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LETTER FROM 
THE EDITOR

It’s a little funny, I think. I had this idea for a magazine that would bridge the gap 
between genres. A magazine that would showcase authors of marginalized 
content. I thought, “This is a smashing idea.” Had I a magnificent mustache, I 
would have twirled it while holding a cigar in one hand and a dram of whisky in 
the other. Perhaps a cackle worthy of the Sanderson sisters would have crossed 
my lips. 
 
But. Doubt is a curious thing. While planning and plotting and pillaging — the 
kitchen pantry, that is — a small voice in the back of my mind had me wondering 
if there would be any interest in a magazine like TwistiT. Oh boy, was there ever. 
 
Over the course of the last few months, I have had the distinct pleasure of reading 
work by writers of various backgrounds from all over the world — writers who 
have taken the simple idea of “time” and twisted it, molded it, changed it into 
something new and wonderful and different. 
 
Inside Issue 2, we have a bit of everything. History. Flashbacks. Loss of time. 
Longing. And so much more. 
 
Settle in, dear reader, and prepare to be taken on a journey to somewhen. 
 
Warmly, 
 
 
 
Renee Firer 
Editor-in-chief
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[LET'S TAKE A 
PICTURE]

let’s take a picture 
 
through every season. 
 
 
 
not just 
 
summer 
 
                 fall  
 
                                  winter 
 
                                                    spring 
 
 
 
but the seasons 
 
                of  us.  
 
 
 
the good 
 
the bad 
 
                                   the beautiful 
 
                                   the ugly 
 
 
 
through every drought 
 
and every storm— 
 
 
 
to see    how far we’ve come 
 
and how far we can go.  

B Y     T A R Y N  D I X O N

Taryn Dixon is a graduate student at 

Southeastern Louisiana University and 

editorial assistant at Louisiana 

Literature Press. 
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WE MUST OBEY 
THE TEMPO

 

 

 

 

       Her new husband speaks his lines.  

The liquid vowels melt into dark 

water.  He moves towards her,  his red 

and gold uniform, in the chiaroscuro, 

exuding the mellow warmth of a 

Rembrandt canvas.  His arm, the 

muscular,  epauletted arm of a hero of 

the Risorgimento, takes hers.  She 

submits,  l istens as her black lace 

skirts shush across the bare stage 

towards the exit.  What do they 

whisper? Obey the time.  

       A cascade of images tightens her 

heart,  painfully laced into her bodice.  

A handkerchief dropped, retrieved by 

a mischievous hand, a monstrous lie 

woven around it,  her husband 

descending into foaming madness, 

his hands tightening around her 

throat.  Her cold white figure on the 

marriage bed, pointing at him like an 

accusing finger as he grasps his 

sword, drives it  home. 

       Terrified, she slips from his grasp

Come Desdemona: I  have but an hour 

Of love,  of  worldly matters and direction,  

To spend with thee.  We must obey the time.    

B Y  F A Y E  B R I N S M E A D
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and disappears into the black folds of 

the curtain.  Fold after fold after fold,  

always another one to sustain her 

fall .  She swims down a staircase of 

velvet,  of unstarred night,  of viscous 

time, her head rolling to one side and 

then the other,  taking in bubbles of 

changing air.  Only his voice pursues 

her,  reverberating through the 

ambiguous fabric.  Desde – .      

       Mona? She gasps, as though 

rushing up through heavy lagoon



water as her oxygen dwindles.  His 

muscular arms pinion her before she 

falls.  My God Mona, what’s wrong? 

Here, sit  down. 

       Gripping her tightly,  he steers her 

to a stone bench outside St Mark’s.  

Pigeons and their shadows fall  l ike 

rain.  Air evades her,  she has to fight 

to reclaim her share.  I’m fine.  Her 

voice,  high and tinny, quavers into 

the lapel of his creaseless linen jacket.  

What were you saying? 

        I  was telling you how me and the 

boys were in a tight spot in Urozgan. 

Afghanistan, you know. He always 

assumes she doesn’t.  Her virginal 

ignorance attracts him, makes 

tremors of tenderness run from eye 

to fingertip to penis.  

       She half  listens, half  slips back to 

that other time. Those other times.  

It’s the 19th century, but also 

hundreds of years earlier.  Waving 

dark hair,  unbound, rushes down her 

back by candlelight.  Alone in her 

bedroom, she sings to take the edge 

off the night.  Sing willow, willow, 

willow …  She’s quite safe here, in her 

father’s house, water sucking quietly 

at its mint façade.  No reason to be 

afraid.  And tomorrow he might come 

again.  He pretends it’s for matters of 

state,  but she knows it’s for her.  

Before he starts into another anecdote 

he cocks his head, listening for her

listening breath.  

       She feels Oliver’s shoulder lift  

slightly as he checks his Rolex.  We’re 

due at the restaurant in ten minutes,  

my love.  Punctuality is encoded in his 

cells.  Tell  you what:  you stay here 

while I  flag a gondola.  No, it’s not 

safe – you! He hails an old black-clad 

woman as though she were a leaky 

boat.  Stay with this lady.  Here’s five 

euros.  When I  get back, another five.  

D’accordo? His accent does not 

accord with the language.  She doesn’t 

turn to watch him increase in resolve 

as he dwindles in size.  

       When the gondolier launches into  

O Sole Mio,  Oliver drums on his 

shoulder.  Not that one again.  Non – I  

can’t get this damned language.  You 

tell  him. Per favore, un’ altra 

canzona, she says.  How easily her 

mouth ripples out the sounds! So 

much about her he doesn’t 

understand. Privilege, he tells 

himself.  No one in her lineage would 

have signed up to the army as a ticket 

out of poverty.  She outshines him in 

subtle ways.  He stakes his confidence 

on her sweet willingness to be 

schooled by him in the things that 

really matter.  She’s leaning on his 

shoulder now, gazing up at his 

aviators.  He takes them off,  never 

mind about the refracting light-on- 

water.
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The gondolier,  crooning inoffensively,  

poles down a narrow canal.  Ecco il  

ristorante.  He points with a jerk of the 

head.  Water sucking at a mint façade.  

She sways, clutches the side of the 

boat.  What is it,  Mona? This place is 

having a bad effect on you.  I’m going 

to change our itinerary.  Tomorrow, 

Cyprus.  

       Candlelight,  black velvet 

banquettes,  crimson walls exuding 

mellow warmth. The exquisite 

aperitivi  turn acid on her tongue.  As 

they wait for the piatti  principali,  

her new husband draws a cotton 

handkerchief from his blazer pocket 

and hands it  to her.  It  was his 

mother’s,  he says.  Numbly, she 

strokes the faded fabric.  Don’t you 

like it? There’s a slight frown behind 

his moustache.  She looks up to see 

the shadow of a new question in his 

eye.  

        If  this is  a stage, she doesn’t know 

where the exits are.  And even if  she 

fled again, swam through viscous 

folds,  she would be reconstituted in 

obedience with – what? Not time, 

exactly.  Tempo, perhaps? The beat 

that tells you what kind of dance it  is.  

       Sing willow, willow, willow …  

Faye Brinsmead lives in Canberra, Australia. 

She drafts legislation during working hours 

and writes short fictions in all the snippets of 

time she can find. Her work appears in, or is 

forthcoming from, MoonPark Review, 

formercactus, Reflex Fiction, Vamp Cat 

Magazine, and other journals. Say hi on 

Twitter @theslithytoves. 
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NOTHING LASTS
Stars fall  
against the murk    
of  the night sky, 
a rain of fireflies,     
dying in mid-flight,     
hurtling, 
heralding,    
upon gentle heads blow, 
cruel truths.  
Nothing lasts.  Nothing lasts.  
 
Listen to the harmony, 
that inaudible peal 
(Ong), 
that sets heavenly bodies to spin,    
amidst everchanging kaleidoscopes 
of the Void’s sacred geometries,  
pulling, 
tugging at Fate,  
with the waxing 
and waning    
of  single points of light.  
Nothing lasts.   Nothing lasts.  
 
We,    
the kings and queens    
of  planets and moons, 
tread upon paths 
of celestial  dust 
wishing, searching 
to join hands in communion 
with the witnesses    
to our ignorant freefall  into The 
Bottomless.  
Nothing lasts.   Nothing lasts.  

B Y     D A V I D  E S T R I N G E L

David Estringel is poet and writer of fiction, 

creative non-fiction, & essays. His work has 

been accepted and/or published by Specter 

Magazine, Literary Juice, Foliate Oak 

Magazine, Indiana Review, Terror House 

Magazine, Expat Press, 50 Haikus, 

littledeathlit, Down in the Dirt Magazine, 

Route 7, and The Good Men Project. 

Currently a Contributing Editor (fiction) at 

Red Fez and editor/weekly columnist at The 

Good Men Project. David Estringel can be 

found on Twitter (@The_Booky_Man). 
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Previously published in Terror House

Magazine in November 2018 



UNTURN THIS 
STONE

B Y  A V I V A  T R E G E R

       On a foul night in fickle early 

autumn, when the wind sobbed and 

wailed like a lost wandering wraith, 

Constance awoke from a garish 

dream, aghast to hear her garden 

crashing into the sea.  It  clattered 

down the cliff  thud by thud into 

darkness, sodden by the pelting rain 

and bludgeoned by the gale.  

       Up at the farm, we kept an eye on 

our neighbour, so the next day I  

tracked through the glen to discover   

how she was.  I  remember the feral  

scent of the earth after rain – how 

that smell  takes me back to that day.  

As I  arrived, I  saw Constance through 

a shroud of mist,  waiting for me 

outside her house, wearing an 

ethereal smile;  I  remember thinking, 

‘She looks frail’ .  How anyone could 

live here in such precariousness – 

crumbling in a cottage on a cliff  

edge, without electricity or gas,  

drawing water from a corroded pump,
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surviving in such isolation, always 

beggared belief,  but especially 

someone of her age.  

        ‘Of course, the house itself  is  built  

on solid rock’,  she said, when we sat 

down in the mildewed kitchen, with 

its sour reek of boiled foliage and 

overripe fruit.  Her voice was quaint;  

febrile and dulcet,  l ike the trill  of a 

small  songbird.  ‘It  will  always be 

here’,  she said with giggle – ‘as will  

I’ .  

        I  tutted at this,  as it  was well  

known the authorities sought to 

relocate her,  but I  said nothing as she 

brewed tea with milk from the pail  I’d 

brought,  tinkling chipped cups on the 

stove.  With a flare of animation she 

then said, ‘Last night,  just as the cliff  

came down, I  was in a dream…’ She 

suspended her hands motionless in 

mid-air,  transfixed, and a teaspoon 

she dropped jangled as it  struck the 

stone floor.  

        ‘…A dream about Clement’,  she 

said, beaming, and I  gave a look of 

assent – as I  understood it,  he was 

her brother,  lost whilst searching for 

fossils,  lost presumably to the sea, 

and in recent years,  he’d become her 

main topic of conversation, endlessly 

referenced.    

        ‘I  saw him in a cave’,  she said, her 

smile abstracted; ‘…in a grotto, with 

a high, high ceiling…and it  gleamed

with the strangest light…and 

rainbows shimmered on the walls 

from all  the insect wings, and the 

fish scales embedded in them…’ 

        I  l istened with politeness,  sipping 

my tea, tasting rust in the water.  She 

blinked with amazement, ‘You know, 

he’s disappeared from all  family 

photographs’,  she said.  ‘Have I  ever 

told you that?’.  I  nodded in 

commiseration, because she 

mentioned those pictures regularly,  

often showing me crumpled albums 

of her younger self  with sepia 

relatives,  sealed together in sombre 

poses – but I  never saw a boy 

amongst them. 

        In the empty silence, I  heard the 

ticking clock and its echo.  I  

remember her eyes – their faded 

colour: an opaque robin’s egg blue.  

She said, ‘But he wasn’t alone in that 

cave – no.  Someone else was there – 

can you guess who?’.  As she rose, her 

chair creaked, wobbling the battered 

table;  she fussed with the milk,  

stowing it  in the dusty larder,  no 

doubt intent on making cheese with 

the remainder,  fermenting crumbly 

blue moulds in the dark.  

       Through the window, I  saw the 

treetops whispering.  I  half  expected 

her dream narrative might now 

digress into a raising of The Devil  – 

another of her familiar subjects,  so
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much so that local children, the 

meaner ones, claimed her to be a 

witch, a witch who snatched children, 

turning them to stone.   But instead 

she asked, ‘Will  you come with me to 

the beach at low tide to see how much 

land has slipped?’.  I  answered that of 

course I  would.  

       Outside, an oppressive mackerel 

sky occluded the washed-out sun. By 

the top of the escarpment, a short 

iron ladder lead down to the rocky 

beach, weathered by years of 

exposure to salt  spray.  The tide had 

retreated enough to descend, so I  

went first,  making sure the ladder 

was sound, acting as a buffer whilst 

Constance followed me. Seagulls 

cackled a raucous cacophony as we 

climbed down. 

       On the foreshore, I  remember the 

enigmatic tang of the sea, combined 

with a rotting stench dragged up by 

the waves.  Clods of earth and 

shrubbery tangled over gnarls of 

wood jutting out of the shingle,  the 

remnant of an ancient petrified 

forest,  now encrusted with slimy 

seaweed. A recent avalanche of 

shards covered boulders and revealed 

layers of variegated strata in the 

sandstone so potentially full  of 

fossils that I  wished I’d brought my 

hammer and chisel.    

       Glimpsing up at the hillside, with

its pelt  of prickly gorse and yellow 

ragwort,  Constance drifted back to 

her dream. ‘No, he wasn’t alone’,  she 

said.  ‘He was trapped: trapped with 

some other children’.  I  raised my 

eyebrows in response, inclining my 

head, wondering what to say; and as I  

did so, my view was drawn along the 

beach to the left,  past a plashing 

waterfall,  to an opening in the rock 

face I’d never seen before.  

       Pointing it  out,  I  set off  in that 

direction, collecting firewood in a 

bundle as I  went.  Constance trailed 

after me, and as we crunched on the 

pebbles,  I  heard her say, ‘I  often hear 

his voice’.  From the corner of my eye, 

I  could feel  her study me with 

fascination as we trudged along. ‘His 

voice calling for help’,  she added 

with a smile.  

       Soon, we stumbled upon the gap in 

the cliff;  I  unearthed the entrance, 

bringing to light a fissure wide 

enough to squeeze into.  Enthralled by 

this discovery, she gasped and cooed, 

prancing like a child.  ‘Maybe there’s 

a passage’,  she said, ‘maybe he’s in 

here! He must be.  Look! I  could fit  

through: I’m thin enough. I’m going 

inside – to rescue him!’.  She pealed 

with frenetic laughter.  

        I  remember drawing a deep breath 

and turning towards her.  ‘Miss Ash’,  

I  said,  in a hollow voice,  for I  dislike
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having to speak.  ‘Miss Ash, no.  It’s 

not safe.  Think of the tides.  Think of 

the risk.’  

       Her face curdled into an outraged 

gape.  Then in a tone of petulance, 

she said, ‘You could fit  through there 

easily – you’re just a boy’.  Her eyes 

scoured me with an accusing leer.  I  

replied that yes,  I’m considered 

small  for my age, but my parents 

have been strict in warning me about 

the perils of entering cliff  caves and 

of always showing respect for tidal 

danger.  

       There was an awkward impasse 

and all  I  could hear was her rattling 

breath.  The whorls of her hair 

writhed and seethed, serpentine in a 

churn of wind. She hissed at me, ‘Go 

inside!’,  she said, ‘That’s why we’ve 

come. You’re going to take his place.  

And if  you don’t…then you know what 

I’ll  do…’   

       She glowered, demented with 

ferocity,  and it  was then that I  saw 

her left  eye start to distort,  to 

enlarge and intensify;  it  raked its 

stare over my face again and again 

like the searchlight of a lighthouse.  

She muttered sinister words, sibilant 

and fricative,  like curses or spells,  

then she thrust outwards, snatching 

my arm with what felt  l ike a talon, 

impaling her nails into my skin, 

causing me to stifle a yell .  And for a

twisted instant,  the earth tilted and 

slowed its spin to a crawl,  and I  was 

seized, seized by a monster;  I  was 

petrifying, I  was congealing into cold 

impenetrable stone.  I  took one last 

appalled look upwards at the desolate 

sky above.  

       But then something unexpected 

happened – she fell  into a strange 

silence; she fell  inert and her eyes 

dimmed to a grey emptiness.  Her grip 

eased, as did my panic,  and we stood 

there before the fissure.  The breeze 

swelled and the bleak breaking waves 

snaked on the shore.  The landscape 

seemed to watch us.  In a stammer, I  

urged our return to the house and 

steered the way back, prattling 

clumsily to dispel the bizarre 

incident,  asking if  she wanted me to
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clean anything, to carry or fix 

anything for her,  but she didn’t 

answer.  I  had to almost push her up 

the ladder,  because her limp arms 

wouldn’t grip the rungs.  

        I’d seen capricious behaviour 

before with Constance; I’d been told 

this was a natural consequence of 

ageing – so I  soon made my excuses 

and said goodbye, leaving her glaring 

into empty space in the kitchen, with 

a fresh cup of tea.  I  sauntered home, 

picking blackberries on the way, 

kicking conkers,  poking at fungi,  

gawking at starling murmurations, 

and eyeing spiders’ webs; doing the 

things that boys do.     

       The weather on the following day 

was atrocious, with gale force winds 

and excessive rainfall .  On the day 

after that,  I  brought my father with 

me across the glen, back to her 

cottage.  We discovered it  empty, with 

a tree smashed through the roof.  

With increasing dread, we called her 

name but she didn’t answer; we 

searched with thoroughness but 

found no clue as to her whereabouts.  

We hurried down to the beach, 

through a veil  of rolling sea mist,  and 

along to the crevice in the rock, but it  

had vanished under a slump of debris 

and we could find no trace of it .  

Despite scouring the area many 

times, I’ve never found evidence of it

again.  

       What happened to Constance 

remained a mystery – she slipped and 

fell  into local legend. Years later,  

storms battered the coastline again, 

near to Witch’s Cliff,  as it  came to be 

known, and a landslide uncovered the 

entrance to another cave and, 

because human bones were found, I  

obsessed about the story with intense 

interest.  

       But the bones turned out to be 

very old,  so archaeologists came to 

dig.  They exhumed five medieval 

skeletons, thought to be travellers to 

or from the nearby monastery who 

might have sheltered in the cave, 

becoming trapped; but it  was the 

revelation that they were all  children 

which caused me to puzzle over 

Constance, and her tragic Brother 

Clement – invisible in photos and 

imprisoned in caves.  And I’ve been 

pondering the echo of her words ever 

since.    

       Because over time, I’ve shouldered 

a burden of guilt  about what 

happened; if  only I’d known about 

seizures or strokes, I  could have run 

for help – but I  was a mousy boy who 

hardly spoke.  And now as an adult,  

I’m still  tongue-tied and withdrawn; 

I’m stony silent – and no help to 

anyone.  

        I  return again and again to Witch’s
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Cliff,  especially when that sharp 

scent of petrichor is on the wet earth.  

I  feel  compelled: urged to pursue the 

trail  she left;  unable to stop 

searching for signs, searching for 

clues in the unstable rock face – 

haunting the landscape like a lost 

wandering wraith.  Once or twice, I’ve 

slept in the rubble of her cottage, 

listening to the skitterings of the 

darkness.  I’ve woken at dawn 

blanketed in centipedes, my ear 

straining to identify her voice in 

faraway birdsong; then I’ve roamed 

back to the farm alone, through a 

dank mist.  

       But on one such night,  a muggy 

one with a lucid full  moon, I  

discovered something.  I  was ferreting 

through a jungle of tall  ferns near the 

archaeological dig when I  chanced 

upon a twisted fallen tree covered 

with lichens – it  was blocking the 

entrance to an opening in the cliff .  A 

myriad of gleaming eyes in the 

undergrowth bore witness as I  

crawled into the gap, through 

strangling tendrils of ivy and a sticky 

mask of cobweb. 

       The passage enlarged and I  was 

able to stand. My head torch lit  up a 

pathway of green mosses leading 

downhill .  I  became aware of a 

pervasive sweet musty fragrance on 

the air and my ear picked out a

distant trickling of water.  I  edged 

further inside.  Pale moths skimmed 

against my skin in the dim light.  

         After a while,  I  came across a 

rustic wooden ladder reaching down 

into a chasm in the stone, and 

peering in,  I  thought I  saw faint 

lights flicker through the gloom. 

Without hesitation, I  began to 

descend. As I  did,  the rock face 

around me glowed with an odd 

pearlescence which made my head 

swim. Pausing to rest,  I  wondered if  

the air might be bad, and if  I  should 

turn back – but I  pressed onwards, 

and in that way, I  sealed my fate.  

        I  climbed again as if  in a daze – 

the heat was suffocating.  I  think I  

may have blacked out and lost my 

footing because suddenly I  was at the 

bottom of the ladder,  prostrate and 

leaden. But when I  stirred, it  was to a 

familiar sound – my name was being 

called.  

        I  found myself  stumbling into a 

bright cave with a high high ceiling.  

The walls scintillated with flecks of 

gold, and quartz crystal  geodes 

snared the light in facets of 

amethyst.  Ammonites underfoot 

curled and uncurled where I  trod, 

entombed in the pulsing stone floor.  

A kaleidoscope of dragonflies 

hovered by a turquoise spring which 

coiled from a cleft  above, snaking
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over seams of agates in the rock, and 

chiming into a luminous glassy 

lagoon. 

       Hearing my name again, this time 

nearby, the timbre of her lost voice 

echoed in my memory.  I  shut my eyes 

and I  made a wish.  And through the 

thick shimmering air I  felt  her 

coming closer – coming back.  From a 

crescent of shadow by the water’s 

edge, Constance shifted into the 

light.  Younger now, revivified, her 

eyes a clear aquamarine, she stepped 

towards me like a mirage.  

        I  saw her likeness refract through 

a prism of spilling tears.  Relief 

sagged through me. My stale mouth 

lurched into speech, forming words 

I’d waited a lifetime to shape – they

buckled and seethed inside, then 

spewed out of me like sharp gravel.  

‘Unturn me from stone!’,  I  bellowed. 

        I  saw the corners of her mouth 

curve upwards and for a third time 

she spoke my name, stressing its 

sibilance.  ‘Earnest’,  she said, fixing 

her gaze on me. ‘But why? It’s your 

nature.  You’re a jewel,  you’re a gem. 

You belong here in the earth – with 

us’.  

        It  was then I  noticed the other 

figures present – silvery outlines 

standing in the background, 

watching.  

        ‘No’,  I  said,  frantic to articulate,  

sputtering out words; ‘Stones are 

lifeless – and I  want to be…alive’,  I  

said.  I  took a snort of breath.  ‘Turn 
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me back!’  I  said,  ‘and let me g-go 

home’.  

      Her smile widened and lingered.  

Then it  waned, ebbing away, and in 

the hush, I  felt  the visceral thumping 

of my blood. 

      ‘You can’t return home’, she said, 

‘because the ladder only comes 

downwards’.  

      I  contemplated this,  clenching and 

unclenching my fists.  ‘Turn me b- 

back anyway’,  I  said.  

      She sighed a long limpid sigh.  

‘Back to what?’ she said.  ‘The little 

boy you were? He’s long gone’.  

      She began to walk away. ‘Turn me 

t-to anything then’,  I  said in 

desperation, ‘but just – turn me’.  

       A faint murmur arose amongst the 

nebulous audience and they jostled 

together.  

        ‘Get into the water’,  said 

Constance, pointing towards the 

wellspring.  I  steered through the 

space to the pool’s edge and, 

obeying, I  waded in up to my waist,  

feeling no change in body 

temperature.  The water was as flat as 

a mirror;  it  felt  dense and viscous 

around my legs.  

        ‘Reach down’, she said, ‘What can 

you feel?’  Outstretching my hands, I  

pawed clumps of sand up from the 

floor,  full  of shells,  pearls,  even gold 

coins; but grasping down again, my

nails scraped against a slab of 

granite.     

      ‘Turn it  over’,  she said.  So I  

gripped and heaved but it  just 

wouldn’t budge.  

      As I  glanced up in askance, I  saw 

her eyes flash.  Without warning, as if  

on cue, the mass of blurry figures 

swarmed upon me. The last thing I  

remembered was a wisp of wind 

billowing over my face, and that 

sweet musty scent.  When I  came 

round, the water had drained away 

and I  was looking down at an old 

gravestone lying flat on the wet 

ground.     

       The ornate carved lettering on it  

was too weathered to read.  ‘Who’s is 

it?’  I  asked.  

        ‘Turn it  over’,  she repeated.  I  

traced a furrow in the damp sand 

around the slab, stuck my fingers 

beneath and levered it  up until  it  

pivoted over with a thud. Revealed 

underneath was another cave 

entrance, with a short drop leading 

to a moving river.  

        ‘It  goes out to the cliffs’,  she said 

in a soft tone.  ‘Goodbye, dear brother 

Earnest.  You can leave  –  and, in 

doing so, you will  change’.  She 

stepped nearer,  I  thought to embrace 

me but instead she gave me a push 

and I  plunged down into the flow. 

       At first I  expected to sink like a
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brick but the current held me in a 

caress through miles of secret 

caverns deep within the earth; I  

seemed to travel for aeons.  

Eventually I  felt  myself  floating down 

waterfalls – I  saw clusters of stars 

and deduced I  was now out at sea.  I  

gazed up at the silhouette of the 

coastal  cliffs I’ve loved so much in 

this life and I  wept.      

       And, as the heavenly bodies 

wheeled across the sky, I  became 

amorphous and fluid; I  became 

mutable and free.  And what I  

discovered was that transformation 

can’t be sought out – in every case, it  

will  always just happen, given 

enough time. Water wore away the 

brittle stone within me and rinsed me 

clean; and now every rippling wave in 

the ocean creates a metamorphosis 

inside my soul,  a sea change; and I’m 

turned and unturned back again and 

again by the tide, and rocked gently 

into peaceful rest.
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TONIGHT'S PLAN
midnight has a fun time 

stripping memories and 

 

turning them into buzzsaws; 

sometimes these twist-turn 

 

recollections prick my finger 

and I  bleed hot wax, 

 

but I  always see the wind 

taunting me like a hearse 

 

 

tonight,  the sky is the color of that parking lot 

with the potholes that we used to fill  

up with our babbling 

 

 

tonight is a wave crashing inside a wave 

 

                and the tired-eyed windowpane 

                whipped red 

                and zip tie hard 

 

tonight is a tarantula with a human jaw, 

too big for its mouth 

so it’s skin is so stretched that it’s 

hardly alive 
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tonight is gnawing 

 

tonight the buzzsaws are after me more than ever 

which means that my home will  be empty 

within the hour 

 

maybe I’ll  come and find you 

and turn dirty rags into 

apologies.  

we can wrap them 

around our forearms 

and sink into the front 

seats of a beat up 

nissan and tell  

each other how 

it  would feel  

to be home 

 

I’ll  show you the molds I  made 

out of past traumas 

and you can feign interest 

until  I  hate the sound of my voice 

 

I’m sorry 

 

I  speak a lot 

I  can’t stand the dark 

Jacob Fowler is an elementary school teacher living in Oakland, CA. He recently graduated 

from Pitzer College with a BA in World Literature. His poetry has appeared in Barren 

Magazine, Levee Magazine, Ghost City Review, and Riggwelter Press, among others. You can find 

him on Twitter @jacobafowler. 
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THANK YOU, 
GRANDPA

       “Goodness,” Rachel said watching 

his fingers work the dirt.  She stared 

at the wriggling digits as they pawed, 

clawed, pushed and prodded through 

the rich topsoil  of the family 

cemetery.  “It’s been years since I’ve 

seen you this energetic.  Thank you, 

Grandpa.” 

       She touched the headstone with 

her fingertips.  “Hard to believe it’s 

been twenty years.  I  was six years old

on that hot August day when Daddy 

passed.  I  was exploring the woods 

around your farm, playing in the 

creek and discovering the wonders of 

crawdads and tadpoles when 

Grandma called.  I  knew something 

was wrong. She sounded…scared.” 

       Leaning forward she brushed away 

algae from her daddy’s headstone.  

“Strange, how now I can only recall  

snippets of the conversation with
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Grandma. An ‘accident,’  I  remember 

her calling it .  ‘Serious—chainsaw— 

your father.’” 

       She sat back on her legs and 

looked over at him. “What I  do 

remember vividly is the burial.  There 

was the preacher,  you and grandma, 

and the gravedigger.  The pine casket 

rested in the open grave and at the 

conclusion of the service,  you, 

looking handsome in your new Sears 

suit,” she smiled at him, “picked up 

a clump of dirt,  crumbled it  and let it  

fall  onto the casket.  

       “That night a terrible 

thunderstorm rolled through and I’m 

not sure if  it  was the fury of the 

storm or the thought of Daddy, cold 

in the ground, trying to dig his way 

out that kept me awake.” She 

shrugged. “I slipped into your room, 

curled up on the floor at the foot of 

the bed and fell  asleep.  When I  woke, 

I  was in the bed, wrapped in the 

bedsheet Grandma used as a summer 

blanket.  Sunlight filled the room and 

I  could hear Grandma downstairs.  

       “I  learned later that you had found 

me on the floor and put me into your 

bed.  For the next two years it  was the 

only place I  felt  comfortable enough 

to sleep.  Then Grandma died.” 

       She thought she heard a muffled 

cry and looked toward him, the 

fingers now still .  “I know it’s

painful,” she whispered, “but we 

have to do this.  It’s best for both of 

us.” 

       Rachel adjusted her sitting 

position, pulling her legs from under 

her and stretching them out over the 

grass.  “Grandma was buried next to 

Daddy on an inappropriately 

beautiful summer day.  We stayed at 

the gravesite until  it  was filled, and 

before leaving, you planted daisies on 

either side of the headstone, 

grooming the dirt  with your hands.” 

She looked and smiled as his fingers 

again started working the dirt.  

       “From that day forward, it  was 

just the two of us.  Mom, I  know—a 

forbidden subject,  had disappeared 

when I  was a baby, so it  was you who 

raised me through the 

transformation from little girl  to 

young woman. Thank you, Grandpa.” 

       His muffled response caught her 

attention and she noticed his fingers 

stopped. “Tired? I  don’t imagine they 

let you work in those well-manicured 

gardens at the home. Pity.  I  

remember how much you enjoyed 

working with your hands.”   

       They sat in silence, Rachel 

lighting a cigarette and enjoying the 

warmth of the late spring sun. “I 

should have come for you sooner,” 

she admitted.  “That group home was 

no place for you.” He was still  and
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she wondered what he might be 

thinking.  

       Looking at the headstones she was 

struck by how faded her memories 

were of her father and grandmother 

and by the fact that she knew 

absolutely nothing about her Aunt 

Ellen, who died at age twelve and 

whom no one ever spoke.  

       Taking another draw on her 

cigarette she extinguished it  against 

the headstone and dropped it  in her 

pocket.  “It’s nice up here, I  see why 

you picked this spot.” Kneeling, she 

reached out,  gently touching his 

fingers.  They wriggled at her touch 

and she smiled.  

       “It  must have been tough for you 

after Grandma died,” she 

acknowledged, “trying to raise me by 

yourself  while dealing with the loss 

of your wife and son, so recently 

departed.” She shook her head.  “The 

county wanted to take me away, but 

they underestimated you. They didn’t 

know the strength of your 

determination, didn’t understand you 

had a plan.” 

       She sat back, pulling her legs to 

her chest,  struggling to keep her 

emotions under control.  “You made 

me who I  am; taught me so much and 

you probably don’t even realize it .  

Thank you, Grandpa.” 

       Spying a four-leaf clover,  she 

plucked it,  twirling it  between her 

forefinger and thumb. “My lucky 

day,” she said, “finding you after ten 

years.  Oh, don’t worry,” she said 

noticing his fingers stiffen, “you’ll  

never go back there.  Not after all  the 

trouble I  went through to spring 

you.” 

       “Institutions are for the helpless 

and the insane,” she said a smile 

frozen on her face, “and you’re not 

helpless and I’m not insane.” She 

stood and stared down at him. “But
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you know that.  You knew it  when you 

were molesting me, but that didn’t 

stop you from telling people I  was.  

All  part of your plan,” Rachel said 

pacing now. “And it  worked 

beautifully.  They would have put me 

away had I  not runaway,” she 

laughed. 

       “‘She’s troubled,’  people said, 

‘and the abuse self-inflicted.’  Who 

would ever suspect you, the kindly 

grandfather? Ah, you played the part 

so well .” She shook her head smiling.  

“I applaud you,” she said clapping 

her hands together.  “Brilliant acting; 

another lesson you unknowingly 

taught me. Thank you, Grandpa.” 

       She toed the rigid fingers poking 

through the grave—still  no 

movement.  “Then it’s done.” She 

relit  her cigarette,  took a long drag, 

held it  and finally exhaled.  “What a 

day,” she said looking at the sky.  “So 

much work but so worth it .  When you 

first realized who I  was—the look on 

your face—priceless!” She ground 

out the tip of the cigarette against 

his fingers.  “Thank you, Grandpa.”

Operations Manager by day and daydreamer 

by nature, Tom Gumbert co-authored the 

anthology, “Nine Lives,” and is the winner of 

The Sunlight Press 2017 Spring fiction 

contest. Tom’s work has appeared or is 

forthcoming in Riggwelter Press, Five2One, 

The Ginger Collect, Fictive Dream and 

formercactus. When not reading or staring at 

the Ohio River, Tom works on his writing.
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IMMIGRANT'S SON
what it  means to be: a good son 
 
model fucking minority 
 
split  between my parent’s whims 
 
& my own—I am 27-years-old & still  have no absolution.  
 
No single decision of free form thought 
 
across scattering mind 
 
must be a baby 
 
must’ve just woken up from a nap 
 
must’ve cried but no one comes in 
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no one hears,  looking at you, what do you need? 
 
shake the bars of the crib each travelling distance 
 
pray, must humble thyself  among the water 
 
collecting at the feet—there is always someone in the room 
 
ghosts wandering at the corner,  among the walls 
 
parents right there tugging, each storm growing anger 
 
humbling each fury, bow down overwhelming 
 
made you blind—this thing with immigrant parents 
 
truth is,  the responsibility of honor & glory 
 
trickling down blood lines 
 
you become the parent,  deal with the self.  long time ago.  becoming the doctor 
they dream you will  be 
 
right here: I’ll  do what you want 
 
I  always do, but I  will  marry who I  want,  not who you choose 
 
I  will  lead myself  toward another home 
 
on my own 
 
time. 

Shawn Anto is 23 years old from Bakersfield, California. He’s originally from Kerala, 

India. He currently studies at Cal State Bakersfield looking to receive his B.A. in English 

& Theatre. His writing has been featured or are forthcoming in The Paragon Press, Edify 

Fiction, Susan/The Journal, Internet Void, Ink & Voices and Mojave Heart Review. 
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AN ELEGANT 
SOLUTION

B Y   T R I S H A  L E A

       The floors were impossibly white.  

Whiter than anything Garrett had 

seen in his lifetime, except maybe the 

blistering sun on a July afternoon. 

The overhead lights reflected on the 

smooth tiles,  casting miniature pools 

of delicate light under his scuffed 

brown boots.  Clouds of dust drifted 

from his feet with every movement, 

settling like a dingy fog onto the 

pristine floor.  

       He kept his eyes down. A lifetime 

of scrabbling for survival had taught 

him his place, which was at the 

bottom, crushed into the dry hard 

dirt.  This place was too bright,  too 

clean, and far too sophisticated for 

someone like him. He didn’t deserve 

to be here.  He was supposed to die in 

a knife fight over water,  his thick 

crimson blood staining the gravel 

like so many before him. 

       A pair of dainty white shoes 

stepped into his line of view. The 

shoes peeked out under perfectly 

white slacks, which led up a slender 
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body to a form-fitting and equally 

impeccable white lab coat.  Her face 

was almost as white as her clothing, 

the floors,  and the walls that 

surrounded them. Her eyes were a 

faint periwinkle.  Her lips a soft pink.  

Her silver-blond hair was pulled back 

into a neat ponytail .  She smiled.  

       “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr.  

Hughes.  My name is Alice.  I’ll  be your 

guide today.” 

       Garrett forced his dry and cracked 

lips upward into what he assumed 

was a smile.  He sat up a little 

straighter and rubbed his hands as if  

he could scrub off the layer of grime 

that had become a second skin.  With 

water being so scarce, bathing was a 

rare occurrence.  Yet Alice looked like 

she enjoyed a daily shower.  

       “If  you’ll  follow me, please,” Alice 

said.  

       Garret stood, shaking loose more 

dust from his clothing that wafted to 

the floor.  He winced.  But Alice only 

smiled.  

       “This way, please.” 

       She led him through the lobby, 

past an enormous silver statue of an 

angel,  but not like the serene angels 

Garrett had seen in churches around 

the city.  This was a naked man, 

muscles rippling and wings 

outstretched as he prepared for 

flight.  In his hand he held an 

upside-down torch, which made little 

sense to Garrett,  and offered even 

less comfort.  

       They passed the statue and 

entered a hallway lined with 

holographic screens.  Each depicted 

scenes of extraordinary adventure.  

One man was soaring through the 

clouds like a bird.  A woman slipped 

through the ocean as lithe as a 

dolphin, darting in and out of a 

flourishing coral reef.  A pair of lovers 

strolled along a moonlit  beach. 

       “Are these…” Garrett’s voice came 

out in a parched croak.  “Are these 

actual… afterlives?” 

       Alice paused in front of the 

screens.  “Yes.  These are just a few 

examples of what you might 

experience on the other side.  Our 

computers scan a detailed analysis of 

your karmic energy, and upload that 

into the mainframe. Essentially,  

we’re able to peek in on you to see 

how you’re fairing in your afterlife.” 

Her smile never wavered from her 

lips.    

       “Huh,” was all  Garrett could 

manage.  Selling his soul had seemed 

like a good idea at the time. An easy 

and comfortable way to end his 

miserable existence.  But something 

about the idea of them spying on his 

afterlife experience sat like a brick in 

his stomach.
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       “Now, if  you’ll  follow me,” she 

said.  She turned and continued down 

the hall  toward a row of shiny steel  

elevators.  Garrett glanced back to the 

towering glass doors,  his last glimpse 

of the desolate and dying outside 

world.  The lure of swimming in a 

thriving ocean washed away any 

second thoughts.  

       The elevators took them down to 

subfloor 23.  Alice explained that due 

to the hostile environment, Thanatos 

Corp had designed their building to 

withstand any possible climate 

catastrophes, which meant burrowing 

down. 

       She led him down another brightly 

lit  white hallway lined with frosted 

glass doors.  She swiped her ID badge

in front of one, and the door slid 

open to reveal what looked like a 

comfortable hotel  room. At least,  

what Garrett imagined one would be.  

There was a bed, a table and chairs,  a 

small  dresser,  and an attached 

bathroom. 

       “Before we proceed, I  will  give you 

some time to freshen up,” Alice said.  

“You’ll  find clean clothes in the 

dresser and toiletries and shaving 

supplies in the bathroom. Take your 

time. I’m sure it’s been a while.  I’ll  

be back in an hour and we will  

begin.” She slipped from the room, 

and the frosted door slid shut behind 

her,  the little green light turning red.  

He was locked in.  

       But he had water.  Fresh water.  And 

clean clothes.  And a bed.  An actual 

bed.  

       He lingered in the shower until  his 

fingers wrinkled, the hot water 

washing away years of filth and 

humiliation.  He shaved off his 

overgrown beard, startled by the 

young face staring back at him in the 

mirror.  He found the fresh clothes – 

a crisp white uniform similar to the 

one Alice wore.  When he was dressed, 

Alice returned. She carried a tablet 

and invited Garret to join her at the 

table.  

       “There are just a couple of things 

we need to go over,  and I’ll  need a
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few signatures from you,” she said.  

She laid the tablet on the table and 

scrolled through as she spoke, 

checking an occasional box and 

pausing while Garrett signed with his 

finger.  

       “Now, as I’m sure you already 

know,” Alice said as she swiped, 

“Thanatos Corporation was created 

as an elegant solution to the problem 

of overpopulation and our changing 

climate.  With famine affecting more 

than two-thirds of the world, we 

have created innovative new ways to 

farm. And, of course, having one less 

mouth to feed does help.” She flashed 

a charming smile,  as if  removing a 

life from the planet was a wonderful 

thing.  In Garrett’s case, it  was.  

       “You can rest assured that we will  

allow nothing of your person to go to 

waste.  Viable organs will  be 

harvested, and the remains will  be 

turned into fertilizer used in our 

greenhouses.  The gift  of your life will  

give life to hundreds.” 

       Garrett took a deep breath.  He’d 

heard of the greenhouses and often 

wondered what grew there.  What 

would a fresh peach taste like? Would 

he become part of one? 

       “And last,  there is the issue of 

payment.  Is there anyone you wish to 

bequeath the money to? Or you can 

donate it  to the charity of your

choice.” 

       Garrett already knew his answer.  

He had no one to give such a 

generous amount to,  and he certainly 

wasn’t going to let Byron, or his 

thugs, have it .  

       “Is St.  Katherine’s Orphanage still  

around?” he asked.  

       Alice tapped on the tablet.  “In 

Colorado Springs?” 

       Garrett nodded. 

       “Yes.  It’s still  functioning.  Would 

you like to give the payment to 

them?” 

       Garrett nodded again and signed 

his name one last time. 

       Alice smiled.  “We’re all  set here,  

Mr.  Hughes.  If  you’re ready, please 

lie down on the bed.” 

       Garrett wiped his hands on his 

pants,  unable to hide the grin that 

crept across his face.  He was 

moments away from relief.  From 

bliss.  Would he see Olivia again? 

       He lay on the bed that hugged his 

body like a comforting lover,  soft and 

supple.  His head sunk into the downy 

pillow. Above him a narrow glass 

screen slid out from the wall  and 

hovered inches above his nose.  Alice 

taped electrodes to his head.  

       “This will  scan you into our 

system,” she said.  “It  only takes a 

moment.” 

       The glass panel above him blurred
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into a rainbow of colors,  one after 

the other,  filling his eyes with 

vibrant greens, blues,  reds, yellows, 

and pinks.  Colors that had long faded 

from the outside world.  Imaginary 

colors,  he thought.  

       And then it  was over.  The glass 

became translucent again.  Garrett 

sighed, sorry the display had ended. 

But he would see even more 

spectacular things on the other side.  

       “Are you ready, Mr.  Hughes?” 

Alice asked.  

       Garrett nodded, surprised to find 

tears burning his eyes.  

       Alice filled a small  syringe and 

smiled.  “This won’t hurt a bit.  God 

speed, Mr.  Hughes.  And thank you for 

your sacrifice.” 

       She stuck the needle in his arm, 

and for a moment Garrett’s heart 

fluttered in panic.  Primal defenses 

kicked in,  desperate to keep the heart 

beating.  He gasped as the room 

around him faded to black.  

       Then he saw white.  Dazzling white 

light.  The light at the end of the 

tunnel? 

       No.  

       His eyes adjusted.  He was looking 

up at the hot July sun. He shielded his 

eyes.  

       “I  don’t know how you got so 

many ration tickets,  l ittle brother,  

but you’re a genius.  If  we sell  all  this,

we’ll  be living like kings!” 

       His heart surged.  Olivia.  He turned 

his eyes and found her,  walking next 

to him. She was twelve, just like he 

remembered her.  Dirty hair pulled 

back in a trucker cap, wearing an 

oversized torn t-shirt,  shorts,  and 

flip flops.  She was pulling a large 

green wagon loaded down with jugs 

of water.  And she was beaming at 

him. So proud of her little brother.  

He’d done well .  They were going to 

make it  after all .  

       He was seven years old again.  He 

remembered stealing the water 

vouchers,  but he didn’t tell  her.  He 

didn’t want her to get in trouble if  he 

got caught.  But the plan had worked, 

and now they could sell  this water
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around the neighborhood. The excess 

money would buy them real food for 

once.  The smell  of sizzling meat 

drifted toward them from the food 

truck parked at the end of the block, 

and his stomach growled.  He didn’t 

care what kind of meat it  was, he was 

a growing boy and he was starving.  

       A car pulled up next to them, 

driving slow, bass music thumping 

through the subwoofers.  A man 

leaned out of the passenger window 

and leered at them with a mouth full  

of metal.  

       “Hey, sweetheart,” he said.  

“That’s an awful lot of water for just 

two little ‘uns.  Watchu gonna do wit 

dat?” 

       Olivia kept walking.  “Just ignore 

them,” she whispered.  

       The car stopped, and four big,  ugly 

men got out.  They blocked the 

sidewalk, cutting off any escape.  

       “I  axed you a question, missy,” 

the man with the metal mouth said.  

He had a gun in his hand. Garrett 

glanced around at the others.  They 

were all  carrying.  His legs felt  

wobbly.  

       “We paid for it,  fair  and square,” 

Olivia said,  trying to hide the tremble 

in her voice.  

       “And you was just gonna drink it  

all  yourselves?” 

       Olivia said nothing.  

       “You know this is Byron’s 

neighborhood, right?” 

       Olivia nodded. 

       “And I  know you ain’t stupid 

enough to be trying to run something 

up in here, yeah?” 

       Olivia’s lips quivered.  “Of course 

not.” 

       The man with the metal mouth 

smirked.  “Yeah. Didn’t think you was.  

Now just hand over that water,  and 

we’ll  be on our way.” 

       Garrett panicked.  After all  his 

work, their dreams were quickly 

slipping away. “No!” 

       The man regarded Garrett as if  he 

had just noticed him. Then with a 

quick flick of his arm, he fired his 

gun point blank at Olivia’s head.  The 

back of her head exploded out onto 

the wagon, bright crimson over dusty 

hunter green. 

       Garrett screamed. Olivia crumpled 

to the sidewalk.  

       Two of the thugs grabbed the 

wagon and hoisted it  into the trunk 

of the car.  The man with the metal 

mouth pointed his gun at Garrett.  

“You in Byron’s neighborhood. Don’t 

forget it .” 

       Hot urine ran down Garrett’s leg.  

The men got back in the car and 

drove away. Tears streamed down his 

dirty cheeks as darkness folded over 

him. 
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       Then he saw white again.  Dazzling 

white light.  He was looking up into 

the hot July sun. 

       “I  don’t know how you got so many 

ration tickets,  l ittle brother,  but 

you’re a genius…” 

Previously published in Barren Magazine in 

December 2018
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THE TIMEKEEPER
You kept time 
beads in a drawer 
that you showed me 
the first time we met.  
You pulled it  open 
and there they were: 
smooth beads nearly 
vibrating, encased 
in the velvet 
arms of the drawer 
like so many millions 
of porcelain eyes.  
 
Amidst a handful of morning 
light through the window 
you placed one on my bare chest 
and I  felt  the day lengthen, 
stretch out,  l ike dough, 
translucent,  firm, taut 
(so much like the skin 
on your neck I  can still  taste,  
only springing back 
into place when I  touched it).  
 
But sometimes even without you 
I  would feel  a tightening 
in my throat 
or the quickening of heartbeat– 
you were speeding up time again; 
the sky would move 
as if  on rollerskates above me 
and I’d feel  the shrink 
and suction in my cells.  
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Sometimes you kept a few beads 
in your wallet 
(for Neruda—Neruda when I  want to remember,  

you said) 
and you would take them out,  
one by one, rolling them 
between your moonbeam fingers,  
enjoying their soft,  glassy texture 
as they slowly tumbled and bowled 
on your skin.Often, you would shave a bead down 
precisely (10 minutes here, 
78 seconds there; carve out 
an extra hour or cut 
16 minutes off  our drive) 
and I  would find little curls 
in the vacuum bag 
or next to your plate 
or even—once– 
in the front seat 
of a friend’s car– 
and I  knew you had been 
trying to find more time 
or less time. 
 
And once you handed me 
a bead and said: 
here is an extra hour 
let’s  go have fun 

so we spent the hour  
l ike children, 
putting hot dogs in strangers’ 
pockets and, later,  
we giggled 
while we made love 
outside on the grass 
(three more beads 
against the curtain 
of sunshine on the water).  
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Once, you put a bead 
between your teeth 
and crushed it  
into shards 
that dissolved as they scattered.  
Then you said we were free: 
(you had finally found a way 
to make it  stop).  
 
Instead, I  said,  Maybe 
invisible pieces hang on 
to our skin; 
maybe we keep 
the molecules with us 
as time dissipates into the air,  
and we breathe it  in.    

Sarah Etlinger's chapbook, Never One for Promises, was released from Kelsay 

Books in December 2018. Currently, she is an English professor who resides in 

Milwaukee, WI, with her family. Interests outside of poetry include cooking, 

traveling, and learning to play the piano. 
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BETWEEN ME AND 
NEVERLAND

        I’m all  grown up now, approaching 

forty,  a mother of two small  girls 

who believe in fairies and magic.  

With them, I  stand before the peanut 

butter at the grocery store.  As they 

languish in boredom, one in the cart 

and one out,  I  spot Peter Pan, a little 

green figure soaring over the name, 

his arms outstretched like wings.  And 

I  feel  the pang of an old longing.  

       The first time I  ate Peter Pan 

peanut butter was when I  was 11 years 

old,  shortly before my mother’s 

death, at Danielle Kratochvil’s house.  

The Kratochvils had lived behind us 

for as long as we’d lived in the house 

on Carhart,  since I  was a year old,  

toddling around the backyard with 

my hands wrapped tightly around my 

mother’s index fingers.  Danielle was 

two years older than I  was and 

watched me curiously from her side 

of the wire fence between our 

backyards.  “Look, Mommy,” she said.  

“A baby.”     

       By the time I  was five and she was 

seven, we were the best of friends.  

Our fence had been worn down and
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made flimsy by time and 

undergrowth so that in one place, 

there was nothing but the remains of 

a post,  no more than a foot high, over 

which we could step into the next 

yard and into the vast world of our 

shared imagination—toward distant 

lands, castles,  battlefields,  desert 

islands, beaches where we lived lives 

unlike our own, falling in love with 

strangers,  clashing against enemies, 

rescuing one another.



       Pulling my hair back with both 

hands and wiping summer sweat off  

my forehead, on the verge of another 

adventure, I  might have told 

Danielle,  “I’ve got an idea.  Let’s 

pretend we’re shipwrecked on a 

distant land.” We both saw past the 

rows of American foursquares and 

into an expansive wilderness, sand 

sparkling in the sun, the lapping 

waves of an endless sea.  “Pretend,” I  

continued, the word that wove the 

world inside her head into the one 

inside of mine, “that pirates are 

chasing us.” 

       “Run!” Danielle yelled, the images 

converging into one seamless reality.  

       So we ran, behind the long row of 

bushes alongside her house, leapt 

over the root from the maple that had 

pushed its way toward the house and 

then reached up from the soil .  We 

ducked near the porch, imagining it  

to be an enormous boulder,  behind 

which we peeked out to so easily 

imagine the group of them 

approaching, a motley crew plunging 

through the thick dune grass in their 

hats and boots,  the leader waving his 

sword over his head.  

       “To the hollow!” I  yelled.  

       “Up on the hill,” she whispered.  

We looked upwards, our eyes 

transforming the village around us 

into rising slopes.  We pressed our

backs up against the porch and then 

darted out into the open, the salt  of 

the sea in our hair as our feet carried 

us over the sand, the rocks, behind a 

shed, under a picnic table,  between 

the garages, up the Beverly Place 

sidewalk, toward the crest of a hill  

that existed inside of us.  

       At the top of the hill,  we were 

cornered and engaged our pirates in a 

bitter fight,  oak-limb swords waving 

in the air.  We feinted, lunged, 

flicked, and darted.  But alas,  “He got 

me,” cried Danielle as she crumbled 

to the ground, her long blonde 

ponytail  sprawling in the grass above 

her head.     

       “No!” I  sobbed, dropping to my 

knees at her side, holding my hand to 

my heart.  

       “There’s a bug in my hair,” she 

mumbled.  “I hear it  buzzing.” 

       “Dani,  come on,” I  said.  “You’re 

supposed to be dying.” 

       “Oh. Yeah.” She laughed before 

closing her eyes and choking herself  

into feigned oblivion.  I  lay down next 

to her,  and after a few seconds of 

silence, she asked if  she could come 

back to life.     

       “Sure,” I  said.  “But how?” The 

issue wasn’t whether or not she could 

return from death but instead simply 

how we would fold out the impossible 

from the tangible fabric of something
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believable.  Miracles were nothing if  

they weren’t believable.  

       “How ‘bout a fairy?” she said.  

       “Pixie dust,” I  mumbled.  

“Perfect.”   

       We closed our eyes,  breathed in 

the muster to drum up our fairy,  so 

that when we looked again with a soft 

sigh, I  found the fairy easily in the 

air over our piece of lawn. Her arms 

floated over her head, her fingers so 

small  and long that they were almost 

translucent at the ends.  I  watched as 

her blonde curls bounced with her 

movements.  She pulled her index 

finger to her lips and said “Shhh,” 

sparkling dust falling over us like 

snow. In the quiet miracle of 

Danielle’s resurrection, the sun 

emerged, from behind a streak of 

white,  blinding us until  we looked 

away to find each other and the yard 

around us glittering and golden. 

Shadows of Danielle’s tree moved 

through the magic of our imagined 

world, and an unfamiliar lightness 

filled me. I  was a thread spun 

through the fabric of the world, 

which felt  so enormous and malleable 

to me, overflowing with such 

smoothness and loveliness.  For a few 

seconds, I  believed in the miracle of 

fairies and resurrection with all  of 

my heart.  My heart pounded with the 

heat of possibility.  I  was filled with a

kind of nourishment that seemed 

essential  in only a way children can 

understand. 

       Behind us,  Danielle’s front screen 

door opened, and we turned to see 

her father standing there 

expectantly.  “I gotta go in,” she said, 

pushing herself  up off the ground.   

       The scent of dinners–hers,  mine, 

and others–filled the air of the 

neighborhood, smelling like exotic 

dough and sauce and meat.  Danielle 

disappeared into her house while I  

crossed the fence and returned to 

mine, to my mother at the kitchen 

sink, her head turning over her 

shoulder to smile at me as I  stepped 

through the back door, the magic 

outside transforming into the 

measured ease of familiarity.  “Hey, 

Mama,” I  said.  

       She smiled, told me our 

macrobiotic meal of tofu, veggies,  

and brown rice was almost ready.  I  

made sure to save my disappointed 

sigh for after I’d left  the kitchen. The 

smell  of dinner on my side of the 

fence was different from Danielle’s.  

On summer nights like this,  her 

family would sometimes gather in the 

backyard, drink soda out of 

disposable cups and beer out of cans, 

grill  things like hot dogs, 

hamburgers,  and marinated chicken, 

food that made a smell  so wonderful
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that when it  came across the fence, 

through our unkempt garden of 

organic herbs and veggies,  and into 

our open windows in the summer, I  

took pause just to savor it .  

       Our family did not have cookouts 

or disposable dinnerware.  We did not 

eat hot dogs or hamburgers or 

chicken. We did not eat dairy or 

artificial  flavors or dyes or refined 

sugars.  We did not buy chips.  My 

parents did not drink coffee or 

alcohol.  For breakfast,  while my 

parents listened to public radio, I  ate 

fruit-juice sweetened organic Os, 

over which I  poured water most 

often, never milk,  not even soy milk,  

which was usually too expensive.  I  

had only ever had one soda–an RC 

Cola I  was given at a picnic with 

extended family who did not share 

our dietary habits.  Mom saw me take 

it,  raised her eyebrow at my look of 

longing, then after a slow sigh, she 

shrugged and nodded. So I’d wrapped 

both my hands around the cold can, 

widened my eyes at it,  popped it  

open, heard the familiar exhalation 

of carbonation, and drank the whole 

thing in under a minute.  Back at 

home, I  vomited for more than an 

hour and collapsed into a heap on my 

bed.  My mother lay a cool washcloth 

on my forehead and told me that my 

body was just not used to all  that 

sugar and all  those chemicals.  “I 

wanted you to find out for yourself,” 

she said as I  shook with fever,  “just 

how terrible that stuff is.”     

       And I  believed her.  

       Our lifestyle,  the rulebook we 

followed, was in part an attempt to 

save Mom’s life.  She and Dad believed 

that diet was what made or broke our 

bodies.  Food, they believed, could 

strengthen her white blood cells,  

clarify the messages her body sent 

itself,  relieve it  of the inflammation 

that would make it  turn on itself.      

        It  had all  started shortly after her 

diagnosis,  when she booked us all  a 

stay at Boston’s Kushi Institute to 

learn the macrobiotic diet created by 

a man named Michio Kushi who said
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it  could cure cancer.  During our stay, 

we spent hours in the large kitchen 

where I  sensed a kind of alchemy in 

the transformation of plants into 

meals,  and it  fascinated me. We 

learned the differences between yin 

and yang foods, about the body’s own 

power to heal itself.  As the adults 

around me wielded knives that 

chopped almost impossibly quickly 

over cutting boards full  of green 

leaves, I  believed in the magic of food 

to save lives.  I  believed in the magic 

inside my mother.  

       When we returned home, she 

threw away all  of the food in our 

house that didn’t meet with 

macrobiotic requirements.  For 

breakfast,  we ate miso soup and 

roasted seaweed. We ate vegetable 

stir-fries over brown rice for most 

meals.  She abandoned chemo and 

radiation.  She refused a mastectomy. 

She didn’t need it .  Macrobiotics 

would save her life.  

                                             * 

       Meanwhile,  the Kratochvils 

proceeded with the life forbidden to 

us,  eating food that would cause or 

worsen cancer,  watching too much 

cable television, and throwing away 

Styrofoam that would pollute the 

earth.  Yet I  secretly envied them, 

imagined myself  sipping their soda 

and eating their food.  

        It  was shortly before I  was 10 

years old that the Kratochvils called 

my parents to ask if  they wanted to 

contribute to the cost of a better 

fence between our properties,  one 

that would give both families more 

privacy.  My parents were offended by 

the request,  for both the call  for 

privacy and the notion that they 

should pay for it .  Everyone in the 

neighborhood could plainly see that 

the Kratochvils had more money than 

we did.  And so we refused.   And the 

new fence went up without our help, 

the latch on the Kratochvils’  side.  

       But sometimes, on summer 

afternoons when the smell  of 

cheeseburgers snaked its way over 

the fence from the Kratochvils’  

house, I  wondered about the taste of 

normality,  on the other side of the 

line that marked the boundaries of 

my life.  That was the thing about my 

family’s kind of magic—it seemed to 

be about what we couldn’t have and 

where we couldn’t go.  To live,  my 

mother had to stay inside these 

parameters.    

       To get to Danielle,  I  had to push 

my fingers through the gap between 

the gate and the fence to push the 

latch up.  Doing so would often leave 

me with splinters on the back of my 

hand. But that didn’t stop me. 

       On occasion, Danielle forgot that
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her food was forbidden to me– “Want 

an Oreo?” she might ask.  And I’d stare 

at the wheels of black and white and 

admire their uniformity, their purity 

in color,  their thick, powdery sweet 

smell.  I  watched as she twisted one 

apart,  l icked the inside, and laughed. 

“Haven’t you seen the commercial?” 

she asked then thought better of the 

question and shoved the whole cookie 

in her mouth. 

        I  didn’t have cable television, and 

unless it  was at Danielle’s house, I  

didn’t see commercials.  But her eating 

it  l ike that in front of me was 

advertisement enough. I  wanted it  

intensely and felt  a pang of anger.  If  it  

weren’t for my mother,  I  thought, I  

could have an Oreo.  I  could have the 

peanut butter,  Peter Pan, the thick, 

shiny, golden substance I  saw for the 

first time when Danielle was 

spreading it  on a piece of clean white 

bread, as white and smooth as a piece 

of paper.  It  spread like nothing I’d 

ever seen before, so easily and evenly 

from one corner to another,  in slow 

circles.  Peanut butter,  at  my house, 

was nothing like this.  It  was a darker,  

hard substance, barely penetrable,  

that my mother had to mix into an oil  

with the blade of a knife.  When it  was 

spread, lumpy and wet in places,  it  

tore the bread.  There was nothing 

sweet about it .  Nothing smooth or

easy.  I  envied Danielle for living in a 

world with such pleasure.  But always 

there was the thought of my mother,  

her fight for her life happening 

somewhere over my shoulder,  out 

Danielle’s kitchen window, over the 

fence line, back in our kitchen. And 

so the peanut butter remained the 

forbidden fruit,  hanging always in my 

periphery, on the other side of a 

boundary.  

                                             * 

       “I  wish,” I  told my mom once, 

when I  had felt  the courage 

unexpectedly,  “that I  could eat a 

doughnut.” We were in the car,  on 

our way home from visiting Pa 

Seldon, the man who stood in as 

Mom’s father and my grandfather.  

For breakfast,  lunch, and dinner,  the 

old man had nothing but canned 

baked beans and plain doughnuts.  I  

had spent much of the visit  staring at 

the soft decadence of his doughnuts.  

And now that I’d spoken, my desire 

felt  l ike a sin.  I  cringed as I  waited 

for my mother to respond. 

       “The problem,” Mom said after 

only a brief,  thoughtful pause, “is 

that if  you never get any joy out of 

your food, it  can’t really be that good 

for you.  There has to be joy in it .” She 

turned to Dad, who was driving.  “He 

loves those doughnuts,” Mom said, 

talking about Pa.  She rested her hand
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on Dad’s shoulder,  turned and smiled 

at me over her shoulder.  “Maybe it’s 

what we believe about our food that 

matters.” She swallowed hard and 

sighed, realizing something then, for 

the first time. Then she nodded and 

shrugged. “Maybe just being happy is 

enough.” 

       “Enough for what?” asked Dad. 

       “Just enough,” she said, turning 

to look out her window, her eyes 

distant and steady.    

                                              * 

       Maybe it  was the next day, when 

Dad was at work, that she asked if  I’d 

take a walk with her.  There was 

something she wanted us to do.  I  

agreed, curiously,  and walked down 

to the end of Carhart with her as she 

swung her arms happily,  telling me 

stories about being a girl  growing up 

in Florida without any cares.  “I used 

to be fearless,” she said.  “I ran 

shirtless,  swam with gators in the 

canals,  killed rattlesnakes with 

nothing but a stick.” We passed the 

car dealership that had once been an 

apartment building before it  burned 

down. “Nothing scared me,” she said, 

laughing at herself,  shaking her 

head.  “Not like now.”  I  imagined 

this former version of her,  balanced 

the then and the now as we passed 

the old furniture store,  the stone 

church, Lane’s Beverages, and the   

Great American grocery store where 

we crossed the street,  and she led me 

into Burger King.  “Stephie,  I’ve 

never taken you here before.  But I’m 

going to today.  When I  was a kid,  I  

used to eat fishwiches.  And I  loved 

them.”  We paused for a moment 

before the door.  “Today we’re not 

going to be afraid of delicious food, 

okay?  Just for today, it  can’t hurt 

us.” 

        I  nodded, both afraid and 

delighted, an intersection that felt  

something like pushing my hand
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through the Kratochvils’  fence.   Mom 

pulled open the door, and I  was 

immediately mesmerized by the 

smell,  something I’d only ever caught 

distant traces of.  Now I was inside of 

it  as my mother ordered two 

“fishwiches.” 

       “Two Big Fishes?” the girl  in a 

visor behind the register said.  

       Mom nodded.     

       Minutes later,  we were given a 

paper bag from which Mom pulled the 

two sandwiches, one of which she 

handed to me. We ate them as we 

walked back home in the sun, 

everything in the world disappearing 

to me but the taste in my mouth and 

my mother’s voice.  It  wasn’t that I  

wasn’t worried; I  feared that there 

would be a price for what we were 

doing, that maybe this food would 

feed the thing inside my mother that 

threatened her life.  But I  ate the 

sandwich anyway, letting it  fill  me. I  

could hardly remember anything in 

my life ever tasting quite like it .  Only 

when it  was gone did the world 

reappear.  When we stood together in 

front of the house on Carhart,  she 

looked down at me and smiled.  

“Pretty good, isn’t it?” she asked.  

        I  nodded, drew in a deep breath, 

and sank myself  into the depth of 

that moment, steadying myself,  

knowing how the past and the future

would pull  at  me. 

                                              * 

       The cancer spread.  Mom 

weakened. She stayed at the hospital  

longer and longer until  she finally 

came home as a Hospice patient.  It  

could seem, during those months, 

that there was nothing good left  in 

the world, no delight.  Or hope.  But 

one afternoon after school,  I  found 

myself  in Danielle’s kitchen, in front 

of an open cabinet,  and I  remembered 

the peanut butter.  As she searched 

for an after-school snack, I  reached 

for the plastic Peter Pan jar,  opened 

it,  and stuck a spoon into the 

succulent golden goodness to pull  out 

a heaping mound. 

       Danielle watched, her eyes wide in 

shock.  A part of me watched, too, as I  

put the spoon in my mouth and 

pressed it  up against the roof of my 

mouth, salty and sweet,  melting 

slowly around my teeth.  Finally I  had 

crossed the line, knew what it  felt  

l ike to eat something with such 

perfect,  uniform texture, the color of 

gold, a substance that looked as 

though I  could slide right through it .  

       “Whacha think?” she asked.  

       “Amazing,” I  said,  peanut butter 

sticking to the roof of my mouth, 

making it  hard to speak.  It  was better 

even than the fishwich.  I  stood there, 

totally entranced until  all  of it  had 
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dissolved.  And with the taste still  

l ingering, I  told her “Thank you.”   

                                             * 

       Late on a Friday night,  Dad woke 

me after midnight to tell  me it  had 

happened, that Mom was gone, and 

he led me downstairs to her bed to 

tell  her “goodbye.” He picked up the 

phone and called the friends and 

neighbors he promised to notify.  

Among them was Jackie Kratochvil,  

Danielle’s mother who read Vogue 

magazine and who smelled of 

Clinique.  She came in the back door 

quietly and red-faced.  I  watched her 

from Mom’s big blue chair in the 

front room of the house as she stood 

next to my mother,  held her limp 

hand, and spoke words I  could not 

hear.  Then she turned toward me 

with sad, soft eyes.  I  could almost 

tell  what she was thinking.  There was 

pity there.  But there was something 

else too.  Gratitude.  She was thankful 

it  wasn’t her.    

        I  thought about Danielle,  asleep 

on the other side of the fence, warm 

in her bed.  Jackie would return to 

her,  through the dark, to their side of 

the fence, and on my side, my mother 

lay still  and cold and white on a 

hospital  bed, her hair combed flat to 

the side, her mouth tightly closed.  

        I  wished then that I  had always 

lived warmly in my bed, on the latch

side of the gate,  pizza for dinner,  

Peter Pan for lunch. The truth, it  

seemed, was that magic,  if  it  existed 

at all,  l ived somewhere else.  Not 

there, not in the house on Carhart.  

Not in the quiet darkness of my fate.  

       When Jackie and the rest of the 

grieving guests left  that night,  my 

mother’s body was carried away, out 

the front door, down the front walk, 

and into a car that disappeared into 

the night and left  us without her on 

Carhart Ave.  In my bed, I  closed my 

eyes and imagined that I  was 

Danielle,  and in the warmth of her 

bed and the glow of hall  l ight that 

spread itself  beyond the threshold of 

her bedroom, I  found a glimmer of 

hope.  

                                              * 

       Dani and I  drifted apart.  Even 

when I  joined her at the high school,  

a year and a half  after Mom died, she 

sat on the other side of the cafeteria.  

We smiled at one another when we 

passed each other in the halls.  

        In her junior year,  the high school 

put on Peter Pan. Dani and I  were 

both cast as Indians, and on show 

night,  when we went out on stage, 

crouched down, our faces covered 

with makeup, our hair tight in braids,  

our arms straight to our sides with 

our mouths open, I  looked over to 

her,  on the other side of the stage, 

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   4 6



hoping she’d look back.  There in 

Neverland, we were surrounded by 

magic.  

       “You just think lovely,  wonderful 

thoughts,” Peter Pan had said earlier 

in the night,  “and they lift  you up in 

the air.” But now he was waving to 

Wendy, who could no longer fly.  

“Good-bye,” he said.  

       He left  her there, along with me 

and Danielle,  who never returned my 

stare.  Around us was a sense of 

emptiness and loss into which I  felt  

pulled heavily.  We were growing up, 

losing something in the glow of the 

golden theater lights as Peter 

disappeared.  

       “Don’t go,” I  wanted to call  out.  

There was so much to be lost,  so 

much to hang on to,  so much fear,  as 

we transcended the boundary 

between what we had always been 

into what we were becoming. 

                                           * 

        I  grew up, became a mother 

myself.  When my daughter Sophia 

was six years old,  she came home 

from school and asked me what a 

Happy Meal was, that all  of the other 

kids in school were talking about 

them, and they picked on her for not 

knowing what they were.  So I  took 

her for the next best thing, to Burger 

King on 5th Street Highway in 

Temple, Pennsylvania,  just a few

minutes from where we now live.  

“Two fish wiches,” I  said to the girl  

in the hat behind the register.      

       “Two Big Fishes?” she asked.  

       “Yes,” I  said.  

       Sophia and I  took them out into 

the parking lot and ate them leaning 

against the car as the sun cast golden 

streaks of afternoon heat on our 

shoulders.  It  felt  almost like Mom 

was there with us somehow, 

reminding us,  me, of something.  

       “Mom,” she said, her mouth half  

full  and staring dreamily at her 

sandwich.  “This is really good.” 

       “Yeah,” I  said,  as the world 

around me disappeared.  

                                             * 

       Michio Kushi,  the man who had
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promised that diet could cure cancer,  

died of cancer in 2014, several years 

after his wife succumbed to the 

disease.  In response, people called 

him a liar and a failure.  The 

macrobiotic diet couldn’t save 

anyone, not even him. But his family 

responded steadfastly that perhaps 

macrobiotics had saved him in ways 

invisible to us.  Maybe it  had saved 

him from an earlier onset of cancer.  

Maybe things would have been much 

worse for him if  he’d not been on the 

diet.  Maybe his cancer was genetic 

and was going to manifest no matter 

what.  Maybe his diet held it  off  for as 

long as was possible.  And maybe 

they’re right.  Maybe somehow he was 

better off.  Because there is no way to 

compare what did happen to what 

could have happened, we may never 

know when we are saved or just how 

much magic happens around us.  But 

it  is  in the possibility of a world 

without belief that we face off  with a 

world without magic.  

       Years after she died, I  found one 

of my mother’s diaries in which she 

wrote,  “My biggest fear is that if  I  

die,  Stephanie will  think this fight 

for my life was all  for nothing.  And 

she won’t know how to believe 

anymore.”    

        I  gripped the diary tightly,  

wondering if  I  did know how to

believe anymore.  Was faith itself  

more important than surviving? Is 

what we believe more important than 

what actually is? 

       Maybe that was just the thing.  

Maybe macrobiotics saved my mother 

in some way.  And maybe the fishwich 

did too.  Maybe Peter Pan saved me.     

                                             * 

        I  stare at him on the grocery store 

shelf,  neatly lined up with a dozen 

other versions of himself,  and I  

remember all  the magic of childhood. 

It  seemed to exist outside of me, on 

one side of the fence or the other.  It  

seemed conditional,  based on a 

result,  inside of a rule or outside of 

it .  But maybe magic was bigger than 

all  of that.  Maybe it  existed, simply, 

wherever I  was.  And I  had crossed 

over so many lines.  I  had lived inside 

the rules and outside of them, in both 

pleasure and necessity.  I  had lived 

before the hope and after it,  inside 

certainty and outside of it .  I  had felt  

the way reality cast its light on belief 

and how belief had cast its light on 

reality.  

       “Just think lovely,  wonderful 

thoughts,” Peter said.  All  this time, I  

thought my mother lost her fight– 

that following all  those rules about 

what to eat and what not to eat had 

been futile.  But maybe I’ve been 

wrong. Maybe those rules are like 
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gates that create something to 

believe in.  I’d never have believed in 

macrobiotics if  I’d not known about 

Peter Pan peanut butter and Oreos.  

And I’d never have loved Peter Pan 

and fishwiches had it  not been for 

living so long inside the macrobiotic 

diet.  Up and down, left  and right— 

they create each other.  We form our 

adult selves in whimsical Neverland. 

I  can still  remember the quiet miracle 

of old childhood resurrections, the 

sun emerging from behind a streak of 

white,  blinding me and Dani until  we 

looked away, lightness threading 

itself  through us and the large, 

smooth, lovely world.  I  remember the 

sound of Fuji  knives slicing green 

veggies in the Kushi Institute 

kitchen. I  can still  taste the fishwich.  

                                             * 

       “Sissy hit  me,” screams my 

littlest girl,  from inside the grocery 

cart as I  pull  the jar of Peter Pan 

from the shelf,  unafraid, and put it  

into the car next to my kale.     

       “Mom,” Sophia protests,  “all  I  did 

was push her leg away from me 

because she keeps kicking me.” 

        I  shake my head and try not to 

smile.  Here, now, it  is  so easy to see 

both sides,  to exist at the border 

where worlds and beliefs and 

identities have clashed, push my 

hand through that small  gap between
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the wood, splinters be damned, and 

open the gate.  

       My girls take a couple more swings 

at one another,  flicks and darts,  and 

somehow in the skirmish, a 

fingernail  catches my three-year old 

who shrieks and sobs.  

        I  pull  her little arm to my lips,  

using my best soft Mommy voice.  

 “Shhh,” I  say.  “Mommy kiss it,” 

which I  do.  “See?”  She quiets.  Her 

lips curl  into a dreamy smile,  her wet 

eyes gleam. Others pass us by.  

“Mommy’s kisses are magic,” I  tell  

her.     

       And she believes me.   



TRANSPORTS
   in a cityscape a wailing train whistle echoes 
off the buildings and concrete     
it resembles barge horn soundings   
that bounce off the banks     
the islands   the river inlets    the water   
           during the dark of night 
 
  through the stillness comes   the lonely moan 
of each    the sounds evoke a need to escape     
to flee the agony of misspent time   wrong love   
lost loves   regrets turned into sounds that bound 
from ears to head to heart and back again   
mournful howls invade the body 
           drench cheeks   and prick at veins     
 
  the wailing is a walk into the piercing  nothingness 
into the sounds’ solitary emptiness     
yowls diminish while the transports move away 
to their distant distances   vanished instances   
within the adieu   their blustery squalls forestalled 
           remain somehow     wailing 
 
           don’t expect an ending  

B Y     E .  S M I T H  S L E I G H

e. smith sleigh poetry appeared or is forthcoming in Paper Darts, Squalorly, Kumquat Poetry, 

Kaleidoscope, Pankhearst’s Slimline Volume: No Love Lost, PRISM International, The Criterion, 

Orion, Silver Birch Press,  Five 2 One Magazine, Rat’s Ass Review, Corvus Review and elsewhere. 
 

She won finalist designation in several literary and academic competitions including placement 
in Eastern Kentucky University’s academic journal Nine Patch: A Creative Journal for Women and 

Gender Studies. 
 

sleigh authored several poetry collections, a non-fiction book, two novels, and a fictional 
memoir. She was educated at the universities of Delaware and Michigan, taught at the college 
level, and traveled extensively. She now lives in Robert Penn Warren country and near a lake 

where she draws inspiration. 

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   5 0



INSTRUCTIONS FOR 
ATTENDING SUNDAY’S ANTI- 

TIME TRAVEL MARCH 
B Y   L I A M  H O G A N

       Thank you for registering your 

interest in Sunday’s march. We can’t 

do it  without your support and we 

sincerely hope to see you there.  It’s 

important that as many protesters as 

possible show up, to demonstrate the 

depth of anti-time travel feeling.  

       The route of the march as 

indicated on the enclosed map has 

been agreed in advance with the 

appropriate authorities.  It’s a long 

one, I’m afraid! We know Sunday is 

the day time travel is  going to be 

invented but we’re not sure of the 

exact location, so the march will  visit  

the three most likely scientific 

laboratories before rallying in Times 

Square.  In all  l ikelihood there is 

nothing we can do to prevent the 

discovery, but that doesn’t mean 

we’re not going to try.  

       Even if  we fail,  we’ll  be lobbying 

Government for the strictest of 

regulations in the coming months, so 

please, come and add your voice to
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ours.  

       As the date is well  known, it’s 

likely there will  be a significant 

number of time travelling tourists in 

the area.  They may attempt to disrupt 

our protest:  for “kicks and giggles”.  

In order to keep everybody safe,  

carefully follow the advice below. 

       Please be on time. The march 

leaves the National Laboratory at 

twelve sharp.  Arriving earlier than 

this is not recommended; the first 

protester to turn up will,  most 

probably,  be picked off by waiting 

timeys and sent into the far distant 

past.  Of course, that means the first 

person never turned up, so the second  

person becomes the first person and 

will  similarly be picked off.  The only 

safe approach is en masse, as the 

clock strikes midday.  

       Bring water and a snack.  Although 

the march should be over by two, 

time loop paradoxes may conspire to 

make it  feel  a lot,  lot,  longer.  You’ll  

be glad you came prepared.  

       Don’t engage with the time 

travelers.  They’re likely to be in 

festive mood, but do not let this blind 

you to what degenerates they really 

are,  will  be,  or have become. 

       Do bring a placard.  Cardboard and 

wooden poles may appear 

anachronistic in this day and age, but 

they make for much better publicity

pictures than iPhone selfies.  They’re 

also of more use in fending off 

prehistoric predators.  Suggested 

chants and slogans can be found in 

the attached media file.  Let’s make 

some noise! 

       Please DON’T  resort to “What do 

we want? A ban on Time Travel .  When 

do we want it? Forever!” as it  is  far 

too derivative of the chant pro-time 

travelers are accustomed to using and 

therefore easily hijacked.  

       Finally,  do remember to bring a 

watch.  An old-fashioned one, for 

preference.  There are time periods, 

both past and future, in which your 

smartphone will  be about as useful as 

a sundial  at night.  And, though a 

watch won’t tell  you where you are,  

at least you’ll  always know when you 

came from. 

 

       Stay safe,  

 

       Phyllis Everton, 

       Chairperson, Anti-Time Travel 

       League, New York Branch. 

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   5 2

Liam Hogan is an Oxford Physics graduate 
and award winning London based writer. His 
short story “Ana”, appears in Best of British 
Science Fiction 2016 (NewCon Press) and his 

twisted fantasy collection, “Happy Ending Not 
Guaranteed”, is published by Arachne Press. 

http://happyendingnotguaranteed.blogspot.co 
.uk or tweet @LiamJHogan 



TEMPEST
B Y     T Y L E R  W E T T I G

A house, a dog, a couch, two cats:  one 

for each arm, another to hide from me. 

Lear’s wife,  of course, nowhere to be found, 

but daughters here to pillage the old fool:  

his half-eaten memoir,  nibbled on between 

brandy bites,  is  the wedding cabernet 

gathering dust on the fridge.  Every 

dream is about Grandpa rearranging 

furniture as clocks burn on the mantle,  

but I  wake up and hit  the town: 

a Death Valley Flower sooths the anguish, 

while a lost cousin, muse, otherwise drinks 

a song called desertion: tremolo picked, 

meet,  right,  and proper.  The meat is jackfruit.  

                The king, Woman. 

Tyler Wettig resides in Ypsilanti, Michigan. 
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https://www.tylerwettig.wordpress.com. 
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WOMEN OF 
FLESH

B Y   S O P H I E  G R E G O R Y
“And nothing can we call  our own but death 

And that small  model of  the barren earth 

Which serves as paste and cover to our bones.  

For God’s sake,  let  us sit  upon the ground 

And tell  sad stories of  the death of  kings.”  

– William Shakespeare     

texture was grotesque, like wet bread 

and phlegm. The kitchen was bleak, 

the furniture paled by the incessant 

sunlight and the room plagued by the 

sterilising mist,  shushed from the 

ceiling every fifteen minutes.  As he 

upturned the tin into his open mouth 

Paul realised that Frances was 

speaking, he tuned in.  

         “-need to stop scratching that.  

They’ll  think you’re trying to get rid 

of this new one.  It’s bad enough that
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       The metallic tearing of the 

breakfast tin didn’t irritate Paul as 

much as it  used to.  The contents were 

not what anyone would call  food, just 

mulch providing necessary minerals.  

The taste was inoffensive but the 



you needed a replacement.  I  still  

don’t understand-” 

       “Why don’t you eat something? 

You look like shit.” He switched off 

again.  While she gesticulated he 

examined his wife;  a once pretty 

woman with grey skin and flat hair.  

The Government Issue meal tins had 

drained her complexion to a non- 

colour.  Blushing had become a lost 

art.  

       “Not sure what time I’ll  finish 

later.” He continued to scratch the 

inside of his thigh.  

                                             * 

       Frances had used Paul’s water 

allowance and began reading the 

sprawling of her brown hairs on the 

wall  l ike tea leaves; a pig snout and a 

scythe-like shape which mutated into 

a single shapely breast.  She wiped the 

hairs away, letting them float and 

sway down to the carpet.  Her own 

breasts disappointed her,  flat and 

grey.  She tried to remember feeling 

heat in her groin, the girlhood desire 

to rub herself,  pillow clamped 

between her legs.  A muscle in her 

thigh twitched.  How much 

information did the implants 

transmit? 

       She nagged her husband for sport,  

trying to illicit  a violent reaction.  A 

black eye and a split  l ip would prove 

she still  had life inside her,  thick and

red.  Husband. A bitter laugh clacked 

from her lips,  the word no longer 

meant what it  used to.  

       She took her usual spot on the 

production line and struggled to yank 

the lever more and more with every 

meal tin she missed.  Did the other 

women bother to think, or did their 

brains resemble the mulch mix that 

came vomiting out of the pipes? 

       Toes curling in her shoes, her 

thoughts turned, as they usually did,  

to the Women of Flesh.  Paul was like 

a toddler who thinks nobody’s seen 

him shitting in the corner.  She knew 

about his escapades to Four and was 

envious of the women, not because 

they held Paul’s attentions, not even 

because they possessed meat 

tolerance, but because they knew 

excitement, they had reason to smile.  

All  she had was nameless Jane across 

the conveyor with gunge in her hair.  

       The crashing of steel  shutters 

warranted a sluggish glance from the 

women and squints at the mild 

inconvenience of the light pouring in.  

A square of marching men, five by 

five,  beat the floor with their black 

boots led by a Messenger dressed in 

blood red.  

       “Ms Maria O’Brian.  Breach: 

Regulation 6.F:  The Forbidden Acts.” 

The guards marched in unison toward 

the whimpering Maria until  she
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hopped up sobbing and began to 

follow. 

                                                * 

Paul boarded the 8.55 and sat next to a 

nondescript citizen.  White stickers 

had been clumsily plastered over the 

rail  map and black screens concealed 

abandoned platforms from view. He 

stayed on to Four.    

       The sky never fell  into complete 

darkness but the light of the early sun 

seemed more watchful.  The train sent 

a strange, unidentifiable odour 

swirling about him. The barren 

ground above was littered with cracks 

of varying sizes,  the larger ones could 

swallow a body effortlessly.  Clouds of 

rusty dirt  rose in his wake.  There was 

one building in sight,  only the top of

it  visible above a red brick wall .  The 

broken glass set into the top glittered 

in the blinding sun. The wall  was 

surrounded by two fences crowned 

with elegant spirals of razor-wire.  

Mirabal Prison should have been a 

vision of aggression, intimidation, 

yet every time he was enchanted.  

        Inside the building the vigilant 

eyes of the sun could not judge him. 

The guard’s rosy pallor made him 

perspire.  She had a roundness that is 

impossible for citizens to achieve.  

       “One pork J,  medium slice,  one 

girl .” 

       She raised her eyebrows at him 

and gestured for him to continue.  

       He sighed. “Please.” 

       “459: Diana.” She winked, 

stamped his visitor’s badge.  Diana 

wasn’t his favourite,  she was fair- 

skinned and not as hairy as the 

others but she was a marked 

improvement on what he’d left  at  

home. 

         The woman stationed outside cell  

459 reached up and held onto the 

door frame, blocking his path and 

forcing him to smell  her intoxicating 

body odour.  He breathed deeply and 

closed his eyes,  she knew her power.  

Each consumption room had a 

different access point so he felt  for 

the small  lever behind the toilet and 

pulled it  upwards.  
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                                                * 

       At six o’clock the machinery shuts 

down, food paste left  exposed on 

conveyor belts.  The polite applause of 

footsteps ricocheted from the high 

ceiling as the women exited the 

factory floor in silence.  

       The white hot sun assaulted 

Frances’s scalp and drops of boiling 

condensation fell  from the 

replacement o-zone.  She passed 

brown and brittle gardens and 

imagined them a deep forest green. 

She longed to brush soft petals across 

her lips.  

       The front door was open. She 

closed her eyes and wished to be 

greeted by an axe-murderer wielding 

something dangerous, but instead 

she found Paul as she had expected 

him, elbows on the table suffering 

through a dinner tin.  

       “You’re home early.” 

       He spoke with his mouth full .  “I’m 

home on time.” 

       She went upstairs to put on her 

nightclothes and inspected herself  in 

the bathroom mirror;  an animated 

corpse stared back.  Eyes closed, she 

fought to remember the rosy cheeks 

of girlhood and the deep chestnut 

curls that bounced about her 

forehead. She knew these images 

existed but a haze flitted behind her 

lids and she couldn’t make the

colours form solid images.  

       Years ago something had drawn 

her in to Mirabal.  She forgot every 

regulation and surrendered herself  to 

the performance.  Olive’s abundant 

flesh quivered with every movement 

and her eyes were a shade of brown 

that brought forgotten desires forth.  

She felt  l ight-headed.   

                                             * 

There were no birds to cast fleeting 

shadows overhead, no children 

laughing and spraying each other 

with water pistols.  All  Paul could 

hear was blood, hot in his ears.An old 

telephone box stood alien against the 

bleak landscape.  Its red triggered 

memories from the old world, fire 

hydrants in American films, post 

boxes, double decker buses.  He could 

smell  the pollution of an enormous 

city choking him with a lover’s 

gentleness.  Protecting his hand 

inside his trouser pocket he opened 

the hot metal door.  His thick pulse 

told him to turn around but he bent 

and rapped the boards with his 

knuckles.  Hollow. He slid the planks 

across and descended into the stench 

of manure and the sweet tang of fresh 

grass.  The darkness panicked him and 

he fell  against the wall .  

       Lights flickered on, ting ting- 

ting-ting.  Paul stood nose to nose 

with an enormous creature that he 
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vaguely recognised.  Its breath was 

hot.  Paul was dumbfounded but 

unafraid.  He looked past the strange 

animal,  intrigued by the unfamiliar 

machinery; lights blinked on and off 

and wire trailed from metal cabinets.  

His hands itched to feel  the smooth 

surfaces like a Neanderthal before a 

fire.  

                                              * 

       Frances blinked the bright lights 

out of her eyes.  On her back, the 

ground was exceptionally flat and 

cool.  Shuffling hooves passed by, but 

she couldn’t turn her head.  Her 

father’s voice was audible a few 

metres behind her.  Attempting to roll  

her eyes back to see him she found 

herself  standing, her back against a 

brick wall .  Her father had his back to 

her,  tending a strange animal.  

       “Mind you don’t go near those 

lines Frannie.” He called, gesturing 

towards them. The scenery was 

strangely familiar,  electrical  wires 

criss-crossed along the concrete and 

little plastic dishes strewn about.She 

remembered his scientific ramblings 

more than the curl  of his hair.  He 

explained his work to her hundreds 

of times, he wanted the tunnel farms 

to continue but her memories were 

fragmented, too disjointed to 

recreate her father’s complex 

biological specimens.  She had 

watched her father’s notebooks burn 

during the Cleanse, blackened 

feathers floating higher and higher,  

propelled by the ferocity of the 

flames.      

       “It  began with missing cats and 

empty hens eggs and ended with the 

infertility of the Earth.” He laughed, 

shook his head.  “But it  wasn’t the 

end was it,  Frannie?” 

       Pure white vegetables and albino 

grass filled the vegetable patch.  A 

creature trotted by and clucked 

softly,  its feathered rump as white as 

the snow from the old world.  

       Vague shapes from her dream 

drifted in the place between sleep 

and wakefulness but they soon 

became unrecognisable.  She moved
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mindlessly from the bed into the 

kitchen for the first meal tin of the 

day.  She opened the cupboard 

labelled ‘1’,  stared at the dead metal 

and closed the door again.  

       Outside, three children walked 

slowly, but seemingly with purpose.  

They walked in line without 

acknowledging one another at all .  

Frances’s was the last generation to 

have been conceived naturally and 

she didn’t want children if  it  meant 

being harvested by the government.  

       She stared, letting her eyes relax 

into a soft focus.  Images swam in her 

vision, teasing her with tenuous 

memories.  She tried to hold on to 

them but they were slashed away like 

smoke.  Colour and motion 

intertwined with meaning in her 

mind; she could see  words.  Words she 

had not heard since she had played 

with the hybrids in the tunnel farms 

as a bright-eyed child.  Her father 

uttered them sharply if  one of the 

creatures wasn’t producing, or when 

some piece of equipment clattered 

down onto the tracks, irretrievable 

beyond the fluttering black screen. 

The words felt  delicious, echoing in 

her mind. 

       Paul’s empty meal tin irritated 

her.  It  had probably passed by on the 

conveyor belt  behind her at the 

factory, stamped with the logo of the

government; the letter N caged inside 

an imperfect circle.  The constant 

mechanical buzzing and clanking of 

the factory haunted her like a 

dripping tap, she was agonised by the 

slop of mulch hitting the bottom of 

plastic buckets.  

       Beads of sweat trickled down her 

brow and her breaths came quick and 

shallow. She slammed her fist  down 

onto the open tin.  Pain spiked up her 

arm and her eyes widened as she 

gazed at the gushing crescent slash 

along the heel of her hand. She 

dropped her arms by her sides and 

walked solemnly out of the front door 

into the night,  trickling red drops of 

life into the barren dust.  

                                              * 

       Paul heard a noise.  He turned off 

the light and knelt in the soil  bed in 

the middle of the platform. There was 

no place to hide.  Terrified in the 

vegetable patch, he awaited his 

exposure.  But it  didn’t come. He 

burrowed his hands in the soil  and 

revelled in its coolness.  

       Deciding, finally that the threat 

had passed he pushed himself up 

from the soil  and brushed himself 

down. Ascending the ladder back up 

to the phone box he passed a 

dangling wire.  He scratched at his 

inner thigh, catching something hard 

and flat.  He made his way to work.  
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       Transcribing old radio programs 

for the Archive, creating these 

records of the old world once seemed 

so important to Paul but after seeing 

what he had it  all  seemed futile.  

       A man wandered around the open 

plan office without purpose.  Paul may 

have known him but it  had become 

hard to tell  one citizen from another,  

all  grey faces blending into one 

generic servant of Nix and the 

Archive.  The man stopped behind 

Paul’s chair.  The wandering man said 

nothing but his stare prickled the 

back of Paul’s neck.  As the footsteps 

retreated he chanced a surreptitious 

glimpse.  Wire trailed from his 

briefcase.  

       Paul felt  as though his eyes may 

exit  their sockets with the strain of 

his silence.  He turned back to his 

computer screen but his throat was 

closing up; crumbs of dark soil  ran a 

trail  from his desk to the door.He 

calmly collected his papers and 

placed them with great care inside 

his briefcase, clicked it  shut and 

straightened it  on his desk.  He left  

the way he had entered, tracing his 

own incriminating path.  

                                             * 

       Nix’s guards took no notice of 

Frances outside the Palace.  She filled 

her lungs until  she thought they 

would split  and screamed. Not a 

meaningless sound but a word, 

sailing on the tide of her profane 

shriek.  

        It  was the word fuck .  

       She bent with the force of it,  as 

though she was racing down a ski 

slope preparing for the jump. It  was 

the longest,  loudest noise she had 

ever made.  She cackled and flung out 

profanities like Frisbees in the 

summer.  The guards had not 

understood her first outburst as a 

defilement of regulation, but her 

words were now clear as unending 

day.  In uncanny togetherness they 

clamped her arms and dragged her 

kicking and swearing to the Justice 

Chamber.  

       Nix sat on the throne, his elbow 

resting weightlessly on the arm of his 

chair,  his chin propped on his 

costume-jewelled hand. His youth 

startled her and her giggles fell  to a 

nervous simmer.    

       The throne was made of crudely 

welded steel  and covered in a 

mustard yellow cloth.  Nix seemed 

amused by her outburst.  He closed his 

eyes and sighed, the burden of justice 

weighing heavily on his shoulders.  

       “Do you, the Jury, find…” He 

gestured impatiently to Frances.  

       “Frances.” 

       “Yes, Frances to be guilty of a 

violation of Regulation 2.E?” 
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       “Aye.” Came the strong 

unanimous cry of the men at the side 

of the room. She hung her head and 

grinned. 

       “I’m glad to see you’re already 

feeling remorseful.  Enjoy life long 

confinement and may your gene pool 

never continue.” 

       Lightning pangs of hunger struck 

deep in her gut.  She sagged in the 

grip of Nix’s guards, letting out 

breathy giggles,  giddy with the   

disruption of routine.  As she was 

handed over to the prison officer at 

Mirabal she fell  to the ground, 

smiling, like she’d just finished a 

marathon, her time wasn’t great but 

she made it .
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       The officer helped her to her feet,  

an arm under her elbow to support 

her weakened frame and she 

whispered, “Come on, let’s get you 

sorted.” There was a tender sadness 

in her voice that her stern face did 

not betray.  

       She woke up in a Consumption 

Room with Diana swaying, mid- 

performance.  The room smelt of 

bleach and cooked meat.  She lay in 

the shadows on a plush velvety 

surface, tassels tickling the space 

between her fingers.  The only 

remnants of the beef joint were the 

strings that had held it  together,  

snipped during the performance like 

the unclasping of a bra.  Diana lifted 



her silk dressing gown from the 

silvery puddle it  had formed on the 

floor next to her podium. She 

approached Frances, who watched 

Diana dreamily,  and leaned over to a 

shelf  above her head.  

      “You’ll  have to grow into it .” 

Holding a pile of loosely folding 

clothes, she watched this frail  bird of 

a woman lose consciousness.  

      Frances awoke, after what felt  l ike 

a single moment, on a cell  bunk with 

a familiar smell  wafting towards her.  

The aroma brought vivid memories of 

soft fibrous meat rolling over her 

tongue.  Her father had been dead for 

years and she began to wonder who 

ran the tunnel farm in his absence.  

       She scoffed the plate in front of 

her.  

                                              * 

       Paul walked up the driveway, only 

half  of his perspiration caused by the 

heat;  the front door was ajar.  Inside a 

floorboard creaked.  He pawed at his 

eyes and succeeded only in blurring 

his vision further.  As he passed the 

stairs he became tangled in wire that 

hung from the light fitting.  He thrust 

it  aside and tried to calm himself 

enough to listen.  He could hear 

nothing.  He could sense no other 

presence and his heart rate slowed. 

       He stopped dead at the threshold 

of the kitchen. His brain flitted

between two things, attempting to 

process them both at once; there was 

blood on the table and something was 

moving inside his pocket.  

      He must be hallucinating.  He 

carefully unbuttoned his trousers and 

lowered them to the ground. Nothing 

seemed to be moving but he stepped 

out of them and laid them on the 

table opposite the blood. 

      A noise he hadn’t heard in decades 

came peeping out of his trousers on 

the kitchen table.  He stepped forward 

and turned his pockets inside out.  A 

little ball  of fluff  came tumbling out 

and hopped upright onto its twiggy 

legs.  It  looked like a chick but there 

was no beak or wings and each of its 

feet had five prongs.  It  bumbled 

around the table top and trotted 

through the pool of blood.  It  was 

endearing in its innocence and Paul 

choked down a sob.  Paul picked up 

the tiny creature and cupped it  in the 

palm of his hand. 

       Sunshine beamed through the 

window and transformed the blood 

into a glistening ruby pool.  He 

imagined Rose licking the blood from 

her finger,  a single drop landing on 

her chest.  He closed his eyes tight,  

enjoying the image.  He wiped his 

finger through the liquid on the table 

and brought it  to his lips,  sniffing 

the iron.  He bit  the inside of his
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cheek until  his teeth met.  His own 

warm blood ran into the gulley below 

his tongue.  

      He fell  asleep on the sofa while the 

beakless chick pottered around on his 

stomach. The Women of Flesh painted 

his dreams red and purple.  

      “Leave.” The young ruler watched 

the guard exit  the room. The 

Harvestee’s feet hung over the edge 

of the table and his clothes lay in a 

sprawling heap on the floor.  Nix 

circled the table and placed his hand 

on the unconscious man’s clammy 

thigh. 

      He stimulated the groin and 

watched the penis slowly harden. He 

caressed the firmness, pulling first 

gently up and down, gradually 

tightening his grip,  quickening his 

pace.  

       Nix’s hair was plastered to his 

scalp with sweat,  drops flinging 

themselves from his nose and landing 

around the Harvestee’s navel.  The 

veins were pronounced; the end was 

close.  Nix took the small  plastic 

container from his pocket and caught 

the semen. The seed had to be kept 

warm so he shoved it  back into his 

pocket and moved on to the female 

Harvestee.  

       Lust stirred in his gut and he felt  

the familiar primal urge within his 

core.  He grasped at her flat breast,  

pulling it  around as though he were 

angry with it .  He pinched her nipple 

until  it  was almost pink.  His fingers 

glistened when he took them out of 

her.  He licked the translucent liquid 

and pulled at his soft stubborn penis 

until  he felt  bruised.  An animal,  he 

was ready to rip the flesh from her 

bones with his teeth but instead he 

let the sweat dry on his neck and 

deposited the seed inside her.  

                                             * 

      Paul was followed all  the way to 

the looming doors of Mirabal.  He 

placed his money on the low table 

and ticked the boxes marked, ‘One of 

each’,  ‘2 women’ and, ‘Wafer thin’.  

That was worth at least two hours.    

         “You’ll  be seeing Rose and one of 

our new girls.” The officer waggled 

her eyebrows and buzzed him 

through. 

       “You look pale.” The guard looked 

mildly disgusted.  “Enjoy.” She 

uttered flatly and closed the door.  

The two women were already waiting 

on their podiums, silk robes flowing 

over their bodies like water.  Four 

hunks of meat sat on a metal trolley 

behind them. The bruised purple of 

the venison stirred his loins.  

       He pointed to the glistening 

mauve flesh.The meat was sliced, and 

it  fell  into Rose’s plump fingers.  She 

dangled the first piece above her 
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open mouth, flicking its edge with 

her large pink tongue.  The other 

woman took a slice and began to feed 

Rose, he watched as the meat was 

masticated by this whole world of a 

woman. The new girl  was 

inconsequential  and he felt  he’d been 

cheated.  But he soon forgot her,  

panting like a dog at the smell  of the 

cooked flesh merging with the 

pungent odour of the women, wishing 

he could pull  it  apart and feel  the 

grain of it  on his tongue.  

      "Look at me, bitch." Rose barked 

and chuckled at the base of her 

throat.  "There's a good boy." Her 

tone slick with praise and animal fat,  

she winked at the new girl .  Paul’s 

heart thrummed with hatred.  Grease 

dripped from her chin and onto her 

large, swinging breasts.  He clawed at 

his inner thigh, his itch intensified 

by the heat.  

       Forty standard issue boots 

pounded the linoleum of E Wing 

corridor.  Their march was measured, 

confident.  The men in the prison had 

become mice who had so often 

escaped with the cheese they had 

forgotten the risk of the trap.  This 

time the hammer caught their tails 

and they were stuck fast.  Paul did not 

run. 

      The movement of time became 

sluggish, a gloop of ticking seconds

dripping from the ceiling.  Grey faces 

streamed into the room. 

    He tore at the itch in his thigh 

frantically,  could no longer stand to 

be watched from the inside.  Gravity 

pulled a line of blood from his flesh 

and he grabbed the meat knife from 

the trolley.  Frances watched her 

husband destroy himself.  The guards 

waited, indifferent.  

      Chunks of flesh slapped to the 

ground as he tried to remove the
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implant.  He laughed maniacally,  he 

had it .  It  didn’t matter that the 

guards would take him away in 

moments, he had won. He was free.  

Wiping the red sticky liquid from the 

piece of metal in his hand his 

expression grew vacant.  He placed 

the small  round coin on the trolley 

and put his hands on the back of his 

head, waiting for Nix’s guards to 

handcuff him. 

      He hadn’t seen a one pence piece in 

decades, the Queen stared stoically 

past him. The metal was cold and 

heavy on his wrists.  As he turned 

towards the guard he recognised his 

wife.  She smiled and her eyes were 

blue, alive.  The pang of recognition 

resounded in his groin.  The guard 

looked Paul up and down, he twitched 

with disgust.  “We’ll  take this one 

straight to the execution chamber.” 

The other guard shrugged.
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HARD STUBBORN 
THINGS

Knowing all about easing soil aside 
 
       But wanting only water 
 
Tree roots tend toward rivers 
 
       Tip right past what must seem like just more stone 
 
 
 
All those hard stubborn things 
 
That they couldn’t carry, keep, or protect 
 
       Shards, buckles, rusted blades 
 
       Plates, cups, combs, coins 
 
 
 
Once deeply desired, once needed 
 
Once held as tightly as a child’s hand 
 
       Running through streets of dark, dead houses 
 
       Just before an army arrives along with the rain 
 
 
 
Then discarded, lost, buried 
 
Forgotten fruits of violent seasons   
 
       Finally found and teased back into air and light 
 
       With shovels and a series of increasingly tender tools 
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TRAP HOLDS
       The three volunteers who wrap the 

holds at the library became obsolete,  

but they wouldn’t leave.  With the 

advent of the new receipt printers,  

which had the capability to print 

sticky labels the librarians could just 

smack onto the materials patrons had 

put on reserve, the need for Wrappers 

—for “Rubber-Banders,” as they 

liked to call  themselves—waned. 

They were pointless in a matter of 

days.     

       The library manager told his 

young librarians to just let  them be.  

       “Yeah,” he said softly at his desk 

in the work room, with the librarians 

crowded around him. They watched 

the volunteers sit  in silence at their 

table three desks away. They sat 

transfixed by nothing.  “Just let  them 

be.  Let them sit.  They’ll  leave when 

they get bored.  Or they’ll  die here,  

and we’ll  clean up their bones.” He 

stared into the youngest librarian’s 

eyes.  “This is the natural life cycle 

for many of you.” 

       He offered the three volunteers 

shelving opportunities like the rest 

of the volunteers—like the rest of the

B Y   N I C K  P E R I L L I
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obsolete library people,  but one of 

them shoved a full  l ibrary cart into 

him. 

        In time, the three volunteers who 

wrapped the holds at the library 

started reading texts from the 

obscure and forgotten section in the 

deepest corners of the ancient 

building.  They were librarians 

themselves,  once, before their backs 

gave out and the arthritis seeped into 

their bones.  While they delicately 

placed slips of paper denoting the



patron’s library card number on the 

fragile,  stained spines of books and 

such, they liked to talk about their 

families.  They liked to gossip about 

and judge the new librarians quietly,  

then louder as they moved closer to 

the end of their wrapping and their 

hands grew raw from rubber bands 

snapping against their flesh.  They 

spoke as if  drunk on the sting.  

       “They don’t have any idea what it  

was like when we worked here,” they 

would say.  “The babies.  The little 

library fetuses with their computers 

and their radio frequency 

identification tags.  We remember the 

before, which will  be much like the 

after.” 

        It  was a Tuesday when the library 

manager arrived early to get things 

ready for the day ahead at 8:30 in the 

morning.  In the workroom, he found 

the three volunteers seated at their 

table,  holding hands above a tome 

older,  at  least,  than the library’s 

massive renovations in 1989. 

Probably much older,  since the cover 

appeared to be made from the skin of 

a human criminal and that had fallen 

out of fashion by ’89.  The manager 

asked them what they were doing.  

They spoke back to him as a 

triumvirate.  

       “We were bored,” they said, “and 

we will  not be bones yet.” The room

began to swirl  around them. 

       The library manager went about 

his opening procedures after putting 

in a call  to the system’s other 

managers about the room swirling, 

which he hadn’t seen before.  They 

told him to let the volunteers do what 

they do, because “volunteers make us 

blossom.” When the librarians 

arrived, he told them to just let  the 

volunteers be.  One of the librarians 

pulled out a blade and tried to stab 

the eldest volunteer.  It  broke against 

her diamond skin.  

       By noon, sickly magicks hung in 

the air.  It  stuck thick to the walls and 

the lungs of the patrons, most of 

whom passed out.  

       “We’ll  clear their fines when they 

wake up,” the manager said.  “Just—” 

Rubber bands snapped around his 

throat and he was thrown out onto 

the library floor and through shelves.  

       The new receipt printers exploded. 

The walls melted away to reveal the 

old stone, etched with runes and 

flyers for library programs long 

forgotten.  Like when they tried to 

have cooking classes and the old 

building sustained fire damage, 

necessitating the commission of a 

massive renovation.  Pictures of the 

volunteers’ dead coworkers smiled 

through the pictures of the current 

librarians.
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       The current librarians huddled by 

the new self-checkout kiosk.  

       The three volunteers who wrapped 

holds floated as one in the rotted 

rafters of the building.  “We will  peel 

the paint off  this century and reveal 

the old one.” 

       Patrons scurried out the door, 

their bodies peeling into nothing as 

they did.  The current librarians 

stepped away from the self-checkout 

kiosk, which peeled away into a 

Windows 95 computer.  

       “This will  only happen again,” the 

current librarians said, their bodies 

peeling out of existence.  

       “So will  this.”    
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       Their new, aged bodies peeled 

away to reveal their old pink-fleshed 

and wrinkleless bodies.  They 

separated and drifted softly to the 

carpeted floor.  They inhaled the 

fibers.  They inhaled the asbestos.  

They inhaled home. 



MARS
We started it.  
 
 
We crashed a crunch 
of metal and gadgets 
into their dust 
no wonder they retaliated 
no wonder 
they killed us all 
in fourteen slow minutes 
fifteen years later 
when our paths crossed 
again. 
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Erin Kowalski 
and the Nexus 

of Time 
B Y   B R A N D O N  C H I N N  

       Erin swung her feet over the 

water,  kicking to the percussion of 

waves breaking against the docks.  

Her legs sawed the chilled 

nothingness as she watched dark 

crests dash themselves against the 

wood only to disperse into foam and 

bubbles.  A lamppost illuminated her,  

casting a blurry corona of golden 

light over her thick black curls.  Erin 

didn’t know how long she had been 

watching the water,  and she couldn’t 

remember when she had decided to 

sit  at  the edge of the docks.  But there 

she was, waiting, living in that 

calming moment between everything 

and nothing where existence slowed 

to the sound of lapping waves.  

       “Excuse me.” 

       There was the sigh of flipping 

pages and the gentlest thump of a 

placed finger,  and then: “Erin 

Kowalski?” 

       Erin felt  the man’s presence 

before he spoke, before she heard 

those whispering pages.  The man 

stepped onto the docks, his steps so 

soft that the boards refused to creak 

beneath them. Erin didn’t have the 

words to describe that knowing of 

him being there, but he felt  familiar,  

as if  he had been at her shoulder for 

her entire life.  

       Erin tucked a fussy strand of hair 

behind one ear before turning to 

greet him. The man was not at all  

what she expected.  Her waking mind 

failed to properly prepare her for the 

sight of him. He was dressed in a suit  

of starlight,  his exquisite black shoes 

somehow darker than the waves 

below the docks.  He held a ledger in 

one hand and clutched a pen in the 

other.  He had eyes and a mouth and a 

face,  and that was it  really,  and the 

rest of it  Erin’s imagination did not 

have the wherewithal to properly 

describe.  
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       “Erin? Kowalski?” the man 

repeated.  

       She felt  her stomach turn, but not 

in that icky way of being frightened, 

more in the way of when the teacher 

is calling roll  and you’re distracted 

by the pretty face of Chad Simmons 

who is for some ungodly reason 

flirting shamelessly with Yasmin 

Weathers and not with you.  

       “Yes.  I’m Erin,” said Erin, and she 

fought the urge to raise her hand. 

       “Do you know why you’re here?” 

asked the man. He spoke slowly, 

carefully.  

       Erin glanced around. She was still  

sitting on the edge of the docks but 

could see that there were more than 

she had realized, and that some of 

them extended out much farther into

the crashing waves beneath grey 

skies.  At the center of the pier was a 

wagon wheel of stonework, a raised 

platform where lampposts were 

positioned in a faerie circle.  

       “Here?” Erin asked.  “To this little 

pier?” 

       The man peered down at her with 

vortex eyes.  “Is that what you see?” 

       “Um. Sure.” 

       A scribbling in the ledger.  

“Fascinating.  Would you care to 

describe it  for me?” 

       “I’m sorry?” 

       The man scrutinized her.  “This.  

Place.  Describe it,  if  you please.” 

       Erin looked around again.  “Well,  I  

suppose.  I’m sitting at the end of a 

wooden pier and it  looks like there 

are more piers all  sort of meeting at
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this circle of grey stone, and the 

stone sort of vanishes beneath the 

waves.  There are little bridges 

connecting the docks together and 

over where the stone platform is 

there are all  these lampposts just 

kind of spaced out,  l ike perfectly 

spaced out actually,  l ike someone put 

a whole lot of thought into where 

they should be.  And then there’s,  

l ike,  a metal railing around the whole 

stone platform and it  looks like 

maybe if  I  was standing up there I  

could see me down here.  And there’s 

water everywhere.  Like when I  went 

to the beach and saw the ocean and it  

was just so big,  so much water.  Only I  

can’t see out too far and the sky is all  

overcast and grey, but I  think maybe 

that’s because there’s a storm 

coming what with all  the angry waves 

crashing against the docks, and the 

water right here is all  foamy and 

frothy but further out it’s smooth as 

glass.  I  thought maybe I  could kick 

off  the side of the pier and splash in 

some of that water,  perhaps just my 

toes,  but it  must be much farther 

down than I  thought because I  don’t 

seem to be nowhere near reaching 

that water,  though that doesn’t seem 

quite right does it?” 

       Looking up Erin realized that she 

had been droning on in that way 

again, that way she so often did, that 

way that’s earned her punishment 

from her teachers and her parents 

and made the other kids not like her 

very much. It’s that thing she wished 

she wouldn’t do but can’t seem to 

help.  

       The man patted the ledger.  “Well,  

Erin Kowalski,  I  will  say you are quite  

descriptive.  I  appreciate that.” 

       “Thank you?” 

       “No, thank you. So, once again, do 

you know why you’ve come here?” 

asked the man. 

       Erin shook her head.  “I’m not 

really sure.  I  can’t remember,” she 

said.  “I’m sorry.  I  didn’t even ask 

your name.” 

       The man chuckled.  “Oh, you know 

my name quite well .  It’s right there 

on the tip of your tongue.  Your mind 

simply doesn’t wish to let it  go.” 

       “Let what go?” 

       “My name.” 

       Erin chewed on this.  “Your name 

is…Time.” 

       “That’s right,” said Time. 

       She shook her head again.  “That 

can’t be right.  Time isn’t a person. 

Time is…” 

       Erin contorted her face as she 

thought real hard for the answer.  

She’d never had to think this hard 

before.  What was  t ime, exactly? 

Certainly it  couldn’t be this ghoulish 

man standing before her.
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       “…me,” said Time, finishing her 

thought.  

       “Oh. Well  then. For some reason I  

can’t think of any particular reason 

Time shouldn’t  be a person.” 

       “You are very wise,  Ms.  Kowalski.  

You’ve arrived at the Nexus.  Stay as 

long as you like.  You’ll  find that time 

doesn’t pass here in the way it  passes 

where you’re from. And if  you can’t 

quite recall  what brought you here, 

don’t fret.  It  will  come to you.” 

       Erin nodded. “Wait.  Is there a 

difference between time and Time?” 

       She wasn’t certain how she was 

doing it  but she could taste them on 

her tongue.  The one with the capital  

T regarded her with some 

amusement.  

       “Yes,” he said.  

       Erin waited for him to expand or 

explain but he did neither,  so she 

pushed herself  up from the edge of 

the docks and brushed off her skirt,  

which was thankfully free of dust and 

wood splinters and water.  

       “The material  world doesn’t have 

much influence on the Nexus,” said 

Time, answering her unasked 

question.  “As I  inferred earlier,  what 

you’re seeing as the Nexus is not 

necessarily the truth of it .  What you 

see is only what you wish to see.” 

       Erin frowned. “I’ve only been to 

the ocean once.  I  l ive in Iowa.”

       Time clicked his tongue.  “A 

shame.” He made a note in his ledger.  

“No one deserves such a 

punishment.” 

       This comment made Erin giggle.  

“Right?” she said, shaking her head.  

“There’s nothing to do.  I  hate school 

and I’m always  in trouble even 

though it’s not my fault.” 

       “Ever thought about reading a 

book? Or drawing a picture? Or 

knitting a scarf?” 

       “I  don’t like to read.  The words 

swim all  over the page when I  try.” 

       Time made a sagely gesture.  “That 

is truly unfortunate.  I’ve heard of 

such afflictions in humans.  Perhaps 

you’re here to fix your reading 

woes?” 

       Erin made a face.  “I don’t think 

so.  But what does reading have to do 

with time?” 

       Time looked aghast.  “Only  

everything,” he said.  “In terms of 

purely non-magical means, reading 

is perhaps one of the greatest 

influences of time’s passage on a 

personal level.” 

       A shrug passed through her 

shoulders to signify deference to his 

determination.  “I don’t think that’s 

why I’m here,” she said.  She curled 

and uncurled a lock of dark hair 

around one finger.  

      “I  think I  need somebody dead,” 
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Erin admitted quietly.  

       Time tapped his ledger.  “That’s 

not really the sort of thing we do 

here,” he said.  “Not that Death and I  

aren’t great friends.  We’ve summered 

together.  But there is this common 

misconception that Time kills people.  

It  doesn’t.  I  don’t.  And Death, she’s a 

touchy little thing when our domains 

overlap.” 

       “I’m pretty certain that’s why I  

came here, though,” Erin said, 

continuing to fidget with her hair.  

“Only I  can’t remember exactly who 

it  was that needed to die.” 

       “Perhaps if  you stretch your legs a 

bit  you’ll  remember,” Time said.  

“Walk from the…pier,  you said? From 

there to your stone circle and your 

lampposts.” 

       Erin thought this could be a good 

idea and began walking down the 

length of the pier to where the raised 

bit  of stone awaited with its circle of 

lights.  Despite Time saying that the 

Nexus only appeared to the visitor in 

a way they could see, he walked 

alongside her without issue.  

       “Erin.  I  should tell  you something 

that might help your deliberation,” 

said Time. “According to my ledgers,  

you have been here once before.” 

       Erin scrunched up her face.  “I 

have?” 

      “Yes.  Though before  might not be

the proper word.  The Time that took 

down that information was possibly 

not me, and the you that was here 

was possibly not you.  And that would 

mean that Nexus was not at all  the 

Nexus you are seeing now.” 

       “That makes my head hurt,  and I  

don’t know if  I  believe any of it,” 

said Erin.  

       Time scoffed.  “You don’t have to 

believe me. It’s in my ledger,” he 

said, rapping a knuckle against the 

face of the document as if  signifying 

its finality.    

       “How can I  not remember?” Erin 

asked.  

       “Oh. That’s easy,” said Time 

“Because the you that was here and 

the you that is  here belong to a
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different spectrum of time. The you 

that has been here, whether it  was 

the you from tomorrow or the you 

from next year or the you from a 

decade from now, is a you quite 

different from how you are now. The 

only thing unchanging is me, but this 

is also  not true from a strictly 

objective sense, since time is erratic 

and wavering and strange, and Time 

must follow its patterns.” 

       So you just live forever?” asked 

Erin.  “You can’t die?” 

       “Death is not bound to me, not 

being mortal and all,” said Time. 

       Erin felt  her face grow hot.  

“Bound to you?” 

       “Oh. I  don’t think it’s something 

you can see by the light of your 

world.  Death has a fetter at your 

wrist that spools off  in a ghastly 

chain, connected to wherever she 

happens to be at the moment,” said 

Time. “Right.  About.  Here.” 

       Erin recoiled at Time’s touch and 

rubbed her wrist.  She looked down in 

horror to see that,  indeed, there was 

a chain clasped to her that vanished 

off behind the grey sky.  In realizing 

the chain was there she accepted it,  

as if  l ike Time’s presence over her 

shoulder some part of her had known 

that Death had been chained to her.  

       “I  think I  remember,” Erin said.  

She ascended the steps of the stone 

circle one at a time and stood 

beneath the halo of light cast by the 

lampposts.  She could still  hear the 

swishing of water behind her,  and 

although Time’s steps were silent 

she knew he was there as she 

clutched the metal railing that 

overlooked the dark ocean. 

       “Remembered why you’re here?” 

asked Time. 

       Erin nodded slowly, pulling a few 

wayward strands of hair away from 

her face.  “Uh huh. The person I  

wanted dead.  I’m pretty sure it’s 

me.” 

       Time opened his ledger and 

flipped through the pages, 

scrutinizing his script.  “I don’t think 

so.  You wouldn’t be here now were 

that the case.” 

       Erin shrugged, her grip on the 

railing tightening.  “I don’t know 

much about your rules or that little 

book of yours,  but I’m telling you the 

truth.  It  was me.” 

       “It  can’t be you.  Your chain is too 

long. Death would have scooped you 

up long before you reached the 

Nexus.  And besides, my ledger clearly 

states that you’ve visited here once.” 

       “So it  must  be a me from the 

future that came here, is  that it?” 

Erin asked.  “A me from the future   

has been to the Nexus.  I  can’t 

possibly have killed myself.  That’s 
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what you’re trying to say.” 

       The things that functioned as 

Time’s eyes and mouth pulled into 

some manner of a wince.  “Certainly.” 

       Time tapped his ledger and closed 

it  again.  He looked around the Nexus, 

observing it  l ike a kingdom, and Erin 

briefly wondered what he saw, before 

allowing that it  was more than likely 

she really didn’t want to know. 

       “You can’t be hurrying to end your 

life if  you came here to me,” said 

Time. 

       “I  don’t know,” said Erin.  “I 

didn’t ask to come here.” 

       “Oh, but you did.  Some part of you 

wished for this place quite badly,” 

said Time. “So badly that you escaped 

the scraping teeth of Death.  So tell  

me the truth.  You must wish for a 

long and full  l ife,  yes?” 

       “Death will  still  come, no matter 

what,” Erin said to the sea.  

       “Perhaps.  The chance of giving 

Death the slip happens rarely,” said 

Time. 

       Erin fought the urge to ask about 

that,  and was momentarily distracted 

by something rippling in the water.  

She leaned over the railing to watch 

as the surface tension domed, 

bubbling only to release a storm of 

translucent creatures bobbing up and 

out of the ocean. They looked so 

much like jellyfish, with their

dangling arms and kaleidoscopic 

insides.  Some of them had arms of 

ice,  some of golden leaves, some of 

vines sprouting pastel  flowers,  some 

with arms made entirely out of soft 

light.  

       “Are those jellyfish?” Erin asked, 

pointing.  

       “Oh, can you see them?” Time 

whispered.  “Beautiful things.” 

       “They are,  but what are  they?” 

       “Perennial jellies,” said Time. 

“The very souls of the seasons in 

some worlds.  Quite fascinating.” 

       Erin stitched her eyebrows 

together.  “Some worlds?” 

       “That’s right.  I  don’t think…” 

Time flipped through his ledger.  “No. 

They don’t exist in yours.  I’m 

surprised you can see them at all .  Oh, 

what a delight!” 

       Erin shook her head.  She didn’t 

know what to make of any of it .  

Silently she watched as jellyfish rose 

up from the dark water and floated 

into the grey sky, vanishing behind 

the clouds.  She watched them bob and 

undulate around her chain before 

they were gone completely.  

       “Don’t worry.  When you return 

home you won’t be able to see your 

chain, just as before.  In fact you 

won’t remember it’s there.  You won't 

remember a single thing about this 

place.  And Death is far enough from
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you that you won’t need to worry for 

her at all .” 

       Erin sniffed.  “That’s not fair.  I  

won’t remember anything? I’m 

supposed to have a choice,  right? 

About when I  die?” 

       “Did you have a choice about being 

born? Life is no choice at all,  Erin 

Kowalski.  Death can be, sometimes, 

but even then it’s more complicated 

than you think.” 

       Wiping her eyes,  Erin turned to 

look at Time. “So what is it  you do 

besides jot down notes in your book 

and bother people with details they 

don’t want to hear?” 

       “I’m a caretaker.  I  observe, I  

guide.  Time is no constant,  at  least   

not the one people believe it  to be.  It  

passes differently for each of us.  

Perception is the variable,  yes? And 

yet perception seems to affect the 

flow of time, and so it  is  my business.  

Existence runs concurrently with all  

possibilities,  otherwise there would 

be no such need for time at all,  and 

you wouldn’t be here asking me these 

questions.” 

       “I  don’t understand,” Erin said.  

       Time replaced his book somewhere 

on his person, and while Erin 

watched she didn’t understand what 

she had seen. The ledger simply 

vanished.  

       “Well,  here we are.  But somewhere 

out there at this exact same moment 

there is a younger Erin Kowalski 

sitting on the floor of her living room 

on Christmas morning, unwrapping 

gift  after gift,  revealing video games 

and clothes.  That moment was real 

and it  existed.  In the passing of that 

moment was it  erased forever? Did it  

cease to be? Is it  gone, save for 

memories? No. These moments build 

upon each other like stones.  I  curate 

each and every one.  You see, as these 

moments pass us by their 

foundations turn fragile,  especially if  

we lose all  connection to how they 

made us feel.  A chain of memories 

binds us together,  looping out of 

each individual moment, and the
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stronger the feelings the easier they 

are for me to curate.  That Christmas 

morning was different for your 

mother and father,  different from 

how it  was for you.  Your mother had 

recently been wounded by the dagger 

of infidelity,  and would never again 

have such a Christmas morning.  See, 

you can examine any moment from a 

hundred vantages and find a unique 

perspective each time. For you, that 

moment is a thing dearly kept,  and it  

flows much easier along the river of 

time. For your parents,  they are 

simultaneously manipulating that 

moment into something it  is  not,  as 

well  as trying to forget it  in its 

entirety.” 

       Erin was crying.  Big,  fat,  real  tears 

that rolled down her cheeks and left  

salt  on her lips.  She didn’t bother to 

wipe them away. 

       “You see, Erin Kowalski,” said 

Time. “There is a difference between 

wanting to die and not wanting to 

exist.  And sometimes that feeling of 

not wanting to exist is  very, very 

temporary.  The human mind is so 

fragile,  and not quite evolved, and 

consciousness is not a polished thing.  

Death is quite lonely and quite 

greedy and is always searching for 

more to join her,  because no matter 

how many she wraps in her shroud 

she doesn’t feel  l ike it’s enough,

because no one wants her.  And that’s 

difficult  for her.  Believe me, I’ve 

tried to talk to her about it .  We spoke 

over drinks one summer evening and 

she wouldn’t have it .  Despite our 

friendship, it’s tough for her to 

listen to Time talk about such things 

when everyone wants more and more 

of me and less of her.” 

       Erin pushed herself  away from the 

railing.  The jellyfish had all  gone 

now, and she didn’t want to look at 

her chain any longer.  She crossed the 

stonework and stood beneath the 

lights.  

       “You said you don’t remember the 

me that came here before,” said Erin, 

index finger jutting out like a blade.  

“But her visit  is  in the ledger.” 

       “There is a record, yes,” said 

Time. 

       Erin nodded, the corona of light 

around her head casting shadows on 

the ground. The shadows spiraled out 

from her on the stone circle,  each of 

them slightly different in size and 

shape than the other,  culminating in 

one final shadow that didn’t much 

look like her at all .  

       “I  wonder what you came here 

for,” Erin whispered to the shadows. 

“I hope whatever you found made you 

happy.  I  hope it  made you grateful to 

be alive.  Mommy and daddy don’t 

want to live together with me
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anymore.  Everyone at school is so 

mean to me. I’m not pretty.  I’m not 

smart.  But maybe, someday…”  

       Erin stepped out of the stone 

circle and the shadows vanished.  She 

turned back to look at Time. 

       “I  think I  want to go home,” she 

said.  

       Time nodded sagely.  “A wise 

choice.” 

       Erin sighed. “Life is tough right 

now, but maybe it  will  get better.  

And I  suppose I  have to let time pass 

to find that out.  I  want to meet her,  

the future me. I  want to know why 

she came here and what she saw. And 

I  want to know what kind of person 

she is.” 

       Time grinned. “Of course, Erin 

Kowalski.  I’m certain she would love 

to meet you too.  It’s so easy to forget 

the people we once were.  There’s so 

much to learn from one another,” he 

said, pulling out the ledger and 

giving it  a firm pat.  “Do you know 

how to find your way back?” 

       “I  think so.  I  don’t quite know 

how to explain it,  but I  think I  

know.” 

       Erin turned and walked down the 

docks, leaving the stone circle and 

its light behind. The old wooden pier 

creaked beneath her steps, and by 

time she reached the end of it  she 

was gone.

       There was a rustling in the 

darkness.  

       “You lied to her,” said Death.  

       Time smiled.  “I knew you were 

there.  Couldn’t keep yourself  away 

from me for long, could you?” 

       “I  don’t care about you.  It  was 

that girl  I  wanted.  You lied to her.  

You opened that book and you lied to 

her face.  She’s the only one of her 

that has ever been to your Nexus.  You 

lied to her to keep her from me.” 

       “A white lie,  perhaps.  Innocent.  

Oh, Death.  You get to have them for 

so long.  My moments are so 

fleeting.” 

       Death made an unhappy sound. 

       “Say,” Time said, thumping his 

ledger.  “While you’re here, would 

you like to know what it  says about 

you?” 

       Death grinned prettily.  “It  doesn’t 

say a damned thing,” she said, and in 

a ruffle of her shroud she was gone, 

clutching fistfuls of rattling chains.  

       Time watched her go, took one last 

peek inside his ledger,  shrugged, and 

folded into the Nexus as if  he was 

winding down a river.
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HAPPY B-DAY.
I  fumble around my spice cabinet 
 
for the vanilla I  know I bought 
 
 
 
instead, I  find a box 
 
                                                      of  used       dusty 
 
                                                      birthday candles.  
 
 
 
the ones that are your favorite color.  
 
 
 
I  think about the milk chocolate ganache, 
 
dripping from the peanut butter flavored cake 
 
I  made you 
 
 
 
and the red candle I  placed in the center 
 
as I  sang “happy birthday” to you— 
 
                                                                      out of tune 
 
                                                                       full  of love 
 
I  wonder who sings to you now. 

B Y     T A R Y N  D I X O N
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Southeastern Louisiana University and 

editorial assistant at Louisiana Literature 

Press. 
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RUSTY MILL-STONES 
OF HISTORY

       Months passed since I  was 

liberated from the underground labor 

camp in Orhey Forest,  Moldova.  

Behind were scary blood 

transfusions, dental tortures and 

endless chats with a bunch of 

cardiologists.  I  finally got my so-so 

bill  of health and was waiting 

patiently for the slow-moving Soviet 

Immigration Office to approve my 

visa.  Once, as I  was sipping coffee at 

a small  table outside of the 

downtown restaurant in Chisinau, 

someone’s light hand touched my 

shoulder.  

       “What are you up to these days, 

Lazarus, what are you up to?” 

        I  turned around to see the man. I  

really hadn’t recognized Professor 

Oliescu when he suddenly stood there 

in front of me. It  wasn’t his voice,  

but his face; it  wasn’t pale – it  was 

utterly different! All  I  knew was that 

I  knew this face.  

       He noticed my confusion, asked 

with a short laugh: 

B Y  L A Z A R U S  T R U B M A N
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       “Don’t you remember me? Yes, 

yes! They can do this to you – they 

and their newly invented mill- 

stones!” 

        I  kept looking at his face,  in 

silence.  In reality,  it  was no longer a 

face,  but two cheek-bones with thin 

skin over them, sticking out like 

miniature mountain peaks, and the 

muscles that formed an expression, 

an expression that reminded me of



Professor Oliescu, were so weak that 

they couldn’t hold his laugh for a 

long time, that’s why it  was short 

and much too large; it  distorted his 

face; it  seemed huge in relation to his 

eyes,  which were set far back.  

       “Professor!” I  exclaimed and had 

to stop short not to add: I  was told 

that you were dead! Instead: “Well,  

well,  how the hell  are you?” 

       “I’m great,  Lazarus!” he put up 

another short laugh. “It’s spring in 

Chisinau! What can be more 

beautiful!” 

        I  tried to make out why he kept on 

laughing.  I  knew him as a serious 

man, as Professor at the Chisinau 

State University,  but every time he 

opened his mouth it  looked as though 

he were laughing.  To ask seemed 

impossible.  

       “Those mill-stones roughed me 

up quite a bit,” he said, “but I  got 

lucky.” 

       He paused, and I  had a chance to 

take another close look at him. 

Actually,  he wasn’t laughing at all,  

any more than two cheek-bones with 

thin skin over them is laughing; it  

just looked like it,  and now, at least 

five minutes later than I  should’ve, I  

apologized for not recognizing him at 

first.      

       “You’re not alone, Lazarus, but 

I’ve gotten used to that.”

        I  felt  embarrassed and wanted to 

leave now, to tell  him about the 

conference, the real reason for my 

trip to Chisinau, but he began 

coughing suddenly and couldn’t stop, 

and when he finally did,  I  saw two 

bloody spots percolating through his 

handkerchief.  

       “Scary, isn’t it?” he said.  “But not 

as scary as a few more things I’m 

hiding under my clothes.” 

       “We all  have our scars to show,” I  

said.  “Some deeper than others.” 

       “Don’t we, Lazarus? Scars of the 

century, aren’t they?” 

       His skin was like leather or clay, 

which could crack at any moment, 

and he had a belly that looked like a 

small  party balloon held up by his 

thin ribs.  His eyes were the only 

thing unchanged since I  last saw him, 

lovely,  but sunken. 

        I  glanced at my wristwatch.  

       “Why are you suddenly in such a 

hurry, Lazarus?” he asked with his 

short deceiving laugh. “How about a 

couple of drinks for the occasion? I’m 

buying.” 

       He was a colleague of mine back in 

the old days at the university,  I  

respected him more than any other 

professor in the country, but I  really 

had no time for a drink.    

       “My dear professor,” I  said 

because he was holding me by the
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arm, “I do have to go: my conference 

starts in less than an hour.” 

       “Then some other time, right?” he 

said, and I  knew for sure that this 

man was really already dead.  

       “Yes, I  should like that,” I  said 

paying for my coffee.  “Whenever I’m 

in Chisinau again.” 

       “You know where to find me, don’t 

you, Lazarus?” he asked laughing.  

“They gave me back my apartment, 

those imbeciles,  so I  can die under a 

roof – instead of a starry sky.” 

       Maybe it  was a laugh, I  thought 

suddenly while checking the street 

for a taxi,  maybe he kept laughing all  

the time because he was still  alive,  

standing in front of me in downtown 

Chisinau, despite the rumors that he 

had cancer of the stomach and died in 

the camp. 

       As luck would have it,  a taxi 

stopped next to us,  and a young 

couple got out.  I  occupied the back 

seat,  lowered the window and said: 

       “It  was nice to see you alive and 

laughing, professor…” 

       “We shall  meet again, Lazarus,” 

he interrupted.  “I have a lot to tell  

you, enough for a thick book, and I  

hope you’re still  a  good listener.” 

       “I’m always up for a good story, 

professor,” I  said.  “Always up for a 

good story.” 

        I  tried to distinguish the color of

his eyes and couldn’t.  

       “In the meantime, call  me,” he 

said stepping back from the taxi.  “It  

is  allowed now.” 

        I  promised and gave the driver a 

sign to go.  

       Spring in Chisinau, always 

surprising, always beautiful!  

       We’re damaged goods, I  thought 

cranking up the window, but he was 

right,  we survived, and it’s rubbish 

that we are dying; we’re just getting 

awfully tired and more often than not 

need bypasses, transplants,  dentures,  

and blood transfusions.  And when 

none of that helps,  when we run out 

of the last ounce of strength, we 

move aside and disappear.  One after 

another.  In silence.  

       “You may take a nap,” the taxi 

driver interrupted my thinking.  “It’s 

quite a ride.” 

       “Can you make it  in thirty 

minutes?” 

       “I  can certainly try.” 

       “You’ll  be rewarded,” I  said,  

closed my eyes and went back to the 

very beginning.  

                                              * 

My wife always thought that someday 

I’d be a big success.  I  taught 

literature and linguistics at Alecu 

Russo State University of Beltsy,  a 

mid-size city located in the northern 

part of Moldavia,  within the 
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historical  region of Bessarabia with 

which the city’s own history is 

closely intertwined, and held 

seminars on weekends to make some 

extra money.  Then came the 

Seventies,  Brezhnev’s time, deadly 

like a marsh, when everybody had to 

make a choice,  and mine wasn’t the 

wisest one.  Despite my reputation as 

a recluse, I  still  held regular 

gatherings in my apartment to 

entertain close friends and 

colleagues.  They enjoyed wine and 

food and didn’t notice that I,  who 

was usually in the center of every 

discussion, wasn’t talking much. 

Only my wife seemed unhappy. “You 

used to be witty and cheerful,  my 

love,” she said once.  “Now you don’t 

say a word, as though you’re afraid of 

your plain language.” I  didn’t deny 

it .  Of course, I  could make an effort 

to be smart and funny; it’s just I  had 

the feeling I  had said it  all  before and 

the things I  really wanted to discuss 

were dangerous and forbidden.     

        I  was in my late twenties then, 

healthy and still  ambitious.  

       Time kept going, and I  kept 

teaching Russian literature in the 

spirit  of the socialistic realism. Every 

day I  met plenty of people,  killers 

and those who ordered the killings: 

you can’t tell  by looking at them! All  

sorts of things happened around me,

colleagues taken away in the middle 

of a lecture, neighbors disappearing, 

friends suddenly stop answering 

their phones, but as soon as I  stepped 

onto the porch of my apartment, I  

didn’t feel  l ike talking about it .  

       More than once I  thanked God for 

television.  

        In August of 1981 I  flew to Moscow 

and met with a few of my colleagues 

from the state university.  The 

meeting took place in a dacha some 

twenty miles from Russia’s capital.  

We talked about dead friends and 

those who will  die in the nearest 

future; about the need of a printing 

shop somewhere in Moldavia or 

Ukraine, preferably in Moldavia.  That 

was dangerous, could’ve cost me 
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more than a job or advancement 

opportunities,  but everything went 

fine.  

       When a couple of months later I  

was invited by the local KGB office 

for a chat,  it  was a shock: KGB? I  

didn’t know what to think, but this 

wasn’t an institution I  could ignore.  

In the lobby I  was met by a young 

lieutenant,  who escorted me to a 

Spartan – two chairs and a desk – 

room and left,  wishing me a nice 

chat.  The wait wasn’t long.  The man 

who soon walked in,  greeted me with 

a smile and occupied the chair across 

the desk.  At least six feet tall,  nicely 

built,  he introduced himself as Major 

Anatoly Orlov.  His smile disarmed 

me. He turned out to be a well- 

spoken, educated man in his early 

thirties,  polite and a good listener.  

By the end of our meeting, it  became 

obvious that he knew quite a bit  

about my work, personal life,  

hobbies,  but talked about it  casually.  

Everything seemed normal,  

somewhat uneventful.  Checking 

something in a tiny notepad, which I  

missed at first,  Anatoly assured me 

that I’ve done nothing wrong, and 

the reason for the invitation is rather 

prosaic:  his department had been 

informed recently that some students 

from the university I  worked for were 

distributing copies of BBC radio 

transmissions.  All  they’re missing 

were the names of those students.  

       “This is like a mountain off my 

shoulders,  Comrade Major,” I  said.  

“Really.” 

       “So, you don’t know anyone?” 

       “None of my own students is 

capable of such a thing.  They’re just 

not brave enough!” 

       “That’s all  we needed to know,” 

he said and glanced at his watch.  

“Look at that:  almost noontime!” 

       Then he suggested lunch at the 

nearby café,  and I  told myself  that to 

break a bread with a KGB Major in a 

public eatery doesn’t seem like a wise 

idea, but couldn’t refuse.  After all,  

lunch is lunch, a harmless thing.  I  

ordered a beef-stroganoff,  and for 

the next forty minutes there was just 

a casual chat about nothing.  Then we 

shook hands.  Sunny day, everybody 

in white shirts.  

       Anatoly called again a month later 

to request another meeting, this time 

outside of his chatting room. 

       “A park perhaps?” I  suggested.  

“There is one right next to the 

university…” 

       “I  have a better idea: the 

residential  complex on Garden Street,  

right behind the bookstore, 

apartment 603, at ten o’clock next 

Tuesday.”     

       “Next Tuesday?” I  asked.  “I need

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   8 6



to check my schedule.” 

       “I’ve taken the liberty:  your first 

class doesn’t start until  11:45 a.m.” 

       “This is not about my careless 

students I  recon?” 

       “Not anymore, my friend: it’ll  be 

much more productive actually.” 

       We chatted a bit  more, then the 

line went dead.  I  stood in the hallway 

with the phone still  attached to my 

ear,  motionless,  unaware suddenly of 

how to live my life,  how to go back 

into the living-room and entertain 

my wife and daughters as if  nothing 

happened. 

                                              * 

        It  was a nine-story apartment 

complex about half  way between the 

City Court and the KGB building; it  

had two elevators,  but I  took the 

stairs,  as though afraid of meeting a 

familiar face.  My hands were sweaty; 

I  wiped them with a handkerchief.  I  

reached the sixth floor and stopped 

at the door with a number 603 in the 

middle.  Remembered suddenly a 

quick exchange of words I  had with 

Anatoly before he disconnected the 

line.  “The mill-stones of history 

never stop,” he said.  “That’s why it  

is  very important not to get between 

them.” “So, don’t push me.” “In your 

case it’s a bit  too late,  my friend: 

your hands were already caught when 

I  got you.” And I  understood: that’s

all  they needed, a hand, even a 

finger,  then it  was only a matter of 

time to get my body and mind 

squeezed between the mill-stones to 

transform me into a flat,  blind, 

obedient human being.  Just one 

fucking finger! Well,  I  thought, 

what’s meant to happen – can’t be 

escaped. 

        I  pushed the red button. 

       The door was unlocked by a tall  

woman of satanic calm and 

undistinguishable age, who said 

holding the door open: “Good 

morning, Lazarus, isn’t it?” 

       “I’m sorry,” I  mumbled, “is 

this…” 

       “Please, come in, Lazarus, you’re 

not lost,” she assured softly,  

accompanied me into the living- 

room, and walked away without 

uttering another word.  

       Anatoly stood next to wall-to-wall  

bookshelves with an open book in one 

hand and an unlit  cigar in the other,  

said as though reading my mind: 

       “Her name is Iraida Borisovna 

Borodina.  She’s a retired 

schoolteacher,  likes music and 

literature, which she understands 

more than I  do.  She’s also a great 

hostess and a widow. She lives by 

herself;  her three sons are long gone 

and visit  her once in the summertime 

and again on the New Year’s Eve.
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Otherwise…” 

         “A widow?” I  dared to interrupt.  

       “Her husband, Evgenii  Andreevich 

Borodin, a hero of the Soviet Union, 

died three years ago of a heart attack 

during his annual vacation in a 

prestigious sanatorium near Sochi.  

He was a very respected and 

knowledgeable officer who spent his 

last fifteen years writing memoirs 

about the first few days of the World 

War II…” 

       “What did you say was the cause of 

his death again?” 

       “Please sit  down, Lazarus,” said 

Anatoly,  ignoring my question.  

       And I  understood: the casual time 

was over.  

       We were about the same age, 

Anatoly just a couple of months

older,  with a typical – milky-buttery 

– Russian face.  A graduate from 

Leningrad State University,  where he 

studied literature and Russian 

language, he was recruited by the 

KGB as soon as he completed his first 

two years of education.  He possessed 

a practical  mind, a good memory, and 

loved to talk about modern poetry 

and prose as long as the conversation 

didn’t veer toward forbidden themes.  

       “A cigar?” he offered, knowing 

full  well  that no one in his right mind 

will  refuse a real,  hand-made Cuban 

cigar,  and adroitly cut off  the end of 

the one he had in his hand. 

       “I  actually quit,” I  said hurriedly.  

“About a year ago…” 

       “I’ll  take it  as a no, but don’t ever 

lie to me again,” he interrupted in a
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slightly raised voice,  pulled a tape 

recorder out of his back pocket,  and 

for half  an hour I  l istened to my own 

seminars and the conversation with 

my colleagues in that dacha near 

Moscow. Then he turned the recorder 

off  and said as if  nothing happened: 

“The purpose of today’s meeting is to 

offer you a job, to point out the 

advantages and explain the 

privileges…” At that moment, Iraida 

Borisovna came into the living-room 

with two cups of steaming tea and 

some sponge cake on a silver tray, 

placed everything on the table and 

walked away. In silence.  

       “Please, help yourself,” said 

Anatoly.  “It’s an herbal green tea 

from China – does wonders for your 

sex drive I’ve been told.” 

        I  tried a piece of cake, took a sip of 

tea,  and asked: 

       “Simply say: you’re offering me to 

betray my own people?” 

       “Have another piece of cake, 

Lazarus,” said Anatoly,  “and some 

more of this wonderful tea – I’m sure 

you have never had anything like it  in 

your life.  Now, let’s talk seriously:  

you’re not betraying anybody, not 

necessarily;  at  least for now, you’re a 

Soviet citizen, aren’t you? To defend 

the interests of your country was 

never considered a betrayal.  I’m not 

asking you to kill  people…” 

       “Don’t see any difference!” 

       “…to poison them, to knock out 

their teeth.  Your name will  never 

appear in any documents, will  never 

be pronounced in the interrogation 

room. If  it  makes you feel  better,  you 

will  never know what happened to 

them, how they were punished or if  

they were punished at all .  As far as I  

see it,  you’ll  be a ghost,  Lazarus, an 

invisible man. Our organization is 

interested in men and women of 

certain qualities,  and you possess 

those qualities,  in particular your 

exceptional memory.  It’s rather 

impressive.  We’re also very 

interested in a circle of people with 

whom you have established a lasting 

relationship.  The information about 

their plans, thoughts,  future moves, 

and the contents of letters that might 

be channeled to them from around 

the world, especially from United 

States and Israel,  are just a few 

examples of what can be used…” 

       “A risk-free job, isn’t it?” 

       “Nothing is completely risk free,  

professor,  even this tasteful herbal 

tea,” said Anatoly,  “but let’s talk 

about the compensation, despicable 

money and the bright future for you 

and your family,  especially your 

daughters.  Our system is not perfect,  

and the fact that a college professor 

doesn’t make enough money to 
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provide a decent life for his wife and 

children only proves…” 

       “I’m actually a college lecturer…” 

       “Not for long… Any interest in 

advantages and privileges?” 

       “Not today, no.” 

       “Finish your tea,  Lazarus.” 

       “Do I  have a choice?” 

       “To avoid punishment? Not even a 

slim one, but that would be 

something to talk about in details at 

our next meeting on Monday.  Take 

your time please.  For now, I  just want 

to remind you that everything I’ve 

said is strictly confidential  and not 

for public discussion.” 

       “My family?” I  had to ask.  

       “It’s for your own good, my 

friend, believe me.” 

        It  still  seemed like a game, 

sounded like one.  I  sat on the other 

side of the table and looked straight 

into Anatoly’s eyes,  trying to 

understand why a young man of his 

abilities,  very well  educated, with a 

chance to become a professor while 

in his thirties without any obstacles,  

visible and invisible,  would dedicate 

his one and only life to a system that 

is hated by every civilized country on 

earth? Is it  the money or the power to 

manipulate people’s lives? Or both? 

       “I’m a soldier under an order,  I’ve 

chosen this life and I  love it,” 

Anatoly read my mind. “I can do a

few things for you if  you decide to 

consider our offer.  If  not…well,  let’s 

just say that your life and the lives of 

your close ones will  change forever… 

and not for the better.” 

        I  kept quiet.  

       “Until  next Monday then?” he said 

shaking my hand. 

       “A very productive conversation, 

wasn’t it?” 

       “Is it  Monday or Tuesday?” 

       “It’s Monday.” 

       “Very good.” 

       The door of the other bedroom was 

closed.  

        I  took the elevator this time; 

didn’t know why, but this time 

wanted to meet somebody, an old 

classmate maybe, a colleague…Out of 

the building, I  went to the nearby 

park and played a couple of timed 

chess games before my first class of 

the week.  

                                             *   

       Next Monday I  awoke early and 

took a long shower.  I  heard my wife 

talking to my daughters,  their usual 

morning wrangle.  To go or not to go? 

A door slammed, then another:  kids 

were gone, so it  was 7:45 a.m. I  had a 

little over two hours to make a 

decision, hopefully the right one.  My 

wife knocked on the shower door, 

wished me a safe day, and then her 

steps died in the distance.  I  dried

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   9 0



myself,  brushed my teeth.  Is it  

possible to keep it  secret from my 

friends and colleagues? Am I really 

good for the assignment? Carefully as 

never before I  shaved my face, 

combed my hair.  My breakfast took 

the usual half  an hour.  At 8:45 a.m. I  

was ready.  I  stood in front of a mirror 

trying to find any doubts in my tired 

blue eyes and couldn’t.  It  was my 

opportunity,  I  told myself,  to make 

something out of my miserable life.  

In a few years no one will  remember.  

Anatoly was right;  the time itself,  

l ike a miracle doctor,  will  erase from 

people’s memories the good deeds 

and the bad ones.  Anatoly was right:  

if  not I  – then it’s someone else,  

younger, more decisive,  more 

ambitious and braver.  Survival is  the 

name of the game.     

        I  finally left  the apartment.  

       Cloudy sky as usual,  freshness in 

the air,  magic of chlorophyll.  

        I  looked around: morning people 

everywhere, always in a hurry, their 

grayish faces never smile – fear of 

the reality? I  went on foot and soon 

was at the bookstore.  Once inside, I  

asked for a telephone.        

       “Please be quick,” warned the 

young freckled clerk.  

       “I  will,” I  assured her and dialed 

the number.  After a few rings Iraida 

Borisovna picked up the receiver.  Her

flat,  soft voice discouraged me: I  

wasn’t ready to talk to the wife of a 

war hero.  “Anatoly please,” I  asked, 

glancing at the freckled clerk.  

       Whispers on the other end; then: 

“I’m listening.” 

       “It’s me,” I  said.  “I’m not 

coming…” 

       “You shouldn’t be calling from the 

bookstore.” 

       “I  am sorry…” 

       “Well,  it’s very understandable.” 

       “Hopefully,  we’ll  have another 

lunch someday,” I  really didn’t know 

how to end this conversation.  

       “I  doubt it,” said Anatoly and 

disconnected the line.  

        I  thanked the freckled clerk and 

left  the bookstore.  A huge cloud
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above the nearby park finally gave 

birth to a light cool rain.  I  inhaled 

deeply and began walking down the 

boulevard, an unknown creature in a 

gray raincoat whose life had just 

changed forever.  

        In a small  restaurant I  occupied 

the stool at the counter and asked for 

some coffee.  

       “In a minute, teacher!” 

        I  closed my eyes and imagined 

Anatoly’s face,  hands, rare anger.  

The restaurant was empty at this 

time of the day, just a soundless 

young couple at the distant table 

holding hands together.  

       “Your coffee,  teacher,” said the 

barman. 

       “Thank you, Konstantin.” 

       “Is your family alright?” 

       “Everybody’s fine, thanks for 

asking.” 

       “Well,  that’s good. Family is 

without doubt the most important 

thing in life,” said Konstantin, now 

rinsing the glasses.  “When my Stella 

died, I  thought my life was over,  but 

then again…” 

        I  nodded, sipped my coffee.  

Surprisingly enough, I  felt  pretty 

calm, as though my sudden decision 

not to see Anatoly again was the only 

one I  could live with.  Consequences? 

Of course! It  would be naïve to 

assume that Anatoly,  having all  this

power, could simply forget about the 

secret seminars,  my trip to Moscow 

and the sudden rejection of his offer.  

       “Is it  too early for a shot of 

cognac, Konstantin?” I  asked.  

       “Well,  it  depends…” 

       “I’ll  have one then.” 

       “Here you go, teacher.” 

       “I  am very sorry about your wife,  

Konstantin,” I  said.  “I hope you had 

enough money for a nice marble 

stone on her grave.” 

       “Just a small  granite one, teacher,  

just that.” 

       “Do you have any kids?” 

       “All  grown up and gone,” said 

Konstantin and splashed more cognac 

in both glasses.  “That’s to my Stella 

– let the ground be soft to her.” 

       The drink burned my throat.  

       “Some fresh coffee?” asked 

Konstantin.  

       “Unfortunately,  I  have to go,” I  

said feeling a little headache 

suddenly.  I  pulled my wallet out of 

the chest pocket,  but he forestalled 

my attempt to pay.  

       “It’s on me, teacher,” said.  “It  

seems that we both needed some hard 

liquor this morning,” 

        I  thanked him and went out.    

       The rain had stopped while I  was 

inside the restaurant,  but it  would 

probably start again later in the day.  

Puddles in the same places.  I  walked
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fast,  feeling younger, lighter – no 

longer a robot.  The sun fought its 

way through the clouds, brighter 

than ever.  Ten minutes later I  stood 

on the steps in front of the 

university,  looking around: people 

here and there, cars,  dirty buses; 

more people than before the rain: 

freshness pushed them out of their 

disgusting apartments.  Well,  I  

thought, what was done was done, 

and thank God I  never discussed it  

with my family.  

                                             * 

       A month passed.  On Friday, as 

soon as we finished watching the 

late-night movie,  my wife was ready 

to go to bed, and I  promised to join 

her after a quick cigarette.  

       “Are you alright,  honey?” she 

asked.  

       “As alright as I  can be.” 

       “I  can make you feel  better in a 

heartbeat,” she said touching my 

arm. 

       “I’ve no doubts,” I  said.  “How 

about a rain-check?” 

       “A rain-check it  is,” she said.  

“Don’t take too many though.” 

       On the balcony, with a cigarette in 

one hand and a glass of aged Feteaska 

Neagra in the other,  I  tried to 

understand why I  felt  restless all  of a 

sudden. It  wasn’t the movie and it  

wasn’t the food.  What then? I  glanced

at my wristwatch: almost midnight.  

       A black “Volga” attracted my 

attention because it  appeared 

suddenly and stopped under a 

streetlight.  Three men in shiny 

leather raincoats got out and walked 

briskly to the entrance of my 

apartment building.  A few minutes 

later I  heard the impatient ringing of 

the doorbell,  followed by loud 

knocks.  

       They came for me. 

        I  stepped out of the balcony and 

stopped: my wife was already in the 

living-room, her face white as paper,  

her hands visibly shaking.  

       “Who do you think that might 

be?” she whispered.  “It’s after 

midnight,  for God’s sake!” 

       “There is something I  always 

meant to tell  you, love,” I  said,  “but 

it  seems that I  suddenly ran out of 

time…” 

       “KGB!” a man’s voice interrupted 

from behind the front door.  “Open 

immediately!” 

       “You meant to say we ran out of 

time, honey?” 

       “Yes… Give me a moment, please,” 

I  walked briskly through the hallway 

and unlocked the door.  

       “Citizen Trubman?” asked one of 

the three men. 

       “Do you realize that it’s after 

midnight?” 
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         “I’m Captain Samoilov,” the man 

introducing himself ignoring my 

question.  “I hope you said your good- 

byes.” 

       “Of course not!” I  said.  “You 

haven’t called ahead of time.” 

       “My apologies… Would five minutes 

be sufficient enough?” 

        I  thanked him and went back.  My 

older daughter was already standing 

next to her mother,  crying; the little 

one was asleep, thank God. 

       “I  didn’t tell  her anything,” said 

my wife.  “She just seems to know 

things…” 

       “Three minutes!” reminded 

Captain Samoilov.  

        I  hugged my daughter and said:

Lazarus Trubman is a college professor from a 
small town in the ancient land of Transylvania and 

a survivor of the labor camp in Northern Russia, 
who immigrated to the United States in 1990. In 

2017, after twenty-two years of teaching Theory of 
Literature and Cyrillic languages, he retired to 

devote his time to writing. 
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       “Come on, honey, it’s just the way 

they pick up and escort people to their 

commander for a chat – that’s all .” 

       “Grisha’s father was picked up this 

early in the morning,” she said 

through tears.  “We haven’t seen him 

since.” 

       “One minute!” announced Captain 

Samoilov.  

        I  had just enough time to kiss and 

hug both of them: his two 

subordinates walked briskly toward 

us,  picked me up by my armpits and 

escorted out of the apartment.  

       There wasn’t any wait at the 

elevator:  the driver of the Volga held 

the door open. 

                                              * 

        It’s all  in the past now: arrest,  

interrogations, underground labor 

camp; my survival.  On December 4th 

of 1990, I  and my family,  my wife and 

our two daughters,  boarded the shiny 

Boeing-747 bound for New York.  And 

today, 28 years later,  my dreams and 

hopes are fulfilled, I  am breathing the 

healing air of freedom. 

       My interrogators and torturers? I  

forgave them. God won’t.       



RPM

The beach is a 
miniature of the timeline 
that unfurls like a classroom chart.  
 
Roll  your cycle along the shore: 
history is adjacent and deep, 
like the sea.  
 
The wind, kind enough to 
graze you with its eternal fingers.  
 
The wave, perfected over centuries,  
to die at your feet.  

B Y   A D I T Y A  S H A N K A R  
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OLD WORLD
        I  align the crystal  mirrors:  laser 

precision.  

       The bearings are set:  four 

dimensions.  

       A century reverses in a swirl.  

        I  stand on a storm-swept hillside.  

A croft crouches under ragged skies.  

My footsteps pad on cracked, moss- 

covered flagstones.  I  l ift  the latch: 

bob under damp eaves.  

B Y   C . L .  S P I L L A R D
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       Warm peat embers glow soft 

inside, deep red.  

      I  l ift  the bundle from the sleeping 

cradle:  I’ll  set free an unknowing, 

faraway generation from his crazed 

future as I  steal  away.  

      The crystals,  their facets raindrop- 

streaked, glow under the bronze sky 

in the purple heather.  

      I  step between, to return.  

      The drops deflect:  scatter.  

      Alignment fails…

C.L. Spillard has had stories published in 
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published last autumn. 

 

A physicist by training, she lives in York, 

U.K. with her Russian husband, two almost- 

bilingual children, a vegetable allotment and 

nine solar panels. 
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IN BED AT NIGHT
Quite round belly 
shining in the moonlight,  
the woman lays,  
eyes on the ceiling, 
her mind a highway. 
She is alone.  
Where does he roam? 
Why isn’t he home? 
 
A kick from inside, 
no pain, 
and yet she weeps.  
Time is a bother.  
It  is  as the moon, 
very still,  
very quiet,  
circular.  
 
In waiting, 
the night leaves her.  
She is alone.  
Where does he roam? 
Why isn’t he home? 
 
Familiar tires 
don’t come close 
and yet she longs to hear them. 
She is alone.  
Where does he roam? 
Why isn’t he home? 
 
She grabs her phone.  
Dials a number, 
dial  tone.  
“Pick up the phone.” 
She is alone.  
Where does he roam? 
Where does he roam? 
She is alone.  

B Y     R I C K E Y  R I V E R S  J R .
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DIEN BIEN PHU, 
1954

B Y   W A Y N E  T U R M E L

Camp Isabelle,  Vietnam 

 

       Huong Lan was the Lieutenant’s 

one indulgence.  Her name meant 

Fragrant Orchid, or Fragrance of the 

Orchid, he could never remember 

which.  The chicken-clucking 

Vietnamese tongue was more than he 

could handle,  despite valiant efforts 

to teach him basic vocabulary and 

grammar.  Still,  she both cooked and 

spoke French well,  so they got along   

just fine.  

       She strode slowly towards him, 

heel over toe, biting her crimson- 

painted lower lip in concentration.  

 She cupped the steaming bowl of pho  

l ike a temple offering, not spilling a 

drop despite wearing those ridiculous 

heels.  Tonight,  she wore her only 

nice pair of completely impractical  

but oh-so-becoming black stilettoes,  

the ones for “special  nights” when 

she really wanted to please him.
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       Sometimes he questioned if— 

despite her adamant denials—she’d 

actually spent time in Saigon, not 

that it  really mattered.  Most of the 

peasant girls who lived as congaises  

or cos—rented wives—never 

mastered the art of walking in pretty 

shoes, sticking to the ugly but 

practical  woven sandals and black 

slippers of their village childhood. 

His Fragrant Orchid, though, knew it  

made her a little taller and her stick- 

thin legs shapelier,  and that pleased 

her ersatz husband, which seemed to 

make her happy enough to endure the 

occasional blister.  He was a blessed 

man. 

       “My big brave soldier kept us safe 

again today?” She teased.  Huong Lam 

placed the soup in front of him and 

took a timid step back.  While he 

bowed to take a deep noseful of 

peppery steam, she reached out tiny 

fingers,  trailing short but unchipped 

nails through what little hair he had, 

stroking his scalp deliciously.  

Grinning, he rubbed against her 

strokes like a big tabby cat.  

       “Of course, ma petite chou .  Do you 

think I’d let anything happen to you? 

I  drove them off single handed.” He 

chuckled and picked up his spoon. 

While he preferred good homey 

French cooking to the exotic,  

incomprehensible local fare—and

anything in this country to the crap 

back in Algeria–pho was his favorite.  

The broth was the best part,  and he 

always savored a couple of big 

spoonfuls before digging into the 

noodles and—tripe tonight? She must 

have been preparing this all  day.  

Whatever they were celebrating, he 

was going to enjoy himself.  

        It  was a little spicier than usual 

and he quickly spit  a chili  into his 

spoon, sucking a deep breath between 

pursed lips.  She covered her mouth 

with her fingertips and tittered 

adorably.  Her deep onyx eyes 

twinkled.  “Weakling.  Maybe I  should 

go find a big strong sergeant who can 

handle my cooking.” 

       Ordinarily,  he’d have said 

something stupid and jealous.  But 

with her in a rare playful mood, it  

was wiser to chuckle to himself and 

eat.  For weeks, there had been 

rumors of increased Viet Minh 

activity in the limestone hills above 

Beatrice,  and the camp’s women 

gossiped and worried themselves into 

a gaggle of honking geese.  Even his 

sweet Huong Lan became something 

of a shrew, peppering him with naïve 

questions that he answered in just 

enough detail  to stop the yammering.  

Not that he blamed her.  Having cast 

her lot with the French, there was no 

going back to whatever dung heap
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village she’d left.   Every co knew that 

life would turn very dangerous, very 

quickly,  if  the Viet Minh got their 

hands on her.  

       He talked through loud slurps and 

happy, gluttonous groans.  “There 

was a little activity up in the 

mountains.  Christ only knows what 

Giap thinks he’s doing up there, but 

they scampered back up the hill  l ike 

good little monkeys when we 

unloaded on them.” 

       She wrinkled her nose in that cute 

way she had when she was curious.  

“Activity? Were they firing on us 

again?” 

       “Don’t worry little one.  Where are 

they going to get big guns up those 

mountains or through the jungle? 

They throw their little grenades and 

keep charging with pointy sticks.” 

Their weapons were a bit  better than 

that,  but not by much. And while 

setting the camp across the bottom of 

a valley seemed like poor tactics,  as 

long as the airstrip remained safely 

in French hands, and the valley to 

Laos controlled, everything would be 

fine.  “You’re a Legionnaire’s woman. 

You do your job, I’ll  do mine.”  The 

Lieutenant reached out a hand and 

slid it  up the back of her thigh to the 

hem of her dress.  

       She playfully slapped the 

calloused palm away. 

       “Papa,” he always got a sinful 

rush of heat to his head when she 

called him that,  and the little minx 

knew it,  “you have to eat first.  You’ll  

need your strength.” With that she 

picked up the chopsticks and offered 

him a dripping mouthful of scalding 

noodles.  

       He groaned again and allowed her 

to feed him. His stomach cramped 

momentarily but it  passed as quickly 

as it  came and he was fine.  The soup 

really was spicier than usual.  Not 

that he’d complain to her,  she’d 

worked hard to please him and a little 

heartburn wasn’t worth bitching 

about when he had so much to be 

satisfied with.  He was never one of 

those “to serve is to complain” 

Legionnaires.  

       Her smile warmed him through 

and he thought again how wise it’d 

been to pay her price.  Most of the 

men—even the officers—went 

without companionship or settled for 

the dead-eyed Algerian or Thai 

whores in the BMC. He’d once stood 

in line at those trailers,  seeking a 

moment’s relief and then suffering a 

long month praying to God he hadn’t 

caught anything.  Giving up four 

hundred piastres  a  month—over half  

his paycheck—to this tiny, nut- 

brown beauty for her pleasures,  plus 

a clean house and happy stomach was

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   1 0 0



a sound investment.  After all,  what 

was he saving it  for? He’d live and die 

a Legionnaire.  There was no one to 

mourn him. No greedy, grasping 

heirs,  so why leave anything behind 

at all?  

       She wore the lipstick he’d 

purchased in Hue—cheap stuff 

brought from France—and thought 

how grateful the women here were 

for even simple luxuries even if  they 

usually had too much on their teeth.  

A rush of something like love came 

over him. He tried to kiss her but she 

teasingly turned her head at the last 

minute, offering only a soft powdered 

cheek.  “Eat first.  Then fun. You men 

are all  alike.” He grinned. She wasn’t 

wrong. Another mouthful of this 

ambrosia wasn’t a bad consolation 

prize,  though. The Lieutenant took a 

big,  chin-soaking slurp.  

       Another cramp, stronger and 

longer than the first,  wracked his 

body and he put a hand to his 

stomach. “What the hell…?” That’s 

when he heard a low rumble, like 

thunder only it  went on too long. 

“That sounds like mortars.  Over by 

Beatrice…” He dumped Huong Lan off 

his lap, pushing himself away from 

the table.  

       “You said they wouldn’t attack.” 

The girl  used the table to pick herself  

off  the ground, then stood with her

arms folded across her chest,  

wobbling in her heels.  

       He rubbed his abdomen and shook 

his head in confusion. “That’s 

awfully heavy artillery.  They don’t 

have anything near that size.” He 

hoped the explanation would calm 

her,  but another booming explosion, 

this time closer and even louder,  

shook the ground. Soup sloshed out 

of the bowl and a third, rolling cramp 

drove him to his knees.    
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       What felt  l ike a flamethrower 

exploded in his stomach and he fell  

face-first on the rug, gasping for air.  

Both the barrage of artillery shells 

and the smaller explosions in his gut 

came in wave after wave.      

       From the floor,  he looked up at 

Huong Lan and stretched out his 

hand.  Rather than offer assistance, 

or duck for cover,  or scream, she 

stood over him doing absolutely 

nothing.  The only thing she reached 

for was his napkin.  Eyes locked on 

his,  she spit  into it  and wiped her 

mouth, rubbing and digging 

particularly hard to get everything 

out of the corners.  Streaks of crimson 

permanently marred the white linen 

as she methodically removed every 

particle of the waxy lipstick and 

dropped it  onto his prostrate,  

writhing body.  

       Balled up on the floor,  the 

Lieutenant watched his Fragrant 

Orchid calmly walk to the door.  

Without a single glance back, she 

used one shoe to scrape at the heel of 

the other until  it  fell  off,  then a bare,  

delicate foot removed the second. 

Kicking it  aside, she slipped on a pair 

of cheap, woven sandals and stepped 

out into the fire-lit  sunset.
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THREAD AND ITS 
ORIGIN

          I am not able to hush these thoughts 

 

         or hush a jagged smile between shivering lips 

 

         a joke, a chuckle I feed on when I think of you & dad’s best friend 

 

         when I was six years old that urgency swept in—looking back 

 

         fifteen years later, ignorant bliss as smoke through life 

 

         that cliché that whips inside veins 

 

         & is this why you could never look dad in the eyes 

B Y     S H A W N  A N T O
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        all these years later at every church retreat we went to 
 

        could you see the shallow depths of my mind & your own 

 

        the guilt that sits between your ribs or perhaps the echo 

 

        of ‘playing through the pain’ or hiding from weakness 

 

        laced right there, weaving itself through— 

 

        or what about me? you never taught me how to love someone 

 

        I spiral down, each lesson on how to trust 

 

        I missed each time, time is betrayal 

 

        you: first person to sever these webs 

 

        all else fails those who have learned the fine art of keeping secrets what does my brother 

        think now: Tyson all grown up & med-school path forward like you wanted 

 

        what did I do wrong but detach myself from moving this path forward 

 

        sticky thread following me toward relapse release think of me when feeling is gone 

 

        my therapist says I should confront you, how could I contain each angry piece 

 

        that has filled the lonely void—a safer place than cracked walls & empty rooms 

 

        secrets & uprooted issues rising from the trust that rot in this foundation, we call home. 



LUNAR BEEKEEPER
       The bees were uneasy.  Another 

failed hunt,  an empty-handed return 

to their hives.  Something in their 

programming still  let  them feel 

something close to apprehension. 

Disappointment.  

       The Apiary was only a shadow of 

what it  used to be.  

       The Beekeeper sprayed a fine mist 

of LAMS-34 into each hive as it  

reached capacity.  It  would be a lie 

both to say that she was surprised 

and that she wasn’t nonetheless 

disappointed.  

       This could only go on for so long.  

       Her breath hissed in her suit  as 

she counted queens.  Their 

movements slowed down with the 

spray, like hers did when they lost 

the sun and all  she had were the 

fluorescent lights to keep her from 

shutting down. 

       She didn’t know how long it  had 

been. Years and days and hours lost 

meaning when you’d been spinning 

on a different axis under a black sky.  

       She could check the logs again, if  

they hadn’t been corrupted by now. 

Read the last transmission, even 

though she could recite it  from

B Y   Q U R A T  D A R
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memory.  Look at the timestamp. 

       Check the time. 

       “You’ll  have to keep checking the 

time up there.” 

       She frowned. 

       “Isn’t that what the AI’s for?” 

       “Your suit  will  remind you of 

scheduled maintenance, but you’ll  

want to try and have similar waking 

hours to the ISS, if  there’s any 

incoming transmissions or shipment 

shuttles.” 

       “Or kill  orders,  you mean?” 

       The Lieutenant looked 

unperturbed.  

       “Orders are orders.  You do what 

you’re told up there.” 

       “Of course.” 

       Warning.  Hives in sector V and X 

require urgent maintenance.  

Population dormancy exceeding 

recommended limits.  

       “Ignore those sectors,  please.” 

The Beekeeper muttered.  

       Muting notifications for sectors V 

and X.  This is  not recommended.  Are 

you sure?  

       “I’m sure.” 

       The wasps and blackjackets had 

been still  for a long time. They could 

have been dead.  Or as close to dead as 

any of them could get.  The Beekeeper 

couldn’t be bothered to check.  If  

anything, they deserved to languish 

in their hives,  growing brittle as

their code started to fail .  

       She tried not to think about how 

much of the silence was her fault.  

The wasps were only doing what they 

were told.  What they were built  to do.  

       “Will  you raise good bees?” 

       “What?” 

       The Lieutenant turned to her,  

holding out a tablet.  

       “It’s a mnemonic.  For tracking 

queens, based on the LED in their 

abdomen.” 

       Dynasties were laid out in a 

repeating pattern of colours,  white to 

yellow to red to green to blue, to 

cycle again and again as empires fell .  

       White queens had become blue 

queens, had become white again so 

many times that The Beekeeper had 

lost count of generations.  The 

process of brood to bees never felt  

any different.  There was always the 

same struggle for power, bloody 

ascension, and the slow deterioration 

that followed. The mnemonic had 

become a steady rhythm; Will  You 

Raise Good Bees? Will  You Raise Good 

Bees? Will  You RaiseGoodBeesWillYou 

RaiseGoodBeesWillYou – 

       Hive C-18 is  currently at  capacity.  

Harvest  required immediately.  

       “Got it .”   

       She made her way through the 

rows of identical  hives,  towards the 

sector where she knew she’d find the
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moneybees.  

       Sure enough, as she lifted the lid 

and pulled out a frame, her eyes 

adjusted to the glitter of an 

assortment of precious metals,  

diamonds in hexagons.  

       The moneybees were as successful 

as always, having brought back 

nuggets of platinum, titanium, and 

iron from whatever asteroid they had 

just scoured.  There would be no 

chartered pickup shuttle,  of course, 

but repairs and maintenance often 

required the addition of more raw 

material.  This sector was the only 

one still  following its original 

directive.  

       She’d seen the clouds.  Even from 

such a distance.  She’d seen them 

blooming over the most densely 

populated regions, watched over the 

course of days as blue and green was 

swallowed up by grey.  Felt  herself  

seized by a fear so primal she forgot 

the bees and their castes and virgin 

queens.  

       There’d been no transmission 

immediately afterwards.  Nothing she 

could pick up, which wasn’t too much 

of a surprise.  Protocol didn’t mean 

anything when everybody was dead or 

dying.  

       The Lieutenant didn’t respond to 

her distress signals.  Nobody did.    

       The Beekeeper had waited, like a

good soldier.  Three months.  

       Radio silence.  

        It  had taken another four months 

to introduce her alterations to the 

bees’ programming. To have them 

look for life,  to search for vital  signs 

instead of dollar amounts.  

        It  would have been easier to use 

the wasps, or even the blackjacket 

drones, considering they were 

already optimized to find the living.  

But the possibility that they might 

attack, that they might override 

whatever failsafe she introduced, 

default to what was hardcoded into 

them, was too much to risk.  That they 

would find and destroy whatever had 

survived certain annihilation.  

       Her scouts made the journey to 

Earth and back every two revolutions.  

Searched with radar and infrared, 

transmitted a constant SOS. Found 

nothing.    

       Her AI constantly suggested 

diagnostic tests in response to The 

Apiary’s fail  rate.  The Beekeeper ran 

them every time, knowing full  well  

that nothing was wrong. 

       The biggest breakthrough she’d 

had with the bees was when one of 

them came back with a few algae 

cells.  

       She’d added them painstakingly to 

her hydroponic system, watched in 

horror as they didn’t take.  
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       When the bees came back with 

more, she was even more careful.  

Changed the temperature.  The cycling 

and intensity of the lights.    

       The Beekeeper watched her algae 

grow with all  of the trepidation and 

pride of a new mother,  the 

desperation of one whose children 

were all  dying.  

       She loved her algae more than the 

bees.  Watched the green soup for 

hours on end, knowing that it  

belonged more to the Earth than she 

did, that,  in the end, it  was more 

human than she was.  
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       The Beekeeper wondered how many 

millennia it  would take for another 

human to emerge from the soup, for 

another Earth to birth itself.  

       She wondered if  there would be 

bees.  

        If,  perhaps, they would be better 

when they raised themselves.



OUT OF SYNC
        I  was falling out of sync, I  just 

didn’t realize how badly.  The 

accident was a wakeup call .  

        I  stopped at a light just as it  was 

turning red.  A blink of an eye and I  

had horns blaring at me from every 

direction.  A car winged past me, 

swerving into the lane of oncoming 

traffic to circumnavigate my Civic as 

if  I’d broken down, except with the 

extra malice of a middle finger 

stretched across their passenger seat.  

       The light had turned green. I

didn’t know how it  could have so 

quickly,  let  alone how a string of cars 

had lined up behind me. I  figured it  

was a fluke, though—a trick-light 

that had only stayed red for a second. 

I  l ifted my foot off  the brake and 

lurched forward, only to smash into 

the Camry in front of me. 

       Smash  is  probably too strong of a 

word for a collision at ten miles per 

hour, but smash  was the word the 

driver used, along with rear-ended  

after he’d gotten out of his car,

B Y   M I C H A E L  C H I N
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stopped in the middle of the 

intersection—more car horns all  

around us—to inspect the damage.  He 

was already on his phone, talking 

about how the asshole stopped at  the 

green light smashed into me when I  

passed him .  He turned to me—his 

license plate had taken the brunt of 

the blow, a little vertical  crater just 

left  of center,  running up and down.  

What were you thinking,  asshole?  

        I’ve never been much for 

confrontation, but I  also remembered 

my father,  who was an insurance 

agent,  had engrained in me long 

before I  ever drove to never admit 

fault  in the case of an accident.  So, I  

didn’t let  the apology bubbling in me 

escape my lips,  but rather stuck to 

the facts as I  knew them—that I  don’t  

know, man—because to say he came 

out of nowhere felt  stupid.  Another of 

the rules my father had taught me 

when he started teaching me to drive 

was that if  someone got rear-ended, 

it  was always the person coming from 

behind who was at fault,  and I  asked 

what if  the person in front had the 

car in reverse, and he told me not to 

get smart,  and I  tried to explain that 

I  wasn’t,  and that I  didn’t 

understand, but I  could already tell  it  

was one of the many times the two of 

us were out of sync.  

       The most remarkable thing about

an accident—a minor one, at least— 

is that you go from your daily 

business,  to a catastrophe, back to 

normal afterwards, as if  nothing 

happened. My car was the worse for 

wear—the hood knocked out of 

alignment the check engine  l ight lit  

up on the dash, but otherwise there 

was no sign the car wasn’t running 

properly.  I’d need to take it  into the 

shop, but that was the next day’s 

problem. 

       That night’s problem was Julie.  I  

was supposed to meet her at The Red 

Plate at seven. 

        Julie complained a lot about me 

being late—exaggerated complaints,  

I  always thought, but they fell  

alongside condemnations about how 

dirty my fingernails were and that I  

let  too many dishes sit  dirty in the 

kitchen sink too long. 

       She was seething, two-thirds of 

the way through a bottle of Pinot 

Noir.  

       “You look nice,” I  tried.  

       “What the hell  happened to you?” 

She tore a hunk of bread from the 

little loaf.  There were enough crumbs 

on the tablecloth that that couldn’t 

have been the first basket the waiter 

brought her.  We ate there regularly 

enough that they wouldn’t rush her 

out,  that they’d keep bringing her 

bread.  I  hoped it  was her first bottle
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of wine.  

       She told me I  was an hour and a 

half  late,  which seemed like another 

—a particularly egregious— 

exaggeration.  The accident had 

slowed me down, sure, but only a half  

hour, forty-five minutes tops.  

       Only she held up her phone.  The 

phone that used to have the home 

screen set to a picture of us,  that 

suddenly had a picture of her and her 

cat Flamingo trying to gnaw on her 

corn on the cob.  More to the point,  

the clock on the top of screen showed 

it  was 8:40.  

       Ordinarily,  she wouldn’t have 

waited that long.  She would have left  

the restaurant and awaited my 

pleading, apologizing texts.  Maybe 

she’d let me buy Thai food and come 

over anyway and we’d eat seated on 

the floor,  backs to the couch, plastic 

trays and paper cartons spread across 

her coffee table.  Maybe she’d leave 

my messages unanswered until  she 

cooled off a day or two later and we 

tried again.  

       But she’d waited.  

       “I  don’t think you have time for 

me,” she said.  The more we talked 

the more it  became clear that that 

meant she didn’t have time for me— 

time to be left  waiting at restaurants 

when she’d scrambled to get out of 

the office in time to get changed and

get there on time. When the waiter 

came back, I  was surprised when she 

paused and did  make an order,  but 

maybe that was more hunger than a 

desire to stay.  Rushed, I  ordered what 

I  remembered eating at this place the 

time before—though I  remembered 

not caring for it—a Caesar Salad with 

grilled chicken. That and an Old 

Fashioned. The bar was better than 

the food at this place.  

        It  felt  l ike hours passed before I  

had my drink, maybe another hour 

before we had our meals and Julie 

reminded me of all  the times I’d not 

only left  her waiting but let her 

down, like when I  forgot her parents’ 

anniversary party altogether,  and the 

humiliation of her elderly,  largely 

clueless father insisting he thought 

I’d propose that night.  I  glanced at 

my phone to see how on earth the 

food could be taking this long, only 

to find it  was still  a  couple minutes 

before nine.  Could I  be reading the 

clock wrong? Could I  have read Julie’s 

phone wrong when I  first sat down, 

and maybe I  hadn’t really been so 

late? 

        I  didn’t dare ask to see her phone 

—not that I  had the chance to before 

she was ranting about how I couldn’t 

even offer the common courtesy of 

listening without looking at my 

phone.  It  wasn’t the first time I’d
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been on the receiving end of this 

lecture, but it  did occur to me, while 

it  was underway, that every moment 

of our interaction that evening had 

been a reprimand, and it  was all  in a 

reasonably crowded restaurant.  Julie 

usually restricted herself  to the 

passive aggression in public,  saved 

the juicy bits for home. 

       After the food came, she talked 

and ate and talked and ate,  wolfing 

down her shrimp scampi,  but still  

spitting out words to condemn me 

with every bite,  because I  was selfish  

and disrespectful  and couldn’t  hold 

down a job .  I  tried to correct her 

about that.  I  had a job for close to 

two months by that point.  Not a 

glamorous gig.  Not even a necessary 

gig,  staffing the front desk at a copy 

and print place where nine out of ten 

customers swiped cards and operated 

the machines for themselves and 

those who needed help tended to be 

passive enough that I  could do all  of 

the work for them and be done in a 

minute or two. It  was the kind of 

work I  felt  certain would be phased 

out as technology got smarter and 

could troubleshoot for the most 

helpless customers.  When I  first took 

the job, I  thought I’d be so bored that 

I’d have to quit before long, and it  

was dull  sometimes, but often as not 

I  found the time flew. Get there and

the next thing I  knew it  was time for 

lunch. Get back and it  was time to 

close up shop before I  knew it.  The 

job became a lesson in how quickly a 

day—maybe a life—could slip away if  

you let it .  

       Thirty hours a week.  I  earned just 

a shave more than minimum wage.  

        I  tried to break in to explain all  of 

this.  I’d tried before, talking about 

this job, about how strange it  could 

be, but she dismissed my job, because 

there was no work to take home, no 

meaningful decisions to be made.  To 

Julie,  there was hard work and there 

was easy work, and those of us who 

didn’t have it  hard had no reason to 

complain.  

        I  could never get the words in.  She
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circled and spiraled, sometimes on 

the topic of work, but just as quickly 

about the time I  left  her waiting on 

her birthday.  She broke barely long 

enough to comment to the waiter that 

we’d take separate checks.  

       And she never seemed to stop 

eating.  Never seemed to stop talking.  

The lettuce of my salad was wilted, or 

maybe it  became wilted hanging from 

my fork, beneath the weight of thick 

gray dressing.  I  couldn’t speak but I  

kept trying and it  seemed like I  never 

got a bite in.  

       Then Julie was done.  Plate bare.  

Wine bottle empty.  She was gone.  I’m 

not sure how long she’d been gone 

before it  registered that she hadn’t 

only left  dinner,  but left  me. 

       The waiter put a hand on my 

shoulder.  A minor mercy.  The 

restaurant had lit  up, and I  realized 

the staff  was cleaning.  Around me, 

table clothes were folded and piled.  A 

vacuum cleaner ran.  “You’ve had a 

bad night,” It  seemed impossible he 

was talking through a moustache as 

thick as his.  His hand was large 

enough to envelop my shoulder.  

“This one’s on the house.  Do you 

want a box for your salad?”   

       Offering the free meal was 

probably just a way of getting me out 

the door, because who knew how long 

it  would take the man who’d dawdled

over his salad to pay his bill?  The 

salad had turned soupy.  Too much 

dressing.  The chicken sweating out in 

the open, croutons bobbing as if  for 

air  out of the mess of it  all .  I  couldn’t 

imagine eating another bite.  

                                              * 

       My father and I  didn’t have a 

regularly scheduled time to talk,  but 

fell  in the habit of calling one 

another in the evening hours,  it  

seemed weekly,  but maybe it  was only 

once a month. Maybe once a year.  

Who can keep track? 

        I  told him about the sensation of 

losing time. I  didn’t talk about the 

accident or Julie—I’d learned long 

ago that the more specific I  got in 

these chats,  the more prone my 

father was to give unsolicited advice.  

       He offered advice just the same. 

“Dr.  Rabinowitz.  He’s got an office in 

the Rotunda in Hamden. Set up an 

appointment.” 

        I  asked him what kind of doctor 

this was, and all  he would tell  me was 

that he’d had a situation like mine 

and it  was better get a diagnosis and 

to start making a plan sooner than 

later.  I  didn’t know about my father 

having any specific condition.  I’d 

heard him complain about doctors 

and heard the rattle of pills every 

now and again, but he never got into 

specifics either.  
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I  asked him what this doctor did—if 

he had a specialty.  

       Dad repeated I  should go to him. 

“As soon as you can.” 

        I  found a listing for this Dr.  

Rabinowitz.  No website,  no social  

media,  no reviews to be found, just an 

address in Hamden to confirm I had 

the right guy.  A phone number.  

        I  set up an appointment, not with 

the chipper-voiced young person I’d 

come to expect from doctor’s offices 

—the kind who seemed specifically 

trained to disarm you—but rather an 

old man’s sickly croak.  

       The office was situated in an old 

school remodeled into a miscellany of 

offices—an accountant here, a dentist 

there, an attorney.  Most of them had 

glass doors with the business name on 

the front,  but Dr.  Rabinowitz’s office 

had a closed, plain white door with a 

black placard screwed in, just below 

eye level for me, that read Dr.  

Rabinowitz,  no further clues as to 

what he might do inside and only the 

faintest sound of ticking from within.  

        I  didn’t know if  the closed door 

meant someone else was in a session 

with him. I  looked at my phone and 

found I  was twenty minutes early,  so I  

figured I’d better wait.  I  scrolled 

through email  and Facebook, until  

quite suddenly, I  was only five 

minutes early and figured I  was within

I didn’t know if  the closed door 

meant someone else was in a session 

with him. I  looked at my phone and 

found I  was twenty minutes early,  so 

I  figured I’d better wait.  I  scrolled 

through email  and Facebook, until  

quite suddenly, I  was only five 

minutes early and figured I  was 

within my rights to knock, besides 

which, the way time had been evading 

me, I  didn’t want to miss the 

appointment altogether.  

       A broad-shouldered, pot-bellied 

black man with a patchy white beard 

opened the door.  He wore a white 

collared shirt and slacks, an 

unzipped, worn navy blue sweatshirt 

over it .  He was the only one there, 

and all  around him clocks.  Digital  

clocks with glowing green, glowing 

red numbers; one with glowing blue 

background to offset black numbers.  

Analog clocks.  Even an hour glass.  

And in the corner,  the clock I  

supposed I’d heard most clearly from 

the far side of the door, an enormous 

grandfather clock that solemnly rang 

out a low bell  tone on the hour.  

       We sat on barstools.  There were no 

windows. It  wasn’t a comfortable 

place, to say the least.  As I’d learn, 

that wasn’t entirely beside the point.  

       Dr.  Rabinowitz started out asking 

ordinary doctor questions—my 

height,  weight,  date of birth,
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occupation.  He jumped to any history 

of mental illness in the family sooner 

than I  would have expected.  Finally,  

he asked why I’d come to see him. 

        I  explained about my father’s 

referral  and about the way time had 

started slipping on me and about the 

accident and—against my better 

judgment, but I  got on a roll—about 

Julie and what I  could only assume 

was the last dinner we’d ever have 

together.  

       He wrote down every answer on a 

yellow legal pad—no computer,  no 

forms to fill  out.  He waited until  I  

was done with my story to look up 

from his pad, to look at me again, 

then stooped to put the pad on its 

edge, against the floor,  leaned

against his stool.  The pad teetered 

such that sheer gravity looked as 

though it  might decide at any 

moment to tip it  to the floor,  let  

alone if  Dr.  Rabinowitz made one 

wrong move.  

       “Your father was right to send 

you,” he said.  “You’re falling out of 

sync.” 

        I  repeated the last three words.  

       “It  happened to older generations, 

too, but it’s more common now. Some 

think that susceptibility to the 

condition may be hereditary.” 

       One of the analog clocks was 

shaped like a cat,  it’s tail  wagging at 

two second intervals,  its eyes 

shifting from one side to the other 

each second.
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       “I’ll  need you to pay attention.” 

At first,  I  thought Dr.  Rabinowitz had 

caught onto my distraction with the 

cat clock, but I  soon realized that he 

was still  mid-lecture, that this was 

not a reprimand or even a separate 

thought, but part of a string of ideas.  

“The best chance at staying 

grounded, at working your way back 

into sync with the world is to pay as 

close attention as you can, to keep an 

eye on a clock as much as you can.  

This may mean making yourself  

uncomfortable.  Consider a variety of 

means to keep yourself  fresh.  

Focused.  Hold your breath.  Pinch 

yourself.  Carry a tack to dig into your 

thigh.  Do you understand?” 

                                              * 

        I  understood Dr.  Rabinowitz’s 

directions, if  not the full  nature or 

scope of my condition—how long I’d 

had it  or the prognosis for recovery.  

Maybe he’d gone over some of that in 

the gaps that I  missed while he was 

talking.  I  was too embarrassed to ask, 

and only thought afterwards about 

how absurd it  was not to ask a doctor 

who diagnosed me with falling out of 

sync with the world to repeat 

something because I’d missed it .  

       Things got worse.  

        I  tried following the doctor’s 

instructions.  I  carried a safety pin to 

poke myself  when I  could sense my 

attention wandering, and I  avoided 

mindless scrolling on my phone.  

       Dr.  Rabinowitz never offered any 

guarantees.  On the contrary, I  

remembered him using a lot of words 

like can  and may .  I  sensed an 

implication I  was already too far 

gone.  

        I  watched episodes of Friends  on 

Netflix the next night.  Not the best 

choice,  for a show that was familiar 

and for which one episode bled into 

another.  For which the streaming 

service played episode after episode 

without any intervention necessary 

on my part.  But I  l iked the show. It  

was a source of comfort to play 

something familiar and funny. 

       One moment, it  was dark except 

for the glow of my laptop propped on 

the coffee table beside the couch, and 

Chandler and Monica scrambled to 

keep their affair a secret.  The next 

moment I  was a on a still  screen 

asking if  I  were still  watching.  I  

minor nuisance, built,  I  supposed so 

you didn’t waste bandwidth 

streaming or risk spoiling something 

for yourself  if  you fell  asleep and 

woke up after something significant 

had happened. 

        It  was light out.  Was it  possible I’d 

fallen asleep? The light was odd— 

shining through the west-facing 

windows the way it  did in the
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evening, not the morning, so that it  

seemed less like I’d slept until  

morning than time had moved 

backwards to an earlier point in the 

day.  

       And I  was famished. 

        I  tore open a frozen beef and bean 

burrito and put it  in the microwave, 

only vaguely registering that the 

digital  display read 5:40.  As the 

microwave hummed, I  checked the 

date on my phone.  Thursday, May 25.  

Eight missed calls,  three voicemails,  

from a mix of the copy shop landline 

and my manager’s cell .  

        I  lost track of days sometimes— 

even before I  had any reason to think 

I  was falling out of sync.  Doesn’t 

everybody wake up now and again, 

convinced it’s Friday, when it’s 

really Tuesday? Wishful thinking.  But 

this was different.  I  could remember 

the details of Tuesday, sitting behind 

the counter.  I  could remember when 

Old Mrs.  Paul came in and wanted 

help copying flyers for a church 

rummage sale and picked the orange 

cardstock because she thought it  

looked f iery .  I  remember it  was 

Tuesday because she talked about 

wanting the flyers in advance so she 

could read them over for mistakes, 

because she’d made a mistake 

advertising Easter mass and the 

pastor had been upset with her,  so

this time she wanted to leave an 

extra day before hanging them. You 

think Wednesday afternoon is  early 

enough to advertise for Saturday,  don’t  

you?  I  had no idea, but nodded along. 

        I  confirmed it  was Thursday.  The 

Internet news sites were in 

agreement.  I  devoured the burrito in 

three bites.  Could I  have really gone 

the better part of two days without 

eating? 

        It  was too late to go into the work 

that day.  I  went to bed early.  I  was 

tired—I hadn’t slept away the days, 

and I’d found missing time didn’t 

have the restorative properties of 

sleep.  I  triple checked I’d set an 

alarm so I  could go in early the next 

day and try to explain myself.  Maybe 

if  I  explained about falling out of 

sync I  could fall  under some sort of 

disability accommodation and keep 

the job.  I  wasn’t sure if  that could 

work retroactively,  after missing two 

days and after visiting a doctor’s 

office that didn’t offer any 

documentation of my illness besides 

a handwritten list  of suggestions to 

keep me from falling out of a sync, 

and the hand-written receipt I  meant 

to pass off  to my insurance company 

in case I  could get back any of the 

twenty dollars I’d paid him. 

        I  didn’t so much wake as hear the 

alarm. Hours vanished again, not in a
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state of unconsciousness, but a blink 

of the eye.  

        I  couldn’t let  something like that 

surprise me, I  knew. Not at the rate 

things were going.  I  got myself  

together as quickly as I  could and 

fetched a binder clip from my kitchen 

table to pinch myself  with through 

my pocket on the way into work and 

in case I  needed it  while I  was talking 

to my boss.  

       When I  got there, Mrs.  Ellery was 

behind the counter.  Of course she 

was.  It’s not like there were endless 

reserves of employees.  There was me 

and there was the deadbeat tenant 

Bud who rented the other half  of her 

duplex and filled in for me when I  

needed a sub.  She’d had me go 

through the farce of training one day, 

when it  was awkward because 

everything I  knew was so painfully 

self-explanatory, and more awkward 

yet because he watched me go 

through the motions of making a 

copy, and a slightly larger copy and 

loading paper with such a glazed over 

look and absence of recognition that 

I  actually wasn’t sure he could follow 

my instructions.    

       Bud mopped floors for the county 

in the mornings, so he wouldn’t be 

available at this hour to so much as 

unlock the front door.  It  was Mrs.  

Ellery on duty herself,  or keep the

store closed.  

       The store could have been closed 

that morning, of course, because no 

one was there.  I  thought I  might offer 

that as some sort of explanation for 

my absence, or at least as a 

reciprocal dig if  she not only fired me 

but attacked me more personally.  

Who cares about this  job anyway,  I  

might say.  

       But Mrs.  Ellery wasn’t mean. She 

rarely had been, except to Bud, and it  

always registered that was more on 

principle than out of any true malice 

because she was letting him work off 

the debt of late or unpaid rent.  

“You’re here,” she observed, even 

tone, maybe even a hint of concern.
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       Mrs.  Ellery always smelled like 

cigarettes.  I’d never seen her with 

one and it  must have taken restraint,  

to keep a private vice like that.  It  

always seemed to me that people 

were all  too eager to tell  you what 

was wrong with them. She was a kind 

woman. She didn’t burden you with 

her troubles and was respectful of 

other people’s.  I  theorized she kept 

the copy shop going less for profit  

than for the service,  mostly to old 

timers, who wouldn’t know where 

else to turn.           

       For as nice as she was, for as good 

of a person as she was, for as much as 

she insisted I  make myself  a cup of 

coffee from the Keurig and sit  with 

her,  the outcome of that day’s 

meeting was what you’d expect.  She 

reminded me of the times I’d been 

late and she’d forgiven me. 

       A father and son duo came into the 

store.  An old father and a young son 

with baseball  cap too big for him that 

drooped over his eyes.  They were 

there to make flyers because the kid’s 

dog had run away. There was 

something both antiquated and sweet 

there.  That people still  made 

handwritten signs with reward offers 

and a hard copy photo of the dog 

taped to it .  I  got up to help them. 

They’d need to lighten the copy 

several degrees for any chance at the

photo coming across right.  But Mrs.  

Ellery put a hand on my knee, told me 

to enjoy my coffee,  and tended to the 

customers herself.  

        I  hoped the boy found his dog.  He 

didn’t look too upset,  more 

fascinated and looking all  around 

him at the copy shop. To be that 

young, when most things are still  

first-time experiences—there’s 

something to that.  Maybe he could 

even find wonder in losing his dog 

for the first time. I  l iked the idea of 

that,  and better yet that first taste of 

something coming back to you that 

you thought you’d lost forever.  

        I  lost time again.  I  didn’t even see 

the boy leave, just found Mrs.  Ellery 

seated opposite me again, even 

caught her mid-sentence—not that I  

needed the rest of it .  “—two days.  I  

need someone I  can depend on.” 

        I  shook her hand. Didn’t make a 

fuss.  Nodded along with her final 

offerings about coming in to pick up 

my last paycheck and about how I was 

welcome back sometime later,  after I  

got my life together.  She was a nice 

woman. 

                                                * 

       One day, I  had a beard.  

       Shortly after,  I  had an eviction 

notice for failure to pay rent,  and 

before I  could begin to pack my 

things, there were people there to 
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take my things and to usher me out to 

the sidewalk because you had your 

chance to leave on your own .  

        I  guess that’s how I wound up 

moving in with my father.  I  hadn’t 

ever been in the place he now called 

home. I  vaguely remembered his new 

apartment building catering to his 

medical needs, and that he seemed 

cagey about not telling me what 

those medical needs were, so I  didn’t 

press him. 

        I  didn’t know how long I’d stay 

with him. I  didn’t know how time 

moved anymore.  

        I  thought the apartment would be 

something like Dr.  Rabinowitz’s 

office with all  the clocks, all  of the 

implements of focus, all  the attempts 

at clinging to world around us.  

       But timed moved differently there.  

My father gave me a hug when I  came 

through the door.  He helped me carry 

in what things I  had with me, just a 

couple suitcases,  four haphazardly 

packed boxes of whatever I  could 

grab in short order.  Nothing 

important.  I  found we didn’t worry 

how long it  took.  I  found we didn’t 

talk about time, and there were no 

clocks at all  in the apartment.  My 

father kept the curtains drawn, so it  

was hard to even see, for sure, how 

much daylight there might have been. 

       This wasn’t a place to recover,  to

get a life back together on any 

normal terms. The word hospice  

crossed my mind, though that didn’t 

seem quite right either.  For though 

both of us were removed from the 

world and objectively lurching closer 

to death, we were also living.  

       When we had all  of my things in 

the apartment, I  asked my father,  

“What do we do now?” 
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SHRINE
Dressed in only the shroud 
of my nakedness, 
you reach for me 
as we lie in the bow of night,  
and you tell  me 
of summer 
as a teenager 
when you’d count the hours 
with cigarette butts you didn’t even 
have to sneak because no one 
was ever home to see 
 
 
and when you were brave enough 
to slink out like a secret 
into the leaching dark 
once you saw a homeless woman 
hold out her baby to you, 
dangling by its feet,  
and she asked you to take it  away— 
the nightmare haunting you 
like the tide 
 
 
you tell  me how every time 
it  rains you think of Paris 
the dream of us making love 
atop the Eiffel  Tower in the fog, 
of how I fold into you 
invisible as water vapor; 
 
how days stretch out before us 
when we’re not looking 
and how time is only a myth: 
we cannot possess anything 
we cannot hold 
 
 
summer, you say—that eternal shrine 
hung with youth’s tapestries,  
I  salute the sun, you say, 
salute the golden limbs 
and light;  
 
 
and everywhere, azaleas.  

B Y     S A R A H  E T L I N G E R
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POINT BLANK

B Y  P A I G E  B A G B Y

 

 

        It  started with a point,  as it  always 

does.  One thing that gets every other 

thing started in a never-ending 

series of events that will  all  one day 

lead somewhere.  Possibly.  Definitely.  

Sometimes.  

        In this instance, the point was 

named Candace Styles and was placed 

on the corner of Weston Boulevard 

and Pike Street.  She stood in the 

midst of what appeared to be a 

supercell,  sheltering from the storm 

beneath a tree that was teetering on 

the edge of bursting into flame due to 

having recently been struck by 

lightning.  She appeared to have 

chosen this spot to shelter from the 

storm after her umbrella had been 

destroyed by a passing tornado-force 

gale.  The rain, however,  was falling 

sideways, so she was at a loss on all  

accounts.
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Chapter 1



       Candace stood on the corner of 

Weston and Pike because she was 

waiting for the crosswalk signal to 

stop having fits.  Most likely due to 

the storm, the street lights were all  

blinking at random, and this signal in 

particular appeared to be stuck in a 

never-ending loop.  She stared down 

the red hand, which was missing a 

few choice pixels,  as it  wavered on 

the edge of changing and yet never 

quite made the commitment.  

       She didn’t dare try to cross the 

road even though the traffic was 

almost nonexistent for the time of 

time. She had the sneaking suspicion 

that the moment she took the chance, 

something akin to a funeral 

procession would materialize from 

the void and force her to retreat 

under the burning tree once again.  So 

she waited, uncomfortable and 

smoldering slightly from the flecks of 

fire that dribbled down on her from 

above.  

        It  was during a moment a brief 

moment of calm that the person who 

had been standing behind Candace 

chose to speak.  

       “You’re aware that you’re on fire,  

miss?” 

       She hadn’t noticed when the man 

had approached, and as a result,  she 

made the appropriate startled 

response before addressing him. 

       “Yes, I’m aware,” she replied.  

       “Then why don’t you come out 

from under the tree?” 

       Candace tossed her smoking 

brunette hair,  plastering it  across the 

opposite side of her face.  “I’ll  get 

even more wet.  I  just need to cross 

the street.  It  shouldn’t be taking this 

long.” 

       “But the rain will  put out the 

fire.” 

       “I’m already dripping.  I  just need 

to get home.” 

       At this point,  the young man 

looked up and down the street,  

noting the lack of traffic.  “Why don’t 

you just cross now?” he asked, 

looking up at Candace from beneath 

the hood of his sweatshirt.  

       “Listen, um, what’s your name 

again?” 

       “Calvin Brigstein, but everyone 

just calls me Cal.” 

       “Listen, Cal,” Candace said, “I 

can’t just cross the street when the 

light says not to.  It’s blinking, and if  

I  cross now, you know it’ll  turn red 

and a car will  hit  me. I’m not stupid, 

you know.” She said this last part as 

she smothered a spark that landed 

squarely on her head.  

       Cal  gave Candace the sort of look 

that suggested he wasn’t quite sure if  

she were joking or if  she actually 

believed she didn’t possess the 
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cognitive ability of a grilled cheese 

sandwich.  He decided it  didn’t really 

matter considering the fact that the 

storm had hit  a new level of 

downright unpleasant.  

       When Cal failed to offer a 

response, Candace huffed and 

returned her attention to the 

crosswalk.  Much to her delight,  the 

red hand had switched to a 

debilitated-looking fellow who 

appeared to be walking with his limbs 

not attached to his body.  

       “That’s what I  wanted to see,” 

Candace said, gesturing to the feeble 

light.  “If  you’ll  excuse me, I’m going 

home.” 

       Cal  watched quietly as she 

resumed her soggy journey.  No 

sooner had she done so than a rather 

large truck, which was hauling a load 

of damp beets,  came barreling down 

the road, the driver heedless of the 

conventional traffic laws still  at  work 

before him. Neither Candace nor the 

driver seemed aware of each other.  

Cal,  however,  was somewhat wiser to 

the situation.  He made an honest 

attempt at leaping forward to 

heroically sweep the threatened 

maiden back to safety.  

       Consequently,  he was rather put 

out when Candace was hit  squarely by 

the truck.  

       The driver,  having given no notice

to the thud and bump of a human 

body colliding with his bumper and 

tires,  continued through the red light 

with reckless abandon. 

       “Oh dear,” Cal said.  He stooped 

over the place where Candace’s body 

had been flung. 

        It  was a mess.  

       He straightened up and pulled out 

a pocket watch.  It  should be noted 

that this was completely white and 

had no face or numbers or anything 

that would make it  a proper watch.  

From this unmarked abomination, Cal 

gleaned that it  was the twenty-third 

of June, thirty-four minutes after 

five in the afternoon. 

       Cal  gave Candace’s mildly 

surprised face another look before 

walking past the burning tree and 

back up Weston Boulevard.  As he 

went,  a hooded shape, very much 

identical  to Cal,  approached him from 

an alleyway and fell  into step beside 

him. 

       “Same as the last time,” the new 

person said.  It  was not a question.  

       “Yes, same as always.” 

       “Unfortunate.” 

       “I’m aware.” 

       There was a pause between them. 

The storm, having discovered that 

the conversation between Cal and 

Candace was no longer in progress,  

chose that moment to return to its
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raging whistle.  

       “Have you seen enough yet?” the 

hooded figure asked.  “Can we move 

on to something new?” 

       Cal  shrugged. “One more time. 

Maybe it’ll  be different.” 

       The figure chuckled.  

       “I  didn’t think so.  But I  suppose 

this is better than the moping. I  

thought I’d have to come up with 

something interesting to get you out 

of that rut.” 

       “Your idea of interesting involves 

nuclear holocaust.  Hardly wholesome 

entertainment.” 

       “That’s a matter of opinion. Now 

can we please leave this bloody 

timeline? I  don’t fancy being around 

when the tornado touches down.” 

       Cal  hesitated a moment before 

nodding.  

       “Okay.  Let’s go, Brigstein.” 

 

 

 

       At this point,  it  would be wise to 

abandon the cooling corpse of 

Candace Styles and give a little more 

attention to Cal Brigstein.  

       Despite what Candace may have 

thought, he wasn’t too far off  from 

the awkward and mouthy intern at 

the company where she was, until  

recently,  employed.  Sometimes he 

was a well-meaning plastic surgeon 

with an appreciation for Picasso.  

Other times he was a successful 

medical malpractice lawyer.  Once he 

even found himself as a lonely 

Swedish goatherd trying to make a 

living yodeling on the unforgiving 

Hollywood streets.  

       But most importantly,  he was 

short.  

       Less importantly,  he was blond 

and had a surprisingly pleasant smile 

that would, on occasion, break
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through is otherwise plain, 

emotionless face to make him an 

almost interesting-to-look-at sort of 

person. 

       But I  digress.  

       Having abandoned one body in 

search of fresher ones, Cal continued 

his walk up Weston Boulevard.  At the 

moment, he was behind his morose 

companion, who was the same height 

as he was and had the same mop of 

hair poking out from beneath his 

hoodie.  The only noticeable 

difference between the two was the 

entirely too-happy grin on the 

second man’s face.  

       As they walked, Cal watched the 

other man with a dead-eyed 

expression.  

       “Don’t glare at me,” the more 

cheerful of the two said over the 

still-raging storm. “I told you to find 

something better to do with your 

time after the first ten goes.” 

       Cal  gave a sigh and ceased his 

attempts to damn his companion’s 

heart to oblivion with a stare.  

       “There has to be one, Brigstein,” 

Cal said.  He sort of mumbled his 

words, but he raised his voice just 

enough to be heard over the storm. 

“Just one where she lives.” 

       “Does there?” Brigstein asked.  

       Though Cal could not quite see it,  

he was all  but certain there was a

nasty sort of smirk on Brigstein’s 

face.  

       As they walked further from the 

carnage behind them, the space 

around them darkened to a shade of 

gray so dark that no natural storm 

could have created it .  The wind took 

some invisible and arbitrary cue and 

died without so much as a gasp.  

Sensing the change, the rain, 

thunder, lightning, sidewalk, 

buildings, and the entirety of the 

normal plane of existence started to 

fade away until  the two men were left  

surrounded by the gray blackness.  

Neither Cal nor Brigstein seemed 

bothered by this development and 

continued on their walk, if  that’s 

what their forward motion could be 

called in the nothingness.  

       “You lead the way,” Brigstein said 

in what most people interpret as a 

British accent.  “And perhaps choose 

something that won’t send you 

deeper into a funk.” 

       Cal  took the lead.  He looked 

around at the darkness then at the 

pocket watch he had clutched in his 

hand. He seemed to use it  as a 

compass, walking through the void in 

one direction, then another.  At one 

point,  they heard what seemed like a 

particular breed of cow lowing in a 

field during a spring rainstorm. It  ate 

a four-leafed clover.  Then there were
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two businessmen discussing the 

length of a coworker’s skirt.  Several 

children could be heard commenting 

on the shape of a bald man’s head in 

a Middle Eastern dialect.  Cal  and 

Brigstein passed by them all  without 

stopping.  

       At some point in the emptiness,  

Cal found his feet falling once again 

on blessedly existent cement.  Beside 

him, Brigstein had pulled the hood 

even further over his still-smiling 

face.  The usual traffic that plagued 

Weston Boulevard poked along beside 

as they made their ways toward Pike 

Street.  No one else walking down the 

sidewalk seemed to have noticed the 

two as they appeared, nor did they 

seem interested.  Their cellphones 

seemed significantly more 

interesting than the two short men 

matching each other’s steps with a 

disturbing degree of accuracy.  

       Brigstein opened his pocket watch 

and glanced at it .  It  was just as bare 

as Cal’s.  

       “Five-twenty-five,” he said.  

       “Yes,” Cal said,  not breaking his 

pace or lack of expression.  

       “Five-twenty-five in the 

afternoon,” Brigstein said, adding a 

little emphasis to his words.  

       “Yes,” Cal repeated.  

       “Is the masochism getting the 

better of you?” Brigstein paused and 

smiled.  “Or should I  say that 

sadism?” 

       Cal  failed to answer.  Instead, he 

fixed his gaze on the crowd of people 

parting around him. He had an 

inkling that giving his excuse would 

result in a very unhappy, very 

inhospitable Brigstein, and such a 

character was more than sufficient to 

keep him from his idiotic plan.  

       “I’m sure there are easier ways to 

torture yourself,” Brigstein said.  

Now his eyes were narrowed. “Have 

you ever gotten a papercut and 

poured lemon juice on it .  Truly 

frightful.” 

       “I’m not going to do this 

anymore,” Cal said.  

       Brigstein’s steps faltered.  “Then 

why did we come here? Is this your 

timeline?” 

       Once again, Cal refused to answer.  

Instead, he attempted to pick up is 

pace.  Best to be out of arm’s length 

when the realization hit.    

       Brigstein’s smile fell  a fraction, 

just enough to make him look 

menacing.  “What are you planning?” 

       Cal  allowed a cacophony of car 

horns and irritable commuters to 

hide his mumbling voice.  He checked 

his watch.  

       Five-thirty.  

       The crowd of people grew denser 

as Cal and Bristein approached an
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intersection.  Ahead, in the mass of 

sweaty, businesslike humanity,  Cal 

spotted the familiar brunette dome of 

a particular Candace Styles.  His heart 

beat uncomfortably as his adrenaline 

spiked.  Brigstein seemed to have 

caught a whiff  of the hormone. 

       “Cal,  you know the rules.” 

       Whatever else Brigstein may have 

divulged about the rules and their 

importance fell  on deaf ears.  Cal 

started running with all  the agility his 

out-of-shape twenty-something body 

would allow him. He wove through the

crowd toward where Candace stood at 

the back of a herd that was 

attempting to cross the street.  The 

war-torn walking man had just been 

replaced by an almost obscene red 

hand. 

       “Cal,” Brigstein called.  His voice 

was suspiciously calm. 

       Cal  did not stop.  

       Candace was stepping into the 

road.  

       A truck, loose beets flying out of 

the back, barreled down the road, the 

driver oblivious to the people 

crossing the street.  

       “It  ends now,” Cal shouted.  

       He tackled a startled Candace 

Styles,  throwing them both in front 

of the truck.
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boyfriend, neither of which act their age. 
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CREATIVE STUDY
E L I S A B E T H  H O R A N  O N  W R I T I N G   S Y L V I A  P L A T H

 
     Sylvia Plath. Yes. Many people connect with Plath - her words are so fearless, so 
tragic, so knowing - she was not afraid to say the horrid things - I have always 
respected her in that - like, she had the courage to say in her poems, the dark monster 
which was in her heart -to make the poems ugly and beautiful. To make suicide ugly 
and beautiful. And I follow her - and I try to make the darkness I hold readable to you 
all - to show you the monster in me - I think Sylvia's monster was the Bi-Polar and 
the PMDD - I think it screamed and howled at her every month - with her cycle - the 
rage would bubble up along with genius - and she would write, and be fire, and wrath 
and phoenix, and then crash - the guilt of mothering, the shame of loss, the anger at 
men - at the world. 
     So, I feel these things - Sylvia came to me and we had a talk. I don't presume to get 
it 100%, but I can empathize and guess - from my own massive and crushing 
postpartum depression, my own PMDD cycles - which cause the genius flurry of 
brilliant poems and fire - followed by suicidal crash, shame, guilt, self hate, and 
immense rage and anger at myself and the world. 
     So, I hope you can see in my work here - this duality - can one be a brilliant poet 
and a decent mum...? Can one forgive oneself for doing such harm, and survive, not 
succumb to the grave, but suck up the gut-eating guilt and move on? For one's 
children? Or did she have no say. The demons,,, too powerful, dragged her away. And 
she was not present at the time. 
     I hold on. But it is bleak at times. I'll never forgive myself for the words I said to my 
children in my darkest hours. My only slight consolation, is that I did not die, and they 
get to see their mother's face in the morning, even if the terrible monster still exists 
inside - Mommy is here little ones,,, and she is still alive.  <3 
     Much love to you all. And thank you always for opening your hearts to me and my 
humble, broken-glass words.
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Nice to meet you. 
I’ve always dreamt of this. 
Talking with your ghost. 
I won’t hurt you if you don’t 
Destroy my manuscript – 
Blind me with your razored eyes; 
Burn it all to ash, enraged at my try. 
Tell me it’s bullshit – amateurly stylistic. 
 
For it is of you. I am of you. 
Not you. But of your pain. 
 
Don’t speak to me like that, small thing. 
I am nothing to you, not yet. 
Your mind, shelless: a casing, spent 
On strife and fret – 
Your husband, good, honest, well-kempt. 
What do you need which has not been given 
To you yet? 
 
A voice – one which will sell millions. 
Do I have to do it your way – must I go… away, to be famous? 
 
No, don’t assume you are so special, like me. 
My brain, the chasm which wakes the sea tremor – 
I am the dark demon oil aquifer, you are 
But a fable of difficulty, to crush and sweep under the rug – 
That does not lend itself to one’s procurement 
In the feminist cannon – 
I’m very sorry to break this to you. 
 
But, don’t despair. How about I help you out just a little. 
 
Oh, my goodness. Thank you dearest Sylvia. 

BY THE FRIDGE
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HEAVY WOMAN 
DROWN

You’ve been in the dolorous 
morning since birth, well eight, 
well it was college, 
 
Fine, 30. Morning bells 
clang the horse 
Has colicked – some fine 
 
Steed he was – and look 
at you woman, marching 
harmless to the 
 
Mountain, who says 
mother may I, who 
 
Asked daddy permission, 
for whom does the church bell 
chime knowing children 
 
Will to suffer. 
I see in purples. Shimmering 
breathing pavement. It’s the meds 
 
Or anxiety. You shimmering 
is a salt lake, shallow 
brackish salinated 
 
Weightless water you 
so heavy arms 
caked with white granules 
 
Caked on your face for lack 
of softer caviar, this is fish 
 
Eggs in the grave, my belly cut 
sturgeon style to eat 
 
With crisps 
champagne, it’s Russian 
 
Tea time, rocks 
succumb to 
my pockets, heavy 
Woman 
drowndrowndrown 
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I  secretly think I  am better than you. 
I  say that with the utmost 
Respect which is due.  
I  didn’t succumb, I  held on 
For my children, 
But please understand, 
I  know what could have happened to me – 
I  know what women are capable of – 
 
I  once did an MRI 
Of my brain 
For the sake of science; 
Allowed them to study my horrible misfiring 
Grad students lined up with the Radiology Chair 
Persistent Severe Major Depressive Disorder 
(Which Does Not Respond to Therapy or Medication) 
 
Biome mapping; looking for lighted patterns; 
Denigrated synapses, I  lent them my mind 
In hopes it  might someday help someone else – 
 
For two hours I  laid there with a button under my thumb 
Magnets clanging in and around my skull  
For a measly $100 bucks.    
 
Why do I  do anything I  do? 
But,  remember this – I’m still  alive – 

DABBING THE 
CORNERS OF OUR 

MOUTHS LIKE LADIES
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Did they study your brain? 
I  mean, afterwards? 
Would you have wanted them to? 
My dark is not as saturated nor brilliantly stained as yours.  
 
One difference I  know – 
I  took the pills they were feeding me; 
Buckets of meds and annoying weekly therapy: 
Again and again, discussed the divorce, and the rape.  
 
A tape so old,  it’s yellowed; beetle-scraped, 
Like the bile in my liver,  itching to spill,  
On the faces of those who abandoned me – 
 
 
Did I  die,  l ike Sylvia – or did I  survive, 
Like Elisabeth.  
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WW I II III
the fever is 
relentless a manly 
 
fire it is arsenic 
hour 
 
I am drowning 
in the gas 
 
I smell small people meowing 
for relief—a subsequent sneeze 
 
like the German 
salvo Churchill’s theater 
 
ridiculous claims of 
faking from the frogs across the pond – 
 
the torpedoes 
par-snotted kill sharks eels reef fish 
 
not the Nazis 
they are healthy – they are emoluments 
 
for you and them to be 
taking; they work kitchens and clinics 
 
experiment stations; take twins and give 
them different medications — 
 
Russia waits 
with the grippe in the frozen  
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waste, in trenches 
mother bellows 
 
“don’t take my child, my husband 
my father” 
 
in the freight cars bodies like bugs 
cluster flies succumbing to the heat 
 
of the mind 
let me out of this window, Jesus Christ!!! 
 
shrieks and fingernails 
one bottle for liquid spills, and God flees gilded 
 
In His quilt — one 
more vomit 
 
on the coals of my deity; she is a 
swarthy bitch, 
 
bold as Herr Fausto; stout as 
Bavaria; 
 
forget-me-not-eyes seem to call her 
to marry, don’t do it, Ms. Braun, there is always 
 
Assia. 
In war there are only Herr Feminists 
 
& the Likely Isolationists 
some bombs need more ghosts than others… 
 
my trench is Lord Byron’s flat and 
flu is 1918 or 1963 
 
don’t you feel the prickle—of my 
syringe/stun & atomic/glee? 
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TRUST
Red-brown brain 
knows so little 
about what 
destroys its 
elf  corrosion 
eats the ticking ge 
ars,  oil  fod 
der for burn 
ing schis 
ms – my blood 
clot;  my t  
ears;  I  cannot hear 
the scream 
ing children the 
melted fac 
ade the 
BBC orph 
ans — a depic 
tion of another worl 
d,  another frame 
dumb real 
ity slough 
ing brain 
iron filing 
s;  I  chortle,  cough 
it’s torn man 
y ways 
fell  flat off  her 
bone rolled 
six ways to mid 
night — pray 
er knee pin 
e need 
les poked in 
hack hack mach 
ete crimes 
slat-alloy brain 
goes click 
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i’m in training 
the sweet 
est drip of 
acid rain — the 50s    
not all  
poppied — will  to suff 
er.  Take in the wave 
s /  it’s torture /  i  watch it  
corrosive bra 
in knows noth 
ing but pain.  Collage 
n building like 
fattened heads rain 
ing fire esoph 
ageal coll  
apse is worn-out 
metallurgy bridge 
the mind go 
es out of its 
elf  & out of you & 
dies with hard 
ly a crank or 
shuffle.  
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You are so brilliant.  
 
That million filament line; 
The gold baby, all  the teeth 
How do you know those words – the death, 
 
I’ve a  call,  you know… I once wrote that,  
 
You should remember, if  anything, that.  
You have two boys, yes? 
 
Two boys, yes,  may I  ask – 
Do you think about it  – 
 
Think about what,  
Think about the oven, of course – I  mean, not Auschwitz – 
 
The little one? she said – 
Changing subjects – do you have a Ted? 
She interrupts me more than I  had previously considered – 
 
Kindof,  I  have a Joshua – 
 
Does he take your words and eat them? – 
 
No.  Not yet.  
 
Ha, well,  he will .  
 
You will  learn by watching me – if  I  cook the words 
Out of my head there will  be nothing for supper, now will  there be? 
 
No, there won’t be.  But the babies – 
 
What of the babies! She lunges towards me – 
You know that they will  be better off  without me – 
You said that yourself,  remember, so adroitly…? 
 
I  did,  I  guess.  
I  didn’t mean it,  l ike that – 

JUST TO THE RIGHT 
OF THE STOVE

T W I S T  I N  T I M E   |   1 3 8



Elisabeth, let  me ask you something – 
Are you a real poet,  or are you one… of them – 
Hmmm? 
Aren’t you hungry for fire,  for hair,  for paternal flames? 
Too scared, to be like me? 
I  thought so.  Just a mediocre woman. 
 
The oven is hot.  Time for me to go – 
 
I  hold her by the hips and resist 
Until  her trousers pull  down 
And her panties scratch off 
And I  scrape at her thin hips 
They are so white,  
So purpled with sad words 
 
My nails are down to the quick, 
Lost talons in her paper skin 
I  lose a shoe, I  knock out my tooth 
Upon the door of the stove – 
 
I  curse the melting derma, 
Her rotting face, 
Her useless cave, 
The Luftwaffe,  the Gobbledegoo; 
I  swear off  her daddy, and mine too – 
 
Sandy blood flowers and 
Goddamn enjambment type 
Heaving insides of words, 
Crisis debtors of isolation, 
Deep pulse brain therapy, 
Two-week poems in two days as 
She goes, she goes, she goes – 
 
I  hover,  unsure what to do – 
I  notice a pen, hanging from a string, 
Attached to a clipboard: 
 
Take your meds,  has been 
Scribbled, above the grocery list,  
Just to the right of the stove.  
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