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  —after WCW

So much hinges
upon

a blue pocket
protector

beside the abandoned
pair

of horn-rimmed 
glasses.

James Scruton
EPITAPH FOR A SCIENCE INSTRUCTOR

Sheryl Guterl
POCKET

My fingers slide over
a worn leather strip outside
the placket of his barn jacket.
I lift a hinged flap and slide
trembling fingers into the pocket.
I touch smooth, quilted lining,
stop on cold, round metal,
a small tube, soothing balm
to his chapped lips
now cold, flat, gone, abandoned
just as he abandoned me.
Uncapped, eucalyptus scent
wafts up. Twist. Apply.
I pretend we are kissing.
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Victoria Tyler
LOST IN TIME
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Ms. Magdalena Isenberg insisted we call her Maggie. 
Just Maggie. 
She was loath to include the “Ms.” at the beginning; it made 

her feel there was an indisputable responsibility to be a respectable, 
kind-of-young woman, when in fact, she was hardly respectable 
at all. Her words, of course. I thought she was disrespectful in the 
best of ways. The ones that made you laugh when a toddler’s ice 
cream melted down the front of their white shirt or a dog took a 
rather refreshing piss on their owner’s pant leg. 

It’s a nurse thing, she’d laugh, when asked about her brusque 
nature, but the chime would ring hollow and her eyes would 
glaze. I met her at therapy. There was a black hole around me, a 
supernatural vacuum that sucked the light and happiness away like 
a pocket of misery. It felt like my world might crash down from a 
lost job and a deceased wife and a seared lasagna that was meant 
to be my treat to the others—another burnt offering to my life. 

Then, Maggie told of a soldier exploding in front of her. I’ll never 
forget the way she said poof—quick and light, the way an eight-
year-old might quip after blowing out birthday candles—and raised 
her arms in an arch before her, nails glimmering in chipped gold; 
she paused, looked around at our shocked stillness, then broke 
into giggles like a fucking maniac. Unhinged, I’d thought, brows 
crinkled in disbelief. Though, I suppose we were the absurd ones 
in her eyes, mouths dropped open as she shrugged and let us know 
detonating humans didn’t even breach the atmosphere of her worst 
memories, but it was memorable. 

And so was Maggie. Even if she did despise that name of hers.
The Magdalena part, well, I understood that hatred at once. 

There’s a lethargy attached to a name such as Magdalena, its odd 
combination of syllables bringing to mind that lady with snakes 
for hair or that sorceress who made King Arthur’s life hell—those 
scions of fantasy that my wife gushed over as she wielded a spatula 
the way I imagine her idols wielded swords and wands. One day 
she was there, bright enough to shatter an eclipse. Then, she left. 
A sharp twist of her wrist on the steering wheel and a zero-gravity 
drop into the Mississippi. 

My wife crashed headfirst into her vacuum, and I crawled into 
mine.

Until Maggie. A puny whirlwind of grotesque tales and 
disproportionate humor. She had a plump, splotchy face rounded 
out with wrinkles, and rose gold bangs that remained just-this-side 
of too short. Once, I joined her for a social call. Who names things 
that, nowadays? Like we’re gathering for a tea party at brunch, 
during which we’ll school our laughter into uppity chortles while 

Taylor Shepeard
POOF
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sipping from dainty mugs. The letter came in the mail—the real, 
slow, old-fashioned post office mail, not email—with an RSVP 
card. My ‘Hell Yes’ was already circled in red pen upon arrival, so 
I added a smiley face beside it before returning.

There were two other people at our gathering, both in their 
thirties like myself. Both lost in claustrophobic caverns like 
myself. Both abandoned by life like myself, left to cartwheel in 
circles for the masses like our catastrophes provided the best form 
of entertainment. Maggie catered in Italian and we drank wine 
and slurped up pasta and danced in her tiny sunroom to crappy 
renditions of pop songs until each one of us were tripping over 
our insobriety. When the cabernet dried up, Maggie pulled out the 
bourbon. It was smoky with a tinge of oak-lined cherry that made 
my eyes water in the best way possible. A fabulous addition. We 
cheered her brio. 

It wasn’t until we were steeped in the sweet tang of liquor that 
Maggie sat upright, eyes wide, a gasp parting her slick lips in an 
“o” while she flapped jiggling arms at us. Maggots, she cried, 
horror creasing her face before she continued. Maggie sounds like 
Maggots, my goodness, she exclaimed as she stood, then toppled 
across the plush ottoman she failed to notice. For a moment, she 
blubbered into the cushion, then looked up and declared we call her 
Dalen from then on. I suppose she thought that was a better option? 
Upon sobering, there was a consensus that we not, in fact, call her 
Dalen.

She was Maggie. Always Maggie. Just Maggie, to us.

Some of the crowd tears up at my recollections; these memories 

I’ve shared with dozens of strangers gathered around the gravesite, 
coffin lowered into the ground and waiting to be covered from 
us all, each hand to throw a fistful of dirt down the hole in a 
traditional, yet in my opinion, unceremonious, way.

I hadn’t meant for them to cry. These were funny stories and 
I smiled all the while telling them, hoping to bring some cheer 
to the withdrawn faces around me. I’ve been to somber funerals. 
Uncomfortable funerals. Blasphemous funerals. I’ve been to one 
funeral where I beat my hands on the ground and screamed myself 
hoarse until my sister pulled me from the burial plot long after 
everyone else had vanished. This shouldn’t be like any of those 
funerals. Maggie would have been appalled at how dreary her last 
hoorah turned out to be, everyone in black, stroking their faces 
with tissues from those personal packets you buy at the corner-
store. There should be music and sparklers, and we should have 
catered in Italian and waltzed until we couldn’t stand. Instead, 
there’s an intense overtone of grief and a generic calligraphy on her 
tombstone.

It speaks of her kindness towards her friends and her love for 
her family, with the name “Ms. Magdalena Isenberg” carved across 
it like a flat joke. I would have put something about maggots. 

That would have made her giggle. She would have loved that.
I would have engraved something about her healing others 

without them knowing, one absurd tale and token postcard at a 
time.

After a while, the crowd disperses, dropping roses next to 
the plot and sniffling as they depart from the woman who baked 
partially-poisonous cookies for the fair and never figured out how 
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to hit the right notes while caroling. I’m the last to leave, patting 
her tombstone, adjusting the bowtie I wore just for her; the one 
with puppies riding a carousel.

Shooting the coffin a weak grin, I walk away, promising to 
return with a good bottle of bourbon and a radio, so I can pour 
the liquor on her grave while I dance over it. And we can pretend 
Amelia’s there, too, brandishing an atrociously sharp sword while 
wearing an apron, lopsided smile spread wide over her face. And 
all the while, I’ll assure them I’m okay. 

Roger Camp
DOUBLE SINKS, FORT MADISON, IOWA
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Andre Lim
LAST HOUSE STANDING
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WHEN a man like me has been on the run as long as I have, 
you get to feeling like maybe this new place you stumbled on is far 
enough away that you could stay, maybe for a while, just keeping 
to yourself, you know. And then you settle down and make a home 
and make a mistake and make a scene and flee the scene and you’re 
on the run again, wondering why you were stupid enough to stop 
in the first place. Of course, somebody like me never runs out of 
stupid; I always keep a little extra in my shirt pocket just in case. 
But one day you run out of thinking maybe there’s a place for you 
to rest, I mean really rest, someplace where you might choose not 
to start any trouble, where you won’t be alone, man, just for a little 
while. I had given up. I was too tired. And that’s where my head 
was when I found that orchard.

I’d been on the run so long at that point that it felt more like 
I was on-the-crawl, on my last gasp, burning to death in the 
highway-desert morning sun. When the air has been waving like 

a sea for that many hours a day for that many days in a row, you 
don’t trust your eyes when that line of green appears, when it 
grows. You don’t trust it until you are only a few feet away and you 
can smell the shade. The ground was dry but cool, crumbly under 
them trees, and a water hose lay a few rows in, hooked up to a 
sprinkler spraying metallic-tasting water. I drank til I nearly burst, 
soaked my crusty clothes in the water, and dragged myself off 
deeper into the trees to find a nice piece of dirt to nap in.

I smelled him before I saw him, and considering the state of my 
own stink, I wouldn’t have thought it possible. He was in coveralls 
and a pair of boots even more broken down than mine, had a face 
that made his boots look pretty. He was a scarecrow with mange 
and scurvy and probably gophers and two or three plagues. Behind 
him was a . . . I mean, I guess you could call it a dog. Thing was all 
over white fur, long and shiny clean straight white fur that brushed 
all the way to the ground even though it was tall, and two black 
button eyes that shone in its narrow head. I’d seen dogs like that on 
TV, but never in real life, and never seen one escorted by anything 
like that yellow-eyed, rotten-toothed scab-skinned vagrant 
shuffling over to where I lay. The dog stood back a ways back 
behind him, its silky head low and eyes unblinking, and watched 
its master approach me, with a broke-shaft pitchfork in his hands.

I thought I’d start the conversation off peacefully. “I was just 
leavin’.”

He turned his face to set one wide runny eye on me and said, 
“You looking at my dog?”

“Nope,” I said, getting to my aching feet slowly, in case he got 
any ideas regarding that pitchfork. “Just leavin’. Pretty trees you 

Erin Brown
DOG
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got here. This your land?”
“Just get on out,” the man said, and sure, why not? Of course, 

that was easier said than done. I walked carefully away, got out 
of the shade (the man following me slow to the edge of the trees 
with that pitchfork, his dog creeping quietly behind him, head 
hung low) and I got back into the sun. It had reached late afternoon 
full searing power and I had to make a decision on which would 
kill me faster, the heat or the pitchfork. Watching that crusty old 
crazy walk back into that gorgeous dim under the leaves, I knew I 
could outrun him, even on empty and with my bootsoles flapping 
loose from my feet, and as for the dog, as low as it was hanging 
its head, I had a funny feeling that it had been kicked enough 
times to be scared of its own shadow. Why anybody would hurt a 
thing that pretty—well, but the man was clearly a ways far gone. 
And Lord knew, men will hurt a pretty thing on occasion, for his 
own reasons. I’m not one to throw stones. So, I walked the road 
just long enough for the man to fade back into his trees, walked a 
minute more, and then turned back into the trees again. The shade 
was dusty sweet, and if it came down to it, that man was going 
to let me have a rest there one way or another. I didn’t feel like 
dying that day, and while plenty of people in my past had thought 
I should die before I was ready to, none of them lasted very long 
against me.

But I try not to think of those people. Or their families. It’s too 
heavy to carry, you got to leave those things behind you.

The trees on this side of the orchard had little green fruit in 
them, hard and sour, but something is better than nothing. I ate a 
few, and sat back against a tree; I was asleep before the tree bark 

even scratched my back. I was dead asleep, the kind you can feel, 
when you are aware somewhere down in your soul, like you’re 
there and wondering if you’re gonna wake up out of this one. Woke 
up just fine though, to the sight of a pitchfork being swung right at 
my stomach.

Damn thing’s tips caught me and ripped what was left of my 
shirt; it stung like hell. I tried to leap up quick, but part of me was 
still running slow up out of that soul-deep sleep, so I stumbled 
up and squared off with Old Crazy. He looked worse in the dim, 
and maybe it was just an illusion, but that pretty dog behind him, 
watching from behind a tree, it seemed to glow. It caught my eye, 
and that made me pause, and that made Old Crazy even crazier.

And he yells, “YOU LOOKIN’ AT MY DOG?” like I’d 
actually done something. My head was still sleep-fogged, but my 
chest stung where he got me and I was pissed, so I yelled back, 
“YOU RIPPED MY SHIRT!” which, I don’t know, I was tired, I 
couldn’t think of much else to say.

Well, he went for me again. And that’s never a good idea. I 
know quite a few folks who would tell you if they still could, that 
going after me isn’t wise. He was strong, junkie strong, screaming 
and scratching and swinging, but he was relying on that pitchfork, 
and once I got up under it, it wasn’t hard. And I forgot to stop, just 
like I always seem to do. Poor dog watched me do it. And I’m sorry 
for that, I will always be sorry for that.

No dog should have to see something like what I did.
It’s never easy for me, after. I lost what little fruit I had eaten 

in a rush of stomach acid. I kicked the pitchfork away from me. I 
looked down at the mess of a man, and then I looked back up at the 
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dog.
It eased forward a little, black button eyes shining, paws silent 

somewhere under all that glossy white hair. It sniffed the foot 
of Old Crazy for a moment. Then it looked up at me, black eyes 
shining, and gave a little tail wag.

The guilt washed out of me, all the way out. The poor thing, 
it was glad to see its master go. I wondered what sort of life it had 
been living, here in the orchard with smelly Old Crazy. It must 
have been a hungry life, it must have been just starving. I stood 
feeling like I’d been reborn in a tail wag, watching that beautiful 
dog take Old Crazy’s foot in its mouth and drag it backwards into 
the darkness of the trees.

It took a while for the sounds of ripping wet crunches to stop 
bothering me long enough to go after that dog. I got lost in those 
dark trees, but I knew I was getting close when I started tripping 
over old bones, somewhere far from the road. The leaves grew in 
too thick overhead to let in much starlight, but when I found the 
dog it was lit up like the moon had sent her beams to shine down 
on that dog and nothing else in the world. The thin tip of its muzzle 
was stained blackish, but the rest of it was just, just perfect white. 
I tried to get close, but if I got anywhere closer than five feet from 
it, the dog would stop chewing and dip its head and make its black 
button eyes go so sad it tore at my soul, and it would whimper like 
an unoiled hinge. Plus, too close and I got a view of what was left 
of Old Crazy. He wasn’t nice to look at, not that he ever was. My 
stomach was angry enough as it was, it didn’t need to see that sight.

I fell asleep leaning against a tree, watching the dog eat, 
delicately tearing, silently chewing, black button eyes on me. I fell 

asleep in its glow, in its eyes.
The next morning, I was like a new man; a man with a place 

to stop, to relax, to heal a bit from the endless running. There was 
nothing left to convince me to abandon the orchard, and the cool 
early air was good on my sunburnt skin. There were more green 
fruits, more tin-flavored hose water, more shade and soft crumbly 
dirt. But the dog was hiding somewhere, and I nearly lost my mind 
trying to find it. Old Crazy was a dark stain under some trees 
and not much else; a few tacky bones flung around. But I walked 
around chasing every rustle of leaves, every beam of sunlight, 
every flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye until I was 
nearly lost in those trees, looking for that dog. I found the pitchfork 
and picked it up; I’m not sure why at first, but it made a decent 
walking stick when my feet started aching.

I got so tired. I was worried. The sun was setting. I could hear 
it snuffling, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. Then suddenly my ear 
caught a new sound, and I was running through the trees, bootsoles 
nearly tearing off, and found myself skidding to a stop at the 
sudden appearance of a different road. The setting sun light hurt 
my eyes, and I heard a cry, and I had a sudden horror—was it the 
dog? Was it crying? Had something happened?

It wasn’t the dog. On the side of the road was a car, a red car, so 
red it was almost bleeding its color into the air around it. Its hood 
was up and steam was coming out; didn’t look too serious. But 
the ladies, two ladies, two very young women, all loose hair and 
sunglasses and bare skin in the pink light, were standing on the 
other side of the car, open-mouthed gawking at me.

It occurred to me that I must be a sight. The pitchfork gouges 
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under my torn-open shirt itched horribly, and that was just 
the latest of my charms. But I thought of Old Crazy, and I got 
concerned, for these ladies stuck alone by the side of the road. 

So I said, “I’d hurry up if I were you. There’s bad men around 
here.”

One of them, one of those girls, she put her hands up all slow, 
said something, I can’t remember what, it didn’t matter all that 
much to me. But it was the other one, stupid girl, I saw her come 
around the car real slow, toward me, she took her sunglasses off, 
put them on her head, and crouched down all low. She held a hand 
out, toward me, but like toward my feet. Then I realized she was 
looking past me.

I turned around and saw it. Saw its sad, black eyes. Saw its 
glow. Saw it crouching, head low, staring up at me from a few 
yards away, looking helpless and scared as ever.

Don’t ever let anything you love look at you like that. You’ll 
tear the world in half to make them happy, help them hold their 
head up higher. And I’ve torn some things up, for sure, there’s 
people in my past that would tell you, if they could. I was so 
tired. I didn’t want to run again. Old Crazy, that wasn’t my fault. 
I wouldn’t leave here, not for anything. I had more than myself to 
think about now, as a man should have in his life. I had something 
that depended on me, something to give selflessly to. I could be a 
good man again. I was home.

So I turned back to those girls, and I said, “Get outta here. And 
quit looking at my dog.”

Alissa M. Barr
ABANDONED PREGNANCY TEST

Each winter, the roads curl into dark spines
snaking through skeleton stick forests, black

ice shimmering like glass. Every now and then
a body breaks against the tree line, slips into

the waters below. We wake to the sound
of blue-black cold snapping a truck in two.

Our faces reflecting back off the twisted steel,
an inevitable, immovable pocket of time.

When the first boy I love gives me his solution
for accidents, he plants it with a kiss:

I’ll punch you in the stomach, like a promise.

I can’t recall what I said afterward. Did the curve
of my neck ask for this? The clavicle, smooth
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shelf-like bone, sloping toward this violence.
Each hinge joint in my body bends, begging

to be broken. Every love of my life punctuated
by the threat of this fist digging into my gut.

Lawrence Bridges
CONVICT LAKE, CALIFORNIA
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Amy Liu
BEIJING: BEI-JING, NORTH-CAPITAL, HOME

1.
i want to write about beijing but it is a stranger with a familiar face
and a name swaddled in my mouth, melting in the fist-wide 
cavity. it seeps through my sealed lips like a blurted-out phrase, yet clings
to the roof of my mouth in its suckling grip, a newborn swelling on my
tongue for the last sixteen years. 

i sharpen the tongue blade, 
rehearse it to pierce through the air: bei-jing,

then realize that i have abandoned her meaning long ago. 

2.
it takes thirteen strokes to write beijing in character form in the
lead’s fragmented blue smoke, streaking across the page:
heng, shu, wan, gou, chinese school basics, 
except that i have not stepped into that room for ten years.
 
you must wield the pencil with precision, wrist supple in its flick,
but as my tip meets the paper, the characters ripple into a literati
painting, my fingers grazing the surface of a still lake
as my memories of beijing dissipate once more. 

3.
i can’t remember the neighborhood i grew up in,
or which convenience store had my favorite popsicles, 
or the hospital i visited my grandfather in. 
i can’t remember the color of my apartment building 
or the names of the girls i spent summer sunsets running around 
the block with. every memory is a blurry film of
rain and smog scents and their voices calling out my name, 
plinking in their throats, ruiyuan, 
another talisman of mine tucked in my pocket 
and unused for years. 

4.
my mother tells me that she has grown closer to my father 
in america, their wrists tethered together by the red string of fate,
teeth clenched, chests thrusted, as they weather through the seasons. 
she laughs that it is too easy for your eyes to stray back home, that
beijing lulls your heart’s pitter-patter with her calamity, clasping you
tenderly in her lotus hands from one year to the next. i don’t know whether
to feel grateful that my two favorite people are so close 
or to ache for the lines in their faces, the calluses of their hands, 
the dreams brimming in their souls waned to a mere sliver 
just so i can call america home. 

5. 
they talk about beijing with a glow in their gaze, 
lilting syllables flowing out of their mouths, breathless
with the memory of childhood and familiarity and home. 
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do you remember the beijing way of breakfast, soy milk 
and fried dough right below your building? do you remember 
the route i would take to bike you from school in brittle winter air, 
back to the little room you called home? do you remember it?

how fiercely we loved, 
how we are still learning to say goodbye. 

6.
“hui guo”: back to the country. no specification of which: america, china. 
just “hui,” back to & “guo,” the country. the country — definitive, no other
room left in your hungry hands except for the mandarin hinging from your
tongue, the art of pining for a home a sea of waters and years away.  

“YOU are a beer mug, not a champagne flute. Remember that, 
Josie.” Charlie said this as he handed me a blue vinyl emergency 
roadside kit with a silver bow on top. The kit, a goodbye gift, 
was stocked with things he insisted I’d need for my cross-country 
drive: jumper cables, duct tape, tire pump, travel mug, Fix-a-Flat 
tire sealant, flashlight, flares. We were standing in front of my 
condo—former condo—and I imagined we were both thinking the 
same thing: It takes a special kind of financial incompetence to lose 
money on San Francisco real estate.

“The only other necessities are a AAA membership and a killer 
stereo system.” Charlie opened my car’s passenger side door and 
peered into the old Subaru. “I don’t see a CD player. Or a hookup 
for your iPhone.”

“Charlie, the car’s an ’01. It has a tape deck.”
He shook his head. “A good stereo is a must. You’ll lose your 

mind somewhere in the Midwest without one.”
“I’ll be fine.” Tears burned the backs of my eyes. A move from 

Lynn Braz
STELLA ARTOIS COMES IN CANS
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San Francisco to Scranton, Pennsylvania, is a downgrade that is 
impossible to exaggerate. I’ve heard others who were banished 
back to east coast towns proclaim missing the four seasons or, 
more ridiculously, wanting to live closer to family. But I couldn’t 
put a positive spin on my situation. Returning to my birthplace—a 
long-depressed Rust Belt town notable for its institutionalized 
corruption and as a sitcom setting—was something I’d vowed 
never to do. It was a move that felt more like punishment than 
a new start. It was the cumulative result of not one or two bad 
decisions, but rather, bad decision-making as a way of life.

Charlie looked off to the side and seemed to be calculating his 
next move. “You know what?” he said, after a long minute. “I have 
another present for you . . . A Sirius XM system. All we have to do 
is go to Costco and get it installed.”

“I’m broke, not stupid. I’m not letting you buy me a satellite 
radio.” I pecked Charlie quickly on the cheek to signal it was time 
for us both to move along. 

We’d met in flying trapeze class. Charlie was the coach. He 
was subsequently fired for showing up to work drunk. Afterward, 
he took a job as a security guard at the Union Bank of California 
branch I frequented. When my condo went into foreclosure and 
I had to do a short sale, I withdrew the sum total of my fortune, 
$7,869, from my bank accounts and put it in a safe deposit box, 
along with my grandmother’s wedding band and my father’s 
Omega JFK commemorative watch. Over the ten weeks it took me 
to list and sell my condo, I’d visited the bank weekly to extract cash 
from its hiding place, and that’s how Charlie and I reconnected.

A week earlier, friends had thrown me a going away party 

but since some of them were people I’d also met in flying trapeze 
classes, Charlie refused to come. This is why he got a private 
farewell. When the tears started streaming down my cheeks, 
Charlie understandably mistook them for sadness over saying 
goodbye to him. But, really, I knew what I would miss most was 
not my friends; it was my condo. The sweeping southeastern 
exposure, the sunrise over the East Bay, trumpet lilies in the 
meditation garden, eucalyptus trees in Buena Vista Park. Also, I’d 
miss the weather.

As I opened my car door, Charlie took hold of my shoulders 
and leaned in close, hunching his tall frame over me. “Keep 
dreaming. Never abandon yourself. You’re a shot glass, not a wine 
goblet. You fall and chip, but you don’t shatter,” Charlie said. He 
sounded dubious.

I’d known the move was inevitable long before I’d told anyone. 
It was 2012 and I was still reeling from the economic implosion of 
2008. I’d made a few half-hearted attempts to reset my compass, 
but after losing the last of my lucrative corporate writing contracts 
and taking out home equity loans that exceeded the principle I 
had invested in my condo, I gave up. A job teaching writing at a 
community college in Scranton, where I’d be surrounded by family, 
was the best gig I could scare up. Health insurance and a modest 
pension, a rental apartment I could afford. The me who would 
arrive in Pennsylvania would be practical, smart, and I had nearly a 
week of driving to make the transformation. 

Once on the road, it took only until Utah for me to regret 
turning down Charlie’s offer of a satellite radio. Driving cross 
country—80 East all the way—might be the most tedious thing a 
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human being can do. I had no company other than an old Zydeco 
cassette, the five-tape box set of all 27 hours and 16 minutes of 
Ulysses read with an Irish accent, and talk radio. I knew I was on 
the verge of becoming totally unhinged when I started looking 
forward to evening baseball games. In Laramie, Wyoming, while 
eating a hummus sandwich in the Sweet Melissa Vegan Café, I 
briefly considered taking what was left of my cash and renting an 
apartment right there. But, of course, I got back on the road and 
drove, not just farther away from the sanity of San Francisco, but 
away from sound judgment itself.

My breaking point occurred somewhere in Nebraska. If, when 
you hear the word “Nebraska,” you draw a complete blank, you 
are not alone. Nebraska is wholly unmemorable, stretching on, flat 
and featureless, gray concrete flanked by browned-out fields sown, 
presumably, with rows of genetically-modified corn. It was an 
endless chasm between where I was and anywhere I wanted to be. 
When I passed the silver late model Cadillac Escalade, abandoned 
on the shoulder of the road with its license plates removed, I 
thought nothing of it until a few miles later. That’s when I spotted a 
man sauntering along the highway in tight jeans and a cowboy hat, 
carrying a huge rucksack. I slowed—from 95 miles an hour all the 
way down to 20—to get a close look. He looked good—tall, broad 
shoulders, a back that tapered down to a perfect butt. Boredom, 
more than anything, compelled me to stop.

I hesitated, then rolled down the window. “Need a ride?”
He turned toward me slowly, as if he’d just then noticed I was 

there. He dropped a banana peel on the road and wiped his hands 
on his jeans. “Beautiful day,” he said.

The look on his face, you’d swear he was strolling along a 
Caribbean beach. As he reached for the car door, I got a glimpse 
of his eyes. Catlike, green, narrowed to a slit. I couldn’t decide if 
his eyes were pretty in a cool way, or if they were just cold. I had a 
brief second thought about giving him a ride, but his smile swung 
me back around. He eased into the car, the treacly scent of bananas 
and carnal companionship radiating off him. He tipped his cowboy 
hat, and said, “Robby. Robby the Rodeo Clown. Pleased to meet 
you, ma’am.”

“Rodeo clown? That’s something I don’t hear every day.”
“Hmm,” Robby said.
“That Caddy back there . . . Is it yours?”
“I ain’t got a car,” Robby laughed. He opened his rucksack, and 

pulled out another banana, which he held as if it was a gun.
“How did you end up here?”
“Well, ma’am, a lovely lady showed me kindness and picked 

me up,” he smirked, pulling the trigger on the banana.
I suppressed a shudder. I wracked my brain for a conversation 

starter, but could think of nothing. The useless radio had lost all 
reception and buzzed with static. I grabbed my iPhone and checked 
to make sure I had bars. I made a big production of noting said 
bars so Robby would know I was 911-ready. But he was paying no 
attention to me. He’d bolted upright in his seat, his eyes darting 
around the car.

“What’s that noise?” he hissed. “Turn off that damn radio.”
I wondered if he had a sensitivity to sound, and things like 

crinkling cellophane and cracking knuckles bugged him. “One of 
my friends has misophonia,” I stammered, punching at the radio. 
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“She can hear someone snapping gum from a mile away. . . .”
“Shut up!” Robby twitched, his eyes bulging. He clung to his 

backpack like it was a life preserver and unbuckled his seatbelt. He 
twisted from side to side, searching the backseat. He grabbed my 
arm and pointed to a bee flitting on the window behind him.

“Get that fuckin’ bee outta here!” The volume of his twang hurt 
my ears.

I rolled down the backseat windows. The bee flew toward 
the windshield. Robby screamed, batting at it with his banana. I 
opened the rest of the windows and the bee flew harmlessly away. 
I turned to Robby and smiled sweetly. Seeing him terrorized by 
a tiny bee made him seem less threatening. I touched him lightly 
on the shoulder and he jumped, jabbing at the buttons on his door, 
sputtering, “Close the windows!”

The windows creaked and for a sickening moment I thought 
one might be stuck. I tried to distract Robby. “I happen to love 
bumblebees! I love their fat, fuzzy bodies and tiny wings.” My 
speech raced, and my voice shrilled. “Did you know . . .” I paused 
for dramatic effect and to catch my breath. “Aerodynamically 
bumblebees shouldn’t even be able to fly. Some say they are 
definitive proof of the existence of . . .”

“Hate those fuckers! Bees are my kryptonite.” Robby the 
Rodeo Clown practically spat.

He sank back into the seat and gazed straight ahead. I tried to 
imagine a scenario where I could open the passenger side door and 
push him out. I fingered my iPhone, wishing it was pepper spray. 
All the crap Charlie had packed into my roadside emergency kit, 
but he’d neglected to include Mace. Robby was whistling low—the 

Old Spice jingle, over and over—looking as bored as I was in the 
minutes before I picked him up. We drove for miles, the only car on 
the road, except for an occasional pickup truck speeding by in the 
opposite direction.

“Where are you headed to anyway?” My tinny voice was barely 
a whisper, but the undercurrent was loud and clear: How soon can I 
get you out of my car?

Robby stopped whistling. He stopped munching on the banana 
and waved it at a billboard that was still too far away to read.

“Matter of fact. I was just thinking about that. Right up there 
a few miles is Seward.” He pronounced it Surd. “Happens to have 
one of the best sights in this beautiful state of Nebraska.” Robby 
said this without a trace of irony. “Whaddya say we stop, take a 
look at the World’s Largest Time Capsule?”

Sure enough, that is exactly what the billboard read. I relaxed. 
Sightseeing is a normal activity. I was certain the time capsule 
would be in some sort of museum, surrounded by people, where I 
would be safe and easily able to rid myself of Robby. But that was 
not to be. The World’s Largest Time Capsule, a small windowless 
building with a low-pitched roof and overhanging eaves, was 
planted in what appeared to be someone’s backyard, a few feet 
from a kiddie swing set. Next door, a man was mowing his lawn.

Robby flung open the car door before I’d even come to a 
complete stop. When I put the car in neutral, he reached across 
the dashboard, turned off the ignition, and pocketed my keys. He 
did this so quickly, I didn’t realize what was happening. He left 
his bulky backpack on the passenger seat as he strode off in the 
opposite direction of the time capsule toward the neighboring yard. 
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I stared at my empty ignition.
I scrambled out of the car, my long, tie-dye dress catching on 

the stick shift and ripping when I tugged it free. “Why did you 
take my keys?” My voice squeaked. Robby squeezed my key ring 
into the back pocket of his tight jeans. My panic was momentarily 
replaced with admiration of his firm butt until I remembered I was 
essentially a hostage. “What the fuck?” I finally yelled. “My keys.” 

Robby ignored me. I stumbled after him, nearly face-planting 
when I tripped over a small mound of earth, kicking up a cloud of 
copper-colored dust. I reached Robby, out of breath, on the verge 
of hyperventilating. I grabbed his jacket and yelped as he batted 
my hand away. His eyes, glinting like shards of green glass in the 
late morning light, were trained on the guy mowing his lawn. The 
man leaned over the handlebars of his lawnmower, let out a long, 
piercing whistle, shook his head at Robby, and said, “About time.”

“Man of my word, Harry.” Robby’s voice was a growl, and 
I reflexively stopped, watching him continue to march towards 
Harry, the trail of copper billowing behind him. Robby scanned the 
area, his mouth curled into a sneer. He reached under his jacket and 
pulled out a silver gun with a long black tube attached to the barrel. 
The tube must have been a silencer because the only sound the gun 
made was a series of metallic pops when Robby fired three shots 
into Harry’s chest.

Years earlier, my car had broken down in Watsonville, 
California, which is one of those old Gold Rush towns. The sole 
form of entertainment there was a Wild West reenactment. I briefly 
thought that’s what was happening—that I’d stumbled into a scene 
of sorts and the guy he’d shot would jump up and laugh at the look 

on my face. But then, Robby turned the gun on me. “Ma’am, I 
really hate to do this,” he said.

I was half-dazed. I felt like I’d smoked too much weed and 
everything, except me, was moving really fast. A hollow buzzing 
sound—the sound of fear—surrounded me, and I heard nothing 
else. No rumbling cars, no barking dogs, no wailing babies. I stood 
stunned, gaping at Robby. I snapped out of my stupor, though, 
when I realized the copper cloud was not merely dust. Something 
more menacing had been hiding in that mound of earth I’d tripped 
over.

Robby strolled toward me, the gun aimed at my head. “Close 
your eyes,” he said, and his own eyelids fluttered as if he was 
demonstrating what he wanted me to do.

Instead, my eyes widened as I watched the copper cloud zoom 
straight towards Robby’s face. Robby flailed frantically and tried to 
aim his gun at the bees. I bolted to the driver’s side of my car and 
crouched. I heard the pop, pop, pop of Robby’s gun and the sound 
of bullets ricocheting off my car. I wondered if Fix-a-Flat could 
repair a bullet hole and if I’d remembered to get my spare patched 
after my last flat. Robby was cursing at the bees, calling them vile 
names, threatening to kill them, as if he could intimidate them into 
leaving him alone.

I bobbed my head up just above the side view mirror, which 
was immediately shattered by a bullet. My body twitched with fear 
and my feet slipped out of my sandals. I fell face first. From that 
vantage point I had a perfect view of Robby besieged by bees.

Robby howled in pain and fired off a few more shots. I 
wondered if it was true that bees die after stinging. I crouched 
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next to the driver’s side door and held my breath. Robby shuffled 
towards the car, muttering.

“Ma’am?” His voice sounded weak.
“Give me my keys.” My tone was uncharacteristically strong. I 

reminded myself that I was a beer mug, not a wine glass.
“My bag,” Robby rasped and it was clear all was not well with 

him.
I peeked out at Robby, whose face and throat were red and 

puffy. He clutched his chest as he dropped to his knees, then fell 
forward. His contorted body resembled a huge hinge.

I hesitated. The old me, the quixotic former San Francisco 
homeowner who blew her once abundant income on flying trapeze 
classes, would not have had a second thought before complying. 
She would have asked Robby to promise not to kill her and rushed 
to hand him his bag. Then she would have been dumbfounded 
when he shot her anyway.

“My bag . . . Please.” Robby sounded like he had laryngitis. 
He’d dropped the gun and rolled onto his side, one hand on his 
stomach, the other clawing at his throat.

“My keys. Throw them to me. And the gun.” I hardly 
recognized the voice that came out of my mouth.

Robby moaned. As bad as he looked, those green eyes of his 
still sparkled with malice until he began to heave. He studied the 
small puddle of vomit he’d made and tried to sit up. Instead, he 
collapsed and slithered towards the car, leaving his gun behind. He 
reached into his rear pocket, and I dropped to the ground again, 
certain he was pulling out a second gun. I gasped as my car keys 
rattled to a stop a foot in front of my forehead.

“My bag . . .” Robby’s voice croaked. He tried to say 
something, but the words were caught in his throat, which, like his 
face, had swelled grotesquely. Drenched in sweat, he rolled onto his 
back, unzipped his jacket, and ripped his plaid shirt open. Hives 
covered his entire torso.

I dashed to the passenger side of the car, opened the door, and 
grabbed his backpack. It had to weigh fifty pounds. I crept closer 
to Robby, holding his bag in front of me. He looked harmless, but 
then again so does a giant panda until it grabs you by the ankle and 
takes a big chunk out of your thigh.

Robby begged me to get the EpiPen out of his rucksack. I 
opened the bag and rooted through the bundles of hundred-dollar 
bills. My fingers curled around the syringe. I stared at the money 
and listened to Robby’s whimpering, which had grown softer by 
the second. I shook my head, slung the backpack over my shoulder, 
and hopped in my car.

As I peeled out of the parking lot of the World’s Largest Time 
Capsule, I tossed Robby his EpiPen. I sped down the deserted dirt 
road and turned right onto a paved, tree-lined street where children 
were bounding around in their front yards. I stopped in front of 
a sunflower garden abutting a brick rancher. My mouth was dry 
as tumbleweed and my hands shook as I reached for my iPhone. 
I rehearsed the 911 call while staring at the open knapsack with 
hundred-dollar bills spilling out of it. I thought about Robby, a 
murderer and a rodeo clown. I hated rodeos; abusing animals for 
entertainment spoke volumes about Robby’s character. He deserved 
his fate. I turned off my phone and headed toward I-80 East.

Mere minutes later, I spotted the payphone in the far corner 
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of a Taco Bell parking lot. I knew it was a sign—and not just 
literally—so I made the anonymous 911 call, putting the thousands 
of hours of Law & Order episodes I’d watched to good use.

Back on the road, I wondered if what happened to Robby was 
karma. After all, I’d tried to do something nice by offering him 
a ride. I prayed he didn’t die and I prayed he didn’t live. At some 
point I got sick of praying and I switched on my radio. I couldn’t 
find a station, not even a baseball game, and when I saw the 
billboard for the Walmart Super Center, I knew what I needed to 
do.

Twenty minutes later, the Walmart tech guy linked my iPhone 
to my newly purchased Sirius XM radio. It took a few hours of 
cruising with Rihanna and Beyonce and pondering the power of 
vulnerability with Brené Brown before worry over my own karma 
set in.

“Siri,” I said. “What if I did something terrible back in 
Seward?” I pronounced it Surd.

“Interesting question,” Siri responded without elaborating.
“Can my soul be saved?” My voice quivered.
“I’m not sure I understand that.” Siri sounded annoyed, so I 

asked her to play “Yacht Rock” and sang along with Steely Dan 
and Stevie Nicks. By the time I cruised into Iowa, I’d decided to 
embrace the new me in the here and now and let the hereafter 
work itself out. I grinned as I caressed Robby’s bag and thought 
of fiscally responsible ways to invest all that money. I vowed to 
donate ten percent to a rodeo animal rescue. Somewhere between 
Nebraska and that moment I’d become a pragmatic, scrappy, 
satellite-radio-equipped survivor, who trips and chips, but does not 
shatter.

Kathleen Frank
GHOST GOLD - OLD BODIE
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Sarah Yost
REGENERATION

Ten years ago when we hiked here, charred logs littered 
the naked mountainside. Scattered blackened limbs lay 

strewn among the seeds & soot of heat-popped conifers—
the brush cleared & soil cleansed for new life. Now, mountain 

laurels hang in their pink & white tufts like clouds between green 
rocks & cliffs that mimic the memory of water in their color, 

their shape, their texture, their scent. You carry our daughter 
heavy on your back as I had once carried her, straining, inside 

my bulging uterus—both of us dimly aware that we would only
briefly touch the weight of her life & accepting the burden.

As I lead the dog off the trail for a moment, she calls 
out for me, desperate, reaching down from above & between 

the cool shadows of young trees, crying out against the 
unnamed threat. I try to imagine the other side of brutality—

what it must have felt like to abandon a child. Back at camp, each 
slice of the pocket hatchet peels away a slender piece of kindling 

for the fire we feed, contained here between us, pouring 
smoke into our hair & eyes that will cling to us for days. If I could 

reach through time & ash to touch my great-grandmother 
(whose name I never learned) back when she was still a young 

woman about to walk out on her two small daughters, & if 
we could lift up our shirts to show her where her lasting force 

has carved into us like the red river that cut this mountain out—
that even as new forests thicken, blaze, grow again, we’ve carried 

the shape of her pain inside us through the years—would she 
let us hold her long enough to steady her at the hinge? Would we

be able to swaddle her in mud & moss & leaves, cradle her here
under the lip of this cave, breathe in the ancient damp & whisper 

that whatever it is, we will be okay. Let her thrash & rage & claw 
against our bodies, split our skins & still know: we will stay. 
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Mary Mellon
MASOCHIST

YOUR body is a story. Every interaction is a broadcasted 
weakness. The man from Hinge sits across from you. His dark eyes 
are intent when he says, “I can tell you were abused.” 

You should walk out. But you want to flee from camouflage. 
You want the vial of cocaine in his breast pocket and more 
alcohol—always more alcohol—to escape the opening floodgates. 
Women are hunted. This is nothing new. 

You allow the man to buy you drink after drink. He has crossed 
the line, proven unworthy, and now you refuse to consider his 
feelings. His shot glass crashes against yours and there is the putrid 
taste of alcohol and of lime but the liberating sense of unmoored 
anxiety only grows. Let loose from the dark tangle of your 
thorny prison, you smile at him unguardedly. You love when men 
disappoint you.

You are in his living room. Your shoes are by the door. He 
manhandles you, presumably teaching you how to dance. You take 
frequent breaks for more booze and more cocaine. When the drugs 
run out, the countdown starts. He still believes he has a chance and 
lets you leave. You lean against the cab window, drunk and high 
and relieved.

 
Did you come home with him in spite of or because of the 

danger? There are easier ways to self-destruct. A glance at your 
cell phone reveals that the string of digits he gave you is now 
suggesting a name. He saved your number after you left. You 
picture a lion, hunkered down in the long grasses of the Sahara 
Desert. He is settling in for a longer chase. You wonder if you 
should abandon him. 

You are falling outside the lines of appropriate behavior. Your 
smile is silk sheets that will someday become wrinkled. Your 
pain is blood in the water. That crimson wink that speaks of 
deflowering. 

You earn a paycheck, pay bills, spend your disposable income 
on street drugs that work better than prescription medication. 
Without a beating heart your cardboard existence is an 
approximation of life. Perhaps this is why you agree to see the man 
again. He takes you to a club where he DJs. “This is my house, 
baby!” he exclaims, projecting his voice to be heard above the 
music. 
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It’s sexy for you to hate yourself but it would be even sexier 
if you played into his fantasy. The man is like a snake poised to 
strike. He will sink his fangs into you and infect you with doubt 
if you let him. You are a whisper in his dream. You lean into the 
objectification and wave him off easily when he disappears to get 
you both a refill. Men like him always want to get you drunk but 
even drunk you can push him away.

 
The woman sweeps her hair back with beguiling sweetness 

as she saunters over to you. Her tattoos are a silent nod. You lean 
against her primordial curves and whisper a secret in her ear. You 
are both smiling when the man returns. He takes in your proximity 
and yanks you away. You gaze back at her. Her head cocks in avian 
interest, waiting for a cue that you will never give. 

You are not looking for love or luck or friendship. You are a 
wide pink target of vulnerable flesh if you expose yourself. Instead 
you accept another drink and toss it back determinedly. Bad men 
are safest.

There are different milestones in this relationship. The first 
time he hits you. The first time pain blends with exhilaration and 
you cherish the bruises. The burst blood vessels discoloring the 
surface of your flesh prison are confirmation that you are alive. 
As a young child you learned that anger and pain did not get you 
anywhere and perhaps that explains the sweeping numbness that 
set in. But for brief moments, when his fist pummels your arms and 

legs and torso, the apathy parts. 

He is sitting at the kitchen table snorting a line of blow. You 
exhibit as much emotion as a doll as you saunter over to him. You 
have turned away, in body and mind. “Well, are you coming to bed 
then?” you ask.

You will hurt him and continue to hurt him. You love the 
blankets that surround you and the distance in your own eyes when 
you gaze up into his. You love his efforts, you love his failures, and 
you love the knowledge that nobody will ever penetrate the deeper 
recesses of your heart. 

You love pain. 



53Back to TOC52

Judy Kaber
MUSEUM OF DOLL HEADS

Once
they had bodies, brilliant
in butterscotch light
from some poor
girl’s window

But they twist 
so easily
off—enshrined now:

hair a rich
tangle, an explosion
pony-tailed, sheared, cut back
to nothing, to nubble
small pocks in the skull
exposed, teased,
torn wild

eyes hinged to open and close,
lids clicking, or painted
blue, eyelashes long strokes
of paint, disembodied

piled on a shelf
abandoned

shell ears
all of them pink
small, empty pockets
that once held words, that once
tasted wishes, dark
with age

noses that never drew breath
never knew the smell of sea air
comfort of cotton sheets
morning coffee, sweat

and those lips
babied and pierced
with a hole, hungry for bottle
painted heart
crouched between dimples
ready to laugh, slightly parted
showing thin band of teeth
imprinted with desire
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Karley Downham
A STATE OF ABANDON
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Jessamyn Violet
HOW TO LET GO

YOU stay up too late, way past the point that normal people 
usually duck under the sleep curtain. Watching the news triggers 
thoughts that range from no more hamburgers for a while to we’ll 
all be victims of natural disaster in the next five years. There you 
are, sitting up at 5am—an uninterrupted hour in which your brain 
will find every possible and impossible way to self-destruct. 

There’s no one to talk to about the scam you were a victim of 
earlier, so you start to search online for others who had the same 
scheme inflicted on them. You fall deep down into a scammers’ 
rabbit hole. The entire world is a racket, everyone’s a con artist, 
and you’re getting screwed no matter what you do or where you’re 
doing it. 

You cry into the sleeve of the unicorn robe that’s now 
threadbare. You purchased it back in college the day after you 

were raped. The fabric was comforting in a nostalgic sort of way, 
reminiscent of sleepovers with childhood friends. 

Suddenly, you turn against the robe. It’s weighing you down, 
holding you back. Instead of comforting you all these years, it’s 
been keeping you close to the trauma. You must abandon your 
insecurity blanket. This feels like an epiphany. You tear it off at 
once and put on the silky kimono that was a present from Uncle 
Rob. It’s nice, but the fact that he gave it to you has never sat quite 
right. You decide to burn both the robes. Yes. You’ll build a fire and 
throw in everything tainted. It’ll be a cleansing fire. Fuck it. You 
put on a sweatshirt that was a gift from a guy you always loved 
but never slept with, remembering how he danced his fingertips 
on the small of your back late at night as you lay together. Another 
melancholy memory that’s better off burning as well. 

Do you own any clothes that don’t have weird attachments? 
Has your whole life just been a series of ill-fated relationships and 
disturbing events? The thought saddens you enough to take more 
pills. It’s fine, though. Life’s a balancing act and you’re great at tee-
tottering. 

What else? A quick scan of the apartment, a garbage bag ready 
to be filled with things better off forgotten. The weird neon Jesus 
painting from mom—bag. Big tin of sympathy popcorn ready 
to become your popcorn thighs—bag. The corny, unreadable 
bestseller Sadie gave you that reminded her of your friendship—
bag. If friendships could burn, hers would be the first log in. 
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Speaking of family ties . . . there’s a photo album of memories with 
the half-sisters from your father’s second marriage that you’ve been 
meaning to toss. Somehow, the trash was never as appropriate as 
this bonfire is. Bag. It’s already pretty full, but you push on, wild 
with excitement to be free of these oppressive items. Stones of the 
sordid past. God, the weight of it all. You poor thing. No wonder 
you’ve needed such vices. 

Time to haul the collection of tarnished items to the backyard. 
As you gather twigs and fallen palm fronds, you pretend you’re 
in the forest, even though you’re just in a rapidly declining part of 
Venice Beach. A helicopter circles overhead to remind you of that. 
The searchlight sweeps the alley as you freeze, trembling, scared of 
being caught under that light, fully exposed in your undergarments. 
You’re in your undergarments? You hadn’t realized, but you’re too 
on a mission to care. 

When you inherited the house from your father, you thought 
you’d have fun parties, so you bought a lot of chairs. Now they sit 
in a circle around the pit, dusty reminders of how many friends you 
don’t have. Since you’ve never barbequed either, there’s no lighter 
fluid. That’s OK, the unicorn robe is just itching to ignite. Trust 
the mission, toss everything into the fire pit. Flick the lighter from 
your pocket, light the robe. Just as suspected, it was born to burn.  
Flames jump up and gobble the past. You observe the memories 
melting into their nothing future from a distance, breathing in 
what are probably toxic fumes because nothing’s natural anymore. 
Nothing’s made to meet its end gracefully. 

The glass has cracked on reality. You feel fragile, like anything 
could shatter your outlook on life, if you could remember what 
it was to begin with. There have been too many ups and downs 
and ins and outs, and you’ve never done anything to level it off. 
Thousands of dark thoughts pile up against your mind, pressing to 
be let inside. The walls are weak. The hinges, sagging. The ground, 
quaking. Nothing to do but head back into the house to find more 
fuel for the blaze. 
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Matthew E. Henry
JUST IN CASE

       you were also up all night
thinking about the eventual heat 
death of the universe, and campfires
in moonlight, and again standing naked 
before an 8 a.m. class with only 
a handful of lukewarm photocopies 
for cover, and ball lightning haunting Crane’s 
Beach, and my arms wrapped around your trembling,
and the Porsche abandoned in the wasteland
of that post-apocalyptic thriller,
and rising insurance premiums, and 
more doom-scrolling through Hinge, Bumble, or just
the possibility of us in some 
pocket multiverse, I wrote you this poem. 

Lila McVey
LOCK AND KEY
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Kate LaDew
WHEN JACK KENNEDY WAS FEELING LOW

he’d call up judy garland
hey, judy-girl, sing me somewhere over the rainbow
I imagine them both reclined,
judy in some dark dressing room
pockets of bad-sleep-bruises under her eyes
just her and her reflection
jack at the resolute desk,
the one given to rutherford b. hayes by queen victoria
the one made from the oak timbers of the british arctic exploration ship hms resolute
the one eisenhower used to prop up equipment in the broadcast room,
the one jackie found in the white house basement
under green baize attached to its scuffed top with scotch tape
the one with the added trap door f.d.r commissioned to hide his leg braces
the one her son john-john would later crawl through as a little boy,
tying and untying his father’s shoelaces
the one with a microphone in the kneehole
connected to the taping system nobody knew about until nixon spoke into it,
the one jack would rest his foot against, right hand holding the receiver 
left hand pushing against the slipped disc in his back, eyes closed
judy girl, sing me a song
he’d be dead a few years later, and so would she
and that little boy under the desk and that woman with the big brown eyes

scanning in the dust for something beautiful, special, sturdy
and landing on the bones of an old abandoned ship transformed 
and abandoned again in the deepest dark of the people’s house
if you could hold your ear to the carved loops and whorls
would you hear the ocean? or is there, somewhere in all those splinters,
in the hinges hiding ordinary and extraordinary things,
the small intake of breath before a voice, heavy with life and pills 
and dreams she dared to dream that came true oh so differently than she’d imagined,
sang into the heart of a man who existed like a spark and went out why oh why
both dreaming of getting to that land with blue birds and blue skies, 
the kind that only exist in lullabies, why oh why can’t I?
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Alissa M. Barr is a cardiovascular critical care nurse and writer 
currently living in Aurora, Colorado. Her work has appeared 
or is forthcoming in Salt Hill Journal, Crab Creek Review, and 
elsewhere. 

Lawrence Bridges is best known for work in the film and 
literary world. His poetry has appeared in The New Yorker, Poetry, 
and The Tampa Review. He has published three volumes of poetry: 
Horses on Drums, Flip Days, and Brownwood. As a filmmaker, 
he created a series of literary documentaries for the NEA’s “Big 
Read” initiative, which include profiles of Ray Bradbury, Amy Tan, 
Tobias Wolff, and Cynthia Ozick.

Erin Brown is a black woman writer of horror and fantasy 
fiction. She is a member of Speculative Ink, a Los Angeles-based 
writing group, and has been a guest of The Genre Hustle podcast. 
She has been published in Murder Park After Dark and Midnight 
& Indigo. She is also an Official House Leader affiliated with Black 
Fae Day, a movement committed to filling the representative gaps 
and leveraging creative resources to increase diversity in fantasy.

Roger Camp is the author of three photography books, including 
the award-winning Butterflies in Flight (Thames & Hudson, 2002) 
and Heat (Charta, Milano, 2008). His work has appeared on the 
covers of numerous journals, including The New England Review 
and Southwest Review. His photographs are represented by the 
Robin Rice Gallery, NYC. More of his work may be viewed on 
Luminous-Lint.com.

Karley Downham is a poet, photographer, and visual artist 
native to the Midwest. She currently lives in South Dakota 
with her husband. Her work has appeared in the South Dakota 
literary magazine Pasque Petals and the online literary magazine 
Watershed Review. She holds a two-year IT degree and currently 
works in the IT field. She considers herself a lifelong learner and is 
working towards a Bachelor’s degree with the goal of (hopefully) 
becoming a technical writer.

Kathleen Frank, a landscape artist living in Santa Fe, has hiked 
hundreds of miles to paint the land of the Southwest and West. 
Frank seeks light and pattern—a glimmer of logic—in beautiful, 
jumbled terrains. A winner of the Curator’s Choice Award at Art 
in the West, High Desert Museum, she has exhibited at many 
galleries, including Museum of Western Art, Meadows Gallery 
at University of Texas/Tyler, Roux & Cyr International Fine 
Art Gallery, and Jane Hamilton Fine Art. Publications include 
LandEscape Art Review, MVIBE, Art Hole, Monk Magazine, and 
more. 

CONTRIBUTORS
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Sheryl Guterl writes from New Mexico and New Hampshire. 
Retiring to the Southwest after a career as an educator in New 
Jersey, she appreciates more sunshine, higher mountains, and less 
winter ice. Her cabin on a lake in wooded New England provides 
inspiration and refreshment with cooler summers. 

Matthew E. Henry (MEH) is the author of the poetry 
chapbooks Teaching While Black (Main Street Rag, 2020) and 
Dust & Ashes (Californios Press, 2020). His full-length collection, 
the Colored page, is forthcoming from Sundress Publications. The 
editor-in-chief of The Weight Journal, MEH’s recent poetry and 
prose is appearing or forthcoming in 3Elements Literary Review, 
Bending Genres, Lucky Jefferson, Massachusetts Review, New 
York Quarterly, Ploughshares, Poetry East, Porcupine Literary, 
and Shenandoah. MEH’s an educator who received his MFA, yet 
continued to spend money he didn’t have completing an MA in 
theology and a PhD in education.

Judy Kaber is currently the Poet Laureate of Belfast, Maine, as 
well as the author of three chapbooks: Renaming the Seasons, In 
Sleep We Are All the Same, and A Pandemic Alphabet. Her poems 
have appeared or are forthcoming in publications such as Atlanta 
Review, december, Crab Orchard Review, Hunger Mountain, and 
Spillway. 

Kate LaDew is a graduate from the University of North Carolina 
at Greensboro with a BA in Studio Art. She resides in Graham, 
North Carolina, with her cats Charlie Chaplin and Janis Joplin.

Andre Lim is a student from Singapore who will be going to 
college in America in the fall of 2022 to major in math and minor 
in art.

Amy Liu is a high school junior who resides in Louisiana. When 
not writing or cramming for a test, you can find her reading or 
baking while watching TV with her favorite person in the world, 
her mom (her dad is tied for first place but is not an avid TV 
watcher).

Lila McVey is a retired registered nurse and lives with her 
husband in Leon, Iowa. In her free time she loves to “gravel 
travel,” finding and capturing the beauty of the abandoned with 
photography.

Mary Mellon earned an MFA in Creative Nonfiction from Sarah 
Lawrence College and has been published in Chicago After Dark, 
Breadcrumbs Magazine, Norwood News, and on the Heroes Media 
Group website. 

James Scruton is the author of two full collections and five 
chapbooks, most recently The Rules (Green Linden Press, 2019). 
The recipient of many awards, including the Frederick Bock Prize 
from Poetry Magazine, he is currently Professor of English and 
Associate Academic Dean at Bethel University in McKenzie, 
Tennessee.
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Taylor Shepeard is an avid writer and coffee connoisseur. 
When she isn’t teaching, she’s taking her rescue dog on wild 
adventures that fuel her writing mojo.

Victoria Tyler is a senior at Mount St. Mary’s University. 
Victoria loves going on adventures and taking pictures when not 
doing work.

Jessamyn Violet is a drummer and writer living in Venice 
Beach. Originally from Massachusetts, she earned a BFA at 
Emerson College and then moved out west to earn an MFA in 
Creative Writing from California College of the Arts. She’s the 
author of Organ Thieves, a book of poetry published by Gauss 
PDF. Short stories can be found in Adelaide as well as Little Break. 

Sarah Yost is a National Board-certified teacher who writes, 
teaches, and works with brilliant minds in public education in 
Louisville, Kentucky, where she lives with her husband and two 
young children. Her poems have appeared in print and online 
literary journals, such as La Piccioletta Barca, Kissing Dynamite, 
Eclectica, Rag Rug, and The Orange Room Review. Her nonfiction 
writing has appeared in The Washington Post, Edutopia, The 
Courier-Journal, Education Week, The Standard, and elsewhere. 
She’s currently working on her first poetry collection.
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Mikaela Shea received her MFA in Fiction Writing from 
Columbia College Chicago. She was a writer-in-residence at 
Ragdale Foundation and has published stories in Midwestern 
Gothic, Copperfield Review, Hypertext Magazine, and others. 
Mikaela won the Editor's Choice Award for Fiction at Waypoints 
Magazine and Superstition Review's First Page Contest. Mikaela is 
currently looking for a home for her novel. She lives in Iowa with 
her husband and three kids, @mikaelashea.

Megan Collins is the author of the novels The Family Plot, 
Behind the Red Door, and The Winter Sister, which was a 2019 
Book of the Month Club selection. She holds an MFA in Creative 
Writing from Boston University and taught creative writing at the 
high school and college levels for many years. A Pushcart Prize 
and Best of the Net nominee, her work has appeared in many 
journals, including Off the Coast, Spillway, and Tinderbox Poetry 
Journal. (megancollins.com)

Erin Evans received her MFA in Poetry from the Vermont 
College of Fine Arts. Her work was nominated for a 2018 AWP 
Intro Journals Award, and she has attended the Bread Loaf Writers’ 
Conference. An avid photographer, she works and lives in Vermont 
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Allison Rae King is a freelance editor and writer. Her stories 
have been published in SmokeLong Quarterly, Every Day Fiction, 
Flash Flood Journal, and Outlook Springs. One of her recent 
stories was nominated for Best Small Fictions. Allison has served 
on the board of directors for the Knoxville Writers’ Guild and as a 
judge for the Royal Palm Literary Awards. She recently completed 
a professional development certificate program for editors through 
the University of Chicago. When she’s not reading, editing, or 
writing, she enjoys spending time in the Florida sunshine with her 
family.
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