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Breathing whispered
memories, | press into deep
divots, carving caverns

in Hope’s

fragile flame,
primed to wax fingers

desperate

with pain

I stumble

upon a crystal pool
lurching shadows

converging  lights

moved,
I seek the child buried
by lithified laughter,

frozen— defying erosion

at the edge, a perfect ripple distorts
her face. Not a stranger,
but a remembered reflection—
merely myself,
already

possessed.

Unearthed
Maudie Bryant




Pyromania
Jason Thornberry

I was fifteen when my father used The Anarchist’s Cookbook to make explosives in our garage, pour-
ing three parts potassium perchlorate and one part aluminum powder into two-inch red cardboard tubes, seal-
ing them with glue, drilling an eighth-inch hole, implanting green cannon fuse, positioning the tubes into or-
derly red rows and transporting them to his black Trans Am with tinted windows, an automatic pistol beneath
the seat, a pack of Kool Menthol Kings faceup in the leather console, and a Def Leppard cassette (Pyromania)

cozy in the tape deck.

I joined him, and we cruised the nocturnal San Bernardino streets, listening to Joe Elliott sing, “F-f-f-
foolin.”” Lowering his window and lighting fuses with a cigarette, Dad tossed the homemade explosives (he
called them M100s) under cars in underground parking garages. He’d hurry us away as we listened to the cho-
rus of activated car alarms that usually followed the M100’s growling seismic burp. Dad laughed, exhaling

smoke, merging back to the freeway, taking us home.

Dad warned me that cops and feds were tracking him. Following him everywhere. “There’s one. You
see him?” he asked, indicating an ordinary sedan wandering in his rearview. “He knows I know he’s there.”
Gunning the engine and spinning the wheel, Dad wrenched us from the freeway, swimming side streets awash
in shattered glass and broken furniture, shopping carts and rusted cars. He paused beneath a graftitied over-

pass, killing the lights, turning the music down.

I’d seen To Live and Die in L.A. at my mother’s house over the weekend. Currents of tension prickled
my neck and shoulders as I pictured federal agents wearing shades and blank, clean-shaven faces stalking us,
poised to leap from unmarked cars and press my father’s Michael McDonald beard to the wall, handcuffs

clicking into place. I didn’t want my dad to go to jail.

Dad’s clients frequented the joint—recurring weeks, months, years—and upon release, they visited,
suffusing our living room with patchouli and tobacco, offering bone-snapping motor oil handshakes, discuss-

ing freedom and self-determination with sandpaper voices. Always seeming to look over their shoulders, they



crushed my hand again on the way out, back to their Harleys and, ultimately, back into custody. I didn’t want
my father to need a lawyer; I didn’t want him to become their cellmate. All I could do was worry—and try to

be an ordinary high school sophomore.

I stayed up late finishing homework and was ready for bed when Dad invited me downtown to pick up
a file from his office. The Trans Am acting up, we drove a brown late-1970s model Cadillac instead—a trade
in lieu of payment from a client. Def Leppard did not accompany us on this trip; Dad also left the M100s
home. I remember how quiet it was as he drove. The road was empty. For a change, he didn’t mention being
followed. It had been months since he started setting off the M100s; I wondered what might capture his atten-

tion next.

Before the M100s, Dad collected ten-ounce Martinelli’s apple juice jars, funneling a mixture of gaso-
line and oil inside (the same high-octane fuel he fed his dirt bike), fingering a cloth strip down into the mixture
and forcing the little white cap that read Since 1868 back on with a snapping click. A few inches of fabric

lolled down the side like ribbon on a wine bottle at a wedding reception.

We exited the freeway, making our way downtown, where cracked old buildings dozed, stone lizards
storing heat beneath the evening smog. Smudging a breezy skyline like a hastily erased page in the day, the

pollution congealed into a star-blocking bruise beyond lambent streetlights.

On some streets, the lights were dead. As we sped in the dark, a few blocks from Dad’s office, an old
yellow Mazda turned in front of us at a stoplight, and we slammed into the little car, caving the passenger side.
Dad flung his door, arguing in the street with the other driver, a short middle-aged Asian man who waved his
hands in frustration. Through the windshield, I watched my father strike the man, who scrambled toward the
back of his Mazda. I thought the man might have a gun in the trunk, but as my father pursued him, he kept run-
ning. They made a few clumsy laps around the smashed car before the man sprinted across the street, his shrill

cries for help echoing between the empty buildings.

On returning, my father slotted the Cadillac into drive with a chafed fist, mashing the accelerator. We
smashed into the sedan again, and with a harsh metallic scrape, my father pushed the empty vehicle over the

curb into a street sign. We drove in circles for a few blocks to see if Dad could find the man. Arriving at his



office, Dad grabbed the file, and returned to the freeway. No one followed. We got home late, and I spent the

next day yawning in class.

An article in our local newspaper mentioned mysterious blasts rocking the city. Dad showed it to me
with a wink—no news of the accident or assault. Bored at home that night, a roll of black electrician’s tape in
hand, he fastened an M 100 to an arrow. Standing on his balcony, he fired his black compound crossbow, and
we watched the payload sail high into the air, a flash whitening the sky before thunder echoed through the

foothills behind his house.

I had graduated high school and gone my own way by the time the police caught up to my father with a
warrant, rummaging his house, steering him outside in cuffs. But I can’t hear Def Leppard or see a small yel-

low car without thinking of those nights.



Saturday Night in Trader Joe’s
Jake Varn

Dennis was the last one invited to the bar. The other interns had met earlier for brunch without him and
moved down the street to keep drinking. In all fairness, the group had started small, just the development
team, but it had grown quickly until every intern at the company except for Dennis was there. Christopher,
whose desk was in the same cluster as Dennis’s, was the one to notice his absence and send him a text: “Hey,

a few of us are at the Tavern on U St if you want to hang out!”

Dennis swiped the notification away without replying and tossed his phone to the edge of the bed.
He’d been clicking through movies, bouncing between his ever-growing assortment of streaming subscrip-
tions, planning to lay in his bed with his laptop for the better part of the day, hiding from the group house
roommates his university had placed him with for his summer in DC and ignoring the dark stains on the walls
that could sprout mushrooms at any minute. He watched trailer after trailer, letting each reveal too much of the
plot to keep his attention. His phone unconsciously returned to his hand as he settled for his regular program-
ming of rewatching Law & Order: SVU while absently clawing at his phone. The soothing lull of scrolling set
in for a few minutes before he suddenly saw the next few hours stretch in front of him. A creeping loneliness
settled in, his mind slowly but violently detaching from his body before atrophying into a disgusting state of
boredom that he would eventually hate himself for when he emerged on the other side. Come Sunday night, as
he was forcing himself to sleep, he’d regret not doing anything with the time he finally had to call his own, for
not doing anything with his life. He pulled the message from Christopher back up, and before he had called an
Uber or even gotten out of bed and changed into something more suitable for being seen in public than the ter-

ry cloth shorts and wrinkled t-shirt he had slept in, he replied, “On my way.”

The Tavern was the kind of place that aesthetically pretended to be a dive bar but still charged $8 for a

Miller Lite. There was a lone pinball machine in the back that no one used and purposefully mismatched bar
stools around upturned barrels masquerading as tables. A gentle “Heyyy” came from the edge of the group
that noticed Dennis as he arrived. Christopher stood up and greeted him warmly with a one-handed clasp-

turned-hug.




“Glad you could make it.”

The group was deep in a discussion of their respective middle school traumas. It was the type of con-
versation Dennis had noticed was becoming commonplace with his newfound colleagues. A type of show-and-
tell of embarrassing experiences with occasional traces of drugs and sex as they tested the water of defiling the

sanitized corporate speak that filled their work hours.

“And I swear, they literally stuffed me in a locker!”” Michelle said from across the table to a chorus of
gasps. They took turns professing their sympathy for the horrors that prepubescent Michelle had suffered.
Though unlike the rest of the group, the image of Michelle trapped in a locker quietly pleased Dennis. He
knew he was the only one that found her insufferable, as his attempts to joke about her behind her back had
proven. She had won them all over by giving compliments quickly and often, and she seemed to purposefully
catalog one personal detail about everyone she met so she could deploy it during any lull in the small talk.
“Your mother is a teacher, right? How is her summer going?” “Are you excited your brother is visiting next
week? You're the oldest right?” She was their queen, as she probably would have been in middle school. Den-

nis thought about the body shape required of a person to even fit into a locker. And he thought about how his

own bullies had attempted it and failed, which was somehow worse than if they had succeeded.

"I thought that was something that only happened in movies," said Christopher, naively. This made

sense to Dennis as Christopher had the shoulders of a locker-stuffer rather than a lock-ee.

“That’s crazy,” Dennis added, joining the chorus as he wedged himself into the group, refusing to

acknowledge they had started all of this without him.

When his turn in the sharing circle finally came, Dennis told a story of how his band teacher kicked a
hole in the wall because the percussion section kept fucking around in the back of the room while he tried and
failed to tune his clarinet. He remembered it as a dramatic outburst. An adult shedding all pretense of profes-
sionalism, goaded into violence by the hijinks of dirtbag children. How the band teacher never acknowledged
it or the piece of cardboard that was taped over the hole for the rest of the semester. But the story fell flat and
the conversation shifted to first celebrity crushes. Despite his best intentions, Dennis found himself pulled in,
fervently debating the merits of each member of the Backstreet Boys compared to NSYNC, especially now

that we all knew how Justin Timberlake turned out.




After an indistinguishable number of hours passed, Dennis realized he had begun saying things he did-
n’t really believe but was uttering for the sake of participation. He had hit a wall, he told himself, his social
reserve was exhausted. He closed his tab from his phone. $50 plus tip for five beers that he could’ve bought a
case of back home in Nebraska for half the price. He picked a moment when the conversation was thoroughly
on the other end of the table and discreetly got up to leave. He was a step away from the door when Chris-

topher’s hand landed on his shoulder, his thumb on the base of his neck.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.

Dennis told him his dad was in town, that they were meeting for dinner. “But let me know if y'all are

still out later,” he found himself saying.

“Ok, will do,” Christopher nodded.

After the bar tab, an Uber back to his apartment was out of the question. He didn’t know why he had

mentioned his dad. He hadn’t told anyone that his dad had died last week. That he had flown back home for

the funeral last Friday and came back to DC on a redeye to get to work on Monday morning for a job that only

paid them in “stipends.” He had met these people less than a month ago. He didn’t want to forever be known
as the guy whose dad died during their internship. But one tectonic layer further down, he knew that if he said
anything he would have to endure the wave of I’m-so-sorries and field the inevitable questions, like, “How did
he pass?” and “How old was he?” to gauge how much sympathy they should really feel, or from the nosier

ones, like Michelle, more probing questions like, “Were you close?”

And one layer after that, at the molten core, he knew that if he started in on it, he would tell them eve-
rything. How his mom didn’t come to the funeral, and how a generic pastor he had never seen in his life read
from a stock script about grief and God’s plan, and how his grandmother had cried in halting gasps, inhaling
the whole world between each sob. It would ruin being in DC for the summer. No, this was the perfect oppor-
tunity to disassociate from it. Work was here and family was there, and as long as he kept his mouth shut and

didn’t post anything online about it, no one here ever had to know.




Outside the bar, the street groaned with Saturday night traffic. Dennis’s curly hair slowly inflated like a
balloon in the summer humidity. He walked to the nearest metro station. There was something rhythmic yet
terrifying about taking the train. In Omaha, the closest thing to a transit system was the rare bus and an antique
streetcar that sat on a cement pad in front of the Wells Fargo off the county highway. But DC’s metro was a
living, breathing machine that everyone but him seemed to have no problem navigating. The gates opened and
shut like a row of snapping turtles. The escalators rattled and hummed, shuttling people to a minor maze of
different platforms and exits. LED signs flashed with the line colors and station names that he didn’t recog-
nize, the times to the next train ticking down like a bomb that he needed to diffuse before he accidentally end-
ed up in Greenbelt again. For his commute to work, Dennis had memorized the route. It was six stops, no
transfers. He knew which side the doors opened and which car to get on so that he could exit right at the stairs
he needed. But taking the train back from a far-flung spot like the Tavern made him feel like it was his first
time all over again. He checked the map on his phone three times to make sure he was getting on the right train
and checked it twice again once on board for the name of the station he needed to transfer lines. As he got off
the first train, he turned left instead of right and went up to the wrong level. He helplessly watched from the
wrong side of the tracks as the train he was supposed to be on pulled in and disappeared down a tunnel. For a
moment, he pictured himself jumping into the chasm of tracks and trying to board the train via the emergency
doors between the cars. He knew he wouldn’t but still, he looked down and tried to make out which was the

“third rail.”. Rather than turning around and retracing his steps back the way he came, admitting to everyone

that was certainly watching that he had made a mistake, he kept walking, going the length of the platform be-

fore walking up the escalator to the exit and back down to the side he needed. He walked deliberately but not
frantically, pretending he was in a purposeful hurry and knew exactly what he was doing. He wasn’t paranoid.
He knew no one was actually watching him. No one here gave a shit that he had taken the wrong stairs, or
missed his train, or gone the long way around or that his dad was dead. But still, part of the rhythm of the met-
ro seemed to necessitate a constant state of movement. Stopping for even a moment to stare at the station maps

on the walls was for tourists. Stand on the right, walk on the left. Don’t block the doors. Keep moving.

He waited for the next train, leaning against a cement pillar on one leg and scrolling on his phone. For
the first time, he distinctly noticed the buzz of beer in his system as the honeycombed walls of the station re-

verberated the voices of the crowd. The train pulled in and he smoothly pushed off the pillar and strolled to an




open seat. The last stretch was only another three stops. He made it to his station and as he went to exit
through the gates, a man ahead of him jumped over the turnstile. Then another man, right behind the first,
squeezed between the gate blocks. Dennis glanced at the station booth but it was empty. Both men just kept
walking. Dennis taped his pass against the gate, and the screen flashed “See Station Manager.” He was certain
he had just topped it up with twenty of his precious stipend dollars the other day. Before he could stop himself,
he placed two hands on either side of the gate and hopped over. To his surprise, he had managed to clear it
without catching his feet and falling face first. Energy filled him. The fingers on his left hand tingled from the

awkward contact they had made with the cold metal. He knew no one was going to chase him down or tap him

on the shoulder and ask for him to cough up $2, but still, it was a rush—albeit one he rationalized away before

it could draw breath, it wasn’t like he had planned to jump the fare gate, he had tried tapping his pass after all.

Back at ground level, a red neon Trader Joe's sign beckoned to Dennis. His stomach now churned with
the cheap, overpriced beer. Like a suicidal moth, he was drawn straight to it, cutting across the middle of the
street, walking between idling cars as they waited for a green light. Halfway across the street, the light changed
and the other lane of cars started moving, picking up speed until a blur of metal was clipping past him. He
waited on a thin stretch of grassy median, now feeling exposed and foolish until a break appeared in the stream

and he jogged across the final few lanes.

The Trader Joes was quiet. A few people roamed the aisles but it was a far cry from the chaos that
would come in just a few hours with the Sunday rush. Dennis passed by the baked goods and the fresh fruits
and vegetables without a glance and headed straight for the frozen aisle. Here, he took his time. Moving from
one colorful pile to the next. Sweet potato gnocchi, pork dumplings, chicken fried rice, walnut shrimp, spinach
and ricotta pizza, chana masala, stacked eggplant parmesan. He selected a four cheese pizza. He walked
through the remaining aisles, scouring for a side to go with the pizza; he settled on a bag of chips. He tucked
them under his arm, realizing he hadn’t grabbed a basket at the entrance and grabbed another bag of chips, and
then paused at the row of broths—beef, vegetable, and chicken. He could picture a bubbling pot of chicken
noodle soup on his stove, the smell filling his apartment, drawing his roommates out of their dens to investi-

gate. He grabbed a box of broth and backtracked to the meat aisle for chicken thinking he probably already had




some carrots and noodles back at his apartment, though he couldn’t remember ever buying any. He tucked a $5
bottle of red wine under his other arm on his way to checkout. Look at me, Dennis thought to himself, making

dinner like a real adult.

A cashier waved him over with a big smile. She had tightly laid braids and kind eyes. Everyone work-

ing at Trader Joes has kind eyes.

Dennis started unloading his armful of hodgepodge groceries to the counter. But looking at the pile, he
realized chicken breasts and a box of broth was not going to be nearly enough to make the soup he was imag-
ining, even if he had the carrots and noodles back home—which he did not. He needed aromatics, like herbs

and shit. Reassuringly, he pulled the frozen pizza out from his armpit.
“Do you need a bag?” the cashier said.

“Ha, yeah, sorry, I forgot to grab a basket... and then I just kept grabbing things,” Dennis said, realiz-

ing too late that a simple yes was all she was looking for.
“I’ll just need to see your ID whenever you’re ready,” she said.
Another cashier turned to talk past Dennis’s aisle, toward a third cashier further down the line.
“Saarr-ahhh, what is up with you tonight?” the man said, almost singing.
“Nothing is up with me!” said the cashier behind them.

“I’'m an empath, I can tell something is different about you tonight, something is in your aura, we’re

both air signs you know?”” the man said.
“No, I do not know,” Sarah said, laughing.

Dennis smiled and looked at his cashier, waiting for her to remark on the exchange occurring around
them, but she just tapped at her screen and brought up his total. Dennis tapped his card. Approved. He didn't

think about how his dad had once worked at a grocery store. And he didn't think about how he would bring

home different frozen meals every night for them. And he didn't think about how they'd eat them in front of the

TV watching seasons of Law & Order and CSI from a box of DVDs or whatever movie was on AMC.

“Hope you have a great night,” he said.




“You too,” she said, turning her kind eyes toward the line of customers behind him.

Back outside, the thick, humid air enveloped him. The grocery bag hung loosely from his fingers, float-
ing inches from the ground. He passed a dying tree that was splitting open at the trunk, the bark peeling back
in gashes that were being filled with rows of shingled mushrooms. The web of mycelium that had once fed the
tree nutrients through its roots was flowering over its withering corpse. Dennis’s apartment waited for him. His

hollowed-out house of strangers. His laptop still propped open in his bed. The dark stains on the walls.
His phone buzzed against his thigh.

He set the bag down to fish his phone out of his pants. Christopher: How’s the free meal? Say hi to the

old man. We’re picking up pizza and heading to Michelle’s place, swing by when you're done?

Without a thought, Dennis left the bag of groceries on the ground and turned back to the metro.




If Fairytales Were Real
Melissa Witcher

Once Upon A Time...

There was a kingdom with cutting edge technology and so many girls that mothers told daughters that
there were twenty-five of them for every eligible boy in the kingdom. The girls grew up with sharp elbows and

suspicious eyes and the boys had expectations of great abundance.

Among the many girls was Sheila. She had a sad tale: her mother, not much older than a girl herself,
became pregnant again when Sheila was five months old and attempted to escape the burden of another baby
by the only means available—illegally. That solution killed her. The fierce baby protectors of the kingdom,
who hovered through the sky on poison ivy leaves watching always with infrared binoculars, cheered! Better a

mother and fertilized egg both dead then a woman alive making undesirable decisions.

From that woeful beginning our heroine grew up as best she could. She flew kites and skipped rocks.
Her stepmother was mean and her father a bum and the urge to be loved felt like an ever-tightening noose

around her neck, but she imagined that she was happy because happy was an easy word to say.

When she was seventeen, she met the Rat King. He was thirty six. Beady red eyes, wispy white eye-
brows and skin so pale it was almost translucent, she couldn't look away. He had wives and children and an
unstable income provided by poorly managed drug dealing, but kings didn't need receipts. One quick swish of

his tail and they were in love, she said, many times over.

No one questioned their pairing. Most girls of the kingdom had been given magic wands that, with a
dainty flick of the wrist, could transform girls into women and abuse into love and cast predators as victims.
= The wand contained an alchemical mix of estrogen and patriarchy, but no scientist ever won a Nobel Prize for

identifying exactly how the girls could achieve such amazing feats.

Despite public approval, the Rat King, with a creepy squinty gaze, and Sheila, so fresh and tender and

beautiful in all the ways that youth endows the young, were not a love match for the ages. But no one had ever g

told her she deserved better and so she fell so hard that the scars from her scraped knees would always remain




BN bright and jagged. When he punched her for skipping rocks in the polluted Tiete with the neighborhood boys,

she promised never to look up again.

And so Sheila lived her life, day after day, year after year, proud to be the girl who had won the Rat

King's heart, if not exactly his fidelity, and convinced that she'd found the love that every little girl dreamt of.

Until one day...the kingdom's annual kite competition lifted her chin. Sheila was walking back from
work, and she slowed her steps to watch the colored kites flutter in the wind. Her wrists ached, so she twirled

her wand and reminded herself how lucky she was to have sharp elbows.

A tabby tom cat from the other side of the kingdom had come to compete. Martin. Orange and flashy in

g his French made beret, he saw the way Sheila flicked her wrist and knew there was kite flier in her DNA.

“This one can fly,” he said, pointing to her.

She didn't hear him.

“You, I said,” he repeated, with the classic confidence of a tabby cat.

“Oh, me,” she said, wand in waistband as she worried the jagged skin of her scarred knees.
“Fly,” he said.

“I could, once, a long time ago,” she replied.

“You're not that old, kitty cat,” Martin purred. “I think you can make this beast fly.” He pointed to a
red kite that made her blush.

“I can't, I don't have money to pay the fee,” she said, for once wishing her wand was more useful and =g

could turn lint into coin instead of self-delusion into reality.

He flicked silver in the air and it shined bright as it twirled in her direction. She grabbed it with a grub-

by fist and giggled at her greed.
“Why do you want me as competition?”” she asked as she bit the coin with hungry teeth.
“No point in winning if no one is good.”

Could it be? She'd never met a boy eager for a level playing field.




After her entry was guaranteed, she let the nylon cording whisper over her hands and pulled it taut

when the time was right.

The red pentagon and long slithering tail bucked and jerked, testing her dominance, but she didn't lose

her cool. Not even when the others came for her.

She put that kite to work and swerved and dodged and cut them down one after the other, so ruthless
that she accidentally knocked over half a dozen baby protectors. It wasn't until the tabby cat did a figure eight
through her ankles, with his soft fur sliding against her bare skin, that she realized she stood among a pile of

ruined kites.
She had won. Campedo de pipa, nimero 1!

The Rat King, who'd been at another wife's baby shower, rushed to her side and flicked his grubby tail
around her golden trophy. She held firm to the slick metal and used her elbow to poke him in the eye when he

refused to let go. He claws slipped loose and she blinked at the pleasure of his failure.

His ears twitched in revolt and he lifted his small arms to push her, revealing a handful of girls shiver-

ing below. She blinked again and knocked him out, releasing the girls and freeing herself.

And just as suddenly as she’d returned to flying kites, she realized that the king’s love was cheap and

her talent was pure.

Sheila lived happily ever after, skipping rocks and flying kites, her name whispered in awe by young

boys the kingdom over, all wishing they could be one of the twenty-five she let clean her kitchen.

—_—
——




The Training Module Says Suicide Is All Around You
Joe Dahut

When you asked me to carry your brother’s casket,
you knew there was never a world where I could
have hoisted his body above friends, family.
Instead, I hold your hand outside of the funeral home
where I have nothing to say and even less to oer.
I excuse myself to the restroom where I avoid eye contact
with a grave reection in the dirty church mirror,
L and catalog my own suicide attempts. Of all the places

. I’ve dreamt about dying, this has to be the closest

to the unfamiliar, magnetic chaos of a New York City
intersection, or the bedroom where I rst held a knife.
Some years later, in the auditorium of my new job,
the instructor conducts a mandatory training session
about student suicide prevention. All of the signs, scenarios
and debates about when a teacher should, or shouldn’t, step in.
It is almost like the instructor could see me, your brother, and
all the other boys that tried it with hopes of escape

_ from the capacious silence that bit like a copperhead
when poked, prodded, or questioned. I’ve spent years
coiled in the sun of myself, aching
to warm the blood that freezes over

with every thought of this.







My Teeth Are White, but the Dentist is Racist

Subrina Moorley

I had let years lapse. It wasn’t that I had a phobia. That was just how long it took for the last time to
extinguish from recent memory. For years it felt like they were still drilling in my head. I could still hear it
every now and again, but [ was better prepared. In the interim I’d finished college and become a professional.

Or was on my way to becoming a professional. I still don’t know when one is officially a professional.

I was on my lunch break, dressed in my black pencil skirt and kitty heels. A practice on West Fifty-
Fourth street is a long way from your mother’s dentist in Queens. I wasn’t earning enough yet to upgrade from

Medicaid, but I was still waiting in a sophisticated office in Midtown a stone’s throw from Black Rock.

When they called my name (mispronounced), I stood up confidently and smiled all the way to the den-
tal chair. Just a routine check-up, yes, please and thank you. The dentist’s face was obscured by a surgical
mask, yet I could tell he was frazzled. The waiting room was packed. I maintained my composure. After all, I
brushed twice a day, flossed (almost) every night. I opened wide and smiled with my eyes as latex fingers and

blunt instruments prodded inside my mouth.

My mouth was clearly exasperating him. I felt guilty but I didn’t know why. He finally lowered the
mask, looked at me as if for the first time. Then he leveled the million-dollar question. I told him I’d fallen and
chipped my front teeth back in middle school, how I was on my second pair of caps, the first pair having fallen
out, like out of the blue, on a train ride where I swallowed blood for fourteen stops. I also remembered, but did
not divulge, that I was sleep deprived the day the accident happened, too slow to pull my hands out of my coat
pockets to brace the fall, that my mother’s panicked voice over the phone had instructed me to pick up the bits

of my teeth off the sidewalk as if we could glue them back together.

He shook his head as he said the previous dentist did a shoddy job. He guessed they didn’t practice
these advanced techniques in India. I didn’t correct him, didn’t offer that Dr. Shultz was Jewish and from
Brooklyn and now gone, cancer. He resumed his work, at one point removing the caps, then forcefully pushing

them back into my bloody gums. There was more drilling. My jaw numb, lips chafed. I might have blacked



out. When he finally removed his sweaty mask and bloody gloves, over an hour had passed, way past my

lunch break.

At the office they sent me home after one look at my swollen mouth. Weeks passed, I healed, but there
were now two holes in the back of my caps where food bits accumulated. I scheduled a follow-up and went
again on my lunch break, greeting the receptionist pleasantly and giving my information. Her face dropped as
she stared at the computer screen. She held her finger up, one moment, and made a call. When she lowered the
phone and turned back to me, I tried to meet her eyes. She spoke softly, informed me the dentist would no

longer be seeing me. They no longer accepted Medicaid.

More years lapsed and I could not bring myself to a dentist’s chair again. Tonguing the holes in my
caps became a tick, another bad habit like biting my cuticles. The holes themselves took on character, like
scars. Lovers commented on them when I would unconsciously tilt my head back and expose them in moments
of pleasure. I learned to moan with my mouth closed. One night, out of morbid curiosity, I looked up the prac-
tice and discovered it was shuttered. That same search yielded an obituary. The dentist was dead, suicide. I felt
a pang of grief, any life lived deserves that much, but the feeling was short-lived. After all, his memory lives

on in my teeth.
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MOUNT TABOR
Dave Harrity

From the apartment window, I see the bluster of snow—

whiteout conditions so close I can feel a blizzard

gathering on the ball of your hip. Lovers together for

the last time, we won’t leave this room the way we came in.

While the storm erases our footprints at the edge of the lake,

we pull breaths from each other’s lungs, spend hours

watching northern light ride down the walls—the precise edge

of transfiguration. Later, a clear vista. A gust off the peak

& I recall the inscription on the church sign in the valley below,

the story of dawn breaking when Peter says he doesn’t know his teacher.

Again, [ arrive at an ending too late to change it. Light descends

the vase into the lilies’ mouths, dapples incandescent white against

muted blues. Your head on my chest, I inhale the lilac on your hair—

the horizon prisms our singular direction: summit, terminus, aubade.




Saturday Game Day

Pam Avoledo

We play Connect Four on Saturdays. You give me the red discs and tell me your sister Emily invited us
over for dinner next week. She’s making stuffed peppers for my birthday. I slide my disc in the slot and tell
you I got the tickets for the VIP tour at Wembley Stadium. We’ll have to stay at Leeds Castle, you say and
walk through Culpeper Garden. I make us some tea, the refrigerator continues to grind, our dog Tate nuzzles

my hand and tomorrow you’ll take my car for gas.

We let the discs fall from the slots onto the tray. You say the MRI is a precaution and you’ll be in the
waiting room. Craig at the auto repair shop said my car will be fixed sometime next week. Tate’s refusing to
come inside while she’s at Emily’s. Emily calls her and calls her and Tate sniffs the bark of the pine tree. My
brother dropped off some lasagna and moved the refrigerator. Again, I say and chuckle. He fixed it, though,
you say. Lyla, my nurse, wheels her machine into the room. She asks us who’s winning and takes my blood
pressure. You say it’s a tie so far. Lyla says my vitals look good and moves the curtain. I say once I’'m home,
we’re getting dinner from Antonio’s, we’ll see the waterfalls at Porcupine Mountains Wilderness Park and

we’re going to Prague next summer.

We ignore the continuous shouts of help, help, help from the room down the hall. The grid sits next to
the flowers from my work. You tell me you heard what happened with my mom one year ago, you wanted to
be there. There were other girls, other girls before, when we were in our 20s, sleeping together, undefined.
You say you’re here, you are here. My car is in the driveway, the dryer won’t turn on and I’m sitting on the
bench, reading by the clock tower on campus. You’ll be here soon, after class. You rest your head on my

shoulder, I squeeze your hand and you know.




RAZED

Kendra Pintor

His grip on your hand is firm, though the skin has softened. It’s slipping off the bone, pooling beneath
his naked body, gathering in the folds of the clean, white sheets. Meanwhile, his vacant gaze is trained up-
wards, and you get the sense that he is being pulled in opposite directions. Perhaps this is what dying feels
like—like being ripped in two. Crystal figurines dance behind glass—a ballerina mid-arabesque, another ris-
ing into a releve, and a third twisting into a glissade. The last rays of daylight reflect off the crystalline flesh,

scattered against the wall in rainbow fragments.

And then the sledgehammer comes through the plasterboard.

Once, twice, repeatedly. More appear. A symphony of steel barreling through the sheetrock, tearing
into the front room until there is hardly any wall left. Men in orange jumpsuits come climbing through,
storming your grandfather’s house while he lies there, staring up, up, up, despite the way gravity is pulling
him down, down, down. The men get to work, hooking their crowbars into everything—the floorboards, the
cupboards, the carpet, the countertops in the kitchen, the dining table, the hallway walls, the picture frames.
They’re here early, but no one tells them to leave. Your grandfather’s grip tightens, though whatever used to
live behind his milky-white stare seems to have retreated back to wherever it came from, taking some of him
with it.

Outside, darkness descends on the block where the tire tread of your bicycle is still visible after all
these years. Summer nights spent peddling to the park, where field lights illuminated little league games and
soccer practice, where a concession stand sold hot dogs and burgers and nachos, candy and soft drinks, a
small window warm with the glow of golden heat lamps, where you and your friends would pool your allow-
ances against the metal countertop, enjoy your spoils on the grassy hillside outside the park’s visitor center,
waiting for stray tennis balls to come over the court fence, stealing them away to the dodgeball walls where
you would all take turns throwing it as hard as you could, at the white brick, at each other. And when you
came home, walking your bike through the automatic gate and up your grandparent’s drive, you would see
the glare of light from inside their living room, where they were watching Wheel of Fortune or the evening
news, and sometimes, you would go inside and they would greet you with a pair of smiles, a hug, something
to eat, a seat on the couch, something to drink, plans for lunch next week, do you need any new clothes for
school, a kiss goodnight. Some nights, you went inside. Some nights, you went straight home to the sound-
track of DVD menu screens, the disc left in the player, your father snoring in the recliner chair, your mother

alone at the kitchen sink, alone smoking a cigarette outside, sisters somewhere behind closed doors. / should
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have come over more, the words pour out of your mouth and into your grandfather’s ear, but he doesn’t have
his hearing aids in, and you’re not sure if he can hear you over the melt of his flesh, over the noise of the
demolition crew, who are yanking the chandelier from the ceiling like they are gardeners pulling a stubborn
weed out by the roots. It crashes into what remains of the floor and shatters into a hundred glistening pieces.
You can’t take it anymore, and so you let go of your grandfather’s hand and approach the nearest jumpsuit,
but just as you’re about to tell him off, you feel the splinter of wood and the cut of glass against the bare
skin of your feet, the brokenness stuck between your toes like perverse blades of grass, wet against your legs
in a backyard you used to play in, where sprinkler mist used to make rainbows whenever you would squint,
fresh fruit and hose water on your lips, chalk drawings and dodgeball against the garage door, the cool blast
of air-conditioning and the sweet melt of ice cream in your grandparents’ kitchen after an afternoon spent in
the summer sun. All of it stuck to the roof of your mouth in a wad you can’t spit out or swallow or scream.
And so, the men in orange jumpsuits just keep on tearing it all down, sweeping you up onto a dolly cart and
hauling you outside, just like he used to—your grandfather who would bag excess trash and drive it down to
his office to dump just to avoid paying extra for the jumbo trash cans at home. He’d cart you and your sister
up and down the drive, and it was more fun than any toy you’d ever played with, because it was safe and
never an inconvenience, because it wasn’t drunk behind the wheel, like your dad and his thermos full of
wine—because it was your grandpa, and grandpa never buried guns in the backyard, because it was your

grandpa, and grandpa would never hurt you.

You pick the pieces out of your feet and go back inside, where the floor is all but gone now, reveal-
ing the pipes below, as the demolition men swing their mallets, busting the plumbing wide open so that the
spray creates mud that rises into what remains of the hallways. And it is fitting that this is the foundation of
your grandfather’s house—pipelines funneling so much more than just water, a family built on top of these
conduits, which paid for two summer homes, all four years of high school, new clothes and birthday shop-
ping sprees, your college degree, and every Christmas Eve. Now, the men have formed an assembly line,
their orange jumpsuits crowding the stairs up to the attic, passing boxes down and out the gaping hole where

the front door used to be. You used to climb those carpeted steps on your hands and knees, rising to meet

yellow insulation that looked like puffy, amber clouds, gathered around antique furniture that smelled like a
time you could only picture in black and white. There were wooden statues of Santa and his elf, a pine tree
wrapped in red ribbon, and an animatronic Santa that would sip hot cocoa to the tune of “Have a Holly Jolly
Christmas,” though over the years the music died even while his batteries did not, his porcelain joints creak-
ing as he moved, set next to the town of miniature carolers and storefronts and streetlamps surrounded by
cotton snow, and the rug rolled out in front of the dining room, where you would bring the Santa blanket
and sit, waiting for your grandfather to bundle you up and drag you up and down the foyer, breaking only
when your grandmother’s homemade, cubed fudge was set out on the coffee table. This was back when his
hair was white, and you would tease him by pulling at the strands on his arms, laughing at how long they

were.




The house is nearly gone, now.

Between the pipes, caked in mud, you see a slip of cardboard, the word lemonade scrawled in
sharpie marker. In the passing flashlights of the demolition crew, you can almost hear your grandfather’s
laughter—he asks you and your friends, what are you girls up to? And he’s already reaching into the pock-
et of his jeans, retrieving a twenty-dollar bill for your cash box, even though one cup only costs fifty cents.
The men in orange jumpsuits swarm, all of them in exodus, their sledgehammers slung over their shoulders
and their crowbars discarded. They walk right past you, none of them sparring a glance for the grand-
daughter in the sludge, or the grandfather dying in the front room. Across that short distance, his eyes find
yours, finally seeing. He tugs on the sheets, working his mouth in circles. You edge the hospice bed, and
lean over to catch the soft words, /'m cold, and so you tuck the thin, white sheets over his feet. It’s just the

two of you now, left in the wreckage. The crew is gone.

And when you look back, reaching for your grandfather’s hand, you stop—seeing that he’s pulled
the sheets all the way up and over his head.







Stars

Lisa Lopez Smith

Before you were born, child, you were birdsong.
You were a tussle of flowers,

mountainside dreaming,

once and all and ever and always

the tide lipping the sand.

like a song, like laughter

to the loamy, rain-soaked soil,

in sheets air-dried in Mexican sunshine,

Both the last song before the band went home,

the first page of a book I had been wanting to read,

you—possibility in the palm of a hand
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Shaman Sniper
Gail Tyson

If I were going to conjure a shaman, an FBI sniper would not come to mind. Yet that is what the up-

grade gods deliver when a tattooed, bearded man with a brilliant smile sits beside me on a 737.

Eyeing the sheaf of papers in my lap, his first words are gentle, deferential. ‘Ma’am, would you like

me to raise the window shade?” He adds, “I just don’t like to look out.”

“Are you a nervous flyer?” I ask, my gaze tracing the blue-gray tattoos snaking around his forearms,

up under his t-shirt.

“I’m on three flights a week,” he retorts, then confesses, “One time the plane hit the runway without

landing gear.”
“You can leave the shade down. What kind of work puts you on planes so much?”
“I’m in the FBL.”
My eyebrows rise.
“An FBI sniper.”

When my brows rise another fraction, he removes his ball cap and points to the squat ivory letters
embroidered on the band: Sniper 1. Sensing my skepticism, he pulls out his mobile, taps on a photo.

“Here’s the award they gave me at Quantico.”

Thrillers have taught me that this Marine Corps Base outside Washington, D.C. is home to the FBI
Academy. I peer at the image. “Survive first. That’s a motto.” Curiosity prevails. “Why does the FBI need

snipers?”

“Security—I served on John McCain’s detail. And the FBI has a Hostage Rescue Team when local

law enforcement needs help.”
“Like last week’s shooting?”’

Nodding, he divulges that he has an “intimate knowledge of” the Oklahoma City bombing. A friend

took down the gunman at the Pulse Nightclub massacre. Another friend disabled a shooter at a church. Lis-



tening, I wonder if those vigils become a rite of passage into an underworld. I picture him as a covert ob-
server: interpreting the omens of an active shooter situation; divining risks; supporting negotiations with a
hostile assassin; facing a ritual of human sacrifice and significant personal threat. Ultimately, this kind of

marksman restores order through a sacrifice—of the target and their own inner peace.

These days he spends most of his time flying from place to place, giving speeches to new recruits.
Last night: Gettysburg. “Most people think what we do is about this,” he says, raising his arms and clench-
ing his fists. One finger taps his forehead. “Mental strength is what we need to survive.” Flashing a sheep-

ish grin, he gestures to his tattoos. “This is not me. I had to do it for undercover work.”

Trim, his reddish beard going gray, the man could be mid-fifties. He has survived multiple lifetimes:
twenty-five years as a Marine sniper followed by contract work with the FBI and CIA. Stowing only a
backpack, he travels light. Airlines check his firearms—no need to self-tag his luggage like we ordinary
mortals. Yet as his story unfolds, I gather how much personal weight he carries. His sons have chosen to

follow his life path in Afghanistan and Ukraine, and now the youngest off to boot camp.

Cradling his mobile, he shares the home screen image: a child whose smile seems lit from within,
the fifth son, who died at three-and-a-half. “The hardest moments for me, in combat, were seeing the chil-

dren killed.”

The engines’ dull roar veils his voice; the demise of his youngest boy remains untold. Planes are
sensorily deprived spaces. Does this sterile metal tube provide a safe container for his memories? Does it
allow a man used to being on high alert to let down his guard? At this altitude, I feel like we are visiting an-
other world. Perhaps I also hold space for him. A trained listener, I’'m attuned to the depths in others—a

quality he may have sensed, the way a heat-seeking missile tracks its target.
The way this man bears suffering would become a lesson—one I did not know I was ready to learn.

He does not endure anguish alone. “My wife teaches autistic kids,” he says, his face softening at my
wife, growing taut again at kids. “She is amazing. I can’t be around little kids that much, all their screaming

and running around. My life is chaos and violence.”

I nod sympathetically, although turmoil and threats have rarely savaged my quiet, bookish life.



“I’ve been through some trials since my husband died.”
The man tilts his head. Thankfully, he knows there is nothing to be said.
“It helps to have a mantra,” I confide. “When I make decisions, mine is, ‘What have I got to lose?’”

He grins. “I like that. Not in my professional life, I have too much to lose!” We laugh. “But in my

private life, yes.”

He lives that life in Florida, body surfing in the Atlantic, and in Maine, where he and his wife spend

part of each summer hiking. “I find joy there, or maybe it finds me.”

“Joy surprises you. I can put myself on a coastal path, where I feel most alive, but I don’t know at
which point euphoria might strike—when a seabird flies so close I hear its feathers flutter, or a vista carries

me to the edge of beyond.”

Are his times in ocean and woods between “engagements’ healing? Scenes from thrillers shuffle
through my mind: a sharpshooter crawling to his position, dragging a rifle case; scanning the field of fire;
tracking and trapping the target with a high-powered rifle he knows as intimately as his wife. It strikes me
as a calling because this work does not spare the soul. How long must it take a person to “unsee” the dark-
ness in another, the carnage left behind on nightmare deployments to houses of worship, grocery stores,

middle schools, global conflicts?
“A lot of people in the world hate us. We are in danger every single day.”

To me he sounds more and more like a shaman, who cannot help but see invisible forces pervading

our visible reality. “Like Putin?”

He nods. “His military is crap. His nukes probably are, too. Of course, it only takes one.” We laugh

again, gallows humor.
Flight attendants offer water.

“I could probably drink a whole bottle,” my seatmate says. “I had a little too much moonshine last

night.”



Is that another reason his story has poured out of him? I call an attendant back, get another bottle,

hand it over.
“People tell me I should write a book, but I can’t.”
“You can’t because you don’t like to write, or another reason?”

Rubbing his forehead, he says, “My brain scrambles if I try to put down words. I can talk all night

but can’t write.”
“You could record your talks, then give them to a ghostwriter. It’s common.”

For months now words have been flowing out of me onto the page—about fugitive spirits, my wid-
ow’s afterlife that, were my husband to resurrect, no longer has room for him. As the essays unfold, some

of them pain, even shock me. They raise the question: How can I write about others’ suffering if I do not
suffer myself?

My seatmate seems to discern that I am counting my own casualties. Wanting to lighten my mood
perhaps, he says, “When my twins leave, it will just be my wife and me and my service dog.” He scrolls
through his digital photographs, stops at one, holds it up. Behind an airy black metal screen, a white boxer/

pit bull lounges on a bed, his roomette fashioned beneath a flight of stairs.
“He has his own big-screen television!”
Another sheepish smile.
“Will he be glad to see you?”

“He’ll go crazy. Then he’ll settle down and sleep next to me. He isn’t doing so well, despite an

$8,000 operation.”
“I’ve been there.” In my old life.

“My wife says, ‘Why don’t we get you a new dog?’ But he and I have been through so much to-
gether.” His expression grows tender. “I have night terrors, and when he senses me getting restless, he lies

on top of me.”



Weeks into my husband’s brief illness, our rescue border collie—the most intuitive, sensitive animal
we’d ever known—had a stroke. Dying spared her an inconsolable loss. Losing them in tandem makes it too

hard to let another creature into my life. Surviving, I’m afraid, makes me bad juju.

A disembodied voice announces we are beginning our descent. My companion leans back, pulling his
cap over his face. I think about my own rituals of containment, ones I’ve used to manage troubling thoughts
and feelings. Wishful thinking—if I do this, they will do that—guided me early on. Later, managing massive
anxiety, I allowed myself 30 minutes a day of self-loathing, no more, no less. Another time, I pictured a huge

steel wall sliding into place between me and estranged family members.

With the plane’s thrust set at idle we seem to hover, although the 737 is dropping 1,500 feet per mi-
nute. [ am rarely idle, and my current creative streak gives me hope. Could the man beside me ever feel that
way despite his private terrors, his crushing knowledge of evil and mayhem only kept at bay by hypervigi-

lance?

I know that acute awareness well from times people threatened me, my husband’s rapid decline, the
first days after a mugging. But those events, strung like talismans on a leather cord, are separated by long
stretches of time, space to absorb the lessons learned by outlasting panic, terror, dread. This man lives with
daily, unfathomable pressures. He is not immune to emotional recoil, as intense as the kick when a bullet is
discharged. Practicing razor-sharp focus, patience and sound judgment breeds resilience. Only the cap shield-

ing his face conceals his vulnerability.

The past 90 minutes feel like an initiation ceremony. On some level I’ve known this a long time: I'm
terrified, if I love again, that man will die on me, too. Words of a friend, spoken after my husband’s death, re-
verberate with brutal compassion: “I wish this hadn’t happened to you. But how many people have the chance
to live a very different life?” Now, in the crosshairs of my awareness, I glimpse freedom, if only I can find the

courage to step out from behind my fears.
This thought sinks in. I wait, expecting to feel exposed. All I experience is relief.
We land. My seatmate lifts his ball cap off his face, says, “I needed to do that.”

“I know,” I reply, and then we are rising to leave, parting ways.



When I tell friends about this chance encounter, they are skeptical. They think I was gullible, tell me

the world is full of liars. “You’ll talk to anyone,” one says scornfully.

She’s right. Indiscriminate shocks, breakdowns, and disillusionments have convinced me that life is

a lot more random than anyone wants to believe. You never know when an accidental brush with another

can be life-altering. Truth-teller or trickster, confession or myth? Or both? It doesn’t really matter. Leaving

your old self behind can come with any connection—even when you’re deceived.

HiH







Gaia

Roman Elrich

There’s a woman who walks down our street with an iced coffee and a book under her arm every
morning. Hot or cold, she always wears a long skirt and sandals. Her curly black hair and glasses en-
chanted me, but I never enchanted her. I know because I asked. So I settled for saying hi to her every

morning from my porch.
One day in early spring when she said hello back she also said “Was that always there?”

I looked to where she was gesturing with her plastic cup of latte. A bump seemed to have ap-

peared up the road a ways. Not an insubstantial bump, but one you’d be able to drive over safely.

“No, I don’t think it was,” I said, considering the crack in the asphalt, “What do you reckon that

1s? Tree root?”
“I wouldn’t know.” she said.

The next day she came by and instead of returning my hello she said “I think it’s gotten bigger,

don’t you?”
“I can’t tell,” I admitted, “Hold on.”

I ran inside to get some yellow tape and she watched me trace out an outline with it. The old

woman who lived in the house just outside the bump walked out and said “What are you doing?”’

“We think this lump in the road has gotten bigger. We’re seeing if it gets any bigger tomorrow.” I '

told her.
“Well why don’t you just call the city about it?”” she asked me.
“Why don’t you?” the woman with the book asked.

I felt my words catch in my throat like a teenager when she defended me. The old woman said,

“Good question.” and went back inside.




Every morning for the next week the three of us gathered just outside the old woman’s house at
the bump in the road and added a new layer of my yellow tape to the very bottom and watched as each

new layer climbed a bit the next day.

By now it was more of a mound in the road and was creeping up on the nearby sidewalks. I had
started taking a different route to work with my bike. At the end of the week my roommates started com-

ing out as well, adding their own yellow and blue tape to the mix.

Some people from the city and then some people from the geography department at the communi-
ty college had come out with devices that scanned the ground with magnetic pulses and then told us noth-
ing. The two little girls across the street started climbing on it and playing mountain climbers before their

mother told them to stop climbing on that you don’t know what it is.

One of my roommates decided to do an instagram shoot on it, putting on one of the outfits from
his “show the internet” drawer, putting on sunglasses, and sitting on it with a sexy pose while his girl-
friend took the pictures. Random hill appeared in the middle of the street. Link to shirts from NewCo in
bio. #terrifying #mondays #modelsoninstagram #ad. The other roommate and I yelled at him and said he

was gonna get us doxxed. He posted the pictures anyway.

The woman with the iced coffee and the book kept walking by every morning and always stayed
to watch me put tape around the base of the mound. Even when 20 layers in the broken asphalt were gath-
ering in pieces at the bottom and we had to shimmy past the old woman’s white picket fence to get to the
other side. It was taller than any of us now and people from other streets were starting to stop by, get out
of their cars and look at it with their hands on their hips, maybe shield their eyes from the sun to get a
good look at it. Some of them took photos. Some of them tried to take selfies with the Instagram Room-

mate if they spotted him.

“What do you think it is, son? Gas leak? Pipe break? Tree root?” the middle aged men always
asked me. “I’d look in there. Start digging if [ were you.” or “ Don’t wanna dig into one of those. Nothing

but trouble waiting in one that big.” they would add.



Forty layers of tape in, cracks started appearing on the mound. It was starting to lift up the old
woman’s yard and the yard adjacent where the little girls sat on the porch and stared at it, getting as close

as their mother would let them.

The woman with the book and the iced coffee still walked down our street every morning but now
she kept her iced tea in a bottle that she put in her stylish little backpack when it came time to go down
our street and scaled the mound sandals, skirt, and all, climbing up and down the steep hill with the effi-

ciency of a seasoned outdoorsman.

“Why do you keep doing that?”” I asked her one morning after I had long given up on putting tape
around the edges and the old woman was getting ready to evacuate her house, movers carrying boxes

through the neighbor's yard.

“I enjoy our chats and this is still the fastest way to get to the office.” she answered before scurry-

ing up the side of the hill.

Enjoyed our chats, enjoys our chats, she enjoys our chats, I repeat to myself happily as I sit on my
porch before the morning calm is interrupted by a familiar voice screaming “Thomas! You may want to

see this!”
It’s her.

I climbed up to her slipping and falling on my holds all the way, nails filling with dirt. I look like a
clumsy idiot in front of her. She helps me up the last two feet, her JCPenny’s sandals wedged into a crack

in the ground and her calloused hands gripping my arms in a death grip.
She whipped me up and to the side and pointed down aggressively.
“Look. Look at that.” she insisted.

I looked down at our feet and saw that the cracks at the top had begun to glow. Red and purple,

gradients shining out warmly. They were warm. My shoes felt warm when I stood on them.
I backed away from the glow as much as I could.

“What is that?” I asked.



“I was hoping you would know.” she said. “Should we break in there? Do you guys have a shov-

el?”

“What if it’s, I don’t know, radioactive or something?”

“Hadn’t thought of that. Maybe we shouldn’t be up here then.”

“No kidding.”

I called the city that evening after work, the “Mike’s Pizza” hat still squishing down my sweaty
hair.

“For construction or code violation complaints, press nine.”
I pressed nine.

“Due to a large volume of calls, we cannot accept more messages at this time. If you are calling
about the spontaneous appearance of a mountain on Cedar street, city officials are already looking into the

matter.”
The machine hung up on me.

“What did they say?” the Instagram Roommate asked. He had a certain kind of smugness he was

wearing.
“You told your followers to call the city, didn’t you?” I asked.
“No, they’ve been doing that on their own,” he said, “They just want to help.”

“Well tell them to stop,” I snapped, “The... thing. Has started glowing if you hadn’t noticed. Some-

one needs to be told about that.”

“And what is the city going to do about it?”” he asked. “The landlord hasn’t complained so they
won’t do anything.”

“Well if that thing gives you cancer from your photoshoots on it, don’t blame me.”

The Instagram Roommate invited over a bunch of his instagram friends to take overly filtered pic-

tures next to the giant mound once the glowing cracks spread from the top to the street below, sending out

a slowly moving gradient of purple and red like a lava lamp.



The other roommate made plans to move back in with his parents, maybe with his cousin in a few
months. The price of rent here isn’t worth living next to a giant glowing earth egg thing. He can’t even

drive directly to work anymore. He has to go around.

“What do you think is in there, like actually?” Isabelle asked me one afternoon. For the woman
with the iced coffee’s name was Isabelle. She had started coming over just because she wanted to. In the
early afternoon when she was on her lunch break and I was getting ready to go to work she swung her

feet off the side of our porch, cup of tea in her hand, staring at the mound.
“If it were radioactive do you think we’d be sick by now?” I asked her back.
“My older brother is a pediatrician. Maybe I should ask him.” she said thoughtfully.

Now that she was within reach of me so often, her mystique had worn off. There was no longer a

distant thought to idealize and she refused to take off her sandals in the house.

I sat on the edge of the porch and she placed her head on my shoulder out of habit. The first time it
had happened I had nearly jumped out of my skin. Now, it was just a thing that she did. She’s the sort of

person who leans all over people.

The mound had stopped growing a week before. Still, it glowed. The Instagram Roommate was in
his room filming a “We broke up” vlog with his now ex-girlfriend. That’s why we need to stay on the

porch until they’re done, I explained.
“Too bad. She was fun.” Isabelle said.
“She’s alright. Hey, I ought to get going.”
“So should I.”
“Work soon.” I said.
“Yeah, lunch is over.” she agreed. “Got a meeting at two.”

We kept staring at the mound, and she kept leaning on my shoulder, and I continued to just

breathe as the clock ticked past two.



My dad visited that weekend and brought a geiger counter he brought off of a survivalist website. |
stood there in my Mike’s Pizza uniform as the sun glinted off of the screen of the geiger counter and his

balding head. I wondered idly if I would look like that in a few years.
“Dad, I don’t think you’ll find anything.” I told him.

“Don’t they give you a weekend at that job?” he asked in return, poking at one of the glowing and

pulsating cracks.
“We’re closed Sunday and Monday. How’s mom?”
“Same as ever. Damn thing won’t work... doing her book club still.”
“I don’t think it’s radioactive, dad.”
“Well it had better be, or else the Earth is giving birth to something.”
“What did he say?”
Isabelle.
“Hey, this is my dad,” I told her, “He’s brought a geiger counter.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful! What did you learn?”
“This your girlfriend?”” my dad asked.
“No, dad. She’s just my friend Isabelle. She works nearby.”
“Then what are you keeping her around for?” he asked.
“Dad, I think you ought to go.” I snapped quickly to show her that I didn’t agree with him.

She didn’t say anything and instead snatched the geiger counter from him and pointed it at one of

the larger glowing cracks.

“Same as the background radiation.” she announced before shoving it back at him and scaling the

wall as usual.

“That girl of yours ought to stop climbing that wall,” my dad said, “Something’s gonna eat her

alive.”



“She’s not my girl. I think you ought to go,” I told him again, “Say hi to mom for me.”
Isabelle was quiet that afternoon as I made the usual cup of tea for her.

“I’'m not like him.” I told her as I handed over the mug.

“Like who?”

“Like my dad. He’s a piece of work. I’'m sorry about him.”

“Oh I wasn’t being quiet about that, Thomas. I know you by now,” she assured me, “I wouldn’t be

here if I thought you were just trying to... you know. I mean at first I thought you might but... yeah.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. Dad had scared off women before. Especially in high school.
“Good. I’'m glad. What are you thinking about then?”
“Something else that he said. About the Earth.”
“You don’t really think he could be right about that, do you?”

She stared at the glowing mound. The gradient no longer moved around rapidly and randomly. It
seemed to move to the top and then to the bottom slowly in a predictable pattern, like breathing. The air
was growing cold now as autumn grew closer but the dirt below the mound was warm, like a blanket that
had just been used. You’d think something like that would be a magnet for cold neighborhood cats and

lizards, but not even weeds grew on it.

“I don’t know,” she said, “but if anyone knows they haven’t told us. They’ve just let the neighbor-

hood get emptier.”

I remembered something my dad had told me when I was younger. Mother Earth only gives birth
to monsters. However, he’s turned out to be wrong about a lot of things before. I can only hope he’s still

wrong now.

The Instagram Roommate was crying in his room again that Tuesday morning right before work.
Sobbing as he cleaned up the space for a shoot. I helped him put up the fake mirror frame he uses for

“mirror selfies” taking the image with a high resolution camera while holding his phone. All his friends

use the same trick, including his ex.



“Why’d she leave me, man?” he asked yet again, “She stomped on my fucking balls.”

I wanted to say it’s because he’s just a little bit of an ass and most girls I know won’t put up with
that for years on end, but I’'m his friend and not hers so instead I say “I dunno man but she’s a bitch any-

ways. You’ll find someone better.”

“No I won’t! And don’t talk about her like that!” he violently throws me and the mirror frame

aside and stumbles out into the living room.
“Hey man, what the fuck!” I yelled as I got back up and followed him.

He ran through our living room and outside, pushing aside Isabelle whose hand was lifted in the
action of knocking on the door and she yelled “Wait!” after him but he didn’t need to hear her to know

why he should.

I ran out last and saw it. The mound was growing again, and shrinking again, and growing, and
shrinking, and the purple-red glow was pulsing up and down and up and down as if it was hyperventilat-

ing. Up down up down up down up down up down.
“What the hell!” the Instagram Roommate yelled.
“What do we do?” I asked. “What’s it doing?”
“I don’t know!” Isabelle said.

A pounding noise and a screech echoed from inside the mound. A desperate and loud thrashing

started. Something pushing and squirming against the sides. Everyone but me seemed paralyzed by fear.

I grabbed Isabelle and the roommate by the backs of their shirts and pulled them down to the

grass, pulling on their hair to keep their faces pointed to the ground.

They both clung to my arms with an iron grip as the earth shook and a great wind blew over us,
knocking my Mike’s Pizza cap off my head. A screech echoed overhead and a hot bright light shone
somewhere above our heads that we didn’t dare to look at. It pierced through our closed eyelids and

shook our bodies with its heat and force.

Then all went still.



When we gained the courage to look up and our grips on each other slowly loosened, all we saw

was a large pothole in the street and autumn leaves blowing down the sidewalk on an early fall breeze.
I slowly stood up. I couldn’t speak. I looked up. There was nothing.

Isabelle grabbed my wrist. I could feel the coldness of her fingers. The Instagram Roommate stood
up.
“What was that?” he asked.

“I wish I knew,” I said.

I paused, somehow waiting for the movement of dead leaves to answer the question I was swal-

lowing back.
“So what happens now?”
Isabelle squeezed my wrist and then let go.
“I suppose I should head to work,” she said, a slight quiver in her voice.

And with that she fixed her hair, picked up her bottle of iced coffee, and walked past the new pot-
hole in the middle of the street. We watched her go. Something deep in my soul knew that the city would

not fill in that pothole for at least another two years.



In the Currents of Time

Deanna Davidson

I float through the salty water of the ocean at a leisurely pace. Time is on my side. I am already 95
years old and could live many more years, given that [ don’t get caught up in the fish traps the humans set out,
more frequently now than they did when I was a hatchling. My children, grandchildren, and great-
grandchildren surround me, generations of my kin, although I have lost many of them over the years. My
youngest son, Timmy, got caught in the traps last time there was a storm. I haven’t seen him since. He swam
too close to the boat in search of a meal. I fear he has become one instead. Thinking of Timmy reminds me

that [ haven’t had a meal in quite some time.

I am hungry, starving. As I’ve aged throughout my life, my appetite has changed. I once enjoyed
munching on creatures smaller than myself, but it is too much work now. Exhausting, really. Chasing creatures
through the sea no longer excites me. Plants offer me the same nutrition that crustaceans do, however, plants
don’t swim away in fear or try to pinch the inside of my mouth to fend me off. Seagrass is my favorite meal

now! I can eat my fill of the stuff, chomping away lazily.

Once I am full, fatigue sets in and I head for the shore. Black sand awaits me, rocks separating me from
the humans that obsess over me. There is a boundary they won’t cross, even though lights flash on their devic-
es. Hundreds surround me, yet I feel no fear. [ have seen more than any of these humans have. Traveled places
they will never dream of going. Marty is already here, posing for the humans in all his glory. I slowly crawl up
the sand and settle in next to Marty. Gazing a final time at the remaining humans littering the shoreline, I lay

my head down on the sand to rest and warm my shell in the Hawaiian sun.
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