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About the e-book version

In which we talk about our lofty vision of you reading our fine journal in the absence of an internet connection. On a plane to Paris, say. Or a beach on a secluded South Pacific island. Or maybe the power just went out. Or whatever.

In which we also talk about how we're starting to receive quality short stories on the longer side, which we worry about you having to read on that computer monitor you spend way too much time in front of as it is, but which we're sure you would adore on your Kindle or Nook.

In which we apologize for the lack of artwork and the omission of the Scary Bush section. Today's e-ink technology does no justice to images.The canonical version, complete with visual contributions, Scary Bush entries, recordings of author readings, contributor biographies, and bonus materials, remains online at menacinghedge.com.

In which we thank you again for reading.

Editors



Rich Boucher

Fifty Cents

If you have some extra change

when you're done at the supermarket,

fifty cents will give you a minute to try and pick a good baby

out of the bright red and pink claw machine

situated between the video rental box and the change maker.

Inside the glass of the claw machine,

there's a huge pile of fresh, clean and naked babies;

it's a cacophony of crying and laughing,

gurgling and spitting up and cooing and burbling

in every shade of brown and pink;

a music box of warbling and wriggling and goo-goo'ing.

Pop two quarters into the credit slot

and grab the little joystick;

don't let that "pop goes the weasel" song

and all the flashing lights distract you;

maneuver the three-fingered claw

over the neck of the baby that you want;

watch the fingers clasp around the baby's neck;

hoist the baby up and try to beat the clock

as you inspect that dangling baby,

as that baby looks you in the eyes.

If you do not like this baby,

jiggle the joystick to make the baby fall back down

onto the pile of all the other babies

and start over quickly, before the time runs out;

look for a better baby in the pile.

If you get a good baby and the claw gets a good grip,

use the joystick to pull it over the hole

situated at the right, near corner of the console

and then release it; the baby will drop down

through a chute and into the hatch on the front of the machine

where you can collect it.

If it turns out that none of the babies look appealing to you,

just make the claw drop the baby and be on your way.

After all, you'll only be out fifty cents.

Just don't look back at the baby

pressing her hands to the glass

and watching you leave.





If We Get Disconnected

The cataclysm will come, and the hospitals and skyscrapers will lose their balance

and stumble, stone giants lethally crumbling over all of us as we run;

we'll be running and then we'll stop running and then we'll run some more

and the sky will go from light blue to a rough, charcoal black in seconds;

we all will yell and scream as the telephone poles become electric slingshots

and a rainstorm of broken glass shatters us from all sides, all hands on deck

and the sick, orange sky will seem to come loose from its moorings unseen

and dance like a drunk on a very dizzy kitchen floor;

we will run in all directions looking for structures standing still enough

for us to stand beneath as all the main streets and entire front yards and highways

fly up into the rosy air like they forgot about gravity and their role as the ground,

and the world starts to feel like a giant supermarket and we are lost and where is our mommy?

Every time we get close to a carport or garage or a house with its front door open,

a piece of airliner or a swimming pool or half of a transit bus crashes down

onto what we were hoping would be safety under a sky turning hurricane green,

and we have to stop on a melting dime and run faster than our screams;

one of us will remain human enough to stop and pick up the screaming baby

that will be sitting in the middle of the blood-soaked road and crying for help;

hopefully, one of us will remain human enough to do that, to help that child

as the Sun suddenly grows so massive that it becomes the sky itself;

I will probably try to call you first to find out where you are

and then tell you that if we get disconnected I love you;

we'd best prepare for that time now; we'd better start honestly practicing

the art of running and crying and praying all at once, one shoe on, one shoe off;

we'd better get good at dialing emergency contacts while upside-down

and we'd better decide right now what sound or bell will tell us in no uncertain terms

here it comes; here comes the cataclysm; here it comes.





Miracle in the Food Court

Suppose you could levitate a woman into the air

somewhere clear and safe, someplace America enough

to be in the middle of a crowded Indiana food court

at some shopping mall in some trusted where,

somewhere in the middle of some insured and American America

nestled deep in some kind of Indiana somewhere in some food court;

suppose you could do it, suppose you could lift her up in the air

perhaps twenty feet or around so, just by using only your intentions only

and disrobe her then, slowly disrobing her

article of clothing by article of clothing,

using only the powers of your mind

as you appear to everyone outside of you

as simply that person studying that map of the mall

at the outer frontier of the food court:

first will go her independent, chunky black shoes,

and then her well-worn, pale blue jeans

that hugged her form so damned well

and then her white, not guilty ruffly socks,

and then her black sweater that's interfered too long,

and then her dark red bra of all her august, glistening sins,

and then her dark red panties that pulse like butterfly wings;

suppose you could do this evil

and be this devious, dismantling her modesty;

let's suppose you could do this

as all the eaters in the food court watch,

letting their drinking straws fall out of their lips,

as all the clocks stop what they are doing, in shock;

let's suppose you could hold her up

ten feet or fifteen maybe in the air

and expose her body until she is up there on an invisible cross,

surround by a hundred unwilling disciples,

a hundred Judases with Orange Julius drinks in their hands;

let's suppose you really could do all of this,

would you find yourself worrying that people will see them,

the invisible and obvious pearls in your eyes,

that they will see that you are the one with the blue guilt in your veins,

that you are the one with the bad, bad telekinesis,

that you are the one raising her?

Why do you worry so much

over things you cannot control?





Charlene Logan Burnett

The Fisherman and The Cloak

The lake was in a forgotten region, where it was so cold, snow never completely melted from the mountains. The fisherman, in the thirty years since his wife had died, rarely saw other humans. Occasionally a trapper or a woodsman would attempt to enter the surrounding forests, but they were always driven back by windstorms and the relentless cold.

The fisherman often thought about returning to his homeland, a small port on the tip of a southern peninsula, but he had once broken both legs, one of which had not knit back correctly. He was leery of traveling such a distance to attempt to reach a village where surely he'd been forgotten.

He knew he would not live much longer, maybe a year or two. He had almost everything he needed. His dwelling was satisfactory: a cave with a narrow entrance, a round hall with a hearth, and a rear chamber, where his deceased wife was encased inside an ice coffin, which he'd chiseled and polished, so he could gaze in at her exquisite beauty.

It was midwinter, and the sun rose for only a few hours each day. Food was scarce. Snow hares, preserving their waning energy, often hid in their dens for days. Birds had long fled to the south. Each day, the fisherman carried his hatchet and pole onto the frozen lake. Each day, he found it harder to hook a fish as they drifted deeper and deeper.



The lake had formed thousands of years ago. It was so vast and deep and frigid that everything that fell into it remained preserved. Gar and paddlefish swam between the tusks of woolly mammoth. A mastodon's trunk curled around the very tree it once carried. A dire wolf, long extinct in the Americas, lay on the bottom, while nearby, a red cloak that the wolf had purged upon entering the water, swayed with the current. The garment still held the blush of the young girl who'd worn it, although her body had long ago been devoured inside the wolf's belly as he fled north across the continent, men and women from the girl's village in pursuit.

The girl's spirit clung to the cloak. She yearned to be in the world once more to taste the bread her mother baked. She wanted to walk in the forest, wearing her red cloak, gathering pine nuts and starflowers. Most of all, she wanted to feel a human touch.

She knew of the fisherman. When he and his wife first appeared at the lake, he'd been young, hardly more than a few years older than the girl. In warm weather, he fished from a canoe he'd made of white cedar. When the lake iced over, he chopped out a hole and lowered a barbed bone tied to twine. Eventually his wife vanished, and the girl surmised from his sobs that she had diedpeacefully, because her spirit did not linger near the lake.

He had deep blue eyes, and when he looked into the water, she believed he was searching for her. His arms were hairless, not at all like the men from her village, and she dreamt of him holding her in his arms. She sang to him, hoping to lure him so his fishing hook would catch on her cloak, but it was always too far to the left or right or not deep enough. Decades passed, and although the man aged, the girl, perpetually thirteen, saw him as the young man she loved.



As first light colored the morning sky, the fisherman strapped on his snowshoes and, carrying his hatchet and pole, walked out onto the lake. He chopped through the ice that had formed over his fishing hole. He added more line so his hook sunk deeper.

The girl, barely wakened by the soft dawn, first thought the descending flutter of bone was a butterfly. She closed her eyes, remembering the forest near her mother's home. It was a sweet dream, full of the scent of woodland phlox and the sound of the song sparrow. The dream always ended badly, so when she felt the tug on her cloak, she fought back, kicking and screaming, but she only managed to tangle herself in the fishing line. The barbed bone, sharpened into the fang of a wolf, gripped her, and with a fierce tug, she was pulled from her watery bed, through a ragged tunnel of ice, chocking and gagging, and then flung up into the stinging air, where her lungs seized. She flopped backwards onto the ice, her neck and legs surely broken. The fisherman grabbed her by the nape of her cloak.

"Stop!" she screamed, but she was formless, and he couldn't see or hear her. He shook the red cloak until she didn't know up from down. He rolled it and swung it like a club against the ice, over and over, until she passed out.

She woke inside the hot chamber of his cave, draped across the floor near the hearth. She feared her cloak might catch fire but she dared not move. The fisherman was much older than she'd believed. His hair was matted. Fish scales stuck in his beard. His arms and neck were hairy.

Run, she thought, but she had no legs.

Scream, she said, but she had no voice.

Fight, but she was at the whim of the fisherman, who prodded her with a stick, turned her this way and that, and eventually hung her from an iron hook pounded into the cave wall.

She hung there for days. When he was out fishing, she tried to escape, but the rusty hook bore into her as if she were made of flesh. There was little moisture inside of her. She feared drying up and blowing away.

She learned things about him. He snored. He favored sturgeon. He ate raw red roe. In a rear chamber, he had entombed his dead wife in an ice block, and at night, he went in and spoke to her. The girl strained to hear his words.

He usually fell quickly to sleep after being with his wife, but one evening, he stoked the fire and stared at the cloak, lusting after its scarlet folds. The girl tried to appear small, like a stain on rock, but he seized her, pawed her, shook her senseless. She choked on his arms as they stuffed inside of her, straining, ripping, gorging her like a pig. Nothing satisfied him. He was too big for her. She was torn, limb by limb, and tossed into a pile of fish bones. It took all of her will to gather a shred of herself under the hood of her red cloak.

She waited until he fell asleep. Outside, the wind shifted, and a draft stirred across the entryway. He'd banked the fire, but the flame caught the dry wool of her hood. She did not scream. She did not resist. She let the fire engulf her, the room, and the sleeping fisherman. No longer bound to the body of her cloak, she watched as the ice coffin with the fisherman's beautiful wife cracked and melted, releasing the woman's frozen corpse.





Lanette Cadle

Hold That Fly

If Cerebus wasn't the guard dog of hell, he'd be a bagger

in necktie and jeans, doomed to spend hours

chanting paper or plastic to a steady stream of saints

who live sustainable and keep the cotton market high,

picking up a few items before moving on upstairs.

Or maybe he'd price check in hell, How much for one

load of regretno, the long-term size. Do we have any

mercy? The two-ply six roll? How much for mercy?

That one would always be out, along with compassion,

because, after all, it's hell, but really, the saints don't

actually cross the river Styx and all they need is the travel size.

No, these post-Jesus times must be hard on hell. It's enough

to make even a three-headed mythological dog depressed

always seeing every side of the story, even the flies before

there's ointment, his serrated teeth gently holding a swatter.





Could Be, Could Be

Let's tell our stories and tell them well.

Here's one about a woman (not me)

who was always married, just not

to the same man. Her surprise when

marriage failed was total, every single time.

Galileo faced with floating bricks

couldn't have been more astounded.

He wasn't at work when he said he was?

How could he lie? His girlfriend's pregnant?

How can that be? Well, you get the drift.

She was dumbfounded until the next perfect man

turned up, and somehow he was on the spot

in two weeks, tops. My cynicism is showing

and it's not that attractive. Sorry.

Here's another story about a woman who

kept a spotless house. Her children either

never spilled food or she kept the laundry going

every single day. I wouldn't know. I couldn't hear

over the daily vacuuming or see though the glare

of too many shiny objects on mirrored shelves.

I'd like to say her desire to live on a 1950s stage set

led to tragedy, but no. It did not. No arrests,

no bickering, no TV set thrown through the window.

There were other things that never happened, like

days when she pitched the routine and read something

besides her devotional, but she tried not to think

of the possible and let the impossible possess her.

It could be, could be. Time expands to fit all wounds

and blood dries in even flakes. No one is at the door today

and white carpet goes well with everything, simply everything.





Alana I. Capria

Men, Eggs

Those men sunk their claws into me, swung me around, made a mess of my bones, then practiced running their hands up and down my hips while screaming, [We have seen into the very red depths of you and while we were uncertain we would like anything we saw, we now agree that we do and if you will let us into your stomach depths, we will be glad to reach our arms down your throat and wriggle our fingers around in the acid you keep trapped in your gullet and beyond, but we will only do that if you promise not to burn us and can we promise that you will not burn us because we know you are often angry with us for being cruel but we do not mean cruel, it is only that we do not really love you but feel badly about telling you that truth so we try to push you away or show you that you are just another body for us to take advantage of and have you been near your gullet in a long time because sometimes, gullets dry out and then the acid flakes away and if you have no more acid, tell us now, because we do not want to waste our times with substances that have been depleted of all caustic identity and if we cannot run the risk of singeing our fingers off, then what is the point of reaching, but still, we do not want to be burned by anything that is part of you, so you must drink an excess of water until we no longer feel as though we are in any danger and did you know that we treat all active digestive systems as a sort of erupting volcano?] I will give them volcanos and lava and period blood because if these men are so hungry for anything red and stuffed with liquid magma, then I will gladly empty myself into a blender for their tastebuds to enjoy while being suffocated, then mutilated, and then burned away to the point of ash and sunburn.

///

This has nothing to do with men because all the men I thought I loved decayed until they were skeletons. They weren't even lucky enough to be yellow skeletons even though the gangrene got them at an early age and they spent the last few hours of their lives vomiting jaundice over everything until the surrounding world obtained the oddest yellow hue that always made my vision tremble while I batted circulating headaches away. I always think jaundice sounds like such a pretty color but it might be the same shade attributed to the postpartum depression wallpaper. Remember this: nothing lurks within the wallpaper but when it does, it only has gums wet with saliva.

///

Once upon a time, I stole fifteen eggs from five men. That means either each man owned three eggs or the eggs were scattered among them haphazardly. And the first egg cracked until it was a pair of breasts and then the second egg cracked to reveal a vagina and the third egg was just a belly button and the fourth egg was an ugly face and the fifth egg was yellow paint, which I smeared across my shirt to enhance the color in my cheeks. Then the sixth egg hatched into a severed wing and the seventh egg shattered and was a yolk and the eighth egg was a lost penis and the ninth egg was a skeleton key and the tenth egg was just an egg filled with spring water and I was very thirsty so I sipped. The eleventh egg was empty and the twelfth egg contained a miniature radiator and the thirteenth egg was just a floor tile and the fourteenth egg was a cross-section of the small intestine and the fifteenth egg was a sliver of rancid bacon and I was so hungry by that point, I ate everything up and had to have my stomach pumped.

///

Here is a fun fact: the men used to waddle. They were used to throwing their bodies around, which meant the muscles stiffened over time, and so when they walked, they kept their knees jutting out and their arms were always five inches away from their sides to the point of levitating free of the body. I tried to push the arms down but I needed more weights than I could carry and so I just ironed the flesh flat and hoped steam heat would do more than pounds of pressure. Sometimes, when the men walked on tiptoe, they rose up so high, their calves split and then their ankles cracked, and finally, their shins slid right off their legs and drained into a grass patch that should have been mowed but was systematically neglected. Then they had to treat their legs like mummies, wrapping the skin so tightly, they couldn't wriggle their toes and thus, suffered from a weakened cardiovascular system and an odd purple-black stain that ran the lengths of their soles. Sometimes, the men developed iron cravings and couldn't stop lurching towards anything that was reminiscent of an iron, a radiator, a metal bathtub, a pot belly stove, a water heater, a microwave, a piece of sheet metal, a cast iron pipe, and a mattress spring coil. They ate until their stomachs burst from so much odd placement in their acid pools and then they suffered acid reflux for the next fifteen days. It makes sense, fifteen days for fifteen eggs, but these might have been different men than the ones who gave up the eggs.

///

Later, much later, when the yellow wallpaper begins to fade and all the men come out of hiding with the latex masks still adhered to their faces, I think, [What if I made a mistake and all those men really did love me but I was so desperate to think they were lying that I shattered their vertebrae without having a reason and so they will always be paralyzed from the waist down unless I feed them to someone who eats humans but then I would be aiding and abetting a cannibal which is a crime against the victims and of human nature and I never want to get in trouble for that so maybe I should just send them to sea where they can learn to float on the white crests of waves like mermen and then I'll be able to see a mermaid for the first time in my life because what mermaid would be able to resist a fresh merman but what if there aren't any mermaids and as I watch the men floundering around pretending to be mermen with just their arms, they drown and I'm not a good enough swimmer to save them and so they get eaten by a shark and on one hand, I am happy that a shark was fed, but on the other hand, I am sad that I fed these men to a shark, because for the most part, they weren't horrible men although they made mistakes, but if they've made mistakes because they're human, haven't I made an equal amount of mistakes, like shunning the ones who loved me and mistaking the intentions of the ones who didn't, and this wallpaper is much too yellow, even now as it's faded and I think I will be sick if I have to stay any closer to this yellowness.] And so I strip the wallpaper with a razor blade and then I paint the walls until they are bright white and I punch several holes into the walls to let some extra natural light in because I have always loved natural light and the truth is, anything fluorescent aggravates my depression.





Bob Carlton

The La Nia Effect

It was years before I finally understood the problem: my daughter was made of snowflakes. Suddenly, it all made sense. And of course the guilt quickly followed. How can you peacefully teach a blizzard to behave like warm tropical rain? Cycles of punishment, bitterness, and neglect drove inner storms that permafrosted her mind and spirit, a desperate attempt to hold herself together. Can you imagine how I wish I could take it all back? Instead, I am left with her weeping mother and the memory of my anger, the heat that brought that hateful summer. The unrelenting persistence finally broke her. She fell apart, melted, and trickled away, disappearing into a bright and sunny world without love. Now, her tiny face sometimes blooms at dawn, a drooping flower heavy with tears of dew.





Kallie Falandays

When woman was dinner plate

When woman was dinner plate, it ached. Think of it: the mashed potatoes, slippery steak, all the olives, things called loaves, how terrible she shuddered in the cabinet when it stormed. And once, a boy almost broke her. Well, we all know that feeling, the disgust before shattering, the piece when you're picked up again. You don't much care by whom. And then after she was repainted, even though she shouldn't have been. She wasn't particularly beautiful, she couldn't hold heavy things evenly. She shook when the oven was on. When the oven was off. When the children were at school. She couldn't stand all the layers. All the separation. One side with green beans, the other rice. The thought of herself after everything was gone. The thought of everything after she was gone. She broke and became a monster.





The woman woke like a cave

The woman woke like a cave. Her rumbling stomach shrugged the inside of the cave like a wool coat ripping in an empty hallway filled with speakers that echoed. There's no other way to say it. No one loves us when we're ugly and tired so we create our own attics and become them. And so the cave and the monster are one. The cauldron and the spoon are one. The woman and broken toes. The water reflected and the torn heels. Sometimes the morning is too bright to bear. She breaks like a boat and splinters all the walls with her slivers. She becomes the nighttime and eats the cave's growling so she can feel something inside of her. One day she dies and wakes up different.





Before the woman was an angel

Before the woman was an angel, she was a mermaid. This is not her story. She was drowned in an oven. But before that, she suckled ocean through a straw. When her baby was born, her husband said: She carried you all the way from the mountain to the ocean's vein and she buried you to free you from the train's song, the window's latch, the claustrophobia of lifetime. She held you, he said, through ravine; through river. Past sitcom, past laugh track, past premise. She held you all the way through teenage, locker, bed spring. She washed you in mud, sand, and stone song. She wanted you to grow from sea foam. But that was before the baby was eaten by a tsunami. It was after slick lines were cast into her waters. It didn't seem like anyone was anywhere except for them, and then the rain came and they started to stop being mermaids because the rushing hurt them, it hurt them and they had to stop looking up so it wouldn't hurt anymore.





The woman became a bruise

The woman became a bruise. How could she not? And to think, after all the water! After all the darkness. What else? And every time that she thought of blood she blossomed. She was yellow. She saw books about herself hidden under the bed: Life cycle of a bruise. She knew she would fade like an abandoned amusement park. She knew she would heal and was sad. She was pink and then was swollen. She broke down into brown and yellow. She had strange names. She wasn't pretty, but it was a sign that everything else was right. Like I said, she didn't wake up.





Shannon Elizabeth Hardwick

The man with gold between his legs

chewing saltine crackers on the side

of a highway in June, two roosters

beside him, one hen. A witch leaves

grief in a red truck in Orla, Texas

hanging by the neck on a pipeline

right-of-wayhis daddy bargained

daughters for oil, the earth, his ashes

for a God to survey his property,

limbs, shed, homesteadstrung out

on meth and strippers and his shame

gives him release through myths,

waterways, forgiveness.





After Their First Hunting Trip Together, the Son Said, Maybe We Are Meant to Live On the Earth Not Wasted All the Time

The old man beat him until he got a hard on. He would pretend to be in a field waiting to kill a buck. A ten-point. His first with a bow. Hunting the last breath out. Frogs leaping out of the mouth. Atomic bomb-cloud of lilies. An advertisement for end times. When food will be hand-to-hand combat. Everyone helps each other die. He, stronger than his old man. The only beating, his foot against the dirt, singing, Father, Father, I loved you.





Dust Storm

Coming home from church, it was supposed to be the day I expressed affection but we had fought the night before. About catching a break. I was driving. We were turning onto our street. Yelling. He may have been crying. From El Paso, it formed, made its way down I-20, gathering tumbleweeds into its arms, scooping children's toys into its teeth. It didn't mind what it wanted but particularly dust until it was itself a cloud willing to become a more that wasn't anything in particular, just bits of everything and everyone. Into the next day it kept rolling over bones of trees. The brown dressed body turned. Like the Greeks, we screamed into each other's throats until the world became the fight. But how beautiful, the roar of it, to fall in love with everything like freeing the clotheslines of the just-departed.





Out of the Wild City Inside a Baron Woman Into a Stream

This is the story I told myself when I was seven,

my banner of hair a ribbon around a shadow man's neck

In my mountain of anger lived a child-heart and goats

bleating lungs into the greenery with myths

on how to hurt oneself

above the earthLiving in a pine tree,

a woman prays to men, on them, instead of

waiting to feel how small the body is in it's waist,

wounded, picking flowers in a filed of horses where

the dark ones beat hooves into light made to breathe.





Francine Creates Her Story As If Asked to Author Her Own Birth

Francine eats oranges like they are herself in a field after a long swim in the river next to her father's house and she is warm in the field, slightly wet. Francine understands memories are stones, some heavier than others, some shinier, too, but all are for the pocket, which could bury us if we chose to go alone into the river without St. Gabriel to save us. Francine plows her mother's bones because she's alone, she writes, inside her suffering. I want a grove, she writes, of oranges happy to be oranges and a father to tend to them while I catch fish in the river. Francine eats oranges like they are herself in a field after a long swim in the river.





Wei He

The First Party

My husband, Mr. Hamilton, looked harmless and insipid as a scarecrow in a fallow field, or a reliable car on a quiet street. His shoulders were narrow but his legs were long and so straight that his jeans, bleached a faint blue by the sun and much washing, hung down free of wrinkles, as though they were empty. He drank ice water through a straw in public and looked to enjoy it immensely; he squeezed ketchup right onto French fries, never wasting a single drop; he would keep working uneasily on a stain on his shirt, if there was one, while talking to people he didn't know well. They were all part of his way of showing his vulnerability. But I knew he was a killer, quiet, fast and professional. I guessed he had been doing this for a long time, long before we got married. I didn't know whether he knew I knew his real identity. I only knew I loved him so much that I slept with our neighbor and ruined my husband's career completely.

We had been married for three years and had lived in the city until one month ago, when we moved to this small town. Mr. Hamilton had been a manager at a supermarket since we married and was never home much before he suddenly quit his job and proposed moving. I thought he was having an affair and got some woman pregnant and was planning on leaving the mess behind. But I could never grab hold of any evidence of him cheating on me. He always looked like he had nothing to hide, never a sneaky and underhanded aspect to his behavior. Our sex life was fine. I never found perfume or a woman's hair or lipstick on his shirts. One night he caught me burying my head in the pile of his dirty shirts, breathing in his innocent sweat. He said he was not happy being out all the time either and that his job was getting overwhelming and he was looking forward to a new start. I looked up at him and let out a sigh. He pulled me up and hugged me. But there was something about his hug, something subtle, uncertain and suspicious, and also a little bit awkward in how he squeezed me, as if I were a terribly-cut cigar that was unraveling.

Speaking of cigars, they were Mr. Hamilton's weakness. He always laid the cutter on the table and stood the cigar up vertically to avoid cutting too much off of the cap, a circular piece of tobacco covering one end of the cigar to secure the wrapper. And I had a feeling that his target's life was just like a cigar to him: he cut it with a double guillotine and lit it with a soft flame. The goal was to open up the cap without cutting past the shoulder, a visible line where cap and body met. He firmly squeezed the cutter closed. The cap came off neat and clean. He was very good at staying at this side of the line to leave the body as beautiful as a piece of art, for himself to appreciate. This vertical-cut technique might be too convenient and conservative for him, who was not a rookie any more, but he never abandoned it, a method of getting his business done securely and efficiently.

Compared to cutting a cigar, that is, which required precision and decisiveness; lighting one was a process of balancing and delicacy. A soft flame allowed more control with a slower and cooler burn, which reduced the risk of scorching the wrapper. He placed the hottest part of the flame, the rippling excitement, the burning cordiality, the invisible danger, right above the top of the visible flame, under the cigar at an approximate forty-five degree angle towards him while holding the cigar at that same angle. The fire gently licked over the foot of the cigar, to erase the possible trace of any irregularity of the cut and its aftermath, the shocking, hideous effect to eyes.

It was all about beauty, Mr. Hamilton would say.

An aroma replaced the smell of raw blood. Then he rotated the cigar while puffing and blew on the end of it to ensure the embers were well lit, and to create an even ash so enticing that I would want to slide my fingers across it and leave my prints. But Mr. Hamilton would laugh at me if he knew what I was thinking. He would never leave a trace behind. He suddenly looked arrogant and cocky with a cigar between his fingers, and it may have looked to others that this was his least vulnerable moment. But not to me. Actually this was when he let his guard down and gradually emerged from behind his camouflage. Pride goeth before a fall.

It looked as if my husband had few clients, but I know he had never failed. It might take him a couple of years to approach the target and draw the shiv out of its sheath. That was why he could get away with it every time (on the way to our new home, the small town, we heard the news of a dead body discovered two blocks from the neighborhood we just left). He never believed crimes on TV, I bet; they were too fancy, too complicated, too polished for reality. If my husband were not a professional killer, I was sure he would be an artist, who, just like a killer, was arbitrary (not necessarily selfish) and never consulted anybody else to decide which sacrifice to make, and when somebody got hurt as a result, they would argue that life itself was a damn arbitrary bitch. He might be a painter; I enjoyed his taste in colors. He was a man who could handle pink, the color of a little girl's fake diamond ring, bright and cheap. He would use nimbus gray shirt to match his pink tie (a gift from a bad-taste client, I guess). But I wouldn't be surprised if he ended up being a novelist, considering his outstanding ability of giving the smooth turns of one man's life trajectory a hard twist then tying it into dead knots.

When Mr. Hamilton wrapped up his business in the city, we moved to this town. We bought a house here and settled down. Mr. Hamilton found a new job at a local supermarket. Our neighbors were normal and interesting people. Mr. and Mrs. Brown lived next door, and Mr. Green and his grandson lived on the other side. There was a goofy mathematician living in a big house across the street but I didn't see him much. His neighbor, a skinny and painfully shy guy, also worked in the supermarket. I smiled and waved at my lovely neighbors whenever we saw each other on the street, in the post office and other places. Because I knew: the days of someone's life among them had been numbered since our arrival. That must have been the reason we were here. What other reason could there be to move to this small silly town?

It was when the Browns came over to say hello that I figured out Mr. Brown was my husband's new target. He was in his forties, tall and slender, didn't smile much. He was definitely not an ugly guy, but his face gave me a feeling that it would look different when in bed. He went to work in the morning and came home in the evening during workdays and drank beer on the porch on weekends. Mrs. Brown was five years older than her husband, tiny and a little hyper. She looked like a person who always knew how to put up a fine front to the world. When I opened the door, I could read both Mr. and Mrs. right away. Mr. Hamilton came out of the bedroom and joined us at the door. He asked them about the name of the flowers on their windowsill and the brand of the beer Mr. Brown had been drinking. When we conversed, he kept working on the stain on his T-shirt left by a chunk of sausage that morning. The Browns pretended they hadn't seen that.

I once asked Mr. Hamilton if he had ever seen ghosts. He said they were only a piece of floating cloth that could be whisked away and shaken with a sharp popping sound. At first I was so disappointed in the shallowness of his thoughts. But now I knew his answer was damn smart. He thought I was asking him about the ghosts of all the people he had killed, and he skillfully dodged my question. A haunting memory could be easily shaken free of rippling wrinkles, yellowed lints, and settled dust of the dead and the buried. Then our conscience would be smooth and clean.

There was another aspect to his vulnerability that I failed to mention, the disguise he used when alone with me: He enjoyed watching cheap romance movies. The night following the Browns' visit, we watched one in which a man begged a woman to marry him in a restaurant but she turned him down. But he kept begging. Then he said he needed to take a leak, and left. She wanted to say something, wanted to explain why it would never work out, but he had left, then she asked herself aloud if she still wanted to say no when he came back. She didn't know the answer until he came back. She said to him, You're such an idiot. He was about to cry, which made the woman despise him more. Hamilton threw his arms in the air and laughed. How silly he was! I had to keep reminding myself of the other layer underneath his skin, the more dangerous one, to enjoy the movie and his company.

I did think about divorcing my husband, both before and after I found out about his second profession, but for different reasons entirely. We met at a party at my friend's place. That was the first party I attended since I moved to that city. I didn't know many people there, nor did he. I went outside to get some fresh air and saw him smoking a cigar behind a giant green plant in the backyard. It was getting dark but there was still enough natural light for me to discern the shape of everything. What a beautiful moment! He looked almost regal. His cigar had a strange grassy smell sharpened by pine sap. His shadow slightly trembled in the changing light, the way a single droplet did before it gathered weight and fell from the spigot. Five months later, we got married, but I soon realized that I was only attracted to the Hamilton of cigar moments. The rest of time he was as vulnerable as a waterdrop landed on our cracked countertop, either sucked into a crevice or smeared on a wiping cloth.

The sharp contrast between these two Hamiltons inspired me to uncover his real identity. I didn't realize how enchanted I was by the reality of my husband being a professional killer until I witnessed how he interacted with Mr. Brown. (I looked at my husband's reddening ear, thinking he looked so dangerous and attractive when he was approaching his prey.) But I couldn't allow him to jeopardize his life by being caught by police or killed by his targets. I wanted him to be stuck where he was nowalways in a state of conspiring, planning his next move but unable to move forward, as if smoking an expensive cigar that would never burn to ash.

So a week after their visit, I stopped Mr. Brown at his doorstep one evening, to borrow his corkscrew; he told me he'd just gotten in from work and had to cook dinner himself that night since his wife was out of town to visit some girlfriends. I kissed him for the first time after he invited me in, and he said it might take a while to find the corkscrew. His lips were dry and stiff but standing in his big shadow felt like standing in a pool of water. I asked him if I was pretty enough to sleep with him. He hesitated and said yes. His answer saved his life. My husband, Mr. Hamilton, could never lay his hand on him now, since Mr. Brown had become my lover; if he died, people would suspect that my husband did it. I created a trail of evidence back to him, even before the murder was committed. But I knew my husband could not give up on his target, for the sake of his career and reputation. That's the spirit.

Later that evening, when I came home, Mr. Hamilton asked me where I had been, I said I went to invite Browns over for a party. They seem to be such wonderful people, he said. Yes, indeed, I said. Let's throw a big party this weekend, I said. Great, I'd love to help, Mr. Hamilton grinned. The prospect of being close to his target filled his face with good cheer and life. You know, he added, I was actually thinking today that we should throw a party to get to know the neighbors, and here you've already started the invitations. Isn't it wonderful, I said, that we always share the same ideas, the same thoughts? Mr. Hamilton looked a little surprised but kept grinning. I continued, We're more than husband and wife. We're soul mates, we're kindred spirits. You're the only person in the world who can understand me, and I am the same to you. I walked closer to him for a hug. Mr. Hamilton circled my shoulder blades with his arms hesitantly. I hugged him tightly, and he hugged back. We hugged for a long time. Such a wonderful hug that it almost felt like we could live happily ever after.





Gabe Herron

Art Scene: The Great Maximilian vs. Musca Domestica

"Funny, the one thing most the world agrees upon is also the most disagreeable thing about the world." Carlos Maximilian, painter 1953-1987



Coco and Carlos Maximilian have been expecting me, but a voice I don't recognize buzzes me up. She speaks soft Spanish so low I have to close my eyes to hear it. I knock on the penthouse door and this same soft creature opens it wearing only tan leather boots and a g-string the color of strawberries. She smiles. She is petite. A lovely mestizo woman with pearlescent teeth, high cheekbones, and long black hair down to her waist. I followed her into the living room. I'm a marionette. She disappears, saying something I don't understand because my Spanish is atrocious.

Their apartment is cool, quiet, and luxurious; Polanco is a powerful juxtaposition to the rest of Mexico City. I hate traveling here but I'm a peace offering from my father, whom Maximilian distrusts. No man should be trusted less than the man who stands to profit, both our paychecks bear his name on the signature line, but we all stand to profit, so maybe trust is just believing a person will act in a certain way when money is involved.

The living room is all white, including the carpet, everything else is marble and stainless steel, modern; the point being the only thing breathing life in this room is the artworkmost of it Maximilian's. A room designed around the art, more like a museum than a home. How all artists would have it, how it probably should be, but never will begreat art should hang in public galleries and museums, but increasingly it hangs in vaults, vacation homes, and corporate lobbies.

Coco wanders out of the master bedroom wearing a white muslin dress. I can see the outlines of her black panties and a darkening at the nipples. I try not to think of Coco in this manner because it's an instant disadvantage, enter the predator, every time I see her these words fill my mind like a fire bell.

"I'm sorry for keeping you. I had to shit." She still speaks with a slight French accent, almost gone now from all the years in Mexico and South America.

"Thank you for seeing me at all on short notice. I know you and Maximilian are very busy," I say.

She is a beautiful woman in her own way. Her body is perfection, a famous body, an eternal body, featured in so many paintings the world round, but her features are harsh.

"I am very busy. Indeed. You are very busy. Yes. But Maximilian, busy?" She raises her hands in the air. "You must be making a joke."

"I won't lie," I say.

"But you will lie," she interrupts, "You all lie. The next thing you tell me will be a lie. I know it already but tell me anyway. Did you meet our little Venus Rosa?" She brushed passed me and dropped herself down on the white leather couch, "Sit." She pats the couch next to her as if I'd been made her pet for the day.

"Yes, I did," I say.

"Stunning. No?"

"Yes, beautiful."

"Well, at least you don't lie to me yet. Maximilian's newest model. He claims to be in love with her but he isn't." She looked out the floor to ceiling windows across Mexico City's brown hazy blanket to the volcanic mountain range. "Look at Ixtaccihuatl today, gorgeousyou know it means white woman." She rubs her temple. "You should take her with you when you go. A party gift. I think we must bore her."

"Somehow I doubt that." I could smell just a whiff of jealously within her comment, and I wondered if she was losing control over him.

I squirm and the leather scritches.

The Great and All Powerful Coco.

Everyone knows a Coco story or two. Coco with the Cuban National Jai Alai champions, their coach, and possibly his teenage son, but much later in the evening after the others had been done in, Coco with the super model in Paris, Coco with a half dozen Thai prostitutes, Coco with Coco, on a table at the Tunnel in New York City. Her use of sexuality for promotion is legendary; a publicist I know nicknamed her Sledgehammer. If Maximilian hasn't made the press before a show for his own extravagant sexual appetites, or bizarre drug habits, then Coco will make press with her dependable libido, between the two of them they're better than any ad agencymuch cheaper too.

My father depends upon The Coco and Max Show.

She examines me, waiting for my discomfort. "I hope she doesn't make you uncomfortable."

"Of course not," I say.

Her eyes widen. "Your first lie."

"I am married. You know this." I lifted my ring hand.

"We were there. I didn't mean that, but a simple ring would stop you?"

"Yes...no...not just the ring." I shake my head.

"You will maybe be the first then," she snorts.

"Maybe. I'm here because the gallery is concerned...."

"Your father is concerned. His favorite sucking tit has gone all dry like chalk."

"Yes," I say. "But I think we're all, well, we hear all sorts of strange rumors. We don't know who or what to believe. He has pancreatic cancer? His kidneys have failed? He hasn't left the apartment in nine months? He sniffs glue with the Resistoleros in the streets? He says he will never paint again? He paints all day and night?"

"Pfft. Maximilian will paint again. Maximilian is art. He is in fine health. He is taking a breakthat is all. He's on sabbatical."

"He's on contract," but I could tell that was the wrong thing to say, so I quickly withdrew, "Does he leave the apartment?" I ask.

"No, but what should that matter?" She twirls a strand of hair with her finger and shifts on her long legs. I try not to look. I'm unable. She is watching my eyes. She is so keenly aware of her powers over men that it saddens me. "He doesn't leave because he is convinced Mexico City hates him, that it's out to destroy him. It isn't his fault you know. The troubles he found on those streets in his youth follow him still today. I think sometimes he may be right."

"I don't blame him either. Is he here?" I ask.

"Aren't you taking notes? He does not leave. He was excited to hear you were coming."

"He was? Now I think you might be the one lying."

"You shouldn't," she says. "He was very excited for your visit. He thinks you have great potential, for what I have no idea."

Maximilian can barely bring himself to speak to my father, let alone me, and my father has purchased almost every piece of art the man has produced in the past fifteen years, under contract of course, but at prices, many claim to be exorbitantly high for a gallery. Too high. My father has staked his reputation, and to some extent our family's financial well-being, on Carlos Maximilian, and Maximilian treats him like a recently expelled dog turd for his efforts. I find it dumbfounding; the only man my father allows to treat him poorly is terrified to go outside his own house.

I pull the contract from my attach case.

"Yes. Yes. I know what that says. You will be the first to know when Max starts painting again, but for now...for now, he is just empty. He needs a break, you would not understanda race horse must be given rest."

"But you must understand that we cannot continue to write monthly checks forever, if, if he is not painting in return. We will buy everything, like always, but it has been almost two years."

At this point, a small housefly lands on the contract in my lap. I notice Coco is paying very close attention to this housefly.

"Yes, of course, we understand. If you would like, we will repay you the past ten months, plus interest, at a fair rate, then no more contract."

She eyes the housefly giddily.

"It's not that," I say.

"Well, good, there is no problem. Maximilian! Maximilian! A housefly!" She hollers with excitement over her shoulder, then turns and dashes down the hall to the master bedroom, her dress floating out behind her tan body like gossamer.

I watch the housefly.

It is just a housefly.

I look around the room, white, sterile, except for the paintings of course, 100% pure genius I'm afraid. What all the fuss is about. Incredible. My father will be depressed if I come back with nothing. I roll my wedding ring around my finger with my thumb. I miss my wife and children. I already know I will come back with nothing.



Coco returns from the bedroom. "You must see this. You simply must. I have never seen anything like this." She claps her hands. She is excited. I don't know that I've ever seen Coco excited before, or anything but stone-cold blas, like a facade over a facade over a facade with nothing behind. She points to the contract, "Max, it is still here, hurry, hurry, love!" She turns to me. "Oh, God. It is meant to be. It lays still, on the contract, just waitingSee?" Again, she claps with anticipation.

I'm rattled when I see the beast emerge from his den. I haven't seen Max for almost two year, since the Madrid show. He has fattened and stopped cutting his hair. He is wearing a Mexican wrestling costume, all white and silver, with red sequins around the eyes and mouth of the mask. He is bare chested under a great white cape bedazzled with a hundred-thousand rhinestones.

Coco sits beside me and seizes my arm. Her long nails biting into my soft skin.

Maximilian stalked towards me, slowly, awkwardly, with the wide gait of a baby or a baboon. I can hear his breathing. I can see his arms and chest are covered with some kind of oil. The room fills with his stink; it's repugnant, like the slum bars of the city he so distrustsshit, sweat, old urine, and dirty laundry mixed with something different, something you smell at the mental hospital, that bioelectric crazy smell.

I think of my poor uncle but for a moment.

Maximilian stops just short of me, hunkers over himself huffing, his breath smelling of hot cabbage soup and old garbage. Coco shifts on the couch and leans forward like a panther testing its footing before pouncing.

She bows her head down next to the contractalmost in my lap.

She puts a thin cool hand on my knee for balance.



I freeze.



She looks up at me, then down at the fly, smiling, letting the moment fill with itself...and then she blows on the housefly. It pops into the air, hovers for an instant, just a moment in time, and then Maximilian takes a wild swing at it with a closed fist, nearly missing Coco's jaw, and then another haymaker swing, nearly hitting the top of my head. I feel a breeze come off the swing, but the housefly easily escapes these attacks unperturbed.

Maximilian grunts, and swings his arms wildly, dancing as if he's on fire. He wheels around the room chasing the fly, trying to catch the fly in a bear hug, trying to smash it into the divan with a body slam. Coco is erect and giggling with delight. She claps her hands with wild encouragement. He knocks a piece of his own art off the wall. I cringe knowing its value. He upsets an end table trying to close line the housefly and sends an ashtray full of cigarette butts dancing across the polished stone floor.

I want to run.

I want to hide.

At the same time, I want to watch a man fighting a housefly, it's ludicrous, but I want to know who will win. I want to know how things turn out. Maximilian vs. the housefly?

In this way, I will not come back from Mexico empty handed. I will have the story about how Maximilian has finally lost his mind, and perhaps then my father can regain his, and we can all move on with our lives, move on to newer and healthier visions for ourselves.

The housefly lands on one of the windows that look out onto the smoggy cityscape. Maximilian is doubled over, catching his breath. He has lost his quarry and I am glad for it. He scans the room. Coco watches him with something approaching reverence. She spots it, or has never lost sight of it, and points, "On the window, my love, on the window!"

He looks ahead, sees it, and runs full speed into the window, hurling his girth against the glass, but the window doesn't break, it quivers, and his head thuds off it. He lands flat on his back, then jumps back to his feet to prove nothing is wrong, nothing at all. His cape is askew. He reels like a punchy boxer. When he finally thinks to look down on his bulbous stomach, he finds the housefly. He picks the black speck off his belly, holds it above his head like a champion and stammers, "Triunfo!"

"Venus Rosa! Rosa! Rosa! Come quickly," Coco yells.

Venus Rosa appears, still wearing only tan boots and a red g-string. She is no common prostitute. She is elegant. She would be a model in another country and maybe she is in this country.

"Give it to her my darling." Coco purrs. "Give her your furious plunder my love."

Maximilian approaches this beautiful woman, who is now parting her legs in a wide stance and pulling aside her little red covering. The heels of her boot slip on the marble, she seems like a newborn fawn, but she regains her balance quickly.

It's as if she is well practiced.

She bares herself.

Spreads.

She is cleanly shaven.

She is clearly unashamed.

Maximilian crouches down beside her, pinches the fly between his thumb and finger, and pushes it up inside her. Suddenly, I feel the room swaying as in an earthquake. I want to vomit and then breathe clean airI will have to leave Mexico City to find this clean air, but clean air is all that I want for the rest of my life; to breathe easy clean air will be enough for me.

I must leave now to breath.

Venus Rosa coos softly, sensually, and Maximilian rises to his feet. He kisses her neck through is mask. He sticks his tongue out of his decorated mouth hole. He takes her hands, turns them over in his own hands, and licks her palms like a cat at a bowl of milk. She giggles and squirms. He takes her by the waist, swoops her up and they disappear together down the hallway.

I feel as if I have fallen into the lion's pen at the Chapultepec Zoo.

I feel very low on the food chain.

Coco turns to me and speaks so that only I will hear. "The truth is, and I will actually tell you the truth when I say it is the truth, Carlos has become impotent and cannot paint in such a state. As you can see, he is going to great lengths to cure his ailment but nothing seems to work." She reaches over and grabs my crotch. I think she expected to find me excited. She pulled her hand back and shrugs. "But I guess he is not the only one. God, I think I will die of ennui in this fucking place."

"I have to go," I said.

"Of course. Tell your father never to contact us again."

"I will," but I won't.

"Goodbye."

I left, escaped really, letting myself out, leaving them to slowly kill each another over that long hot summer, trapped in that white marble mausoleum high in the Mexican sky, but I'm sure you've read about all that in the papers, or seen in on the news. I've written this account to answer the question that everyone keeps on asking me.

Why? Why did they do it?

And this will be my answer.





W. Todd Kaneko

How I Know Stanislaus Zybyszko

Zbyszko decided he wanted to win the title and no one had

bothered to teach Munn much in the way of wrestling 

Zbyszko was so dominant the official had to count the fall

to avoid a riot.

Shooters: The Toughest Men

  in Professional Wrestling



The part of me that is my father remembers

Big Wayne Munn was supposed to carry

the world championship after wrestling

Stanislaus Zbyszko that day in 1925. I know

that spirit battering itself against my ribs

will give out one day, that a man's body can

fight only so long as his heart understands how.

America knew Munn as a clean-faced

footballer from Nebraska who won

with a half-nelson crotch hold and dump

tackleThe part of me that is my mother

loves how the Polish strongman Zbyszko

double-crossed everyone, how he held Munn

down and forced the referee to count three.

She delighted at the sight of a man's body

in defeat, how he sprawls spent, slackjawed,

eyes shining like cemetary lights.

The part of me that is my father understands

how a man is lured into butterfly clutches,

into chickenwings. The part of me that is

my mother praises dead animals, delights

at shapes the butcher extracts from carcasses.

Whatever part of me that is my own sees

my father's somber expression when I look

in the mirror. Whatever is left of me will be

horsecollar, cattlebrand, a skeleton twisted

into the shape of a cage.





Judy Grable Makes a Living

A woman can't make a living just being a blondealthough

I've heard of a few who have

Groucho Marx to Judy Grable

  What's My Line, 1959



Let's say that a girl's profession

has nothing to do with her body,

that when she changes her hair color

the rest of us will not be harmed.

That vital question  who are you, will you fight

                   for what you want?

Let's say the fist is the body, the elbow

is the body, the body is a knee to the face,

a barefoot stomp. When a woman gives up

her body, the way Judy Grable wrestled

every night, someone gets hurt.

When a comedian asks a girl about her life,

the world laughs or mourns, depending

on how sexy the answers are

to that identical question

                   what is your life worth?

Judy Grable only answers yes/no

questionsonly smiles at inquiries into

sexual contact and happiness.

Let's say the body constantly aches

for release, perpetually moves toward rest

after our constant strugle to answer

the impossible question

                   have you ever won?





June Byers Knows What a Woman Wants

She told me why she was leaving

the only way she knew how,

my mother in the driveway that night

a story about seeing June Byers

defending her championship in 1955.

Five rows back, my mother watched

two women grapple for the belt.

June Byers, foxy like a rodeo queen,

tied that woman down, arms pulled back,

shoulders popped from their sockets.

My mother stood on her chair

while the champion tossed her rival

into the ropes with an elbow smash

to the neck on the rebound. Spinning

toehold, butterfly stretch, pendulum

backbreakerJune Byers squeezed

a woman by the throat whenever

the referee couldn't see. My mother

squealed with glee as Byers broke

that woman's nose with a right cross.

After the match, my mother looked up

at her father and promised to be a champion

like June Byers, a woman more fistfight

than housewife, more pocketknife than lipstick.

The next day, her parents registered her

for etiquette school. Don't go, I said

into her scent of cigarettes and beer. God,

she said. Don't be like your father

before unwrapping herself from my arms,

her taillights vanishing in the dark.





Jennifer MacBain-Stephens

Lisa's Ghost Twin Sister at the Grocery Store

I.

Lisa's ghost twin sister still shows up to work every day at the grocery store in her service uniform. She forgot the onsite accident. She wears sensible shoes, black polyester pants, and a blue silk blouse in the height of summer. Her transparency sardine colored. Tidy pin curls on one side of her head, the other side haggard darkness. Her face is made up pretty like a porcelain doll from 1910. But something is off, Lisa's ghost twin sister, a cracked egg, gesticulates in Dry Goods, her arm reaching for baked beans.

II.

Does she know she is walking undead down the Dairy aisle? Her journey to rebuild herself, horrific. Visiting maggots like buds of garlic follow her, trying to clean slime from the aisles. Eyes, like clumps of chives, survey the scene. Tomatoes are hearts. Spaghetti, dried tendons. Mesquite pork tenderloin- the muscles. Fish for feet. It will go in to come back out. It comes out to go back in. She cannot help it, Lisa's ghost twin sister at the grocery store. Ingredients she cannot decipher, staring at items like she left the stove on. Distal phalanx bones pass through cookie samples.

III.

Lisa's ghost twin sister's gait disturbs the cereal boxes. Raspy breaths rattle the soup cans. She reaches for odd items: taffy, purple kohlrabi, mouth wash. If I were a ghost in the grocery store I'd try to pick up an apple. People walk through her all the time. They look like they ate something bad for a second. I go every Sunday. I try to tell Lisa's ghost twin sister that she's checked out already. My breath wasted, unfelt in her non-ear.





she-ghost

I see her stumbling down the hallway sometimes. You would think she floats, but her step is heavy. Her thought reflected in the step. She hides in bathrooms. I know she is me- maybe from another slashed time- one of us is in the wrong place. I cannot count the times, the meetings, cannot measure the spaces, the feelings, the day to day. When I see her, I lose time. It will be lunchtime. I see her. Her hair face. Then it is three o'clock. Then it is then. Then brain shadows. I am alone. I feel full of her. I try to tell her to step stop back but she smothers me her darkness her dread her dreary hair in my mouth cannot free myself but the real heaviness on my chest lungs separate into four lungs cannot breathe slow gasping slow motion movie reel of drowning. One tiny logical party one tiny logical part of my of my brain says but if we both drown but if we both drown but if we both who saves us who will be left to who stops.





Carlo Matos

It's Best Not to Interrupt Her Experiments

My wife is at the back of the house

wearing a ski mask,

attempting a break-in.

She will eventually succeed

(no need to worry)

and lay the mask

sweat-through and moist

on the end table.

Another night of sleep earned:

no glory but purpose.





It's Best Not to Interrupt His Experiments

There are stones in the freezer

and a recipe for shampoo, Gatorade and construction paper

on the fridge.

The tub overflows with bubble wrap

a complete and intact fossil of a bubble bath

a salt water mark.

Tonight he will eat Mommy and Daddy,

swallowing them whole,

so they will always be together

in his belly.





It's Best Not to Interrupt His Experiments

Charlie Brown was the tiny, bigheaded

center of their world.

Without him, there were no orbits.

He was the only defense against the Big Freeze.

So, he took it.

What choice did he have?

He had, after all, brought them together against all odds

the Big Crunch, instead.

Children surrounded by creatures mainly legs and big hands

with their sad, bodiless way of speaking

the infamous wah, wah, wah sound.

A guitar could do that much.

And poor Charlie Brown

(the butt of everyone's jokes)

never even getting to kick that football,

a fact that made Schultz himself tear up before he died.

Every now and again,

what rises from the swamp

is desperate to blaze into being

once the slime has been washed off.





Carson Pynes

Mary  a Recipe

First, 2 oz. vodka

Then 4 oz. tomato juice

Lemon comes next,

Then Tobasco, Worcestershire,

Horseradish.

Citrus wedge and celery stick.

Variations:

For a Bloodie Marie; Anisette.

Wasabi for a Tokyo Mary.



They say Hemingway perfected this recipe,

but Hemingway gets credit for everything,

turning water into daiquiris, rum into wine.

Whose Son does he think he is?

The truth is,

I'd rather drink Damiana from the bottle,

Incan Goddess aphrodisiac, or maybe sip absinthe, drink Strega and schnapps,

The Witch's Malice, black liquid mobility,

but it's only 11 am on a Tuesday.

Rule #1: Omit Needless Words.

The teeth that loveliness fed leave bite marks

on the lime wedge. I know a girl who

only drinks Manhattans. She wears her hair pinned.

Rule #2: Place yourself in the background

L plays the Girl-Next-Door.

E gets the role of Blue-Eyed Blonde.

I'm cast as The Red-Headed Slut.

Words and expressions commonly misused:

Me. You. Us. Them.

Virgin. Whore. Saint. Savior.

Vermouth.

Mix and strain into a highball glass.

Serve over ice.

Rule #3: Be clear.

The adjective "worthwhile" is acceptable, but emaciated. I have a cilantro allergy, and

every time I'm served a gin drink made with Tanqueray, I want to throw things.

When I drink with Papa Hemingway, he pours me a double Sapphire with just a wicked splash of quinine. Canny bastard wearing a sharp

crown of fishhooks? Thinks he can walk on water.

Rules #4, 5, and 6 govern the Goddesses:

In the temple, Tokyo Mary lights a cigarette

for the ancestors.

Strega Schnapps and the red-headed jellybean witch call for more tequila, while Damiana braids her hair with orange blossom.

I place myself in the background.

The adjectives are all acceptably emaciated,

but We Three utter spells, moribund hexes muttered by the Tripartite Battle-Goddess of Girl-Next-Door,

Blue-Eyed Blonde,

And Mary.





Proving Ground

"Champagne, if you are seeking the truth, is better than a lie detector"

 Graham Greene



We're driving through El Centro at dusk and I think I can smell Paris burning.

Wicker banishment with a cold beer and clam shell means that

"Never on a Sunday" becomes a deep-six cosmic striptease

performed by the cleaning lady of a cheap highway motel in Kingman, Arizona.

It's a long way from Ireland and our skin is sunburnt apricot.

We're heading to the Proving Ground, trying to buck off Ohio

with a moonlit chip shot.

"What the fuck is Cointreau?" is written on my palm.

There's cherry cobbler and strawberry margaritas to the southeast.

Somewhere on the Apache Indian Reservation, I think

"We might run out of gas" but we don't. I remember the first time

I told him I love him, it was bitter winter and I was drunk off champagne in the bathtub.

Clothes on. No bathwater.

Dental floss on the countertop and his paintings hanging on the walls in the next room.

True blue, baby. I'll tell you this for free;

I'm banished, trying to find the nearest ocean in a landlocked state

while driving along the U.S./Mexico border with a non-citizen in the passenger seat.

We're leaving tonight. The volatile effervescence of psychotic English whizzes along

lickity-split and I'm racing. It's night-time

and I'm running into the waves. My skirt is soaked and we're shouting, we've found

the Proving Ground. The Promised Land. We're here.





Earth, Texas

We sat at your cracked, red-lacquer table,

the carved wooden spoon and fork hung on the wall above your head.

In the next room, there was the deep-blue armchair where Gardner Sanderson

watched the football game, and slept in the heat of the afternoons,

while you made Jell-O salad, ambrosia, fried okra and honey-ham,

fed me gingersnaps while I sat on the counter, legs dangling,

gazing out the window at the West-Texas

well pump, the only thing to draw the eye was the dinner bell

with the wasp nest inside, Gazing at the nothing 

dust and cattle and cotton and cobalt sky.

Great-Grandmother,

you sat at the cracked red table after he was gone,

with your hands over your mouth as the preacher-man asked, what did you want him to say

at the service. For Gardner.

For you. Your hands shook.

I wanted to tell the preacher-man about Paw-Paw sitting at the kitchen table

with a packet of animal crackers, eating the ones with broken legs first

because it was more humane.

I wanted you to tell the preacher-man the story about Paw-Paw's thumbs, about how he lost the tips of them in an accident with the tractor,

about how you drove him to the hospital, you were speeding,

he was bleeding all over the car,

you got pulled over,

lights flashing red-blue-red-blue,

so he held up the stumps of his thumbs and the policeman let you go.

I wanted to tell him about the way the Big Red soda pop tasted,

lukewarm fizzy liquid bubblegum from the vending machine in the hospital after his first stroke.

After that, I don't think my great-grandfather knew about me anymore.

He called me by Aunt Leanne's name a couple times.

I didn't mind,

but you only said to the preacher-man,

"I don't know what to do here without him."

and then you dropped your face into your hands,

a penny in West-Texas well water

and you cried.

I left the lacquer-cracked red table.

I went to the living room, to sit in the deep blue chair.





Sarah J. Sloat

Miniature City

Waiting is a weed that promises blossoms. It endures the worst conditions, growing even near the end of the road.

*

In the bookstore, there's a customer who regularly reads the last page before deciding on a book, then finds the experience spoiled:

The vines are thwacked. The step-mother dies. Making his rounds, the hunter comes. Or doesn't.

But life's not a peephole.

*

Most of the time you are the little man hunched in the snowglobe waiting for a shake.

Here goes nothing, you say, angling into an anticipated wind.

*

Outside the warehouse, the bus stop bench sits in a tangle of mayweed. You lean back. If not for the search lights, these clouds wouldn't be lit like this, from underneath.

*

The fields fill, and the trees and the housetops, and the chimneys choke. And the bricks turn red and there's a heady scent of something that is not smoke.

*

It's the slow city you built in a bottle that makes these blossoms possible.

*





Die Taube

One regret I have about not having been born a man is never being called a gentleman.

On top of regrets about being born.

Marlene Dietrich said of Meryl Streep: 'In the old days such an ugly person would have played the maid, or not even have gotten a screen test.'

Everyone lives under an assumed name.

The character was described as having "abominable teeth," which I misread as "abdominal teeth."

In German the pigeon and the dove are the same thing, die Taube.

When you chose a name for your child, was it a name you once wished for yourself?

(luise gudrun josefina)

For years after Albert Camus died his car was housed in the garage of a mechanic he'd been friendly with. It was a 1955 Citroen that Camus had named Penelope.

I told them I didn't care if he wrote like an angel. An angel wouldn't write anything I'd want to read.

Everything holds up a mirror, while the mirror holds up a door.

'Comme tout le monde je m'appelle Erik Satie.' - Erik Satie





Cabin

Like the funeral industry we gave it our all.

Henry smoothed the spackle while I was

chided for bringing more tinder

than timber, for splurging on a persian

rug, maroon and mineral blue,

we'd never see once dragged into the dark.

It's true I loved rough luxe. Of such romance

I was accused and I confessed - euphemism, birch

beer, anemone: some words I didn't want to give up.

We daubed and wattled with all our might.

Deep inland, the mud caked tight;

it fisted and grimaced. Filling the chinks

between splints let no light in.

But Henry thought of everything.

His genius piece was the chimney, so tall

it formed a snorkel, climbing the western wall.

I came in mourning crepe, prized in those days

as camouflage more stable than a married name.

In the end we believed in everything.

When there was nothing more we named it

truce, and knew that would have to do.

Just before we sealed the door, a flock

of zeppelins sailed across sunset's alchemy

and it was hard not to think of whales,

although by then there were

no whales left to think.







Riley Welcker

Silent

I had just set down 'side the fire to do a bit of needlework when I heard a blow on the front door. It reminded me of that storm last summer when our tree struck the corner of the house. It startled me something fierce. Henry was asleep in his chair, his black mustache curled on one end and his head slumped over on his shoulder. He was snoring softly. He can sleep through anything, that man. I hit him and told him somebody was at the door. He grumbled and turned over in his chair. I shook my head and dropped my needlework and crossed the parlor to see who it was. I peered out the window 'side the door. Two women were standing there. No bonnets. No coats. The snow must have been over two feet deep, well past the ends of their pantaloons.

I threw open the door and told the women to come in before they caught their death of cold. They were wet from head to foot, which put me into an awful state of alarm. They were rather handsome looking women: well-poised, fine-featured, hardy and delicate at the same time. Their words were different than ours: well-refined, eastern, almost British. They reminded me of a picture of a highborn eastern gal I had once seen printed in the Quincy Whig.

I asked them what they were doing and why they were here and out in the cold and all wet too. They said they did not have time to explain. They were in a hurry and needed some clean linen and a kettle of hot water. I asked them whatever for. They said there was a woman down by the river that was having her baby.

I yelled Henry's name in that shrill tone that is always sure to prick his ear. He leapt out of his chair with a wild sort of expression and blinked a rapid set of disorderly blinks and rubbed his head and looked at the two ladies standing in our parlor. Henry, I told him, there is a woman down by the river that is having her baby. She'll need clean linen and a kettle of hot water. I'll fetch the linen and slip down to the river with these two ladies right away. Heat some water and bring the sleigh around and meet us at the river. Henry nodded, having cleared his head a bit, and went to work like an obedient husband. When Henry is aware of a need, he is the first to act, that man.

As Henry set the kettle on the Hangford-iron, I fetched my coat and offered the ladies two others. They took them gladly and thanked me liberally for being so kind and willing to help. I told them it was no trouble at all. Needless to say, my head was still ripe full of questions. I followed the ladies out the door, and by the time we reached the river my dress was drenched and dragging at the ends of my pantaloons. Those ladies trod quickly, and I had a devil of a time keeping up. So I hadn't yet any time to discover who they were or what they were doing here or why there was a woman giving birth down at the river and in that horrid, un-saintly weather.

It was snowing, and the wind whipped it into my face.

Everything was black, the mighty Mississippi as black as get-out. The banks were unusually crowed and thick it seemedall that winter-stripped Black Ash, Bitternut Hickory, Poison Ivy, and Elderberry brush. We picked our way through, and I tore my dress. I stopped to unsnag myself, but those two ladies kept on. I yanked my dress loose, and the fabric retched at me, but I didn't have time to worry about that because I was set on keeping pace with those two ladies.

Their worry was unquestionably great and mine was growingI was balled up about the whole thingand then the ladies stopped, and I managed a breath and began to form a question, when I saw a small knot of folks gathered 'neath the trees. The faint lights of Quincy filtered through the branches behind me. Black chunks of ice floated down the Mississippi. A smooth rug of snow stretched between us and that small huddle of people. The two ladies pressed on, and I suddenly hoped that Henry would be able to find us and feared that he might not. Ma'am, I said, catching the second lady's elbow, I am not sure that my husband will be able to find us in all this dark and hidden in all this thicket and neither of you has told me who you are and I should greatly like to know.

She answered me that they were Mormons, and I was seized with such surprise I couldn't find the words to speak. I had heard too many stories of Mormons, many of them too queer to tell, not to be afraid and suspicious of them all at once and all together. She seemed to notice my change of manner and quickly allayed my fright by repeating how grateful she was that I had been so willing to help them. They were able to hire a ferryman to bring them across the river, she said; but when he found out who they were, he forced them off the ferry before they reached the shore. One of the children drowned. She said it was the child of the lady who was having her baby.

Her account nearly crushed my heart. Who could be so cruel, even to a Mormon? On reaching the cluster of bodies, I found them to be entirely women and children, attended by a single man who wore a long white beard and had what looked like a broken nose. His head was bandaged, and he was leaning on a crutch. Every last one of them was wet from head to foot, and none of them was wearing any shoes, and for the first time I was aware that the two ladies leading me were not wearing any either and that they had left a ragged scarlet ribbon behind us in the snow.

At that point, I was certain of two things: these people really did need my help, and my husband would not have any trouble finding us.

The woman giving birth was lying on a wet blanket on the ground surrounded by the women and older girls, who were standing shoulder to shoulder and holding up blankets and the ends of their dresses to shelter her from the wind and falling snow. The midwife told her to breathe. The woman did as she was told, her breaths attended by small cries. A strand of wet, black hair was scribbled across her face. I quickly handed the linen over and stood back. Of the two women I had arrived with, the first joined in helping the others hold up the blankets. The second woman stood back with me.

My husband will be along with the hot water, I assured her. She nodded. Is this your husband, I asked, pointing to the old man; are you polygamists? No, she said. She kept her voice low, hardly above a whisper, and I had to stand close to her to hear over the wind. None of their husbands ever had more than one wife, she said, and said that man had been helping them all along. His wife had died of exposure before they reached the river, and they were forced to leave her without a proper burial.

When I asked her why, she said that they had been chased out of Missouri by armed mobs. I asked her where her husband was. She said she didn't know. She said most of their husbands were taken by the mobs; others shot. They didn't know if most of them were alive or dead. I asked her why they didn't defend themselves. She said the state had taken away their arms.

The other woman who came for the linens and water, she said, turning her back to the group and whispering to me so quietly I could hardly hear her, was woken in the middle of the night by an armed mob that broke into her house and forced her husband out-of-doors into the snow, begging and crying for mercy. They tore off his shirt, stole his boots, and beat him bloody with the butt-ends of their rifles. From her doorway, the woman witnessed her husband's life leave him 'neath the flicker of their torches. The men kicked her husband's dead body around and shot it a couple of times and then rode off on their horses.

The woman was crying when she said it, her hand to her mouth.

I pulled her into my arms and held her tight. I held her fiercely. Twenty minutes before, I wouldn't have believed it was possible that any man or band of men would do such a thing. The wind curled around my face. It sounded like crinkling paper. It was the only sound.

I no longer heard any cries from the woman giving birth behind me, no sound of the midwife's steady instruction, no sound of a newborn baby, no sound of voices, no sound of anything but the wind and the distant bells of my husband's horse and sleigh.

The moon glided into sight through a small break in the clouds. The stars peeped between the tattered pieces. Broken fragments of snow-laced ice drifted in the slow gray-blue of the Mississippi. The banks of the river around me were no longer black, no longer cold, no longer bleak and barren and frightful, but soft and white and silent.





Dawn Wilson

Population Explosion

Everyone on Earth was pregnant except for little Jolene. The men were pregnant, the dogs were pregnant, the secretaries were expecting any day now. They were green, they were glowing, they were practicing breathing in an obnoxious fashion.

At the same time, everyone on Earth went into labor and delivered healthy babies and carried them around showing off and complaining and yacking. The only good thing about this was that now, not a single person was pregnant.

But they were all still Special and gloating and pretentious and annoying and the men carried little kidney stones in clear plastic cups to show off their tolerant pain (wasn't so bad a'tall, whatever have women always complained of!) and called them all little schnookumsies. Maybe it would have been best if everyone had died in that war instead of getting mysteriously pregnant and calling it off.

The babies were getting bigger.

No one was pregnant but they liked to show off their scars.

"Jolene? Hey! Look at that! Jolene, you're pregnant, aren't you? How swift and miraculous. It's about damn time, girl. We all wondered why you were so special."

Jolene patted her extended stomach and smiled at the secretary.

"Pretty soon you'll understand everything, just like we do."

Jolene patted her stomach and smiled.

There are some things you can fake. Being followed by the FBI and labeled Special are not one of them. Jolene, the anomaly. Why her?

And now this Mysterious pregnancy of hers, after she managed to avoid the alien peer pressure of spontaneous conception the first time aroundwho was the father?

Who were any of the fathers? Particularly the men and the half-human puppies?

But Jolene was under Suspicions for being slow on the uptake.

Jolene attached the tube to the small hole and turned the valve and watched her belly grow. Night after night she expanded the empty cavity of her womb. Oh, sad womb. Empty womb.

She could be pregnant forever. Which also meant never.

People said they were happy. They were happy. Go forth and procreate, they remembered the Bible, and thoughts of God intervening in their war finally made them happy. It meant there was a higher purpose and no one was jacking them around.

"I never wanted this baby."

But that was a secret. They could say it now, so long as the children's eyes were small and their brains didn't comprehend the words of their language, only the sounds.

"If only it could have stayed a baby. They need more care and thought as they get bigger."

"There will soon be too many big people on this planet."

"No one's been pregnant since the Population Explosion that ended the war."

"Except Jolene."

"Except Jolene."

"And no one has died."

"The undertaker is starving. He wants to eat his child."

"His child is eight and gave birth to a strong boy. A strong boy to take over the family business."

"Isn't keeping undertaking in the family like being in a caste?"

"I pity them."

"They should be pitied."

Jolene attached the tube and turned the valve and watched herself inflate.

It would be suspicious if she never gave birth.

Jolene's doctor had once told her she could never get pregnant and he was right, even when there were supernatural forces at work, he had been right and it was like he cursed her. I curse you, Jolene, to never be special (to always be special), I curse you that you cannot live like the others.

The other babies were growing large and crawling and standing and most of them were quite fat and none of them had died of marasmus or other baby diseases.

There were some people who went into their basements and whispered into the dark cement blocks: I haven't fed my child why does it grow why can't it die mysteriously like my real child died ten years ago? I don't know if I like it that God is suddenly on our side with no word of why.

Married couples and couples with children were doubly, triply cursed. Women had given birth, men had given birth, babies had given birth to extreme miniatures of themselves.

The creatures that were growing up and growing fat were all miniatures. No DNA had been added. They were exact replicas.

Idiots birthed idiots. Geniuses birthed geniuses. Food dwindled. People cried.

Jolene decided to give birth. It would be better to be a curiosity than to be the pregnant freak.

"Your womb is nice and large, but these arms will cut you to pieces. Have you considered a cloth doll? We could exchange it later."

"I prefer realism."

"I'm sure you do."

"Cloth would stain."

"Babies aren't supposed to be pretty."

"Please put it in."

"When it comes out like this, it will hurt. Probably kill you. Don't you want Caesarian?"

"Fine, remove the arms and legs. But as the baby comes out, you'd better put them back on so fast no one notices. And put them on the right way. I don't want to go explaining a backward freak baby or one with a foot coming from her shoulder."

The plastic doll was implanted in her womb, the arms and legs wrapped in silicone and placed separate. So they wouldn't be lost. To be retrieved in a hurry.

The miracle children held conferences in diapers and passed out weapons in bottles, in toy trains, in teddy bears. So many children, they had to attend mass daycares. So many working parents. No orphanages could handle the influx. Babies must be fed. Your neighbors all have children. You all have children. Deal with it.

The miracle children had signals: goo goo. It was trite and old-fashioned enough, no one would question. They had signals: poopy diapers, on command. Who thinks a poo could have ulterior meaning, could hold hidden messages swallowed two days prior with the mushy peas?

The caregivers were exhausted. Please, God!

Please, God, what?

Please, God, war, please, God, take me, please, God, help.

Yet no one died. They would all be around to see

It.

A miracle birth.

A true miracle, it seemed, not an intervention. A news crew sent a camera and Jolene said okay but stand back and please turn away if I scream I'm not strong.

It was on every channel. Jolene's birth.

Everyone stopped to watch.

No, please, God, not another baby.

The miracle children stopped to watch. They had many plans, but they also had heard rumorsof a child to come, to replace them.

The miracle children were so young, they did not believe in themselves. They knew why they were there, they understood all too well. Then they heard the prayers of their forefathers and knew it was nearly time. Yet, the miracle children were so young, they did not believe in rumors that started outside one's DNA, and came through the ears. Wholly unreliable, those ears. But where did truth come from? There was no truth within, only orders, only needs. And so then all truth had to come from outside the ears.

That was the meaning of faith, wasn't it?

Jolene screamed and the doctor popped the plastic arms onto the bloody torso. It hurt. She'd understood that this baby of hers would be less malleable than a real baby, but she had to do it. She screamed again and the camera had to turn away and she heard the pop pop as the doctor attached the legs and proclaimed it a girl congratulations!

Jolene named her little girl Congratulations. It was a sound she wouldn't forget. Every person on Earth said it to her, with a haunted look in their eyes and a forced smile.

Oh please no not you, too.

Congratulations.

Congratulations was well bundled up and Jolene the attentive mother would not let anyone else hold her.

They only asked because they were supposed to. They were very relieved not to. Their own children were growing heavy.

Jolene knew, no matter what, Congratulations was too light. But with a cute hat and a pacifier, you couldn't tell so easily from across a busy street.

Hysterical and crying, a baker rushed out of her bakery still wearing her hat her apron her smile and someone's blood. "I did it I did it I killed my baby couldn't take it anymore and inside it wasn't mine it was a fish and it was filled too with scales and caviar and I did it I did it I'm free kill your childrennnn!"

It was the signal. One of the humans had reached the last straw and it wouldn't be long for the others; they were all too similar.

The miracle children descended on Jolene's apartment to start with her baby, the baby that was to supplant them all, and they did not want that. Rumor or not, that baby was not one of them. It had to go.

You had that baby on purpose! We are the happy accidents!

Atttttackkkk!

Jolene opened to the knock.

The baker stood there, covered in dried blood. "I must kill your baby."

The miracle children crawled through the open door, bypassing Jolene and the baker and their polite conversation. It was too early in their development to be walking unaided. Some had bouncy seats and some had horses on wheels, but most crawled.

Goo goo.

The cue.

They set on Jolene's baby.

"It hurt to give birth, what do you think you're doing?" Jolene asked.

The miracle children could not seem to kill Jolene's child. This peeved them. They turned on each other with plastic hammers that went squee.

There was an ultimatum. The miracle children returned to the ocean and shed their skins and most weren't killed outright because it was all too suspicious and difficult to kill a miniature of yourself.

The baker never again stopped crying, happy as she was.

Everyone thought Jolene's baby was the true miracle. It never grew.

They wouldn't get close enough to examine it. They'd had their fill of miracles and babies.

Jolene was the only human to ever give birth after the Universal Day of Birth, and she did it twice, once of her own accord, and once via natural means. This may have been how the dinosaurs died out. A population explosion followed by curbed sexual appetite.

And Once There Was A Myth. The rumor that had circulated amongst the miracle children and caused them to attack Jolene's fake baby. That there would be a true Miracle to supplant them.

That Miracle had already been born when the Population Explosion happened, had lived eight years. Who looks amongst the already-living for a rumored supplanter? The Hated should always come After, not Before. What a jip.

She was a miracle because, just like Jolene, she had not actually given birth to a strong boy to take over the undertaking business (a well-placed rumor). She had avoided the pressure to birth, somehow: her spirit, her flesh. She lived simply and helped her father raise the small demon that had ripped out of him without an Excuse Me.

The others hated themselves out. They started to die. Everyone started to die because they all forgot to live, except the one.

This child married Jolene's second child to protect him from the mobs and ill wishes. And when the time came, when she was eighty or a hundred, the undertaker's daughter finished burying the Last Person. Everything was very quiet. And dark. Just the way it should be.

Jolene's second child: the Last Person.

The undertaker's daughter buried him.

Maybe she would miss him.

But she didn't have to be alone. She went back inside and picked up Jolene's first baby, the one with the cracked plastic skull who had survived so much and refused to grow up, to lose its faith, or to become jaded. She cradled that baby as if it was peace itself. Maybe it was. Because the wars had finally stopped.

The baby started to grow.
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