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SUMMER 2017

Editor’s Note
This third Rumble Fish Quarterly issue really was the charm. We’ve spent the last few
months reading more submissions than we ever dreamed of as a new journal, and we want
to extend enormous gratitude to everyone who has entrusted us with their writing. To our
contributors especially, thank you – it’s been a privilege.
The Summer Issue takes its readers to a place where the possibility of beauty is always
imminent. Vietnam combat photojournalist, William C. Crawford, drops us in a black and
white world whose objects seem just as (skeptically) alive as its people. In the realm of fiction,
we encounter Craig Berry’s A Mother’s Mercy and Ashawn Hamilton’s Thirty Days Left, two
stories that bring us death, but find their strength in moral murkiness. Smokes Creek, by Paul
Smith, traps us on an airplane to ponder miracles, and Thomas Mundt engineers a humorous
department store take-down in his story, Fifteen-Percent.
In poetry, the eclectic wins the day. It’s a metaphysical carnival in there; step right up and
re-think bugs and cruelty with Michelle Lesniak’s The Summer I Stopped Feeding Bread to the
Ducks, re-think shapes and family with Gerard Sarnat’s Life Saver Polygon Gone Gone?, and rethink aging with Ben Sloan’s Growing Old. Take a break from the rides to stop by Anna Keeler’s
surrealist berry kingdom in Pink, or if music is more your speed, then follow the goose calls over
to Yuan Changming’s folksy triumph, Family Legend. Take a minute to inhale Charles Nunzio’s
Breath and then dive into the deep, fluid melancholy of Meggie Royer’s the florist forgets my
name. Let George Franklin contort your perspective in Oddly Shaped Windows. Finally, steady
yourself with a hand rail as you confront the sheer intensity of Brittany Adames’ Loops and the
unrelenting pressure of Sneha Subramanian Kanta’s pathetic fallacy. Enjoy!
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FIFTEEN-PERCENT
Thomas Mundt

I

had concerns about leg room. Dudley said all the empty laundry detergent containers in
the back of his Honda Fit were for a gallery installation he had in the works in either The
Pacific Northwest or Central Europe; target date no later than Fall 2020. Didn’t I like the
vibrant colors?

My calves still smarted from the hornet stings. I got them on my last insulation gig, an
attack for which I was neither dressed nor emotionally prepared. I swept all the Tides and Cheers
and Gains out of the way and ate my kneecaps.
Dudley’s uncle, Fifteen-Percent, texted shotgun earlier that day and what was fair was fair.
*
The restaurant was not a restaurant, just the back room of a used electronics store. The proprietor
went by The Admiral and there were glossy pictures of tugs and barges and other rusted-out boats
on the wall. I thanked The Admiral for his service when he brought us little ramekins of vinegary
radish slices but I don’t think he heard me or did but lacked the distance from his days afloat to
speak openly. It was understandable.
Fifteen-Percent said he did us a solid and put in for the Special Baba Ghanouj, the super-oily one
with the eggplant grown on a rich North Shore developer’s rooftop instead of purchased at Jewel.
I watched as he grabbed a handful of the paste with his pita like you would a thousand-legger on
the bathroom tile with a napkin.
We were there to talk business, Fifteen-Percent reminded Dudley and me. There was an air
conditioner at Lowe’s and an El Niño on the horizon. He didn’t leave The Levant to sweat in
Chicago; there would be no more of this Just Change Your Shirt bullshit from Aunt Kathy.
The Admiral set an oval plate with kefta skewers down on our folding table and I asked Dudley
what the parsley and diced tomato sticking out of the top chunks was about. Apparently The
Admiral thought it was cute to make the kebabs look like caterpillars for the kids; I was looking at
eyes and antennae. I could see the resemblance and appreciated the craftsmanship but I was also
thirty-six years old.

*
Had we read any of the Dr. Dollars: Makin’ Cents Out Of A World Of Tumult series? FifteenPercent kept hitting the child safety locks instead of the windows until he finally lowered the
passenger-side down to the frame, construction dust settling on my contacts. We live in a barter
economy and don’t even know it, he insisted. MSRP, retail, it was all for Dum-Dums; did they
even make suckers anymore or had Social Media and terrorism hastened their obsolescence,
Fifteen-Percent wanted to know.
He earned his name at Target, Fifteen-Percent boasted. He flirted and quibbled with checkout
clerks of both genders until he skimmed his namesake off the top, his trade partners too listless to
protest. When I admonished him on the subject of The Binary he said I wasn’t seeing the forest
for the trees. The point was that we don’t get what we don’t ask for but we do get the democracy
we deserve. It was a lot to process on a lunch break.
Dudley didn’t hit a worker but he did clip the sign threatening a ten-thousand-dollar fine or up to
three years in prison for doing so when he dropped his vape pen behind the wheel.
*
I couldn’t read lips but I was fluent in body language and the Assistant Manager’s was telling
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Fifteen-Percent to fuck off. Dudley kept revving the cordless drills so I couldn’t eavesdrop but the
air conditioning unit was still sitting there on the counter and I took the same as a rejection of his
offer.
It was rhetorical in nature but Fifteen-Percent asked why he was paying that asshole’s salary with
his taxes. He was in no mood for a civics lesson but I couldn’t help but think Dr. Dollars had
done her readership a disservice.
We were instructed to meet him at the car in ten. Dudley used the time to purchase several boxes
of off-season Christmas lights with no disclosed purpose. I considered putting in an application
for something, anything, to supplement my contracting and, ideally, pay off my urgent care bill
from the time I stepped on rusty rebar but they were only hiring in Home & Garden.
When we got to the lot there was a neon-orange vest where the Fit should be. You could lead
a horse to water, Dudley laughed. I needed context and he explained this was Classic FifteenPercent; the old Slight Of Hand. During our moment of repose his uncle had impersonated a
Sales Associate and dollied out the merchandise, his calling card should he ever be profiled in a
cable news exposé.
Dudley’s first order of business was checking his Citi card to see if he had enough of a balance to
call us an Uber. I said the bus was fine. I sounded like a real Dr. Dollars and that was something I
could be proud of going forward.
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GERARD SARNAT

MICHELLE LESNIAK

Life Saver Polygon Gone Gone?

The Summer I Stopped Feeding Bread to the Ducks

Once upon a time, a warm calm gracious time subsequent to choppy
winter waters, the five of us appeared to swim along brilliantly.

the muggy July I spent as bait rather than baiter
toes a hanging temptation off the dock for the sunnies
instead of crumbling stale hamburger rolls
and creating a controlled sort of chaos for the mallards

My wife plus I simultaneously dreamt our nuclear family
was a non-violent pentagon with all sides, all angles equal.
But neither one spoke those words for fear of perturbating
or jinxing what we perceived at best as delicate reality.
The mutual conjugal reverie may have reflected my origins
from atheist sciency liberal parents no less zero Jewish training.
On the other hand its repression perhaps derived from her shtetly
Orthodox mom and dad’s Yiddish Kenahorah-Poo-Poo-Poo
which they meant to be boogie-boogie superstitious paper-over
spit-spit-spit in the ocean keeping evil-eyed Angels of Death away.
In any case, fragile geometry appeared to begin collapsing
when the three children went off to build their own separate worlds.
Turned out after some tsunami years each married well enough
then raised broods so twelve flowering clan members knock on
wood at least momentarily seemed to return back toward origami
folds to constitute an imperfect though still floating dodecagon.

the summer I took your advice
“stop feeding them breadstuffs”
and learned instead to quell my own selfish impulses
and simply watch their adagio
without having a hand in the choreography
a bill nuzzled into a feathered flank and
a glint of purple, then cerulean under the brown bouquet
was the summer I stopped killing bugs
instead learning to love beetles
let them land on my knee
crushing not them but instead my instinct to crush them
and accepting the arrivals of these
gem-encrusted nomads
bronze and blue and iridescent
letting myself be draped in them like jewels
learning to love them even in water
even capsized, graceless and swollen
they still linger with a gilded intensity
I couldn’t reserve even for my own funeral
their still-fluttering wings
beating out a death dirge for themselves
and I envision you watching with mournful eyes
with hands itching to beat out the drum break
and a voice crooning out a harmony to the death march
and how could I keep killing bugs
to the tune of a song that sweet
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mumbled assent.
The boy, whose age I put at around twelve, took the window seat. He buckled his brother
into the middle seat before fastening his own seat belt. Then he looked out the window at the
drizzle of Cheektowaga before looking back at me.
“Are you from Chicago?”
“Yes,” I said. “I’m visiting home for the weekend.”
“Oh,” he said. “What are you doing in Buffalo?”

I thought about flying over
Lake Erie, where a water
landing was actually possible.

I hadn’t encountered many twelve-year-old’s who spoke to adults so confidently. I was a
little surprised. “I work at a railroad yard, rebuilding it. It’s construction work.”
“So you’re an engineer?”
Again I was surprised. He was young, but he was already making adult connections. There
was nothing of the shyness I remembered in my own twelve-year-old self. I thought I might enjoy
talking to this precocious boy.
“Yep. A civil engineer. We’re putting in new tracks at Seneca Yard in Lackawanna. New
tracks, pavement for intermodal cars, fixing up a bridge, new compressed air lines, drainage, the
works.” That ought to hold him.

SMOKES CREEK
Paul Smith

T

he coffee-colored boy drew my attention as soon as I took my seat on the flight to
Chicago. He pointed to the overhead bin and handed his bag to a stewardess, directing
her to place it there for him. He didn’t demand her to do it, but it wasn’t a request, either.
It was something he expected her to do. Once his backpack was stored up there, he turned to me,
whose eyes had been watching him. I was comfortable amid the scrum in my aisle seat, waiting
for the trip home I got every three weeks. Once we got in the air, I planned on getting a glass
of something strong enough to forget Buffalo for two days. We had no assigned seats on this
crowded flight. Ordinarily I would take a window seat, but the sight of Buffalo-Niagara Airport
was now tiresome, so I picked a seat that had quick access to the john. The boy, who had already
made eye contact, approached without hesitation.
“May I pass you and get to the window seat?” he said. “And my brother wishes to sit in the
middle seat?” Again, it was something like a request, with the expectation that I would certainly
comply. His eyes were focused, clear and level. A smaller boy was behind him. Further down
the aisle was a man whose angular features were similar. This man could have been his father. I
12

I watched his young mind digest all that behind those clear brown eyes and waited. Maybe
he even knew what the compressed air was for.
“We’re going to Chicago for a week to study our book. Do you study your book?”
“Not so much.”
“Our book contains your book, but more. We study our book here and are going to study
in a bigger school so we can know it better. Why don’t you study your book?”
We were interrupted by a stewardess giving us the talk on safety and how to evacuate the
plane if anything happened. I thought about the boy’s father sitting three rows in front of us. I
thought about flying over Lake Erie, where a water landing was actually possible. I thought about
the glass of whiskey I wanted. By the time the stewardess was done with her talk, I found myself
thinking about my ‘book.’
I didn’t feel strongly one way or the other about my book. In our Catholic grammar
school we studied it and memorized the stories, some of which were pretty good. Others were
hard to figure. All of us went along with them, their words embedded in our minds. Adult life
softened the hard edge of dogma and replaced it with a wait and see attitude about everything.
Things got blurry. I began to like blurriness. We prepared for takeoff. In about a half hour I’d get
13

a glass of something that would reinforce the blurriness and might make conversation with this
presumptuous boy pleasant. We got airborne and banked hard over the Federal Crushed Stone
quarry and took a bearing west directly over where I worked. I couldn’t see Lackawanna and
Blasdell, but I imagined them down there, ugly as ever.

turned.

I realized he was waiting for my answer. I had been daydreaming. Why didn’t I study my
book more?

“Farraj knows maps,” the twelve-year-old said. “Sometimes we study maps, too.” He
looked out the window. “Peace Bridge, Tifft Nature Reserve, Skyway, Fort Erie,” he smiled.

“Well, I think I know all the main parts,” I said. “How about you?”
“Our book is so much bigger than yours, we can’t possibly know all its parts. That’s why we
go to this school. And we have more miracles than your book. We have many more.”
Our side of the plane tipped way to one side, and suddenly I could see the ragged splendor
of the Skyway, Blasdell, Lackawanna. I even saw the outline of Seneca Yard, the mounds of dirt
we created regrading it, the shadows of where rails once went. Somewhere west of the yard was a
mosque where they sang at noon. The real miracle was that anyone would want to rebuild Seneca
Yard at all. Some federal money had been found to fix up the yard serving the steel plant. The rest
of Buffalo was a ghost town. The economy was in free fall. The area had once been a big sprawling
city. Now Buffalo and everything near it were empty husks, shucked and ready for the waste heap.
It was a relief to be getting away from all this to see my family for the weekend. And then, it was
good to come back here to work, doing things I liked. Suddenly, the younger boy pointed out the
window excitedly at something near where I worked. He nudged his brother.
of fun.”

“You know that building is the mosque?”
This boy, maybe nine years old, was more shy than his precocious brother, to whom he

The boy knew the geography of Buffalo as well as I did. He might even know where the
Anchor Bar was. I remembered we had been talking about miracles, one of the things I never
really believed in when my faith was at its best. “You know,” I began, “Near your mosque is a little
river called Smokes Creek. We just passed over it. Half of it is very dirty water. The other half is so
clean you can drink it. They say only a miracle keeps the two halves apart. It’s like Moses parting
the Red Sea.”
Both boys stared at me. Then Farraj, the younger one, whispered to his brother.
“He’s an engineer,” the older one replied. Then, to me, he said, “Who separated the waters
in the first place?” His look was expectant, as if I could reveal something.
I decided to give him a taste of the medicine I swallowed once. “No one is sure. It’s a
matter of faith. You either believe it or you don’t. Some things must be seen to be believed. Other
things you believe first, then you see. The miracle of Smokes Creek is like that.”

“Al Rasheed,” the younger boy said. “We go there sometimes. They are very strict, but a lot

So it had a name. One of ‘their’ churches sat beside Seneca Yard. We heard ‘them’ at
midday, praying, so noisy they must have had a loudspeaker. Their high priest’s chants made
Lackawanna seem otherworldly. We’d stare across the yard, the heaps of old creosoted ties, tangles
of rails and steel salvaged from old box-cars and hear the wailing of a far-off voice, a voice crying
out in the desert to its followers. I didn’t like it. I suddenly didn’t like these boys, either, interlopers
in my land, dismissing my miracles as insignificant and puny compared to theirs. The plane
leveled off as we headed for Chicago, but not before we got a glance of the landscape of what was
once the huge Bethlehem Steel plant, now owned by more foreigners. There was a vast emptiness
inhabited by a few buildings that produced sheet steel, the vacant overgrown acres testimony
to the passing of a great facility into a long shadow. I hardly noticed it working at Seneca Yard,
but here, from an up-high vantage point, I could see the misery of a place that once had twenty
thousand workers and now had dozens. And from it emerged Smokes Creek, a smelly channel
with foul water that headed through the plant from a swamp east of the main line tracks. The
wisecrack we shared about Smokes Creek was that on one side of it was fresh potable water and
that on the other side was sewage. Our workers said that a miracle kept the different effluents
separate.
But again, I was surprised that this boy, the younger of the two, could recognize the
Lackawanna mosque from up here. This was nearly a miracle of another kind. So I asked him.
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“So you believe it first, or you see it first?”
“Yes,” I said.
Both boys stared ahead. Then the younger, the one called Farraj, took out a pencil and
started to draw something on a sheet of paper he set on the tray table.
Our plane was now flying slightly upward, through
some troublesome clouds that disturbed us with some
I thought of all the wonderful
brief turbulence. Neither boy was shaken by it. They
whispered to themselves, looking straight ahead at the seat
tales I had heard and how I
backs in front of them and gesturing. Then we emerged
dismissed them.
from the clouds to the end of a dazzling sunny afternoon,
radiant and splendid, the kind I would see in catechisms
with Our Savior rescuing a lamb or a sinner. Our
conversation was over. I was still slightly annoyed by them. Who exactly were they? They were
refugees who followed a slightly different prophet that had disappeared into the desert to weep,
preach, eat locusts and wild honey, then reappear to tell tales that intoxicated men’s minds. The
stewardess rescued me from my thoughts with a drink. It went down easily in small swallows.

had a basis in reality. How had the father heard us talking? That, too, was unexplained. I went to
baggage claim, expecting to see them again. Hadn’t the father said they had to get more luggage?
But I never saw them again. Nor did I see them outside where the limos and cabs lined up in the
chilly Chicago air. It was good to be back in the city I had to leave because there was no work.
Boatloads of low-price engineers had arrived. I had to scavenge and agreed to an out-of-town
stint to make ends meet. I took the Orange Line home through Chicago’s South Side, a tangle of
bungalows, empty lots and freight yards. We crossed the Chicago River on the way in to the Loop
and noticed more billboards than ever before in Spanish. The biggest of them read Somos Libres.
So I thought it was all over. But it wasn’t. A week later, when I took my jacket to the dry
cleaners, I found a slip of paper in one of the pockets. It was a multi-colored map of where I
worked. Seneca Yard was carefully drawn, down to the reconstructed rails, the debris piles, the
yard entrance with my trailer shown beside the terminal building. That was labeled ‘engineer.’
West of the yard was the old steel plant with its abandoned buildings, the roundhouse of the
South Buffalo Railroad. Last of all were the bridges – Tifft, Ridge Road and the one we were
rebuilding, the bridge over Smokes Creek. Smokes Creek itself was shown in detail, with two
separate streams upstream of the center pier. One stream was yellow, the other red. Then they
coalesced into one, flowing together in a commingled hue, through the steel plant, out to the
depths of Lake Erie.

In another hour we landed in Chicago. There was a rush to get out of our seats as soon
as the plane stopped at the gate. I knew from experience to just stay seated. It would take several
minutes for the door to open. Still, everyone was in a hurry to deplane. The boys calmly stayed
in their seats, watching each other. Then the door opened up front, and the knot of passengers
wrestled with bags overhead and pushed its way out to Midway Airport. Immediately in front of
us, though, one passenger worked his way towards us. It was the man I imagined was father of the
two boys next to me. He edged past the passengers next to us and leaned towards me, smiling.
“Has Feisal been a bother?” he asked. His smile was reassuring, his brow smooth. No
matter what the differences in culture there were between us, I found him likable.
“No,” I said. “He is really bright. And fun to talk to,” I added.
“He can be a real handful,” the man said, shaking his head. Then he straightened up. I
saw he was a large, imposing man with a big frame. “Come on, boys. Let’s get our suitcases.” He
retrieved the bag the stewardess had placed above our heads.
I slid out of my seat and got my carry-on up above. Then I let Farraj and Feisal out to their
father. They said nothing, exiting obediently.
The man pushed them in front of him and turned to me one last time. “The boys enjoyed
your story about Smokes Creek. Occasionally we go to Lackawanna. Next time we do, we want to
see Smokes Creek for ourselves. It is a wonderful tale.”
I thought of all the wonderful tales I had heard and how I dismissed them. But they all
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GEORGE FRANKLIN

CHARLES NUNZIO

Oddly Shaped Windows

Breath

What the eye sees in rain is an oblong lens,
Mobius time looped in a blue-gray strip

Take in
strength and power.
Expel fear and chaos.
Our first gift and last given back,
our breath.

Beneath a microscope, aluminum
Skies and oddly shaped windows.
What the eye sees in itself is the cataract’s
Soft blur, reflected glare, and doubled sight.
We are moved by imperfection because it
Makes us feel at home, the screen door never
Quite shut, the wood porch settled at the corner.
Hold up a magnifying glass to your thumb,
And follow the contours across dry, pink skin.
Broken by creases, rivers, arroyos in the high
Desert, the lines on your palm tell
The past not the future, how you have let go
Of all you ever grasped, how you have held on
To something you couldn’t hold.
Behind your eyes, it’s always raining. Water
Splatters against the roof shingles and shapes itself
To whatever it embraces—the perfect lover.
What the eye sees in rain is the reflection
Of its own desire, always approaching.
What the eye sees in rain is the gray wind
Moving across the lagoon at sunset, is the ruin
Of a boathouse, the wake of passing ships.
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YUAN CHANGMING

Family Legend
Upon his dying of an unknown disease
In his infantile, a traveling Daoist told
The family to keep a goose to protect him
So he did survive and, since then, has never
Eaten any goose meat, nor could his sons
Or grandsons sing well, except calling
Monotonously as a goose does. They say
They are not the offspring of a dragon; rather
Their share the bloodline from a wild goose feathered
With the hope of flying back to the blue sky
Like a true migratory species, whose souls
Are hidden deeply behind dissonant calls
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Oh, we had fallen in love with it when we’d first seen it. How could we not? It had charm
and character in every corner, and it more than met our space requirements. Plus, it was an
honest-to-God steal—it had sat dormant on the market for eleven months, and our agent helped
us low-ball our way to a contract.
And now it was ours, for better or for worse. (For worse.)
One of my honey-dos was to tear up the ivy that densely cloaked the roof of the garage. In
the thick of summer there was no seeing through those leaves, no way of knowing what condition
the roof beneath was in. But my first steps up there (although I could not see my shoes) were
hopeful—there was no give beneath my feet. The roof was firm and solid.
I paused to breathe, wiped away the slimy sweat from my brow and the back of my neck,
knelt right into the scratchy leaves, and got to work ripping up the vines. It hurt instantly—the
hot, unbroken sun on my neck; the humidity choking out my pores, slowly suffocating every
square inch of my body; the unnatural pull in my triceps—this would not be easy. So I tried to
make the time go faster. Distracted myself. Thought about things, as they were…
Now, Penny and I had not been married long. It had been a whirlwind journey, us getting
to this point. We had only dated for three months before we decided to get married (yes, I know,
you wouldn’t be the first to tell me how hasty that seems, but when a baby’s on the way, things
tend to move fast). Neither one of us had expected the pregnancy, of course. You don’t typically
plan for babies three months into a relationship. But that’s what happened. Those are the cards we
were dealt. And I had always felt I would eventually come to love Penny. I trusted her. We trusted
each other.

A MOTHER’S MERCY
Craig Berry

A

s I stepped onto the roof of the garage my foot disappeared into a thick tangle of Boston
ivy. I sighed. Would the labor never end? When we closed on the house (a real Wisconsin
farmhouse, c. 1862! How charming! Cue: eye roll); when we emptied our bank accounts
into something the experts kept calling “escrow” but never really bothered to explain; when the
sellers handed us the key and left Good Hope forever, without so much as a backward glance our
way—that’s when the labor had begun. I just hadn’t known it then.
And it was endless labor. While Penny and the baby slept away the hot summer months
in the nursery (or soon-to-be nursery, if I ever got around to replacing its stiff brown carpet and
painting over the sorry green walls), I toiled all over the house and the yard—ripping up wads of
nettles and clover and laying down sod; replacing the shakers that had broken on the west side of
the house; repainting the sun-faded southern wall from top to bottom; trimming back branches
on the towering hickory (high branches that had grown heavy and weak and threatened to crush
the roof above the nursery). Through all of this I cursed myself for buying this century-old piece
of shit.
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So we did it. We made it work. And maybe we forced it a little, like a stubborn key you
know should fit the lock. But we did it nonetheless—what so many before us had done and so
many after us would continue to do—we got married and started our family. Bought a house to
raise our daughter in.

Goddamn, it’s hot, I thought. I should have started on the roof weeks ago, when Penny
first asked me to do it. But I was in the middle of a plethora of more important projects then
(fixing the crack in the basin of the claw-foot tub; patching the holes in the baseboard of the
pantry, where the ants were getting through; installing the new HVAC). The truth was, today was
the first day I’d had an opportunity to get up here.
And of course, today just happened to bring record highs for Good Hope in July. The heat
index had to be close to 115, and man, could I feel it. I had been outside only fifteen minutes and
my UW-Madison tee was already soaked through with sweat from collar to waist, clinging stickily
to my chest. I envied them, Penny and sweet little Maxine, upstairs, asleep in the nursery, lulled to
sleep by the frigid air of the brand-new HVAC.
I licked my dry, salty lips and ripped up another five feet of vine, felt a small tear in my
lower back as I twisted and pulled, tried to hurry along. As I inched backwards along the peak of
the roof on my hands and knees, I glanced over my shoulder to ensure I didn’t crawl right over
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the edge and drop into the compost pile below, impale myself on the broken arm of the rustedout wheelbarrow the previous owners had left behind. I still had a good fifteen feet to go, so I
focused instead on swatting away the horseflies and mosquitoes that were increasingly drawn to
my drenched curls of hair, my sticky skin—fresh, ready blood just beneath the surface.
I worked on in a frenzy, desperate to finish, to have at least something I could show Penny
and say, Look, I did it; I’m not completely worthless! But the faster I worked, the stronger the urge
grew to rest, to go limp and roll right down the roof and over the eave, land with a heavy thud in
the freshly lain sod. I had to pace myself; I knew that. Because as my feet finally reached the end
of the garage, and I turned carefully around to work face-first through the last yard or so along
the peak, I came to realize that this project would require three or four more passes down each
side of the roof. I was nowhere close to done.

see it, couldn’t crawl to it and tuck themselves back inside. All at once their squawks were shrill,
incessant. They sounded not like three tiny robins, but an entire murder of crows.
I was still on my stomach at the peak of the roof, still staring at that horrific scene by the
wheelbarrow, when Penny stepped out onto the balcony off the rear of the house.
“What’s going on?” she called sleepily.
“Birds,” I said, without thinking, without looking up, still transfixed on the poor creatures.
from?”

“I can hear that, Alex. They were loud enough to wake me up. But where did they come

And just as I finished that first pass, just as I pulled the last bit of ivy off of the peak, that’s
when I saw it with freeze-frame clarity—the nest, teetering. Three baby robins peeking over the
brambly ridge, blindly trying to see what had knocked them loose, what was causing their freefall.

I didn’t say anything. Just kept staring dumbly at the cluster of crying beaks. Penny leaned
over the railing and twisted herself so she could see where the cries were coming from. She must
have been able to piece the whole thing together from her vantage point, because something
changed in her.

I reached out to grab them, but they were too far from me, and my balance was poor. For
one excruciating minute, the babies hovered before me in a vacuum of silence. Then one of them
gave a short, curious chirp—and down the nest went, light as paper, but impossibly fast, landing
softly and soundlessly beside the compost pile, the rusty wheelbarrow. It landed upside-down in a
thin bed of loose clover and dead pine needles, the disc of mud that had been its base, now a sad
sort of crown. I lay on my stomach, my arms outstretched down opposite slopes of roof, peering
over the end, gaping down at the wreckage.

“Oh, sweet Christ, Alex, what did you do?” She disappeared back inside the house. In a
minute she was on the back deck with the baby monitor in her hand. She stepped down into the
yard and came around behind the garage, to just beside the robins. “Did you knock this down,
Alex?” she yelled up to me.

The babies lay entangled just inches from the nest, their tiny, scraggly bodies heaped
pathetically atop each other. My heart dropped into my stomach when I saw them down there,
silent and unmoving beside that hideous wheelbarrow. For a few moments, I did not feel the heat.
Everything stopped save the desperate breath in my throat. Then the heat came back tenfold, but
it came from within me. The heat of guilt, of something you can’t take back.

I didn’t say anything. Just
kept staring dumbly at the
cluster of crying beaks.

Then something happened. Something incredible. One
of the robins lifted its tiny head, turning its blind face slowly
towards the sun. The head wobbled as it rose, the poor thing’s
wiry neck struggling against the weight of it. And then, in
triumph, with the head fully raised, the robin opened its tiny
yellow beak, as though waiting for food.

Another slow movement, and then there were two open beaks. Then three. All three birds
had survived the fall! I let my breathing mellow, evolve slowly into sighs of relief. The birds by the
wheelbarrow began to chirp—quietly at first, then loudly, desperately.
Then it hit me, and it broke my heart all over again: the babies were blind; they had no
idea what had just happened. They were hurt, confused, hungry. They had to have been terrified.
Their nest, the only thing they’d known in their lives, was mere inches away, but they couldn’t
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I nodded. “It was an accident. I couldn’t see it. They were hidden in the ivy.”
“Jesus Christ,” Penny said, kicking at the dirt. She glanced at the baby monitor in her
hand, then looked back up at me. “You have to make it stop,” she said. “Before Maxine wakes up,
too.”
“How?”
“I don’t care what you do, just make it stop. It took me hours to get her to sleep, I don’t
want to do that again.”
“What are you saying I should do?”
“I don’t know, Alex,” she said, kneeling beside the robins for a closer look. “Looks like
their wings are broken from the fall. All of them.”
“How do you know?”
“I just know.”
“Can we fix them? We can fix them, can’t we? How do we fix them?” I was muttering more
to myself than to her.
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“Alex. Do I have to spell it out for you?” She stood, her face red from the heat and the
noise. “Put them out of their misery.”
“You want me to…kill them?”
Penny nodded. “Please, Alex. Hurry. They’re only getting louder.”
They were. Their desperate chirping was deafening now, their heads wobbling from side
to side as they screamed for their mother. I couldn’t bear to look at them anymore. But when I
looked at Penny she was hot with impatience, silently pleading with me to kill.
One more item for the honey-do list: Kill.

She wiped the sweat from
her brow with her forearm,
made her way back to the
deck, and picked up the
baby monitor.

in my chest, the silent rasping of tears.
I buried the robins in the mud beside the compost, the shovel burning in my hand.
Flipped the wheelbarrow over them as a crude sort of marker. When it was done, I put the
spade back in the garage, not quite sure where it had come from, so not quite sure where it was
supposed to go. I ambled back into the house. It was just as silent inside as it had been outside.
Quieter, in fact, when you subtract the wind and the crickets.
After my shower, I stayed downstairs the rest of that day. I couldn’t face Penny after what
she had done. What we had done together. Besides, they were asleep again, Penny and Maxine,
and if I went upstairs I was apt to wake them. And who knew what the consequences of that
might be.

I closed my eyes. The shrill screams were like 8-gauge
needles to my ear drums. When I opened my eyes, I half
expected it all to fall away—the heat, the tangled ivy, the dying
birds, Penny’s mounting rage. But nothing changed.

It was silly, really. I knew Penny well (or thought I did). It was just a few birds—not like it
had been the neighbor’s dog or baby. But it had shaken me; I was still trembling. The house was
full of an ambient discord, like thousands of sound waves through a crystal glass. Like everything
might suddenly shatter.

Sadly, pathetically, I looked at Penny and shook my head. “I
can’t.”

That night, I got in bed alone, turning the pages of a stupid thriller that had no meaning,
a book I had grabbed just to kill the time. After a while, Penny shuffled in with the baby monitor
in hand, the monitor that, aside from Maxine’s and Penny’s slow breathing, hadn’t made a peep
for hours and hours. Something had changed in her mood. She was chipper. She was the Penny I
had known in the beginning, before the baby, before the wedding, before the crumbling old house
with the overgrown garage. She was light. She was nothing like the Penny I’d seen with the shovel.
That had been someone else entirely.

Without a moment’s hesitation Penny huffed, stormed back
in the direction of the house. I watched her go, watched her carefully place the baby monitor on
the railing of the back deck, then disappear into the open garage. Heard her rummaging below
me. Saw her re-emerge with a crude antique spade—something else the previous owners must
have left behind; I had never seen it before. Without a word, she hurried back to the pile of birds,
stopped, looked up at me again.
“Can’t do it, he says. Watch this, Alex. Watch how easy it is.”
She raised the shovel above her head, brought it down on the robins with surprising
strength and swiftness. All at once the chirping stopped. Penny raised the shovel again, and once
again she brought it down, flattening the poor things further into the mud and the clover.
And again. And again.
Finally, she dropped the shovel beside the dead birds.
The silence was king.

She kicked off her slippers and slid into bed, leaned over and kissed me on the cheek,
switched off her lamp.
“Don’t stop reading on my account,” she said, her voice like a warm breeze. “Goodnight.”
She turned onto her side, her back to me. In a matter of minutes she was fast asleep, the rhythm of
her breathing slow and steady. I watched the rise and fall of her rib-cage, wondered if she dreamt
of the birds. Wondered if she had spared so much as a thought of them since leaving me with the
shovel.
I lay awake long after I switched off my lamp, and though I closed my eyes, I’m not sure
I slept at all that night. Because the next thing I knew, the sun was peeking through our cheap
Venetian blinds, and outside, the world came back to life. The whirring of insects, the chirping of
birds.

Without looking up at me, she wiped the sweat from her brow with her forearm, made her
way back to the deck, and picked up the baby monitor.
“I’m going back to bed,” she said softly. “Will you bury them? Or is that too much to ask?”
And she was gone, back inside the house. The only sound was the thumping of my heart
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Pink
there is ice-cream in my eye,
a half&half strawberry dip
that cracks its skin in
twenty one bows to its queen,
the moon.
reborn in love,
i become the berry goddess
until i melt and the sky
coughs gray on me
like daybreak.
i don’t know, i don’t care,
i want to be the sugar
i turn over the vulgarity
of envy.
there is a pricetag on my iris,
it tells me to be careful:
sun is coming,
you won’t be here long enough
to see it get lighter.

28

29

BRITTANY ADAMES

30

MEGGIE ROYER

Loops

the florist forgets my name

and let turmeric drip in my veins
like sap:
there are not enough islands
to cup out the ripened
prattle of disgruntled mutters
lemon squeezed, crushed:
portly fingers fleshing out
beneath mother’s —
we, too, have become familiar
with the dense rifts of clothed leather
like sallowed-out eyes of dawn
or tender skin cells
if our ribs had hands
they would soak our
veins in the soft cadence of
no’s
we carve our stories
among inlaid stone
they are the only things
that are
cemented, unaltered:
mother’s gaze is cracked, rotting
we stuff belts into our mouths
so that our throats do not become swollen
while our skin becomes sanctioned

I. And something bruises like earth inside me. To ask/or not to ask/if she remembers how
he came here, weeks ago, for roses. Daylilies. Whatever they had. Whatever/she could
find. The morning outside still swollen. My neck, still swollen. Blood against my teeth
like a cherry. How he wanted/to show her/he still owned me.
II. A chicken, with its head gone, still knows how to walk. And I walked. I walked. I could
do nothing but. Til he came with the sunflowers/from the house/now pressed/now
folded/between parchment paper like time.
III. We used to garden. Til the whole thing was overrun with weeds, choked like a dog on a
chain. Dust rising so hot it smoldered. I’d lay bowls made of ripe fruit/the knife used to
cut the slices/always/with the handle/closest to my hand.
IV. In case he reached. In case I couldn’t.
V. I ask her for whatever’s left, in the cooler, on the shelves, tied in bouquets along the back.
I ask her for whatever’s left. It’s all I know/to say.
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the rifle’s barrel, Carver grabbed the cleaning kit under the cot, and was reminded of opening a
briefcase on a desk before grading papers. Back then he thought anything was better than reading
essays for hours, groaning at every grammatical error, but now realized he had jinxed his future.
Despite losing the drafting lottery fifteen months ago, luck must have returned to Carver since he
made it this far. He hoped it would remain with him.
Carver disassembled the rifle and pushed a pipe cleaner into the barrel. When he pulled
out, someone knocked on the screen door, and it was Johnny Hayes, leaning against the mesh
with his forearm. “I have no dew,” Carver said, rotating the pipe cleaner in the barrel. But Hayes
walked inside. Under his helmet band was a miniature American flag, which swayed with every
step, and he held his rifle close to him. Carver wanted Hayes to stay outside, but didn’t want to
offend his savior. He didn’t want another enemy to worry about. Especially one as accurate as
Hayes.
A month ago Carver had thought his death would come when a sniper aimed at him
from a tree. He had thought he was a bullet away from death when the leaves rustled, but then
Hayes had shot the person in the head. “Like shooting a bird,” Hayes said as the body fell off the
branch. That marksmanship mattered to Carver. Who better to depend on than a man that didn’t
miss? Afterward he told Hayes he’d share his marijuana with him, and they smoked whenever the
sergeant had a meeting in his tent.
“I told you, I got none,” Carver said, looking into the rifle’s barrel like a telescope.
“I smoked enough today,” Hayes said, leaning against
the door. “I’m here to talk.”

THIRTY DAYS LEFT
Ashawn Hamilton

T

imothy Carver noticed Johnny Hayes was glaring at him during the patrol. He glanced at
Hayes, who turned to the right, pretending to look for snipers in the trees. The rest of the
squad stared at the ground, searching for booby traps, until they approached a rice paddy.
Everyone walked single file along the dike, but Carver’s foot got caught in the embankment’s dirt
and he stumbled, dropping his rifle into the brown water. Hayes laughed. “Nice one.”
The squad aimed their guns at the jungle while Carver cursed and stepped in the water.
He looked at the foliage around him and hoped they wouldn’t encounter any guerrilla fighters.
He imagined them protruding their AK-47’s through the leaves and shooting until the squad
dropped, bodies floating on bloody water. As Carver picked up his gun, the cicadas and birds
chirped, and the squad listened to this tune as they marched back to the village. Mud covered
Carver’s rifle, and water sloshed in his boots along the way. When he returned to his shack, he
held his boots upside down, shaking off the liquid.

“About?”

Carver inspected the bolts
for dirt one more time, and
then set them on the table.

“Your story.”
Yesterday Carver had told the squad about a pilot while they were eating canned food
around a campfire. The pilot communicated with a prostitute through pictures and tried to hide
her in a crate on a plane heading for San Francisco. Everyone applauded the story except Johnny
Hayes, who argued with Carver about the story’s plausibility; that it was impossible to sneak a
woman from here to America, and no soldier would do something so irresponsible with military
resources. But Carver said he heard it from his last platoon, and believed it because it wasn’t the
strangest story he heard. When Hayes said it sounded nothing like the World War I and II stories
he heard from his family, the squad shouted, “Encore,” and told him to sit down.
Now Carver fanned himself with his shirt and shifted on the cot as he set the pipe cleaner
on the table. “What of it?”
“Prove it.”
“How?”

Then he carried a table from the corner and set it next to the cot. Because mud was in
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“Pictures? Letters?”
“I got nothing.”
“So it was made-up.”
“I never said that.” Carver placed the rifle’s barrel on the table, and then started cleaning
the pins with a rag. “Besides, does it matter? Real. Fake. It’s just fun. Tell a story, and everyone’s
happy. Better than dew or cards.”
“Listen. My dad fought in World War Two, and his dad fought in the first one. Their
stories had heroism. Yours makes us look like fools.” Hayes pulled a crate from the corner and sat
across from Carver. “Everyone will spread that story when we go home. People shouldn’t hear it.
We’re soldiers, not clowns.”
“If you heard what I did, you wouldn’t know a lie from the truth.”
“Try me.”
Carver set the pins on the table, and then scrubbed the bolts with a toothbrush. “There
was one I heard from my last platoon. It was crazy. I’ll tell you when I finish this. If we get
attacked, I want my gun.”
“Why worry? Nothing’s happened for days. We’re winning.”

Hayes folded his arms and propped a leg on the table. “He really meets the same guy?
That’s so unlikely.”
Carver reassembled his rifle. He stood up and aimed it at the wall. The gun clicked when
he squeezed the trigger. “It’s all chance. Probability. Life is like that.”
“Well what happens after?”
“A week after, their squad got into a gunfight. Bullets everywhere. Everyone ducking when
they saw muzzle flash. Then Brad fell backwards and held his chest as blood dripped between his
fingers. He was screaming. Someone yelled, ‘Medic,’ and when Allen got to him, the other soldiers
advanced and gave them covering fire. It was just Allen with Brad. He reached into his bag, but
noticed the grenade on his holster. That grenade was opportunity. A choice. At his feet was his
torturer. Now as a medic, he has to save Brad,” Carver said. He paced back and forth as if he was
waiting for students to stop talking before giving a lecture. Then he turned to Hayes. “What would
you do?”
“I’d save him,” Hayes said.
“Just like that? So easily?”
“He’s a soldier. He gained discipline since school; he changed.”

“I’m not dying. My tour’s almost done.”
There was a carbon stain on one of the bolts, and Carver tried rubbing it like a stain on
a plate, but the black mark remained. Carver sighed and placed the part down. “It started with
a high school senior. Name was Allen. He wanted to become a doctor, loved learning about the
body, and he also loved his hair. Always let it grow long; right to the shoulders. But his classmate,
Brad, wondered if Allen was actually a guy. So during gym he pulled down Allen’s pants. His dick
was like a sandbag, but Brad said it proved nothing. That it was a fake dick. Can you imagine that?
And it didn’t stop there. Brad had Allen pay him. Even dipped Allen’s head into toilets, called him
Allie, and had him carry his football uniform.”
Carver inspected the bolts for dirt one more time, and then set them on the table. He
drank from his canteen. “One day Allen didn’t pay him, said he was short on money, and you
know what Brad did? He cut Allen’s mouth with a spoon.” Carver opened his mouth and swept
across it with his thumb. “Like this. But here,” he said, pointing to the frenulum. “And it all
continued until graduation. I’m amazed he didn’t end himself. You’d think it’d be over, but it didn’t
take long until a draft notice was at the foot of his door.
“After basic training, he became a medic, and when he got here, guess who he saw—Brad.
But here’s the thing. He didn’t recognize Allen. Amazing what a shaved head and muscles can do.
Allen stayed out of Brad’s sight and never talked to him.”
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“But if he recognized Allen he’d treat him the same. You’d save someone like that?”
“Maybe. But he’s still one of us. And his family must love him. If Allen saves him, then
Brad can’t ignore that.”
“Well a decision was made. And, after staring at the wound, Allen made his choice. He
punched Brad’s chest. Then he ran and pulled the grenade’s pin. A second passed, and he tossed
the bomb. The dirt flew up, and the explosion sounded like a cannon. Then he ran to the squad
and told them Brad stepped on a booby trap. He was always quiet, so no one questioned it.”
“What nonsense.”

He’s smarter than you.
More than all of us. He’s
looking at the bigger
picture.
‘You can have it.’ ”

“It’s true. I heard it from Allen himself.”
“Why’d he tell you? Is he your buddy?”
“Not exactly. When Brad died, I always saw Allen crying. Never
left his hooch unless he was ordered to. So one day I asked him if he
wanted to eat together, and he just told me everything. He wouldn’t
shut up. Just kept talking. I put my pound cake in his lap and said,

Hayes looked at Carver, and then stood up. “Just another rumor.”
“It’s not. Even if it was, it got me thinking. This war is strange. Remember when the
villagers cried when they first saw us? To these people, we’re Brad. They’re Allen. But to us the
commies are Brad.”
“They’re the bad guys. No other way to look at it.”
“Really? The president forced us here.”
“I volunteered. He’s smarter than you. More than all of us. He’s looking at the bigger
picture—victory.”

“I better not catch you lying again. You’ll regret it.”
“It’s too hot for this.”		
Hayes banged the table. The pipe cleaner rolled off it, and the cleaning kit jumped as he
glared at Carver. “I’m serious. I’ll ruin your life. Our duty is important. Your gossip disrespects
that. And you don’t realize it. Imagine if that got back to the U.S. It’d be all over the news. People
will think we’re stupid. How would you feel? People calling you a fool instead of a hero. I don’t
want that. My dad doesn’t. And his dad wouldn’t either.”
“Fine. I’ll stop.” Carver figured he’d tell stories from his teacher days at the squad dinner
tonight. Even though they lacked intrigue, it was better than provoking Hayes. There were thirty
days left in Carver’s tour, and he didn’t want to spend them worrying about friendly fire.
Hayes slammed the screen door behind him. Carver laid on the cot, and rested his head against
his rucksack. He hoped mortar fire wouldn’t hit them tomorrow. And that there would be no
nighttime ambushes. That there’d be a confirmation of no enemies in the area in the morning. Yet
Carver felt he wouldn’t be surprised if he got shot tomorrow, a week from now, or even the day
before his tour’s end. He imagined that if it happened, he’d want a bullet through the brain. Or the
heart. Whichever one was faster. All he asked for was to not die like Brad did, clutching his chest,
feeling the blood, and the squad watching him.
If that happened would Carver hope a bandage would be enough? Or would he pull out
his handgun and see how fast he’d die from a bullet in the brain? And as his body lay there, the
earthworms would eat through the body, decomposing flesh. Then a grasshopper would jump on
his dog tags and twitch its head before flying away from the decaying corpse. Carver shook his
head, got up, and walked to the screen door.
Through the mesh, he saw two boys standing on the village road, twisting bamboo
dragonflies between their hands. The toys rose and spun like the helicopter blades that Carver
was waiting for at the month’s end. He was ready for the day when he’d turn in his uniform and
equipment, and then start planning a trip to Hawaii. There would be a view where the waves
would crash against the beach as he reclined in a folding chair. Carver would jingle his dog tags
and let any passersby know he was a survivor.

“Running in circles around the country. What picture is that?”
“You know how to win a war? Then why aren’t you the president?”
“I was a teacher, not a politician.”
“Look, our place is to fight and he tells us where.”
“My place is home.”
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pathetic fallacy
ellipsis use ink omitting speech
settled fog melts during the day
brute months pass away dateless
alacrity hovers over willingness
weather discrepancies disperse
rough sandstorms joyously dance
blithe birds supervise expanses wide
symbolism yields harvest surpluses
ideas use arched staircase routes
figures of speech elicit embodiment
idiosyncrasies gather peculiarities
schools of thoughts resemble fish shoals
succinct camouflages reveal quietude
seasons linger over evanescent intervals
these rings of alphabets form smoke rings
there is nothing silent left unheard
in falseness and literal personification.
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Growing Old
To start out, not knowing any better, thinking we can become whatever fantasy we
create for ourselves, we choose a standard-issue children’s Halloween costume
to be born into—pirate, princess, Batman, Wonder Woman, etc.
Years later, bursting out of it in front of a mirror, we are surprised at what we see there
but are unable to acknowledge even then that what we are looking at is the first
draft of what will become a Halloween costume, the true one.
The previous one was pretend.
But in time we grow into it, the realization that is evident if not in that same mirror then
certainly when children passing us in the grocery store aisle turn their eyes away
in disbelief and horror at what we, and others like us, have become.
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