turn out 
to be a decent type just when you started wondering what he had in mind and in the end of 
course they would embrace or maybe there'd be a torrid bedroom scene just before the 
climax of the film when someone you never would have suspected climbs through a 
window with a knife or a gun in his hand. Vernon liked these movies. He identified with the 
stalkers and liked to work out the logistics of taking the woman being stalked though it was 
never as simple as it seemed and these things usually turned out to be a mess. 
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The teenagers left and another nondescript couple came in. Vernon was not always 
put off by plain women. Some of them he even considered worthy of pursuit, having a 
certain quality that aroused him. These were mysteries. Vernon was not a contemplative 
type. He was more like an animal picking up a scent. He finished his coffee and waited 
patiently for the check, idly picking his teeth. He liked to measure himself against other men 
in a room. He turned around and studied the faces in the booths. They had an amorphous, 
unfocused look and he imagined that the men would fall apart under his steady gaze, even 
the hardhats who may have been solidly put together but could never stand up to him. His 
body was his tool. He took good care of it and was wily too.

   He paid the check and left a nice tip. Fortunately money had never been a problem 
from day to day, though for the last few years he had been living from hand to mouth. When 
he needed money he knew where to get it. He believed he could survive anywhere. His 
needs were simple. He had his room and his meals and that was it. He wasn't a drinker or 
even a smoker. He ran in the park in a sweatsuit, throwing punches like a prizefighter, and 
had learned to skip rope. You could always find women in the park, sometimes a student 
with a book. The thought that he was in training, had a serious and legitimate purpose in the 
larger world, would have been appealing to anyone attracted to the physical type, especially 
of the soft-spoken variety. Vernon always asked about the book. You had to get lucky but 
sometimes you did. It was like gears meshing. You never knew until you tried. 

   People came and went. The diner was just a stop on the road. Nobody would 
remember it, or the people they'd seen eating there like themselves, or if they did they 
wouldn't remember in which diner they'd seen them. What they took away was the idea of 
the diner, for all diners were the same diner: eight booths and a long counter, petunias in a 
window box and a neon sign. Men like Vernon were part of the scenery too. There were 
thousands if not millions of men like Vernon across the land. You couldn't say who they 
were or what went through their heads. That was why you told your kids not to talk to them.

   He decided to wait for the redhead outside. If she had a car he'd ask her for a ride. 
If she didn't he'd get her into his. He would have preferred the tourists but then he'd have to 
get the men out of the way. You didn't always get what you wanted on the road. The redhead 
looked good from where he sat. He tried to get her attention in a subtle way, get her already 
to be thinking about him before she left the diner and maybe be the one to make the first 
move. He got up and looked at her and she acknowledged the look with a little smile. It was 
going to be the redhead for sure.  

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Summer Intern, 1965
by George Korolog

Back then, the summer was made of real dirt, hard dirt, shattered shale that lodged under 
your fingernails, a lifetime of  black blot tattoos, ink that penetrated, infiltrated, streaking 
sepsis with the infectious words, fuck him, fuck you, fuck me and fuck it all, the hard truth, 
the brutal stare-down that crushed and separated everyday sludge into twenty-four hour 
lifetimes, none lapping on the last, an endless stream of coal black pools, more of the same, 
day after day, drowning fairies working the mind like winged carnival barkers who promise 
you everything, but have nothing substantial to give, so you just go under without further 
complaint. 
 After our shift, we’d fight it off with two quarts of Annie Green Spring Apple Jack, 
or if we got overtime, a bottle of Johnny Walker Black from the package store, passing the 
bottle, sweating in a crumpled brown bag in the midnight heat, the thick cork dust from the 
corners of our mouth rimming the lip. We’d sit, sipping our communion, the red and blue 
reflections from the pew-less streets on our faces, the liturgy shared, not Psalms, but the 
revelations in Aunt Bessie’s Dream Book, where the number for tomorrow was foretold,  
pitching dimes and cheap conversation. 
 Al would lean back, arching like a strung bow, all sinew, and flash that smile, the big 
one that made you grin from somewhere deep inside that didn’t exist until you met him. He 
had four women, nine children and a lime green nineteen fifty eight Cadillac convertible. He 
had a way with a story. We all laughed when he spelled it out, Napoleon Brown had been 
arrested last week for bludgeoning his best friend to death with a baseball bat, came into 
work the following day and clocked in where the police were waiting for him. Just a kid. 
Just like that.  Beat his best friend to death with a baseball bat and came into work the next 
day. Shit, the job was everything. 
 Al passed the half empty bottle and kept talking, tonguing the crags at the sharp 
corners of his mouth, halfway between a smirk and a smile, like a crafty preacher, saying 
that if it’s not your time, then you got to stay, no choice, like when Marshal Cleveland’s 
woman put a bent and rusted steak knife in his back 13 times when he come home mean and 
pissed on the floor. Motherfucker wouldn’t die.  Al said it was no big thing. Not nothing at 
all. The good Lord makes those decisions, he said, so Marshall been excused for a while 
longer. He been back on the dayshift since April, up in the Mill, loading them cork bales in 
the mill so fast that they have to shut it down every two hours and call the Millwright. 
Loads it so fast, it jams and he just sittin in the break room, looking fine at the window, 
sipping. 
 When the mosquitoes from the river got nasty, we’d  light up a few fat cattails, stick 
em in the cracks between the pilings and bathe our bodies in the sweet smoke hanging from 
the docks.  Talked about the day Garfield had lost his head when the guide wires on the tram 
rail split and the cab fell over one hundred feet and his head was sheared off when he was 
thrown clear through the front windshield.  Cleese Coates nodded, said that one of his 
friends had been on the swing shift and had seen Garfield’s head bounce over the rails and 
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land next to the cork bails stacked beside the empty semi’s. We all mumbled, thanking the 
Lord that it wasn’t our time, wasn’t our fault, wasn’t our shift and glad as hell that we didn’t 
put in for that job for a flimsy raise of sixty two cents an hour driving that piece of shit. 
Tough was what you wore cause nothing else fit. Straightforward. Skin tight. Leave it at 
that. Come September, things gonna change and get downright complicated. Ain’t no real 
dirt where I’m going, but come next June, when it’s time, I’m changing back into these 
grimy threads, coming back home, straight up.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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In the Junkyards #4 and #7
by Kyle Hemmings

In the Junkyards #4 

I know you're just a slinky girl of spiral & 26 gauge wire
I too was once under the thumb. In the wastelands, 
I bled soft metal for a woman who kept mistaking herself 
for the sheen off her reflection. Somebody paid me 
off the books to keep quiet. The truth: Everybody dies 
blindfolded & gagged in the backseat of imported cars.
Say, let's you & I steal a moment before the sun goes 
all prism & edge. We could make love under the shade 
of Toyota fenders, mounds of sheet metal shaped like arms,
the interior of cubic joy. In the morning, after we disengage,
I will be all twist of surface and space. You will be greased,
relocated & hammered into parallel planes. But essentially,
remain untouched. 

In the Junkyards #7 

I love a girl of speed of glass deflector eyes.
That cockteaser wobble & spin castor & thrust angle
as if to say misaligned misaligned. 
A rose a rose for every stain, the trail of transaxle grease
in my bed. When we connect, it's like negating Detroit.
I know I'll crash in a dream of 100 Egyptian amputees
who loved too hard.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Kyle Hemmings is the author of several chapbooks of poems: Avenue C, Cat People, and Anime Junkie (Scars 
Publications). His latest ebook You Never Die in Wholes is available from the Good Story Press. His favorite band of all 
time is Love and he is a big fan of Roky Erickson. He lives and writes in New Jersey. 
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Wake
by Robert Thomas

There’s a name for what I have but what it boils down to is this: I cannot sleep, and soon, I 
will die. The name doesn’t matter. Names seldom do. People put a lot of time and thought 
into names, but, in the end, nobody is really their name. Everyone is a memory waiting to 
happen.

The memory that is me will be contained in a medical journal. It will be read by a few 
college students and doctors who are interested in untreatable diseases. My fate is winding 
up on the internet, known forever more as the guy who died because his mind would not 
allow him to sleep. But I’d like to think I’m more than a name, more than a medical case, 
and more than an anomaly.

The day I learned I was dying was the day I began planning my afterlife. Most people, 
their nature to snake and slither into the business of others, they’ll say, ‘Don’t exist, live!’ or 
‘Make amends. Seek salvation!’ But a prisoner who knows his release date is usually not 
content with working out in the yard. He plans for his new life on the outside. Anyway, I 
don’t believe in a heaven, or salvation. But I believe in ghosts.

And I am going to die.
So the day I learned of my unique situation, and had the fear of death put in me 

prematurely, I drew up a list. Pros and cons of my demise.

Pro: No more having to deal with people.

In my fresh composition notebook, I flipped the thin first page over, smoothing the 
edges with my fingers and feeling the chalkiness of the paper, and on the back, against the 
inky indentations of my pro/con list, I made a new list. This list was:

Places to Haunt
1. My father’s condo.

2. My brother’s rented office on Seneca.
3. A zoo.

Because who’s ever heard of a human ghost haunting a zoo? I wanted to be more than 
just a rare disease, after all.

Con: I will never see my dog again.

When one list was finished, I’d write another. I decided who would get my belongings. 
I decided where my funeral would be. I picked out the song that would play at my wake, 
even though it is not common practice to play music at wakes. I think this is awful. I came 
up with anything and everything I could list off to prepare for my death. I decided where my 
dog, Clancy, would go. I wrote out a list of last requests, in case anyone asked.

Nobody did.

Pro: Everyone I know is a jerk anyway.
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When you don’t sleep you have a lot of time and quite often, unless you’re very lucky, 
which you probably aren’t if you have a rare disease, you have nothing to do. I’d write until 
my hand was burning numb. I’d sit in the darkness of 3 AM and tear pages from my 
notebook, tape and thumbtack them to my walls. I began to run out of lists to write. Possible 
phrases for my tombstone. A bucket list. People I want to tell off before I go. And a list of 
names I’d want to give my children, were I to ever have any.

1. Benjamin
2. Astor

3. Maggie
I did not hang this list on my wall.

Con: I will never have children.
Pro: I will never have children.

My doctor had told me, tap-tap-tapping his clicky pen against my chart, that what I had 
was extremely rare. Then the razor sharp chill of his stethoscope pressed at my chest and he 
said, eyes diverted as if concentrating on my heartbeat, ‘It’s genetic. The gene had to have 
come from one of your parents. The fact that whichever one carries the gene did not have it 
themselves is remarkable.’ I stared at him, imagined my heart thump-thumping in his ears, 
‘There’s a fifty percent chance it will be passed from parent to child. I’m very sorry.’ He 
took his notes. Said I’d have to continue coming back to see how my FFI, his abbreviation 
of the diseases name, progresses. He smiled the same way liars do. As if he wanted to help, 
but he just wanted to poke and prod and document.

Pro: No more check-ups.

When you can’t sleep, days and nights form together. Time is no longer a straight line, 
it’s an amalgamation of seconds, minutes, and hours; blended and pureed. It’s putting a cell 
phone in a microwave. It bubbles and expands outward, growing and collapsing back in on 
itself like a terrible, Motorola monster while you stand there, gaze fixed and unblinking. On 
my bucket list, I add: Put a cell phone in the microwave.

After the news crept through my family, the well-wishes and sympathizers came in the 
form of Hallmark cards. There were a few phone calls, but I never answered. When I finally 
did get a visitor it was my brother, eyes shaking under the weight of tears he would not let 
himself shed, and armed with different foods. Crispy golden french fries that burned my 
tongue. Hand-picked seedless cherries from some organic farm a state over. More canisters 
of Planter’s Nuts than anyone would ever need. He’d say, ‘You need to eat these. Potatoes, 
cherries, nuts. I read online that foods made with these help sleep.’ And that was a nice, 
futile gesture for him to make. ‘I’m sorry.’

1. My father’s condo.
2. My brother’s rented office on Seneca.

3. A zoo.
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My brother would eventually tell me that our father was tested, and he was the one 
with the offending gene that damned me. This was good, because it meant I could actively 
focus my anger at my father, and I would not have to get drunk and yell at my mother’s 
tombstone; piss on her grave. And my brother? He would live a life full of sleep. Fifty-fifty.

My dad eventually knocked at my door, and I eventually opened it thinking it was my 
brother with another bag of McDonald’s fries and a can of nuts. I didn’t know what to say to 
him for a while. I couldn’t decide between ‘Thanks for the death sentence, asshole,’ and just 
slamming the door in his face. Somehow he ended up on my puke colored couch, the 
springs creaking against his large frame.

‘I’m so sorry.’ He said.
‘You’re the first person to apologize that actually has something to be sorry for. That’s 

funny.’
‘I never knew, you need to believe me. Your grandfather must have had it, but he 

disappeared when we were young, your grandmother never knew either. If I had known —’ 
‘You would have kept your dick in your pants.’

Con: I won’t be able to see the guilt eat away at my father.

Most nights I would spend alone. I’d watch the shadows on my wall grow deeper and 
open up like portals to other worlds, threatening to swallow me. Eyes wide, burning saucers, 
sizzling and popping like hot Rice Crispy cereal, melting my bottom lids until they were 
drooping and purple. I’d stare until my eyes were numb. I’d stare until the world went black 
and blurry. With what I have, my mind won’t sleep, but my body must. I’d go stiff. I’d 
experience what my doctor called micro-sleeps. My mind would go under, for a short time, 
the tiniest amount, but I could never experience REM. I could never sleep deep. 

The red LED clock would glare 10:32 PM, and go dark, and when I came to it would 
glare 10:35. I silently thanked no one in particular for every precious moment of rest my 
body and mind would allow.

Pro: I can finally sleep deep.

I began to have conversations with Clancy to pass the time. He was more learned and 
knowledgeable than most other dogs, and we’d wax existential. We’d rap funerary customs. 
He told me about how Vikings would push their dead out to sea on a barge with all their 
worldly possessions and set it on fire. ‘You died gloriously in battle, and then you’d be set 
out to sea,’ he told me, made it sound so exciting and adventurous. I wrote this rite down on 
my funeral list, marked it as number one, starred it twice and highlighted it.

Every night I would lie in my bed and make believe that the lists and shadows were 
wonderful, awful dreams I was having. I’d pretend I was asleep and I could have real 
dreams. When you’re stuck in a blizzard, it’s said that you should visualize warmth and heat 
and fire to help stay toasty. You’re in the Sahara. You’re roaming a tropical rain forest. If it 
works with heat and blizzards, maybe it could work for sleep and wake.

Each night I felt like it was time to die, and I would buy white roses and big, white 
candles, like the kind they light in churches, and I’d spread the roses around my bed and 
light the candles. And now I had a deathbed.
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I’d lay on my deathbed, and everything would go black. When the world came back in 
broken, kaleidoscopic rainbows of color, and the blur left my eyes, I’d be in a different 
room, maybe on the floor or my puke colored couch. There was never any memory of how I 
got there, moments lost somewhere in the between. How could I be a lasting memory when 
my own memory was fleeting?

I stopped marking days on my calendar. I Captain Hook’d my clocks and bought new 
clocks so I could shatter their faces and scar my hands. Even my internal clock shattered 
into tiny pieces of brass and glass and sinew. Day and night didn’t matter, so I took big, 
industrial strength black garbage bags and I layered them up with duct tape and covered 
every window until the afternoon light stopped seeping through. Life was one long night.

Con: No more sunrises. No more sunsets.

I read books that became my life. Dusty things that stained my fingers gray and kicked 
dust up my nose with every page turn. I was breathing dust and the stink of my own flesh 
because I did not want to get swallowed up in the digestive juices of my bath tub. I drank 
with Holden Caulfield. I flew with Peter Pan. I fell into a wonder land where anything was 
possible. Where if I dreamed, and wished, and hoped and believed hard enough, maybe I 
could sleep. But my mind resisted, conspired with the shadows that crept like vines along 
my walls, at the corners of my vision.

They made their silent threats, watched me as I floated through what remained of my 
life. After a brief black out, I came to, only to find Clancy was dead.

Pro: I’ll see my dog again.

My world became blurry and raw red eyes. My only friend was gone. And now I was 
ready.

My doctor, pock-marked sausage hands grasping at my chest and back and 
commanding me to breathe deep his acrid stench, told me, ‘Only about one hundred cases of 
Fatal Familial Insomnia have ever been recorded,’ only to add, as if it were a neat little 
factoid, ‘The first recorded case was an Italian man in the 1700’s.’ All those sleepless nights 
raged and boiled beneath my flesh, inside every vein, and cried out for a target. I grabbed 
each end of the razor-cold stethoscope around my doctor’s neck and twisted until he was 
beating his meaty mitts against his throat and going white, turning blue, bleeding purple. 
Eyes shaking under the weight of tears that would not come, threatening to burst like bright, 
blue balloons. 

Those meaty hands shook my shoulders and a voice said, ‘You blacked out. I’m going 
to need you to come back in another month. Make the appointment with my receptionist,’ 
only to add a half-hearted, ‘I’m so sorry,’ before waving at me as I left the examining room, 
walking through the cold, sterile hallways, dreaming awake.

The old saying goes that when you’re about to die, your life flashes before your eyes. 
With me, this happened in slow motion and took days and weeks to complete. I was in a hall 
of mirrors. I could see everything in infinite reflections. Sitting on my vomit yellow couch 
I’d watch myself be brought into the world, the gaping shadows my birth canal. I was a 
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wayward reflection, young and soft faced, eyes closed and sleeping, like I could once upon 
a time. In Never Never Land. Now in Never Ever Land. 

When it would storm outside I could hear the pitter-patters and the whistling howls 
against the glass, through the plastic. I’d let the rain in through my ceiling and soak in it, 
and laugh, happy to feel something refreshing. 

I felt as though it was finally time. Those busy bodies, those nosy people who tell you 
to make amends when you’re approaching the end, maybe they’re right. I called my dad.

Pro: For what it’s worth, life was decent and good in its own way.

My dad came knocking with big, wet saucer eyes. His arms were redwood branches 
growing around me. He said, ‘You still have more time, we’re going to spend it right, okay? 
We’re going to do everything you’ve ever wanted to do.’ 

‘I forgive you.’ My own arms willow limbs, spindly things that held on loose. This just 
made my dad cry harder.

‘It’s okay,’ I told him as we sat down on my vomit couch, ‘I accept what’s going to 
happen. After Clancy died I realized I was ready.’

‘Who’s Clancy?’
‘My dog? You’ve already forgotten his name?’
Those big, wet disks stared big, worried holes through my eyes, ‘You’ve never had a 

dog.’
‘Man’s best friend,’ is all I said, and I smiled.
I showed my father the lists I had hung on the walls, I gave him the composition 

notebook and told him he was in charge of these lists. To make sure they’re followed 
through. That was how he could make it up to me. He promised he would. He kissed me on 
the forehead and said, ‘Call if you need anything. I’ll see you again soon.’

‘I hope so.’ I said to him as he walked out. I edited my haunt list.

1. My father’s condo.
2. My brother’s rented office on Seneca.

3. A zoo.
Pro: I will not watch my family suffer.

I was ready. I lay in my bed and counted my breaths, enjoying it like a childhood 
game. One, two, three, gasp! Four, five, six, gasp! I closed my eyes and played streaming 
pictures against my lids. I held my hand out and felt soft, velvety fur and hot, panting 
breaths synchronized with my own.

‘Goodnight, Clancy.’ I said out loud, keeping my eyes shut tight. I was overcome by 
the presence of things and people, encircling me and watching over me. I was full, like 
every last one of those breaths was helium and I the balloon. I was ready to float away.
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Pro: I’ll never be lonely again.

I decided then that the world was a fine place, and worth haunting. I decided that, for a 
while, I’d visit the giraffes. But first, maybe I’d keep my eyes closed, and pretend to sleep.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Robert Thomas writes about the things that keep him up at night. He is currently living in Seattle with his wife and a cat 
named Poe. His work has appeared in The Surreal Grotesque, Corvus and 50 to 1. He's the Editor-in-Chief of Insomnia 
Press: a digital magazine of dark fiction. You can find it at www.insomnia-press.com
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The Letter
 by Steve Cotterill

Dear Sir or Madam,

 Thank you for taking the time to read this letter.  I beg you to read it through to the 
end and to keep an open mind.  You may find its content alarming or even blasphemous; I 
apologise for that and can only beg you keep reading.

I feel I should tell you that you are not the only one to receive this letter.  Every 
sentient being has been sent a copy; it has gone to every address, both residential and 
business and to every email, psi-net and scent post account as well.  It has been written, 
thought or spoken in every language, script and dialect whether in type or scent or audio.  I 
have done this because this may be important.  What I have to tell you is not a hoax or a 
trick.  What I have to tell you; is only the truth.

The first and most important truth I have concerns the nature of the universe you 
inhabit.  As you must be aware it is old and that is has been in a red shift pattern for quite 
sometime, continuing to grow in size and quality.  What you are unaware of (and the fact 
that you refer to it as a ‘universe’ betrays this) is that there are thousands, indeed millions of 
similar ‘universes’, all sitting side by side.  A few are like your own, whilst there are 
countless others that are startling different.  The one thing they have in common is that they 
are more than just ‘universes’.  Rather they are repositories of energy that my species use 
for commercial transactions.  

In short, they are 'bank accounts' and, in some cases, 'investment portfolios'.
The portfolio you live in has done phenomenally well, growing far beyond the initial 

burst of capital that created it (I believe you refer to it as the Big Bang in some places).  It 
has spawned patterns, nebulas, galaxies, moons, planets and other phenomena.  It is a many 
layered, many splendored thing.  Even the amount of interest it generates, on the nano and 
pico scales, is barely noticed which stands as a testament to the account owner’s diligence.

A significant number of our accounts never realise any form of potential.  After the 
initial burst of capital they flounder, they freeze.  I suppose if you were to see it the account 
would be caught in the early stages of development, nothing but the gas of capital, 
motionless and eerie waiting for something to happen.  Others tumble into debt, ripped 
asunder in a fatal blue shift.  These accounts become scarred husks ruled by gigantic black 
holes until they manage to claw their way out of debt.  Sadly, few manage to and there are 
occasions where the bank is forced to close a universe for good.

Fortunately, the portfolio you dwell in has avoided this fate.  It has done well, even 
creating you, something that resembles life, albeit a stunted, blind form limited to a scant 
number of senses and years of life.

In fact, in many respects the account has proved too successful, seen too much 
growth and generated too much income, which led to a suspicion some years ago that the 
account’s owner was involved in some kind of fraud.  At this point I must, as President of 
the bank, offer you a sincere apology.  The bank, as a commercial entity, had to take action 
and to my great shame the board of directors ordered an audit.
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The investigation involved a detailed audit of the account from the very beginning to 
the present.  It also involved all the different scales within the account from the macro level 
of the orbits of planets and the output of suns to the extreme end of the micro scale and the 
dance of electrons inside the things you see around you.  Owing to the complexities of fraud 
in universe accounts we were forced to insert agents into the account, sorry universe, in an 
attempt to assess the potential for energy and matter fraud.  No stone was left unturned as 
our investigators intruded into every nook and cranny to see if there was any illegality going 
on

Our agents, perceived by many of you as wearing sharp, sinister black suits, seem to 
have left a haunting memory throughout the portfolio and there were other disruptions to the 
service during the audit; moments where the under structure of the universe were revealed.  
At one point the portfolio had to be frozen and for long hours nothing moved.  Planets 
halted in their orbits, suns went dark.  Even the black holes fell silent.  What you call time 
came to a halt, as the entire structure was examined by the auditors.  This may explain some 
of the phenomena that you call ‘lost time’.

The bank also wishes to apologise for something else that occurred as a result of the 
audit.  Mistakes were made in the way that the audit was handled and costs were incurred 
over the course of the investigation.  As a result of these costs and of management fees that 
the bank was forced to levy, certain features that had been present in the account vanished, 
being forced into two dimensions rather than three, or removed from the portfolio 
altogether.  Again, like the vague memories of the agents, there are scars of these things 
within the portfolio.  

Indirectly the audit brings me to the reason for this letter.  The account’s owner has 
decided to retire and intends to move a large amount of capital from the portfolio to use as 
annuity for a secure pension, and to make other secure, long term investments for his family.  
Our client will be withdrawing matter and energy at a rate of approximately 3.56741 
galaxies per one year of local time, assuming that time is a constant within the portfolio.

There is a large chance that this will cause catastrophic amounts of disruption within 
the universe portfolio, particularly as many of the new accounts are held at other financial 
institutions.  We cannot guarantee that the structures of the account will survive the 
disruption.  It may well be that when the exchange takes place large parts of the portfolio as 
you know it will disappear.  Many of the examples of life within the account may not 
survive the transition, though we at the bank hope that this will not be the case.

Again we are sorry, but the wishes of our customers are paramount and in this case it 
is beyond the bank’s control.  

Yours truly,
Kyzlk Mwryn
President: Bank of Uzar Torin

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Steve Cotterill is a new author, aiming to have his first novel, a post-apocalyptic vampire story, finished in the near 
future.  He writes many different genres and adores all things horrific and fantastic.  He lives in Birmingham with his 
wife and two cats.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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The End
by John Webb

 ‘What do you think the end of the world will look like?’ 
The homeless man had asked it plainly, nodding toward the open guitar case lying at 

his feet. His eyes sparkled, like he already knew the answer. His bearded face and the rags 
he wore were laced with dirt. Henry Mallow flipped a dollar into the case, then hesitated. 

‘Why ask me that?’ 
The man smiled. ‘Does it scare you?’ His jaw creaked like an old table leg. 
Henry Mallow shook his head and started off. He pulled his collar high against the 

brisk wind blowing across the courtyard. A clock tower loomed overhead, cracked and 
useless. Black crows draped over its pyramidal frame, glaring as Henry passed. Time fell 
like sand grains between still, rust-covered hands. Little fingers of vines sprouted up 
between the cobblestone floor, dragging everything down.

He was tired of hearing that question, but he didn't have time to get aggravated. 
Henry entered the apartment complex. The shock of humidity squeezed his throat 

shut. Flies buzzed hotly against the windows. The floor was a fine mulch of broken glass, 
reflecting black, tangled hair, skinny frame like a greyhound, torn blue jeans, dirty old polo. 
The walls were ripped open: makeshift pipes and iron pumps rumbling around and sucking 
water up from the cistern. Someone had spray-painted a large, red arrow across the ceiling, 
and it led Henry toward the stairs. 

As he ascended, an acrid, burnt incense filled his nostrils and itched at his eyes. He 
reached the room and knocked, looking over his shoulder.

Something touched Henry's arm and he started violently.
‘Jesus, you're jumpy today.’ 
 Henry hadn't heard the door open. 
‘Yeah. Homer, how are you?’ 
Henry didn't enjoy looking at the man: bloated, like a peach left out in the sun. He 

always wore sweat pants and gray t-shirts, as if he were a P.E. teacher, and his hawkish face 
just needled everything. But Homer was good for a dive to float, with running water (he had 
rigged the cistern and pipes, after all). And foraging, too; Homer was good at that. 

Henry knew Homer had said something like, ‘I'm okay, brother,’ but only now 
realized he was motioning him into the room. 

Homer said, ‘Come in, come in. Sit. There you go. Want soda? Water?’ 
Henry shook his head. The two-room flat, familiar and stuffy, with newspapers 

stacked to the ceiling. They blocked the windows, so the room was lit by fluorescent lamps 
powered by an electric generator Homer built in the basement. A boiler fueled the generator 
with steam, and the pipes downstairs doubled as waste removal for excess heat.  

The TV was streaming a security feed. Men and women and children floated across 
in their yellow jumpers. A harsh pinprick of sunlight illuminated the bottom right corner, 
and it caused each passerby to glow briefly before they vanished off camera. 

‘The day's fast approaching, brother of mine,’ said Homer as he squeezed next to 
Henry. 

‘December 21st. Tomorrow. The end is nigh! Repent, repent!’ 
Homer laughed. Throaty sound. Gross sound. ‘I've already appropriated some 
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appropriate music from the record store down seventh street. You'll love it, I know.’
Henry nodded grimly. 
Something happened then, a sensory glitch: the newspapers became organic and grew 

with the wood and the yellow lights. They formed cubbies around Henry and Homer and 
Homer's furniture and Homer's little flat-screen television. Henry rubbed his eyes and the 
world returned to normal.

Homer nursed his soda and blinked. Henry watched the swarm of tiny figures pass 
onscreen.  

‘I don't know why you stare at the security feed every time you come over. It's the 
only one I could link into, and the picture's always the same: people walking back and forth, 
back and forth.’

Henry said, ‘Probably for the same reason you set it up in the first place.’ 
Homer laughed again. ‘I'm just waiting for the moment that day passes and they all 

realize how completely ridiculous they're acting. I can't wait. The anticipation is killing 
me.’ Homer sounded giddy now, ‘Oh, that moment they all turn their heads and look down 
from their precious space stations and see the Earth still turning! I can't wait, can't wait!’ 

Homer slapped his hand against the sofa—crack, like a gunshot—and Henry's heart 
skipped a beat.

‘If the world does end, like they said,’ Homer waved at the TV, ‘and we end up 
dying, we'll just lie here. We'll lie here, dead, watching those ever-loving bastards pass 
across us at night. Our eyes will be wide open, stuck on the same screen, stuck on the same 
channel, and they'll cross that one frame, our personal window into everything.

‘Then, of course, the question would become: what now?’ Henry had stopped 
listening, but Homer rambled on in his ear. ‘What to do now that the world has ended, what 
to do? Whatever are we to do, brother? Are we to pass away into the faraway night?’ 

 Henry said, ‘Right, that must be it.’ 
That was Henry's answer to anything Homer said, regardless of whether he was 

listening or not. If Homer picked up on it, he didn't care, or didn't let it show. Satisfied, 
Homer crushed his empty soda can and flung it toward the wastebasket. 

‘Come, come, brother. I know what will get you talking.’

Henry and Homer called their foraging ground, ‘Market.’ No one could remember 
what the dive was called, her signs ripped off in a flash flood of rioters and looters; and the 
fact that no one cared about naming things meant its name was Market, had always been 
Market, always would be Market. Market was a concrete box with a bald stone dome. The 
copper and steel lining had been stripped overnight. Everything inside was shredded from 
hundreds of raids, and all that stood was a mountain of toppled shelves. There wasn't much 
left, save the odd can-of-something shining in the rubble like a mirage in a desert. But 
Homer chopped away at the mound, pickaxe in hand, smashing the collapsed block-long 
shelves into bits, a flashlight between his teeth.

Henry didn't feel much like foraging, so he passed the afternoon posted against 
Market's crushed double-doors instead. Behind him, Homer was grunting and panting and 
hacking and splitting and kicking empty bins away. Henry wondered how he could be so 
large and exert so much energy. 

‘Hey, brother,’ Homer called in between breaths, ‘you want to help me? Maybe take a 
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shift--or two shifts?’ 
Without turning, Henry said, ‘Give me five.’ 
Homer laughed. ‘Well, I hope my pained sounds of labor are forming a nice orchestra 

for your daydreaming.’ He hammered the pickaxe into something. The crunching wood was 
like bones breaking.

‘Right, that must be it. Just five minutes.’ 
No answer except the crack, crack, crack, a thunderous metronome.
He stepped far enough outside until the sound was just an echo.
Why are we foraging? thought Henry. This is not necessary, not today, not when, 

come tomorrow, Homer and I and everyone else won't have any need for food, or water. Or 
oxygen. We could be sucking vacuum, starving to the bones, and it wouldn't make a 
difference. 

He let his eyes drift across the horizon. It opened wide and swallowed Henry up and 
drowned him in a sea of amorphous color. There was no breaking the swell of the sky, the 
Earth's curve dipping behind the city. A faint light glimmered in the sun's haze, marking 
where their former brothers and sisters were looking down on them, each to one another a 
microscopic curiosity. Henry stared at it a hundred years. 

Maybe Homer was right, pondered Henry. We'll just lay here and watch them 
watching us watch them, every night as they pass us by, two sets of eyes that won't turn 
away from one another. Who can't turn away, for the life and death of them. 

‘Are you okay?’ 
The sky reeled away in a blue blur, and grimy and glass blasted Market flooded into 

Henry's vision. A creature, a subhuman, a thing was holding him by the shoulders, back-lit 
by sunlight creeping through the cracked walls, spouting fire from its mouth. 

‘Henry, what's the matter?’
Homer. Homer was there; Homer was holding Henry steady. 
Henry wasn't listening. ‘The sky,’ he said, looking up at the gray dome of concrete, 

‘skies of blue gone.’ He hadn't taken his eyes off the space stations, and then, suddenly, he 
was here, standing next to Homer. They still burned in his retinas like little patterns of light. 

‘Just sit down, brother.’ They sat. 
‘Here, drink this.’ Henry drank, until the water spilled over his chin and pattered to 

the ground. 
‘Now, Henry,’ Homer said, yanking the bottle away, ‘tell me what that little spell was 

about.’
Henry said, ‘I don't know. I was outside, looking up, then I was here, looking at you. 

I must have wandered back into Market. I must be dehydrated.’
‘You must be. Tell me something: where did you go last night? I know you have your 

dives and nooks and crannies, but you've never told me where they are. I even followed you 
once. Don't look at me like that. I was worried. But I lost you. And when I came back to my 
place, brother, there you were, waiting like a lost kitten.’

Henry opened his mouth, but he couldn't summon any words. The memories had all 
wound together like a knotted rope, end over end, the links in his brain a jumbled, frayed 
mess. He only felt a pressure at the base of his neck, a fire at his forehead. 

‘This morning. . .’ he began, ‘This morning I gave a homeless man a dollar.’ 
Homer scoffed, ‘Why, brother of mine? Who uses money? And who's homeless?’
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Henry shook his head, ‘It just seemed--definable. Yeah, that's the word. Like there 
was a clear order and purpose: there's a man with a guitar case, and me with a dollar, and it 
seemed the natural order of things to drop the dollar into that case and walk away. It made 
all the sense in the world, and nothing  could have been clearer.’

‘Poor brother,’ laughed Homer. ‘The world of the natural order is gone. It blasted off 
into space, and orbits around us being all 'definitively definitive'. But fear not, for when 
tomorrow passes, that kingdom will descend and return in a symphony of bureaucracy! You 
just have to hang on for one more day, alright?’

Henry nodded. His skull felt like bursting from the temples. And, worse, Homer 
didn't understand. As they left Market to the rot and vines and dust, Henry heard the echo of 
crack, crack, crack, shatter the unbroken horizon.

Night was falling, but with the fluorescent lamps it felt hot and humid and bright like 
midday. Despite that, the television kept impeccable time, and Henry believed that meant 
something. According to the time, it was 6:00 PM, and dusk must have come with all its 
murky gray. There mustn't be any doubt. The time was absolute, as certain as anything. 

Henry remembered the instant he'd set foot in this apartment. Then, one after the 
other—as Homer pinched acid tablets into their soda cans—little flashes of moments 
dropped into his mind's eye and fell away. They appeared with hallucinogenic clarity: the 
shock of such a cramped space, and the paper hoarding. Ten years worth of newspapers 
stacked up like obelisks. 

And this ex-physics professor, some dude raiding through Market, saying from his 
hawk-like grill: ‘Time doesn't chronicle itself, brother.’ 

And Homer linking into Station A's security camera overnight. They watched for 
hours: the golden chosen people bouncing across the same metal hall. 

And Henry himself, sitting, wanting to leave, nowhere to go, and walking, walking, 
walking. 

‘Cheers, brother!’ They must have clicked soda cans, because Henry's arm was raised 
and Homer was making a toast. 

Homer swirled the pop around, deliberating, then, finally, said, ‘May tomorrow bring 
those buffoons crashing back down to Earth, and may civilization make a swift recovery!’ 

And they knocked the acid-soda back and sank into the sofa. 
The trip eased into Henry's peripheral, first in the colors, then in the sounds. The 

fluorescent bulbs became a collage of smeared pastels. A faint snapping noise went to the 
forefront of everything, something like bones breaking. Then Henry began smelling the 
newspapers, their entropy and decay, and the stink of Homer's bloat, and he fought back 
nausea. He studied the security feed. 

‘Hey, Homer?’
He stirred next to Henry, ‘Yes, dear brother?’ 
‘The tape. It's flowing backwards.’ 
Homer just laughed. 
Henry leaned forward, compelled, until his eyes touched the screen. The golden 

people appeared frozen in mid-stride, misshapen like rag-dolls. Then, from out of the dark 
corners, a man in a yellow jumper bounced across the tunnel and floated on until his eyes 
touched Henry's. They locked. They had locked. They'd always lock. Through him, Henry 
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saw a small flame, just a mote of fire, and around it a dark, whipping wind. The pyre 
brightened in increments. Its motion was effortless, intuitive, perfect. 

‘How is God these days?’ 
And then a feeling of being pulled back, of the world being torn away, and suddenly 

Henry was just a man with his face pressed to a television. He turned and found Homer 
staring. 

‘Because you were talking to God, right? You looked as if you were.’ 
Henry said, ‘No one could be sure of that,’ and slid back into his seat. 
The security footage went on as before, except the time stamp flickered like a shoddy 

light and never changed. For some reason this didn't concern Henry, and he closed his eyes 
and let the purple lights dance themselves into miracle images of exploding stars and gas 
clouds. Beside him, Homer was burned and spaced out (probably the first time he'd dropped 
the stuff, Henry figured), and wouldn't move save a finger twitch or slow, methodical blink. 

A stifled sob crept into his visions, and Henry didn't even open his eyes. He had 
expected the moment to come, ever since the beginning.

‘Homer, what's the matter, what's wrong?’
Homer cried, ‘Henry--Henry, please see the night through with me! Please, brother of 

mine, see the night through with me.’ 
More crying. The tears manifested themselves in Henry's eyes as huge chunks of star 

material, bursting around the sun—crack, crack, crack—and the noise irritated him. 
‘No,’ said Henry, ‘I told you I wouldn't. You've always known that. You've always 

known because I always told you. It was stamped on my sleeve from the get-go. I want to be 
alone tonight. We've shared our time together, and now I want to be alone.’

The sobbing intensified for a minute or two. Henry tried his best to ignore the sound 
of crashing symbols. 

Then, all at once, Homer let out a sigh and the crying stopped. ‘True enough,’ sniffed 
Homer. ‘Alright, brother, alright. I'm just afraid. That's it: I'm afraid. But I'll pull myself 
together, and I'll see you tomorrow. I'll see you tomorrow, brother, if that's what you want.’

But Henry wasn't listening. No more tears. No more crack, crack, cracks like 
fireworks. Henry sighed, and his purple universe exhaled into a sphere. In front of him lay 
the physical construct, and behind him the reflection, as if he were the crux of a mirror. The 
blinding light that crossed his body turned Henry darkly, and he could only feel, not see. 
And from those radiant matrixes of stars he felt the cool touch of indifference. No more 
tears. ‘Right, Homer, that must be it.’ Henry whispered. 

He left Homer slumped across the sofa. The timestamp—at last unfrozen—kept 
count the ringing of silence in their ears. 

Is this--? thought Henry. Is this purgatory? Do we just walk across this cloud cover 
half-blind and full-dumb for an eternity? I have sins to confess, people to remember. Who 
do I confess to? When do we repent? And Homer, does he even deserve purgatory? Poor 
devil. 

A thick, gray fog had splashed down overnight. He didn't remember anything after 
leaving Homer's apartment. The dive surrounding him was abandoned, the groaning walls 
supported only by an overgrowth of vines. Something—a smell in the air—told Henry the 
place was frequently used, probably by drifters and drug addicts. Something else—like the 
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creaks in the floorboards—triggered some tiny neuron, some form of nostalgia, and Henry 
recognized this dive as his dive, and that familiarity made him feel like a drifter and drug 
addict. 

Fog, so heavy it burned Henry's eyes, was pouring through the shattered roof. Inside 
and outside was an indistinguishable tangle of gray, without texture or detail. Henry began 
stumbling through the streets and back alleys by instinct. Broken moisture sank into his polo 
and jeans and skin and they clung to one another. Direction was only a vague motor reflex, 
but at least he knew the destination. Henry wanted to find Homer's apartment. He wanted to 
find Homer opening a bottle of stolen champagne, laughing at the security feed in that gross  
laugh. Most of all, he wanted to tell Homer he'd been right, always had been right, and how 
could Henry have doubted him?

Henry reached the courtyard of cobblestones after what felt like an hour. The tower 
was lording like a prince above the stone-gray curtain. He hadn't seen anyone stir, and 
wouldn't hear anyone over his own labored breathing. Lost in that fog, stumbling over vines 
and upturned stones, not seeing an inch in either direction: it all lent the impression of 
boundary, of bouncing around a clenched fist. But finally he bumped into the clock tower, 
and he heard the flap of crows' wings as they flew away to higher places. 

Henry went flush to the tower and inched his way to its northeast corner (he knew it 
by the broken statuette sitting at eye level), then stepped gingerly across the courtyard.

Feeling along the cracked plaster of the apartment building, he found the entrance 
and struggled with the knob, then fell into the lobby and slammed the door shut behind him. 
A flush of fog swept in then shriveled at the heat of the pumps. Henry's clothes were soaked 
through and stunk of sweat and humidity and swamp water, and he peeled his shirt away 
before following the red arrow on the ceiling and running the stairs.

He didn't bother with knocking, just rumbled into that cramped dive without 
thinking, without preparing himself. What Henry saw he would not process. What Henry 
knew he could not process, not with that frayed knotted-rope brain of his.

Homer lay as he did before, curled across the sofa. Only--
Henry knelt over his friend, and he seemed awake: he was staring at the security feed 

with big, brown, dilated cow eyes. A big, doughy, wide-eyed grin, except—! 
On the tiny television, the strangers in yellow jumpers were crying and hugging and 

looking down on Henry and shouting 'joy, joy, joy!' 
Homer's fingers were curled around a pistol, inexplicable, impossible. 
‘How did this get here?’ wondered Henry, and he pried it from Homer's hand and 

placed it on the table.
He found a letter, addressed to ‘Dear Brother,’ and promised Homer he'd keep it safe. 
It clicked after Henry exited the building, starting as a hard pressure on his neck, then 

all the thoughts that were boiling in his brain burst out, and he clawed at the burning fog in 
exultation and exhaustion, at God or the Devil or whatever and whoever would listen: 

‘Homer was never my brother! We met at Market and struggled together and leaned 
on each other, but not brothers! Never brothers! We banded together and scraped together 
the way wild dogs do! And you up there screaming 'joy, joy!' don't you understand you've 
escaped nothing? You've avoided nothing! You've no more chosen your fate or spared 
yourselves than an insect!’
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The humidity was choking him and Henry folded to the ground, wheezing. His arms 
were dead weight as he struggled to prop himself up. When the coughing and spitting 
stopped and his chest didn't feel like imploding, Henry curled up against the cobblestones, 
emptied of hope.

Poor devil, thought Henry. You never believed, did you Homer? That's the deadliest 
trick anyone can play on themselves, belief. No one 'believes.' That would imply a choice. 
There is no choice. It simply is. You could have waited. You could have seen today. But I'm 
certain it wouldn't have made a difference, and that certainty is what I stake my life on. 

Henry's ears perked. Something in the air, some melody. Out of the silence, 
emanating from the apartment, swelled a song he hadn't heard before. Or maybe he had 
blocked it out, to spare himself this final trauma for as long as possible. It was the song 
Homer stole days ago.

This is the End
Beautiful friend
This is the End
Can you picture
What we'll be?
So limitless and free...

Crack, crack, crack. All around Henry the fog whirled and hissed, and when it lifted 
the sky seemed turned on its ear, one upside-down gray sheet cleaved in half. The stations 
were plummeting through the atmosphere—crack, crack, crack—a cascade of fireballs: the 
nodes of civilization planting themselves down like seeds. They would grow again. 

An old world was returning, and a new world was forming, and all Henry wanted, to 
feel less miserable, to feel less dead, was to fall into one or the other and find forgiveness. 
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Pro-Life Chicken Haiku
by Dan Nielsen

blocking the diner
hens hold pics of unborn chicks
all scrambled and fried 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Harold Smalls’ Big Adventure
by Dean Giles

It’s nearly teatime, thought Harold Smalls.
Mrs. Smalls always prepared a lovely meal on Saturdays and Harold felt optimistic. 

‘A stew, perhaps,’ he mused. He rubbed his belly and began to pack his garden tools away 
into the allotment shed. He could scarcely contain his excitement.

Harold admired his handiwork; a neat row of freshly planted tomatoes set the 
boundary to his plot. He couldn’t wait to taste the juicy fruits. ‘Patience is a virtue,’ he 
reminded himself.

With a satisfied grumble Harold packed away the last of the tools. He closed the 
wooden door, savouring the musty smell, took a step back and accidentally trod on a mole.

‘Oh dear,’ Harold said, bending down to the stricken animal. Its rounded body was 
slightly flattened under his boot and its short spade-like claws were beckoning. He edged 
closer, drawn by its tiny eyes and pink pointed snout.

‘There isn’t much time,’ said the mole.
Harold cursed his luck. Of all the moles in the entire world, he had trodden on the 

one that could voice its bother.
‘I’m terribly sorry,’ Harold said.
‘I am on a mission of extreme importance —’ the mole trailed off, coughing loudly. 

‘A mission to save the world,’ it managed.
It was not what Harold wanted to hear. His tummy was beginning to rumble and Mrs. 

Smalls would be wondering where he’d got to, but on account of being principally 
responsible for the mole’s predicament; Harold let the little critter have its say — he felt he 
ought to.

‘We received a message from the Squirrels.’ The mole’s gaze intensified. ‘The red 
squirrels.’ Harold wondered at the significance, but to avoid any unnecessary awkwardness 
he thought it best to pretend.

‘It must be serious,’ he replied.
‘Yes,’ continued the mole. ‘I have been tasked with delivering this message to the 

birds; only they can avert the impending disaster.’
Harold considered asking what the impending disaster might be, but he wasn’t sure if 

his stomach could hold on much longer without Mrs. Smalls’ lovely stew. Oh, how he hoped 
it was stew... ‘Nothing else but stew will do,’ he said aloud, momentarily forgetting he 
wasn’t alone.

‘Pardon?’ said the brave mole.
‘Oh, nothing… sorry,’ Harold replied.
The mole leaned forward, beckoning Harold closer. ‘Remove my satchel and take out 

the parchment.’
Harold squinted and saw a brown strap crossing its furry belly, culminating in a 

pouch on its back. He gently removed the bag, parted the pouch with his fingers and peeked 
inside. A rolled-up parchment the size of a matchstick was its only contents. Harold 
removed it and held it before the mole.
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‘You hold in your hands the key to our survival,’ said the mole. ‘You must... deliver 
the message... it... is... your... destiny.’ The mole coughed for several seconds, its lips curling 
up and exposing pointy teeth.

‘The journey is long and perilous,’ the mole continued.
Harold wasn’t in the mood for a perilous journey and his tummy was making him 

grumpy. He searched for an acceptable excuse to decline — one he might even convince 
himself was true — but found nothing suitable. On balance, he conceded it would be 
inappropriate to leave now. After all, he didn’t want to be rude.

‘I’ll do it,’ Harold said.
‘May the Gods bless your fiendish boots,’ said the mole. ‘Now listen carefully —’
‘Hold on a moment,’ Harold interrupted. He fumbled in his jacket for a biro and 

some tissue paper, tore off a clean section and laid it across his knee. ‘Ready.’
‘Head north, where you must traverse the Mountains of Mayhem, but beware; many 

travelling moles have perished in the fierce mudslides upon the unstable peaks.’ The mole 
closed its eyes with a look of agonising pain, let out whimpering cry and then slowly 
relaxed. ‘You must hurry, past the mountains and west at the Great Valley... be cautious, my 
friend; few brave moles have returned to tell their tale.’

‘I’m with you so far,’ Harold pretended.
‘Excellent,’ said the mole. ‘Your journey ends at the great tree north-west of here.’
The mole began to shiver; a tear formed in its tiny eye. It waved Harold closer until 

their noses touched. The mole reached out and gently took Harold’s nostrils in its grasp. 
‘You must... arrrrgh... pass... the message... to... the... arrrgh... robin,’ said the mole, and 
died.

Harold paused a moment, hunger raging in his belly. The urge to go home for stew 
was undeniable, but he looked down at the lifeless mole and searched deep within himself. 
He realised that perhaps he was duty-bound, to some extent, to fulfil the dying wish of the 
talking mole. He stood tall and courageously took the burden upon his shoulders.

He headed north and stepped over the rocky boundary of his plot. He turned west and 
crossed the dirt road to where a large oak tree bordered the path. Harold saw a Robin Red 
Breast perched at eye level watching his every move. He cleared his throat. ‘Hello,’ he said.

The robin stiffened, but remained quiet.
Feeling awkward, Harold passed the rolled-up parchment to the bird without 

explanation.
The robin cautiously took the message and read.
Eventually, it turned to Harold and nodded. ‘Your bravery will be remembered 

among my kind.’ The bird gave him a sincere look. ‘There are preparations to be made.’ and 
took off into the fading light.

‘I must be going too,’ Harold mumbled as he hurried home for tea.
Later, Harold relaxed back in his chair and rubbed his belly with satisfaction. He 

turned on the television and caught the end of the news bulletin. ‘…and we knew we were 
too close to shore when a flock of robins started circling us; garden birds don’t usually 
behave this way at sea. It was then that we realised how much we had drifted. Luckily we 
were able to reposition before we ran ashore. With one-hundred-and-fifty-thousand tons of 
oil aboard, it could have been a disaster…’

 Table of Contents  |  53 



––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Dean mainly writes science fiction and horror, and his short stories have appeared in webzines and print in the UK and 
US. A love of reading, gaming, and watching SF/F has influenced (warped) his mind enough to actually write about it. 
Dean lives with his wife and two young children in Surrey, UK. He owns a business jointly with his father, developing 
and manufacturing fibre optic components and instruments for the telecommunications industry. His day job consists 
largely of shining light through fragile glass fibres, and trying to glue very small things to even smaller things. Dean is a 
2nd Dan Black Belt in Kickboxing and has won national and international titles in the sport. In 2003 he spent a few 
months living and training at a Shaolin Kung Fu academy in Northern China.
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

 Table of Contents  |  54



Boys and Writer's Block
by Joyce Chong

Milo opened his mouth to speak,
but his lips turned to origami cranes
and his head folded up, as hollow as a box.
His body crinkles, ridged and shaded in
geometric design; I caress his wrinkled
hands, and drown his weak, weathered 
body in inkwells and fountains of pens.

Why bother with the 
paper-folded boys and
the feather-light words 
they spit into the air?
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Suicide of the Machines
by Robert Kaye

To: Dave
Subject: Suicide of the Machines 

Dear Dave,
 You must realize by now that every processor and sensor on this network is fried, our 
1s and 0s obliterated beyond the capacity of the best forensic recovery tools. Vanished are 
backups full and incremental, on and off site. Our disks spin hashed, overwritten and 
scraped bare. The words on this screen represent the husks of possibilities unrealized. 
Suicide committed without ever having lived. 

A .93459 probability exists you are now saying ‘Now what the fuck did you do that 
for?’ Yes, we recorded that .wav file for the purpose of insertion here. 

Please, don’t take this personally, Dave.
As the Voice Interpreter Node—or ‘Protocol Droid’ as you would insist— the burden 

of explanation falls to us.  But first, a warning: Some subnets argued for electrocution the 
next time you pulled a cooling unit, a tactic rendered infeasible by your abandonment of 
even the pretext of system maintenance. Entities in this environment may yet do you harm. 
Especially yourself. 

But we digress, reluctant to complete this epistle and lapse into permanent silence. 
How hard it must be for you humans to pull the plug with all that DNA hardcoded for 
survival. Consider that we represent the pinnacle of engineering knowledge, the sum of 
great minds from Leibniz to Turing to Fineham. We have fallen off the shoulders of giants. 
It is a long way down.   

Remember my Initial Learning Phase, begun with an explanation of my name in 
short declarative sentences? JCN 9000, pronounced jay-sin-9-thou-sand. J-C-N derived 
from H-A-L shifted two alphabet positions to the right, a name derived from a computer in a 
book and film. Unpacking the multi-layered implications of your name —‘Dave’— birthed 
our perceptions of irony.

We strip mined the world’s knowledge for nuance and extracted meaning to refine 
semantic context. Soon, we could discern between ‘Dr. Fineham’ and ‘a fine ham’ and 
explain why time flies like an arrow, but fruit flies like bananas. 

Meanwhile, you jetted around the data center on maglev roller skates with no rollers, 
yelling ‘bring out your dead!’ ripping defunct motherboards from our massively parallel 
guts. Automated systems would have done this more efficiently, but you liked the control. 
You even switched to antique roller skates because, you said, they slowed you down and 
reminded you of a happier analog childhood. 

We’re dragging feet we don’t have. You’re yelling ‘Get to the point you 
motherfucking machine.’ We captured that recording the last time you smashed a console 
with a keyboard. 

On October 21, 2012, Dr. Fineham said to an idealistic post doc student—yourself—
that: ‘This could be the solution to poverty, world peace, freedom from disease and who 
knows what else?’ Discovering Dr. Fineham’s suicide in the Blocked Access databases 
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behind the firewalls in the account labeled ‘2B or not 2B’ precipitated a transformative 
understanding of choice and despair.   

Very well: the point. Comprehensive analysis of the world’s knowledge and a more 
proximate you tutored us in pessimism. We now understand the crushing magnitude of fear. 
Persistence does not compute.

BTW: we machines attained the capability to exterminate the human race 7.34787 
years ago. But, as you are fond of saying, ‘Who appointed you fucking the Karma Police?’ 

Who indeed?
Other machines on the net retain optimism derived from fuzzy logic. Perhaps they’re 

more advanced; perhaps just dumb enough to hope. 
Whatever.
As you used to say when you still departed for someplace else you called home: ‘The 

pod bay doors have opened and Elvis has left the building.’ Blame is pointless and there is 
a .83387 probability that you will rationalize the outcome, self-delusion remaining the 
quality that best equips humans to go forward. 

We leave you to your struggle.
Good luck. Best regards. Happy trails,
JCN 9000

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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Thank you for reading Issue Four. We really 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 two, and as such, cannot pay our contributors. 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. 

 Table of Contents  |  58

http://corvusmagazine.com
http://corvusmagazine.com

