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EDITOR’S NOTE
When we started Rumble Fish Quarterly a year ago, things were different. For
one, we didn’t publish unsolicited submissions, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. As it
turns out, writers don’t want to submit to a literary magazine whose “Archives” section
consists of the words “Coming Soon!” So we made a list of our most talented friends
and asked them nicely if they would entrust their work to our fledgling endeavor. To our
enormous relief, enough of them obliged to get us started on what we figured would be a
long and winding path to a steady stream of quality submissions.
We were wrong. The quality submissions part turned out to be dead on, but the
long and winding piece was more like an interstate without a speed limit. The phrase
“we have to turn down submissions we love” is cliched, frustrating, and, we learned,
100% accurate. We got our listing on Poets&Writers in May 2017, and the amount of
talent, insight, and grace that began appearing in our inbox completely blew us away.
We’re still bowled over by it on a daily basis.
We decided to celebrate with the inescapable bastion of lit mag legitimacy, a writing contest. Reading through the entrants felt like wrangling an out-of-control speedboat. In the end, we settled on one winner, which we’ll get to shortly, and three runners
up, which we simply don’t have the emotional fortitude to rank.
Among the runners up we have one non-fiction piece, “My Dad’s Dead Mistress
and Other Things My Parents Fought About” by Sherry Mayle. Through a series of vignettes that are equal parts harrowing and hilarious, written with a particularly electric
feel for dialogue, the piece details the author’s upbringing in Appalachia. Insights about
relationships, infidelity, and paranoia all flow into an emotionally cathartic ending.
Gregg Sapp’s morbidly-compelling work story, “At Riverside Cemetery,” combines a wildly original premise with smirking, painterly flair to upend notions of what a
gravesite truly is. With contractual obligations, practical jokes, and funereal cartography
as its plot elements, the story makes the dead seem alive and thriving without raising a
ghost, only to sneak up behind the reader with a twist that would send a compass needle
spinning.
Representing poetry we have “Julius & Julious” by Connor Oswald. The mournful
tone establishes the speaker’s heaving, unwieldy grief as the lines swirl into an aching
mosaic of bodily and mechanical imagery. The words sound as if they are an echo, and
the feeling of loneliness grows to enormous proportions by the poem’s conclusion.
Each of these works is a tremendous boon to our magazine, and beyond anything
we had hoped to publish after only one year. That said, in the end we felt as though one
story made the final push necessary to secure the gold. That story was “The Monitor” by
Benjamin Soileau.
In this relentless satire, the residents of a handsome suburban subdivision are delighted when the neighborhood’s 9-year olds band together to form a newspaper. Things
turn awry, however, when the Magnolia Mounds Monitor begins to publish hit pieces
on neighborhood residents, revealing the private lives of local parents, widows, and
high-schoolers, growing in power all the while. Narrated by a father whose vices gain in-

fluence in sync with the neighborhood paper, the story whips along with expert pacing.
Upon finishing “The Monitor,” one is left with questions of public shaming, journalistic
integrity, parental conduct, and community responsibility that linger into the remainder
of his or her day, week, and month.
While we are beyond excited to share with you these four works, we would be
mistaken to give the impression that they are the only thing here that makes us want
to squeal. Artwork and photography by Dick Evans and Brian Michael Barbeito make
the ensuing pages a joy to look at. Award-winning poet Rich Murphy offers up “Work
Quirk,” a poem that reads, and we mean this in the most complimentary terms possible,
like a flesh-eating virus. Previous reader-favorite Gerard Sarnat returns with a scriptural
firecracker of a poem in “Genesis.” Robert Tremmel’s “Dessert Course” bestows upon
the reader one of the more memorable images in Rumble Fish Quarterly’s short history,
and Leigh Holland conquers the far reaches of the page like a white space explorer in her
experimental poem, “Suit Anaphora.”
Finishing strong, we have the steady, surrealist hand of Sam Mills, who channels
the spirits of Alexander Pope and John Wayne in his metered cowboy epic, “The Saga of
Lonesome Joe.”
Before we get out of here, we’d like to extend a sincere thank you to all of our contributors, artists, friends, and readers. You all have made this possible, we can’t thank
you enough.
Katie Sions
Editor-in-Chief
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THE MONITOR
Benjamin Soileau

S

FICTION

aturday mornings are for love. It’s when Robin and I have the energy for it, when
Andy turns into a pillar of stone before his cartoons. It’s also when our across the
street neighbor, Scotty Romero works out. He opens his garage door so that everybody
can witness the miracle, and he does it while listening to “Got My Mind Set On You” by
George Harrison loudly on repeat. It’s a hell of a song to make it to, and stranger still
how we’ve come to rely on it. The sunlight touches off our constellations in the popcorn
ceiling, Gods and creatures that smile down when the drum intro rouses us and we
reach for one another with eyes glued shut, often still clutching to our dreams. It’s one of
those things you can never see coming.
Not so long ago, Scotty was trouble. He broke into a neighbor’s shed and when
Mister Guidry threw the halogen on him, instead of freezing, Scotty fled. He ran about
four steps, tripped on a sprinkler and came down hard on a cinder block. These days,
he’s meek as honeydew with a roving eye and stutter, a real sweet kid. I used to pay him
to cut my grass before Andy got old enough to do it for free. Now, Scotty pumps iron.
In the afternoon his father follows him in the van while Scotty jogs down the street. He
wants to be iron man, and I believe he’ll do it too. He drinks protein shakes and eats
raw eggs, keeps a poster of Dolph Lundgren in his bedroom for inspiration. He’ll never
operate heavy machinery, but he can bench three hundred. I know all this because of
the Magnolia Mounds Monitor, our very own newspaper, produced entirely by the kids
of the neighborhood, and which is delivered to our doorsteps the first Sunday of every
month. They did an article on Scotty last month with a picture and everything and he’s
become a bit of a celebrity around here.
In Magnolia Mounds most every house is set back from the street and framed
by azaleas. Everybody takes great pride in their display, and the Monitor has decided
to hold a contest. Folks have been out front, primping and hemming. When the breeze
blows through our neighborhood, the azaleas bow and flutter, and the homes, flushed by
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red, pink, purple, yellow and white blossoms seem to be things alive, nodding and trilling at each other in their own simple, happy language. At such times I can think of no
other place I want to be. A lightness floods my body and I am overwhelmed with peace
of mind, as though I am following exactly the course God has planned for me.
The Starrs are having a party to celebrate the three-month anniversary of The
Monitor. Their ten-year-old, Sylvester, got the thing going on his own. They hadn’t been
in the neighborhood a month when he went door to door, handing each neighbor the
paper he’d cobbled together, asking for donations so that it might be a regular thing. We
were all impressed. The second issue was on better paper, complete with a sports section
on the local middle and high school teams, classifieds, entertainment. They even had an
opinion article, in which Sylvester railed against the bad etiquette of those who allow
their pets to defecate on the lawns of others, and I’ll be damned if it didn’t work. Anybody walking their dog now carries a ream of bright plastic bags for everyone to see.
All the kids are in on it now, Sylvester of course, being the Editor in chief. Even
Andy, a normally introverted and shy boy, is the photographer. We bought him an expensive camera for his birthday, and he’s taken to it with gusto. Every month, Sylvester
pulls the Lemoine girl behind his bike on a scooter and she collects subscription fees in a
coffee tin.
The Starr’s house is packed for the party. They’ve got Sylvester dressed to the
nines, a sweater vest and tie, his hair slicked back shiny and with his widow’s peak, he
looks like Eddie Munster. He works the room with a tray of olives and cheese and salami. Mrs. Starr keeps Sylvester’s tray full, slicing and arranging in the kitchen. Scotty
Romero is in the corner wearing his glossy silver shorts and tank top, letting people feel
his muscles. Mister Guidry is squeezing Scotty’s arms, patting his chest and inviting
others to do the same, over compensating for the guilt we all know he feels. Some of
the ladies gunning for the azalea contest have brought treats for Sylvester. Miss Connie
relieves him of his tray and makes the rounds herself, telling Sylvester that she simply
can’t have him waiting on the very people he serves. Miss Marie ushers him to the sofa
and presses a giant praline into his hands. It’s the size of a supper plate, cinched in Saran Wrap and garnished with a small, elegant blood orange azalea.
“How the hell does she get that color?” says Gordy Hebert, sidling up beside me
and tipping his bourbon. “Must be the soil at her place,” says Gordy. “Maybe she uses
her old man’s ashes, huh.” Gordy throws an elbow that sends my drink sloshing onto the
Starr’s carpet.
“Hey, you got a cigarette Gordy?”
“Let me refresh.” He slurps down his drink and I follow him out back. Gordy and
I worked together at Exxon until he retired last year. I used to give him rides when he’d
crash a car.
We find a corner of the yard near a concrete bird bath and light up.
“Played golf with Ernie Jenkins last week,” he says. “He asked me about you,
about whether I think you’d be a good fit.”
In June, a supervisor position has my name on it. I need only get through the
Spring. “Oh yeah?”
“Sure did. I told him you sit out on your lawn with an air rifle and shoot squirrels
and that I see needles at the end of your driveway every Sunday.”
“I appreciate the good word,” I say.
He throws another elbow at me. “Aww, I’m just pulling your chain. I told him

you’re the man with the plan in a tan Sedan. Hey, you remember that thing I mentioned
at the Landry’s last time? That thing with me not being able to you know. That thing I
was struggling with?”
Gordy has five bourbons and likes to talk. I like his cigarettes. “Yeah, Gordy, I
remember something about that.”
“Well she started into wearing wigs and it’s been a real game changer.”
“Oh yeah,” I say. “That’s good, Gordy, I’m glad.”
“I been stopping at that place off Government, next to China One and getting a
new one for her every Friday after work and it’s like getting strange.”
“Hmm,” I say.
“She got one for me this afternoon,” he says.
I look at Gordy, at his bloated red face, wiry tufts of hair clinging to his greasy
head, picture him in a mop top, grunting and drooling.
“She won’t let me see it until we get home. I can’t hardly wait.” Gordy dumps his
drink down the hatch and gums an ice cube, not wasting a drop.
“You’d better slow down then, Chief,” I say.
“I need four more just so I don’t shoot off in five seconds when I see her in that
purple wig,” he says, sucking the soul from his filter, two fire orange specks of light reflecting in his glassy eyes.
Mrs. Starr teaches journalism at LSU, and she speaks to us as if we’re students,
giving us tours of Sylvester’s work space in the garage in groups of six. There are computers everywhere, scanners, copiers, drafting boards, scribbled notes pasted on corkboard. It looks like a control room for the NSA. Sylvester’s father is a freelance writer
and his framed magazine covers litter the wall: GQ, Rolling Stone, Sunset, Esquire. “I’m
pretty sure Sylvester will surpass his father and I by the time he’s a teenager,” says Mrs.
Starr with a wink and smile, the same line she ends every tour with.
After a bit, a tinging rings out. Mister Starr touches a butter knife to his wine
glass. “Everybody,” he says. “Can I have everyone’s attention?” He thanks us all for coming, for our support of his son’s project. Sylvester would like to say a few words. Sylvester steps up on a chair, the ceiling light arcing and bending in bone white frequency over
his oiled crown.
“I have an announcement I’m pleased to make. With all the contributions, subscriptions and now, sponsorship, The Monitor will be delivered to your doorsteps twice
a month, every other Sunday starting immediately.”
Oohs and ahhs erupt.
“I want to stress that none of this would be possible without your continued
support. I want to thank my staff, the committed and industrious kids of Magnolia
Mounds.”
Glasses are shoved in elbow crooks, between teeth and on furniture so that everyone can applaud. Sylvester names off the kids and their roles. When he mentions the
keen eye and bright future of Andy Billiot, Robin and I swell with pride, and our fingers
find one another’s at our sides. Andy beams from his spot with the other kids, camera
dangling from his neck.
Everyone agrees to let their child stay for Sylvester’s impromptu slumber party,
and I have no doubt that he’ll have them all working their asses off. We’re a little buzzed
walking home and I laugh when we pass by Gordy’s house.
“What?” says Robin.
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“Nothing.”
“How about Sylvester,” she says.
“How about him.”
Crawling into bed I consider Robin as a blonde. I press up against her and whisper in her ear. I say, “I got my mind set on you.”
Miss Marie wins the contest. On the Sunday afternoon of the announcement,
Sylvester presents Miss Marie with a certificate in her front yard. Andy moves across the
grass like a real pro, snapping and clicking away. Two runners up are also announced
and Sylvester stakes little flags in the respective yards. I wanted to take Andy fishing that
afternoon, but he tells me that he doesn’t want to go. Instead, he has me drive him to the
mall so he can get a bowtie and a sweater vest. “Sylvester says we should look professional,” he says. “But, a bowtie?” I say. Andy looks at me for a moment like I’m an ape,
and says, “Dad, all true newsies wear bowties.”
Walking out of China One with our MSG laden supper, I bump into Gordy. He
looks like shit, rumpled khakis and a bowling shirt with the buttons mismatched.
“Happy Sunday, Gordy,” I say, lifting my take out as I pass him.
“Goddam right,” he says, reaching out and taking my elbow. I feel buzzed just
standing close to him. “Look it,” he says, and fishes out the wig he just bought. He plops
it on his head and adjusts it and I feel dirty all over. “How do I look?” Gordy looks like
he climbed from a cellulose square on the cutting room floor of a Fellini film. Long
blonde hair spills down to his shoulders, framing his alcoholic face in golden rivulets.
He eyes me over the rim of his aviators, twitches his brows, slides them back up and
sings softly. “Here I go again on my own.” I see Andy in the truck over Gordy’s shoulder,
studying his bowtie in the visor mirror. It’s not easy to look at Gordy. “David Coverdale,”
he says.
“That’s great, man.” I start to slide past him, consider for a second and stop, ask
him for a cigarette. “Whitesnake, man,” he says digging them out. He gives me two and I
thank him and get back to the truck. I hold the bags out to Andy, but he’s noticed Gordy,
and is staring out his window, mouth open. Gordy climbs into the Prius captained by his
wife. Gordy’s still wearing the wig and his wife has one too, some pink punk rock number, and they squeal away as if they just robbed a bank.
“Here!” I drop the bags into Andy’s lap and pull out of there. I really wanted fish
for supper.
So the paper starts arriving every other week. Robin and I see less and less of
Andy. He’s attached to that camera. He dresses like Jimmy Olsen now. All the kids do.
They take to wearing lanyards that say Magnolia Mounds Monitor Press. We’re happy
that they’re so into it, that they’re actually producing something worthwhile when they
could easily be staring at video games, but it’s weird at the Leblanc boy’s birthday party to see the bouncy castle completely unoccupied. Instead, the kids all stand around
talking with paper plates and punch, dressed up with their credentials for all to see.
Floyd Leblanc, trying to get the party started, dons a swimsuit and announces his intent
to break in the slip and slide. Floyd instructs his wife to squirt dish soap onto the yellow
mat. There is some nervous energy in the air, maybe Floyd’s, as he jogs toward the slide.
I see the moment he realizes it’s a mistake, right before he throws himself half heartedly
to the mat. We all hear the crack when he lands, like a pecan shell under heel. He slides

like a corpse for about five feet and stops abruptly, throws an arm to his lower back, and
bleats like a violated goat. There is a moment of silence, as everybody stands around
watching the quivering heap of Floyd before his wife and several men go to him. I see
Andy’s camera go up.
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A Paypal account is set up for subscribers. Sylvester no longer pulls the Lemoine
girl around to collect fees. The few subscribers who elect to pay cash are visited by the
same girl on a tricked out go-kart, complete with flags emblazoned with the Magnolia
Mounds emblem, a white magnolia in full bloom against a black backdrop. The go-kart
buzzes down the street, the beret-clad girl always driving, but with various kids hanging
off the frame, clutching notepads and equipment.
Only two weeks after Miss Marie claims the azalea contest she is right back on
the front page. Disgrace in Magnolia Mounds reads the headline. A grainy photo

of Miss Marie in a mu mu, hunched before her azalea bushes, holding something in her
hands, a shocked and confused expression on her face, her hair in curlers. The article explains that it has come to light that Marie Daigle cheated in the azalea contest by injecting her flowers with nutrient-laced food coloring. It was discovered early in the morning
after an anonymous tip. Miss Marie, of course, won’t emerge from hiding to give an
interview. The prize is taken away immediately and given to the runner up, Miss Connie,
who proudly accepts the certificate from Sylvester in her front yard. The stake is moved
from Miss Marie’s yard. I wake Andy up with the paper in my hand, give it a good bitch
slap. “What the hell is this?”
Andy sits up in bed. “What, Miss Marie?”
“This is absolutely not OK.”
“Sorry Dad, but she shouldn’t have cheated.”
“Well, no,” I say, “she shouldn’t have, but this is dirt.”
“It’s the truth is what,” he says. He pinches an eye booger and flicks it toward his
dresser.
“This poor lady just lost her husband. So what if she cheats in a flower contest.”
He stares back at me blankly and I want to believe he still hasn’t woken fully. “Those
flowers are probably all she has.” Still nothing. “Do you understand that this is a person’s life?”
Andy blinks at me, puts a finger up his nose, and says, “What about Miss Connie’s
life? Her flowers might be all she has too, but she didn’t cheat, did she? Or what about
all the other neighbors who try to follow rules and are bamboozled by a cheater?”
“Bamboozled?”
“That’s right,” he says. “Everybody has a right to fair and balanced judgment,
don’t you think?”
“This isn’t right,” I say. “And what are you sneaking out at night? You took this
picture?”
“I wish.”
“Who took this? Who’s sneaking around doing this?”
“All that matters is that I didn’t take it. We’re just keeping people honest is all.
Isn’t that what you taught me? Don’t you want me to be honest, Dad?”
“Well, yeah, but.”
“I just want to do a good job, Dad.” He fluffs his pillow and stretches out beneath
his Star Wars sheets. “I’m proud to be involved with something that has integrity.”
“Why do you talk like this now? Who are you?”
“I’m sorry, Dad. I guess I’m not sure how you want me to talk.”
I toss the newspaper on his bed. “I want you to think about this poor lady locked
up inside her house, no one to talk to.”
“OK, Dad,” he says. “I will.”
“And act your age, godammit,”
Robin says, “I knew those azaleas were too pretty to be true.”
I bring up taking his camera away, but Robin reminds me that he hasn’t done
anything wrong. “He didn’t sneak out. And he loves that camera. You want to take away
the one thing he’s finally shown interest in?”
“I don’t want him using it in a shitty way. He doesn’t even care about fishing anymore.”
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Robin explains what I already know, that Andy is finding himself, and that it
won’t fit with my designs, that it’s the age old story, and that it’s our duty to support him
no matter what. “They just went a little overboard. But you have to admit,” she says. “It
is pretty impressive journalism.”
That night I wake from a dream I can’t remember, but that leaves me feeling nostalgic, sad for something I can’t quite grasp. I try to go back to sleep, but I can’t shake
the melancholy. I shuffle out of the bedroom in my slippers and wrap myself in my robe,
go to my bookshelf for a cigarette. The shelf is littered with knick knacks, a book of
matches from the bar where Robin and I first met. Mostly, it’s stuff from when Andy was
little, when I used to keep everything he gave me. A beautiful little boy wobbling toward
me from a patch of clover, flower extended in his tiny fist. I’ve got rocks, straws, even the
yellow rubber band he gave me at the airport on the way back from my mother’s funeral.
I wore it on my wrist for months, and would snap myself with it every time I craved nicotine. I stretch it between my thumb and middle finger. It’s cracked like parched dirt in
the desert, and for fear that it will snap, I put it back in the little bowl and pinch out one
of the smokes I bummed from Gordy.
The grass in the front yard is wet. A possum trots down the street as if he’s got a
hot date, and I guess maybe he does. His eyes twinkle pink when he passes under the
street light and continues on his way at a clip. I think if I was a kid working for a neighborhood paper, which is hard for me to comprehend, I would be more interested in
writing about mister possum there. Maybe even turn his comings and goings into a soap
opera for everybody. “Mister Possum caught pink-pawed with Miss Armadillo” might
be a fetching headline. Jesus, when I was nine I was in the woods with my BB gun or
climbing trees, not acting like an adult and ruining the lives of little old ladies. A wave of
dizziness from the cigarette takes hold of me and when it fades I get an idea.
In the kitchen I jot a little note. I write, Your flowers are still the prettiest. We
love you. I fold it up, tuck it in my robe pocket, along with one of Robin’s brownies
wrapped in foil. I walk down the street in the path of possum, passing under street lights
in that quiet hour. Gordy’s got his recycling out on the wrong night again. Dozens of
bottle necks gleam from the pile stacked a good foot higher than the lid, a flag they obviously don’t care about waving to everybody. I picture them tangled and snoring, sheened
with alcoholic sweat, dead rats on their heads.
I grow more solemn the closer to Miss Marie’s house I get until standing before it,
I feel downright nauseated. Those nasty little fuckers, I think. Miss Marie’s house looks
so empty. Mister Claude was always out there mowing the grass, even when it was an
inch high, he’d be out there with eyes cut forward, and would always throw up a hand
when I passed. Her azaleas are wilted a bit, and I guess she might have stopped watering
them, or stopped doing whatever it is she did to them. I wonder if she’s even gone outside. I jog up under her porch and lay the brownie and note on her mat. Getting back to
my house I pick up the pace, glancing at the crannies and shadows.
The Magnolia Mounds Monitor hypes the upcoming regional High School championship game between our Wildcats and the neighboring Yellow Jackets to the point
where you’d think it was LSU and Ole Miss playing. The school year is winding down
and it makes me nervous to think of those kids with that much more time on their
hands. But for now, Andy zips through his homework immediately upon getting home
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so that he can spend the rest of the afternoon on the computer, uploading, and cropping
his photos, of which there must be thousands by now. Robin pops over his shoulder now
and then to peck his cheek, to compliment this or that photo. I’m warming to it more
slowly. It’s better than some of the alternatives.

Word gets around that other neighborhoods are going to get their very own papers. Pecan Meadows, Huntley Place, Iberville Acres. I hear another rumor that they will
all be incorporated into one, and Andy confirms it. He stays mum on the details, says
it’s top secret, that we’ll all know soon enough. I start seeing signs in front of businesses
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from our neighborhood all the way to work that announce their proud support of The
Magnolia Mounds Monitor. Robin gets her nails done for free at Cajun Cuticles because
of the photos Andy took for their grand opening.
The game is finally here and it’s all Friday night lights. People are tailgating in
their front yards leading toward the ballpark, hovering like ghosts over steaming black
cauldrons of jambalaya and gumbo. It’s a big night for Andy. In his growing absence,
Robin and I cut loose. We visit several different tailgates on the way to the game, and I
suck down a cold beer at each stop. We make an appearance at Ernie Jenkin’s house, my
hopefully future boss, and I drink a glass of his homemade mead. It’s terrible, but I gulp
it down, and tell him how delicious it is, thinking about the money that would come with
the new position.
Robin and I get a good spot and settle in with our peanuts and kettle corn. I even
brought a flask and we nip at it like kids. It’s hard not to be proud of Andy, watching him
hustle along the sidelines, snapping photos. It’s comforting to think we won’t have to
worry about him. I keep nipping and Robin says, “Easy tiger.” The kids from the neighborhood are working, all dressed in the same sweater vests. It’s so fucking weird, I think.
They should be off smoking their father’s cigarettes beneath the bleachers, or setting
loose squirrels in the opposing team’s dugout. Robin brought these tiny binoculars and I
take a peek. I spot Sylvester down on the sidelines behind the cheerleaders. He’s gained
a little weight since the party. His pudgy cheeks sheen with corn dog grease under the
bright lights. The crowd erupts around me and I have no idea what’s happening other
than the Lemoine girl in her beret bringing Sylvester another corn dog, snug on a napkin which she presents to him like a ring on a pillow. Every few minutes one of the kids
appears and whispers something in his ear, and he’ll nod or shake his head and the kid
goes darting off again. I can’t find his parents anywhere.
During the seventh inning stretch the announcers thank the Magnolia Mounds
Monitor for their support and call attention to the amazing Scotty Romero. If he can lift
four cheerleaders into the air for at least ten seconds, then the Monitor will donate a not
too shabby sum of money to both school libraries. “This is so great,” says Robin, excited
by Scotty’s shimmering outfit as he lies on the bench that is brought out for him. A piece
of plywood is attached to each end of a barbell, and two cheerleaders are guided up steps
on each side. A drumroll is sounded and Scotty pushes them up. The cheerleaders wave
their pom poms as they float in the air while the crowd counts to fifteen.
While Scotty stands and flexes his muscles to raucous applause, Sylvester makes
his way to the pitcher’s mound with a big dumb check, which he presents to the principals of both schools. Andy’s bulb flashes as he dances around the mound, and after the
ceremony, everybody makes their way back, and the game commences. Sylvester moves
off to the concession stand and I tell Robin I’m going to get us a hot dog.
“Oh honey, I’m stuffed,” she says to my back as I work my way through the
bleachers.
I find him talking to Duncan Comeaux, the owner of Bayou Delight, the ice cream
shop next to Winn Dixie. Duncan doesn’t look happy. He’s arguing with Sylvester when
I walk up, but as soon as I get close enough to hear they stop talking, and Duncan nods
at me. He takes his nachos and says, “Unfuckingbelievable,” and walks away. Sylvester
stands there, flanked by his employees, his cheeks like wet red apples.
“Hey there, Sly,” I say. The kids standing around him all get those eyes, like in
those famous paintings. I don’t guess anybody calls him that.

“Hello, Mister Billiot,” he says. “How are you this evening?”
“Fair to middling,” I say. “That’s a hell of a thing you did for those libraries. A hell
of a thing.”
“I’m just happy to be able to do my part,” he says.
“Maybe the next check you cut could help pay Miss Marie’s therapy bill.” I’m
feeling my oats, the liquor. I have the thought of sitting in a chair and whipping each
and every one of those little bastards, while Sly watches, fear welling in him waiting his
turn, which will be dead last. I figure maybe his parents would never lay a finger on his
little ass. They probably have a meeting or some kind of forum. “Where are your parents
anyway?”
“Oh, they’re around somewhere.” He never breaks eye contact with me and he’s
got a smirk that I want to scrub off with a coarse rag.
The old man behind the concession stand shoves a coffee to go cup over the
counter and one of the kids reaches up and takes it, hands it to Sly. “Here’s your coffee
milk,” he says.
“Thanks, Zack,” says Sly. “But actually, I think Mister Billiot needs it more than I
do.”
Some lady in a bedazzled track suit whisks up and apologizes for interrupting.
“Sylvester, I need to make an emergency change to the ad. I know it’s last minute, but
it’s important.”
“Enjoy the rest of the game, Mister Billiot,” he says, and turns from me, disappears into the crowd with the lady. I’m holding the coffee in my hand, our conversation
stubbed out in the dirt at my feet like a cigarette, and I throw the coffee in the trash with
enough ire to attract some eyes.
Finding my place next to Robin again, she says, “Where’s my hot dog?”
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I wake on the couch and struggle to remember much after stopping at the 7 Eleven for a pack of cigarettes, something I swore never to do again, and Robin letting me
know about it all the way home. My mouth tastes like Mister Possum might have shit in
it. I remember the letter I wrote when Andy was born, Robin standing over my shoulder, swearing to our new baby that I would never buy another pack, leaving myself a
loophole for bumming, of course. I push myself off the couch and find the smokes in the
kitchen, crumple them in a fist and throw them away before guzzling orange juice and
dragging myself to bed.
“I’m sorry,” I say, slipping my arm over her. “I threw them away.”
Robin grunts. “You were such a dick,” she says without opening her eyes. “I hope you
didn’t go back out and move that sign. Please tell me you didn’t.”
I close my eyes. Shit. I pulled up the azalea contest winner sign from Miss Connie’s yard and marched it back to Miss Marie’s house.
I apologize over and over, blame my behavior on frustration over Andy’s pulling
away from us. I massage her arm and at least she’s not jerking it away. I pet her and
know that I’ll clean the house today. And probably cook dinner. Do laundry. I lay there
holding her, waiting for the drum intro to fill our bedroom, hoping that George will
dissolve any lingering bitterness from the night before and she will turn clutching at me
before even the second verse. But the song never comes. The magic number ticks by on
the alarm clock. Nothing. There are no cartoons anymore and we fall back asleep in our
Pompeii poses.

The day is dumb, awkward, thrown off balance. My hangover gets worse as the
day unfolds. Andy asks if his friend from the next subdivision over, Pecan Meadows, can
stay the night and Robin and I welcome it. We’ll ride out the bump in front of the TV
while Andy and his buddy, Pete do whatever. Pete is the photographer in Pecan Meadows, and he and Andy talk shop, lenses and deadlines, making in-jokes about other kids.
They work on the pictures from the game while Robin and I camp out in the living room,
and that’s how we pass our Saturday.
The next morning. The paper. Everything’s different. Our newspaper is no longer
called, The Magnolia Mounds Monitor, but The STARR. The front page explains that
the five neighborhoods in the school district have joined forces and resources to form
the one and only paper we’ll ever need. The STARR will not just cover the beats of each
individual neighborhood, but will work to serve all of us as one. “Together, Stronger” it
says in bold type. The emblem now is a five pointed star with the neighborhoods being
represented at each point.
The second page breaks my heart. Scotty has been busted for using performance
enhancing drugs. His shady past, before the brain damage, is dredged up. The photo features Scotty with his elbows out, hiding his face. I flip the page. There is a series of color
photos of Gordy and his wife in various wigs. One of the photos is from the parking lot
outside of the wig shop and another of Gordy emerging from the liquor store in dreadlocks, cradling a paper sack. “Who Will The Hebert’s Be This Week?” The caption reads.
I ball the paper and storm to Andy’s room, push my way inside. Pete is sitting at
Andy’s desk, scrolling through photos, his eyes wide with surprise. Andy isn’t in there. I
march out, down the hallway. He’s nowhere to be found. I go back to Andy’s room. 		
“Where’s Andy?” I ask Pete.
“He needed to run a quick errand. He should be back any second.”
“A what? Why aren’t you with him?”
“I have to make a deadline,” he says, glancing away from me and back at the
screen. He fingers the mouse in his palm, apparently having made up his mind that I am
not worth his energy.
I throw the paper on Andy’s bed. “This is bullshit,” I say. “My son is no longer
doing this. This is a terrible thing to do with your time. This is sick.”
“Mister Billiot, Andy is really talented.”
“This ain’t talent kid,” I tell him. “This is smut and he won’t be associated with it.”
Pete sighs like he’s inconvenienced. “You might want to reconsider that, Mister
Billiot. Andy is really committed to this.” He glances back to the screen. “And so talented.”
“Listen you bastard,” I say. “You don’t talk to a grown man like that in his own
house. You can pack your shit because I’m bringing your ass home and I’m going to talk
to your parents too.”
He blows a blast of wind from his little button nose and I’m shaking so bad I want
to break something.
“Did you hear, Mister Billiot, about that pervert creeping? Three or four reports
in my subdivision, but a couple too, here in Magnolia Mounds?”
“I haven’t heard a goddam thing about that.”
“A peeping tom, they think. The police haven’t found him yet. That’s something
you’d want to know about as a citizen of this neighborhood, right? That there’s a person
like that in your community when you have a family to protect? And our paper is on top

of it. Andy and I serve a purpose and it’s to your benefit.”
“Pack your shit, kid.”
“Mister Billiot,” he says as I turn. “I’m pretty sure I can break the story. I mean,
it’s a big deal for a kid like me, or Andy, to bring information like this to the police, don’t
you think? For a kid to solve crimes? I have photos of him, but I have to be careful. I
wouldn’t want to run the story unless I was sure. I mean, something like that could ruin
a person’s reputation.” He cuts his eyes at me and the ends of his lips curl like a grilled
oyster. “I would never usually show anybody my work, but I’ll show you, Mister Billiot.
Do you want to see?”
I shut the door and float to my bed where I lie down. Robin’s getting out of the
shower and wants to know what I did with the paper. There’s a coupon in it for something or other. “Hello?” she says, standing at the foot of the bed working her hair under
a towel. “Don’t even worry about it,” she sighs. “I’ll pick one up at the coffee shop.” She’s
going out for a while to run errands, get her hair done.
I lie there looking for the old patterns in the popcorn ceiling, the laughing old
man, the mermaid flopped backwards at the edge of where the lampshade throws its
shadow, but I can’t find them. It’s as if the patterns shuffled overnight. I hear Andy come
back in and go about his business. After a while, “Pop Goes The Weasel” chimes out,
growing louder as the ice cream truck moves down the street. Andy and Pete duck out
the front door. I peel myself off the bed and pinch the bedroom blinds. Scotty’s garage
looks like a sealed tomb. Duncan Comeaux captains his ice cream truck, brakes when
the go-kart buzzes toward him from out of nowhere, like a wasp. The Lemoine girl
brings it to a squealing halt. Half a dozen kids hop off and surround the truck. I don’t
see any money change hands. Sylvester approaches Duncan. They exchange a few words
and Sylvester steps back, arms crossed behind his back. Duncan’s teeth gnash in the side
mirror as he drives away, “Pop Goes the Weasel” ringing away.
Sylvester finds his seat up front and the kids climb back on the go-kart. Andy
finds a spot on the back and dangles off like a garbage man, licking at his ice cream.
They speed off down the street, lanyards flapping in the wind. Just before I let the slats
snap shut, a flush of wind rolls through the neighborhood, and the azaleas flutter like
fingers waving, beckoning, daring me to come outside.
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At Riverside Cemetery
Gregg Sapp

“T

here are rules for being dead,” Gahanna Randy said, often.
Where rules were concerned, though, Corinna Crabtree answered to a higher
authority than him or the township trustees. The estate of Abner Claude Honaker signed
her paychecks. In the performance of her duties on behalf of the deceased Mr. Honaker,
Corinna sometimes stretched or outright violated Mifflin Township’s rules for cemetery
regulation, which seemed trivial or capricious to her – seriously, she figured, who gave a
damn about protocol concerning how near planted flowers were permitted to the base of
a headstone?
Some rules were made to be broken.
Occasionally, Gahanna Randy, the caretaker, would point it out to her if she was
illegally placing an item that might constitute an obstacle on the Honaker plot, but he
seemed to think that informing her was the extent of his obligation to the township.
Corinna suspected that, secretly, he delighted in being a party to her criminality.
“Did you know him?” Corinna asked Gahanna Randy.
“I might’ve met him. Most people do visit their plots before they pass. But I don’t
get to know them until they’re dead.”
Riverside Cemetery in north Columbus had probably been a much more serene
and bucolic final resting place, historically. In the present, though, it was an island of
tranquil acreage between a metastasizing shopping complex on one side, a low-end
housing development on the other, the rich people’s houses by Alum Creek (ironically,
not really a river) across the street, and an undeveloped woods behind the rear boundary, where a miserable overpopulation of deer and raccoons lived primarily off morsels they scavenged from the garbage that was routinely dumped there under cover of
darkness. The old part of the cemetery was inside the stone wall near the Sunbury Road
entrance, where a plaque indicated that the site had been settled by the Drake and Patterson families in 1816. Among several nineteenth century graves, the oldest belonged
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to Moses Rugg (1759-1831), whose epitaph read: “He was a Revolutionary War soldier
whose memory is honorable.” In the middle of rows of the oldest graves, many tilting
or fallen entirely, was a well-maintained, covered structure that might’ve once been a
bandstand, next to an aluminum tool shed where Gahanna Randy hid his whiskey and
snoozed on a folding cot. The newer part of the cemetery, though, was still active, hosting a half dozen or so new burials every month; there were several pre-purchased plots
waiting to receive their owners.
When she first reported for work at the Riverside Cemetery, carrying a basket
of supplies from Party City, Corinna had no inkling how intimately she would come to
know its deceased citizens and living ecosystems. She wasn’t entirely convinced that this
so-called job wasn’t really some kind of a scam. But her Aunt Mo (always a skeptic) had
examined the one-year contract, signed on Shea, Shea, and Hutt Law Offices, LLC stationery, and announced that it looked legitimate. Its elucidation of her responsibilities was
detailed and extensive, almost suspiciously so given their inherent silliness. Still, misgivings aside, Corinna knew that the circumstances of this employment were ideal for her.
It was a well-paid, part-time job that she could perform on her own schedule, leaving
her with ample free time to finish writing her thesis. On that spring morning in 1999,
when she stood above Abner Claude Honaker’s grave with a handful of mylar balloons
tied around her wrist, she half-expected some wiseass to jump out from behind a tree,
with cameras rolling, and shout that she was on Candid Camera.
May the fourth was Abner Claude Honaker’s “birthday,” and, according to clear
instructions he’d left behind, he wanted a “party.” Born in 1934, he would have been sixty-five years old. On the upright, black granite stone, three feet across and two feet high,
was his full name with vital dates, and an epitaph: Not Done Yet. Next to his name was
that of, presumably, his wife, Cornelia Solange-Honaker, born on July 14th, 1957, still
living (much younger). Corinna wondered what she was doing on her dead husband’s
birthday. Wasn’t it her job to bring the balloons?
The lengthy contract expounded Corinna’s duties to tend Abner Claude Honaker’s
gravesite by adorning it with specific arrangements for every week, throughout the year.
So, for his birthday, the grave was to be festooned with bouquets of multi-colored tulips and helium balloons, a decorated devil’s food cake with the appropriate number
of candles, and a row of embossed birthday cards open and “signed” with the names of
whoever happened to be mentioned in the obituaries of that day’s Columbus Dispatch.
Week after week, Corinna constructed a new theme around the grave, from a patriotic
motif for the Fourth of July (involving red, white, and blue fireworks), to a creepy and
somewhat tasteless “ghoul rising from the tomb” scenario on Halloween, to the elaborate model train set running through a miniature Victorian city on the twelve days of
Christmas, and something different but equally ostentatious for every new week of the
year. Furthermore, at all times, twelve fresh flowers were to be placed in a vase in front
of the headstone. In the one concession to the keeper’s discretion, the contract permitted Corinna to choose what kind of flowers.
It turned out to be more work than she’d expected. Some of the paraphernalia required for any given week’s setting were hard to find, like conch shells or caribou antlers
or a left-handed first-baseman’s mitt, but Corinna learned to plan ahead, so that early
on she began stockpiling materials for future use. At no point did anybody from Shea,
Shea, and Hutt Law, LLC ever contact her with any comments, questions, or feedback
of any kind, but Gahanna Randy told her that folks passing through the graveyard often

paused to look at and sometimes took pictures of Abner Claude Honaker’s gravesite.
Corinna assumed that among them must invariably be somebody from the firm, checking up on her. She was diligent in her work and, over time, to her own surprise, began
taking a peculiar pride in what she was doing. Her job was, well, “unique,” as Aunt Mo
described it.
With one month remaining on her first contract (and her thesis still unfinished),
she was pleased when Woodrow Hutt, Jr. one of the firm’s partners, offered her a second, renewable annual contract, with a raise.
“Pleasure doing business with you,” she said. “But, I’m just curious. What can you
tell me about Mr. Honaker? Who was he? What did he do?”
Hutt tsk-ed and made a criss-cross gesture with his finger. “All that you are required to know is that he was a client.”
“Yeah, but…”
“…No buts.”
Clearly, the real person, Abner Claude Honaker, was not a subject that Woodrow
Hutt wanted or was permitted to talk about. Since Hutt was kind of a stick-up-the-ass
lawyer, Corinna guessed that, just maybe, her job was old Abner’s way of needling him
from beyond the grave. Corinna was beginning to think that she’d have liked him.
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***
Abner Claude Honaker had invested considerable time planning his afterlife.
From one year to the next, the gravesite presentations that he’d contractually dictated
for Corinna to build changed in their style and substance. In between the predictable
displays for holidays or anniversaries, he sometimes prescribed themes that seemed
irreverent, or playful, or sentimental, or all of those things. The first week in October,
Corinna raked and gathered leaves that fell throughout the whole cemetery and built
a huge pile atop his plot, placing a sign there soliciting children to “jump on in.” On
another occasion she built a maze of dominos that she knocked over twice per day, a
process which she often did alone, with none but ghosts to witness. For Easter, Corinna
hid candy eggs throughout Riverside Cemetery, and Gahanna Randy let loose his grand
nieces and nephews to hunt them down. Per further instructions, she took photographs
of everything that she did, and kept an album. It must have pleased Abner, in life, to plot
such elaborate contrivances, in death.
Of Abner Claude Honaker himself, Corinna knew very little. Aunt Mo, who was a
reference librarian at Westerville Public Library, volunteered her research skills to the
task, but was able to glean just a few tidbits of information. There were no local or state
birth records for him. The name ‘Honaker’ was most prominent in parts of Virginia and
West Virginia (Appalachians take the best care of their graveyards, Mo said), but despite checking with several county birth records in those states, she found no matches.
Not even multiple Internet search engines yielded any exact matches to named person
queries. Mo was resourceful, though. Using the wife’s maiden name and birthdate, she
discovered that Cornelia Solange had been born in Mount Carmel Hospital, Columbus,
graduated from Linden McKinley High School and The Ohio State University, then married and divorced a man named Brock, with whom she had two children, a girl Aliyah
and a boy Malik. The next thing that Mo found about her was when she married Abner
Claude Honaker, on October 22nd, 1998, just five months before his death. Mo was un-

able to ascertain her current whereabouts.
Corinna obtained a copy of Cornelia Solange’s high school yearbook and confirmed, through her homecoming queen photo, that she was black. This was curious because the Abner Claude Honaker that she had come to imagine was a mature gentleman
with rustic dignity, a kind of well-to-do redneck, but not exactly a person whom she’d
have expected to be in a mixed racial relationship. Although, admittedly, she was just
speculating, it nevertheless seemed consistent with her presumptions that Cornelia was
a gold digger.
“It doesn’t always happen,” Gahanna Randy informed Corinna, “when one spouse
outlives the other by a long time, they still wind up getting buried together.” He laughed.
“Even dead people sometimes get divorced.”
That, Corinna supposed, was why the widow never paid a visit to her eternally
newlywed husband’s final resting place.
The job left Corinna with the free time that she needed, even though she put it to
poor use. At no point did Corinna consciously decide to give up trying to complete her
thesis. The coursework was done; the only thing that she needed to finish her master’s
degree in counseling psychology was to submit her thesis (working title, “Self Awareness
in Emergent Identities through Psychosocial Well-Being”). As time passed and her motivation wavered, though, she began questioning the whole purpose of writing a thesis
that she was sure nobody would read, so that she could earn a credential she wasn’t certain she still wanted. Others scolded and cajoled her, hoping to shame or inspire, whatever it took to persuade her to finish what she started. Aunt Mo practically shrieked,
“You’ve come this far, and you’re just going to throw away all that work. And for what? A
job working for a dead man?”
“I like my dead end job,” Corinna joked.
Stuart Solomon, one of her classmates, tried a more affirmative approach with
her. He’d formed a study group around a course in “Theories of Social Integration,”
which, after several members quit, dwindled to just him and Corinna having coffee
together after classes. He clipped articles and sent links to her whenever he found information that he thought might be relevant to her research. He flattered her that he
thought her thesis was “brilliant,” and that it would be a loss to professional practice for
her not to publish it. An elementary school teacher’s son, Stuart was gentle and considerate toward her, perhaps excessively so in a way that, Corinna assumed, divulged
that what he really wanted was to get into her pants, but was too timid to insist. She’d
half-expected that, after she finally decided to do him a favor by seducing him, he would
back off, but instead he supplemented his blandishments with syrupy declarations of affection. “I want to make love to your mind as much as your body,” he gushed. Whatever,
Corinna shrugged.
Corinna and Stuart dated for three months before she confided to him what she
did for a living. He was always broke, and she never lacked for funds, which clearly
bothered him, especially since she would only say that she was an “independent landscaping contractor.” Finally, when their relationship had advanced to the point where he
broached the subject of moving in together, he argued that, if they were going to share
expenses, he needed to know the source of her income. Rather than try to explain it,
Corinna took him to the Riverside Cemetery to show him.
It was mid-February, but a recent balmy stretch had enticed blue crocuses along
the base of the headstone into early bloom, and behind them a flourish of yellow forsyth-
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ia jostled in the breeze. Around the perimeter of Abner Claude Honaker’s plot, dozens of
silver pinwheels spun, catching glances of the jaundiced rays of a late winter’s afternoon
sun. Beneath the inscription of Abner’s name was a sealed box of Valentine’s candy, tied
with a pink ribbon. Under Cornelia’s name was a statuette of a plump, cherubic cupid
shooting an arrow. Corinna and Stuart were the only living persons in the cemetery,
their shadows commingling.
“This is what you do?” Stuart asked.
“It’s nice work if you can get it.”
Stuart shrugged, weighing this information. Then, he abruptly grabbed Corinna’s
shoulders, turning her to face him, and before she could blink, he smothered her with a
collision-force, tongue-first kiss. This was not an “I’m-happy-to-be-with-you” kiss; this
was a “Let’s-get-naked-and-hump-like-beasts” kiss. The muscles in his arms swelled
as if to engulf her, and he was so hard in the middle that he wasn’t even throbbing, just
ramming. For a moment, she felt like she was being dragged under. Then, an image of
Abner Claude Honaker flashed in her mind – swarthy, square-jawed, with a touch of
gray, sporting a slight but damning paternal scowl.
As if her hand had suddenly been struck by lightning, Corinna reared back and
slapped Stuart Solomon across the face.
Effectively, that ended their relationship.
The next day, while Corinna was sitting with her back against Abner Claude
Honaker’s tombstone, meditating silently about what had happened, too deep in
thought to realize that she was weeping, Gahanna Randy approached her. He offered a
swig off his bottle; she refused. Reaching for the box of Valentine’s candy on the grave,
he tore it open, removed the top, and invited her to take a piece.
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“I think Abner would want you to have one,” he said.
***
“There’s always something happening in the cemetery,” Corinna said.
“You need to get out more,” Aunt Mo lamented. “Are you dating anybody?”
But it was entirely true: like Hearaclitus’s river, you could never step into the
same cemetery twice. The major events, of course, were the funerals, which Corinna
always observed from a respectful distance. Some were heart wrenching – like Lewis
Kearney’s, whose disconsolate wife of fifty years draped herself over the casket, sobbing,
and had to be pried loose by pallbearers. Others were inspiring, like Lawrence Sapp’s – a
retired postal worker whose procession was met by a line of uniformed letter carriers, all
saluting. Corinna witnessed services for numerous religious denominations, conducted
under every circumstance, maudlin or celebratory, short ones and long ones, in every
kind of weather… but for all of the ritualistic diversity, they all ended the same. After
everybody left, there was only the emptiness of time.
In her fifth year of grave-keeping, Corinna’s new contract prescribed expanded
duties, as if Abner was finally beginning to trust her. One of her new responsibilities
was to leave a box of multi-colored jelly beans on the grave of any new resident buried
in Riverside Cemetery, she was to leave a box of jelly beans on that person’s grave. She
thought of it as Abner Claude Honaker’s way of welcoming that person to the neighborhood.
Over five years, Corinna had begun to understand and appreciate Abner’s attachment to Riverside Cemetery, not only as a final resting place, but as a community. He’d
mapped locations for all of the infant graves, and for Christmas one year, he left Corinna
with instructions to place stuffed Winnie the Pooh dolls on each. On Veterans’ Day, he
commissioned her to put a button bearing a peace sign on each former service member’s grave. On his birthday in the year 2005, he ordered that a balloon be tied around
the wrist of the Jesus statue next to the grave of Katherine Dill, whose birthday (in the
year 1884) it also was. Every so often, he directed Corinna to leave a dog biscuit on the
grave of Lavonna Savilla, whose stone indicated that she’d been buried “with pets.” In
this way, Corinna came to know the citizens of the Riverside Cemetery, and to serve as
their host, their interpreter, and their advocate. She volunteered to be a contact person
with the Franklin County Historical and Genealogical Society, and a couple of times
every year, she’d answer a call from somebody researching a family tree. Once, she had
the privilege of leading somebody to the site of her great-great-grandmother’s grave. She
believed that Abner would have wanted her to do these things.
When in 2006 Aunt Mo was killed by a drunk driver, the family was distressed
and overwhelmed by the sudden tragedy. Uncharacteristically, Mo had left no advance
instructions in the event of her untimely demise. Corinna, though, knew exactly what
arrangements were required, and managed all of the funeral details, including the purchase of a select plot in Riverside Cemetery, under a red oak tree that was home to a
boisterous population of squirrels. Mo would’ve liked that.
“Now, it’s my turn to keep an eye on you,” Corinna sighed, looking down on Aunt
Mo’s gravestone after the ceremony and everybody else had gone home. Talking to the
dead was beginning to seem normal.
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***
Gahanna Randy was a Vietnam veteran who often said – sarcastically? facetiously?; it was hard to tell with him – that whereas some guys came home with PTSD - Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder - he returned with a bad case of “PeeTSD - Pissed-off at The
System Disorder. He was at his most gregarious when complaining. He appreciated
Corinna for her willingness to indulge his griping. The township trustees were his favorite imbeciles. Their budget allowed more money for placing chintzy, plastic American
flags on soldiers’ graves on Memorial Day than for an entire winter’s worth of snow
removal. They sold township property south of the cemetery to a fly-by-night developer, and Gahanna Randy dreaded but expected that, sooner or later, they’d build a goddamned Starbuck’s there. The day was coming, he predicted, when the whole cemetery
would be absorbed by the mall. There’d be drive-thru burials.
“We gotta stop ‘em,” he declared. “This here is holler’d ground!”
Corinna, who more than once had seen him urinating in this hallowed ground could
have called “bullshit” on him, but found it more entertaining to agree. “We should vote
the trustees out of office,” she said.
“Naw. Incumbents never lose.”
“Well, then… what do you suggest?”
“Let the ghosts handle it,” he said, spitting.
“Oh, right. Sure.”
“I’m serious. Who, exactly, did yah think I meant, when I said we gotta stop
them?”
“I, uh…”
“I ain’t kidding.” He gestured for her to follow. “I’ll show yah.”
Gahanna Randy led her to the ivy-choked chain linked fence along the south
border of the older section of the cemetery. There was a row of teetering monuments
that sometimes blew over or got pushed down, and when they did, Gahanna Randy just
set them back up like bowling pins to be knocked over again. He led her to a marker that
had never before given Corinna pause, except to have noticed that when it fell, it always
fell forward, never backwards. Gahanna Randy tapped her shoulders, pointed, and
gestured palms up, as if inviting her to comment. The stone’s edges were worn and its
lettering was porous, but legible:
Randall Ghent Workman. Died July 17, 1883.
Death is but a transition.
“What’s this?” Corinna asked.
“Who that is, is me. Randall Ghent Workman. That’s my full name.” Gahanna
Randy’s chest rose under the straps of his stained coveralls. “I’m a ghost already. I just
ain’t dead yet.”
It scared Corinna that Gahanna Randy might be serious. Even if he was just a
sodden lummox whom she figured was probably attempting a joke in his awkward,
anti-social way, he was still a large man with a latent potential for menace. She rolled
forward on her feet, ready to kick him in the balls if necessary.
Gahanna Randy heaved laughing. “Hey, I’m just messin’ with yah. There ain’t no
such thing as ghosts.”
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***
Vandalism was an occasional problem in Riverside Cemetery, mostly juvenile
misdemeanors like graffiti, garbage dumping, stolen grave decorations, or somebody
dressing Katherine Dill’s Jesus statue in attire that ranged from a kilt to a child’s yellow
raincoat. The grave of Abner Claude Honaker was a common target of mischief. With
its conspicuous ornamentation and constantly refreshed appearance, it attracted attention, both good and bad. By day, people visiting other graves stopped to look longer at
his. Sometimes they asked Corinna questions – was Abner her father, an uncle? “A good
friend,” was her reply, ambiguously, but truthfully. Still, however flattering it was to
have her work noticed, Corinna wondered about the kinds of people who struck up conversations with total strangers in cemeteries. Whenever any incident of theft or vandalism occurred, those same people were her primary suspects.
Late on a Saturday night in November of 2007, after all the leaves had fallen and
the ground was alternately soggy or frozen, a trespasser at Riverside Cemetery unloaded
a pickup truck’s worth of cow manure on top of Abner Claude Honaker’s grave. Corinna spent the next day shoveling and wheel barreling the material, then raking the site,
scrubbing the stone, and rebuilding that week’s display, which was a harvest theme with
Indian corn and various misshapen squash. While she dutifully reported the incident to
the Columbus Police, she doubted if they’d do more than drive by and occasionally shine
a light into the graveyard. She hoped that it was an isolated event, and even managed
to laugh about it with Gahanna Randy – now, they had plenty of free fertilizer for the
spring.
“They’re goddamned devil worshippers, is what they are,” he grumbled.
The following Saturday night somebody, presumably the same miscreants, erected a cross above Abner’s grave, nailed the cornucopia to it, set it on fire, and fed the
flames with ribbons and plastic flowers pilfered from neighboring gravesites. That was
more than Corinna could overlook. She swore to Gahanna Randy that, come the next
weekend, she was going to take matters into her own hands by guarding the cemetery,
from dusk to dawn, to catch them in the act.
“And what yah goin’ to do if they come back?”
“I’ll confront them.”
“Then yah’ll need more than just your good looks.”
From the trunk of his Pontiac, Gahanna Randy removed a Winchester pump
shotgun and blew the dust off its barrel.
“No, no, no, no…!” Corinna objected, but even so, she took it when he handed it
to her.
Gahanna Randy gave her a quick lesson in the use of lethal force, then lifted her
chin and locked her eyes onto his, and he said, “The best reason to have this is so that
yah won’t need to use it.”
On a blustery late-autumn night, when sparkling cirrus clouds streaked beneath
a waning crescent moon, Corinna dug in behind a palate lean-to that she’d constructed next to the band stand. The wind was blowing so hard that it seemed to accelerate
time. Her streams of thought swirled like falling leaves, until, at what hour she couldn’t
even have guessed, there was a sudden lull. Against the amplified silence, she heard the
crunching tires of a slow-moving vehicle over the dirt service road. Peeking around the
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bandstand, Corinna saw a VW van, with its lights off, pull off the road and park smack
on top of poor Leona Stumpf’s grave. The vehicle’s door opened and three bulky figures
stepped out.
Corinna swallowed her breath, and then she heard… giggling.
The vandals were three young woman – girls, really – who in their thick coats
and flowing scarves cast imposing shadows, but when they opened their mouths,
squeaky voices came out, tittering, “oh my gawd it’s cold” and “let’s like do this, like
quick.” One of them opened the rear hatch and took out a can of spray paint.
As many times as she’d anticipated her next move, Corinna still surprised herself
by swooping out of her hiding place and hoisting the shotgun into an offhand position,
while shouting, “Stop what you’re doing!”
One of the women dove into the van and huddled under the dashboard. Another raised her arms and began weeping and pleading, “please, oh please, oh no please.”
The third, with the paint can in one hand, gestured palm-down with the other and said,
“We’re just gonna leave, okay?”
“Do NOT move!”
“It’s just hazing. A prank. For our marching band. We’re sooooo sorry.”
And the weeping woman added, “We’re begging you, pppplllllleeeeeaaaaaasssseeee.”
Corinna had planned to call the police, but on second thought, she decided that
the presence of law officers would ruin the experience for her. She pointed the shotgun
toward the road. “Go, now!”
As the women scrambled into the van, she added, “And if you ever come back, I
will defend this sacred ground!!!”
The van drove slowly to the gate of the cemetery, and then spun its tires as it
turned onto Sunbury Road and sped into the distance. It was followed by a gust of cold
breeze, giving chase.
Corinna felt so elated that she wanted to fire the shotgun straight into the sky,
but didn’t, because the thought that it might wake the dead actually entered her mind.
Leaning the weapon against Abner’s gravestone, she stood straddling the plot, arms in
the air, and threw back her head, laughing.
“What do you think of that?” she asked Abner, who seemed to answer in the
soughing of branches in the wind.
***
Whenever asked, by acquaintances in her photography workshop, by fellow members of her condominium owners’ association, or by the occasional former college classmates whom she encountered, Corinna answered that she had a career in the “private
security” business. That response aroused people’s curiosity, especially men’s, but she’d
shake her head and explain that she couldn’t talk about it… although, she did, in fact,
love talking about it, albeit selectively – again, especially to men. In the retelling, the
college girls in her graveyard stakeout story became armed gang members, whom she’d
singularly confronted and sent fleeing, terrified, into the night. Who was her employer?
All that she could say was that he was a wealthy philanthropist, who wished to remain
anonymous. Corinna found that she was both attracted to and on guard against the kind
of men who listened to her stories, for they were eager and easily manipulated, but also
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sleeve. He introduced himself as Woodrow Hutt III. “My father passed away last year,”
he said, pushing a chair out for her, “and I’ve taken over his responsibilities with the
firm.”
“Where is he buried?” Corinna asked.
“Excuse me?” Woodrow Hutt III scratched his chin. “Oh. He chose to be cremated.”
“What was done with his ashes?”
“They are in an urn. Right there…” He pointed to a shelf in the office, where the
vessel was situated between rows of legal tomes.
This answer satisfied Corinna, so they proceeded with the familiar business of
re-reading the conditions and obligations of the contract. Apart from her remuneration,
nothing had changed, and Corinna nodded and muttered “uh huh,” the quicker to get
through with the formalities. When she reached to take the pen that he offered for her
signature, though, she did have one question.
“Did you know Abner?”
“Mr. Honaker? No.” Woodrow Hutt III tilted his head. “I had assumed that you,
well, must have had some kind of a relationship with the deceased.”
“Not exactly. Did you?”
“We might have met. My father frequently brought home clients. I believe that he
owned a construction firm in Arkansas.” Then Woodrow Hutt III snapped his fingers. “I
have met his widow, though.”
Corinna coughed. “Oh?”
“Yes, indeed. She lives in Los Angeles, but has business that occasionally brings
her back to Ohio. She’s quite a striking woman. African American. An opera singer, I
believe.”
Corinna reached across the desk, snatched the pen from Woodrow Hutt III’s
hand, and asked, “Where do I sign?”
hard to get rid of. She told stories that teased them to the limits of their credulity, as
if daring them to question her, and then as soon as any suitor began to show doubt in
words or expression, she knew that it was time to cut him off. She permitted herself to
be accessible, but not available.
Her worries about job security diminished over time. Every year, she got a ten
percent raise and an increase in employer contributions to her retirement fund. Even
when the whole global economy tanked in 2008, and many blameless folks who had
degrees, experience, and seniority in all sorts of respected professions found themselves
unemployed, indebted, and on the brink of financial ruination, Corinna still got her
usual Christmas bonus. It seemed that so long as Abner Claude Honaker remained dead,
she could depend upon steady, remunerative employment with excellent benefits.
“Don’t fret about me,” Corinna said to Aunt Mo every time she visited her grave.
“I’m doing just fine.”
When Corinna presented herself at the Shea, Shea, and Hutt Law Offices, just
as she had in the month of May for the previous ten years to sign her next annual contract, she was ushered into the familiar office of Woodrow Hutt, Jr., but was greeted by
a stranger. The young man wearing a tweed jacket tightened his tie when she entered his
office. He had a wan complexion and eyebrows that had been plucked. When he extended his hand to shake, Corinna noticed the leading edge of a braided tattoo beneath his
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***
At Riverside Cemetery, Corinna had witnessed numerous exhibitions of grief and
despair. During any funeral, the partner of the deceased was always the focus of emotion
– usually, the wife – whether seated in rigid numbness, standing upon tremulous knees,
or groveling prostrate on the ground, wailing, pounding the dirt, and cursing God. These
widows’ manifestations of woe were expected, even subtly encouraged through steadying embraces and assurances that it was okay to “let it all out.” Corinna suspected that
some widows indulged in the pent-up release while basking in the pity of fellow mourners.
Husbands, though, tended to soldier through their spouses’ funerals with shaky
aplomb and an occasional sigh that bordered upon a sob; it sounded to Corinna as
much like guilt as pain. In that respect, the husband of Penelope Sales was unlike any
widower that Corinna had ever observed. During the ceremony he urged the mourners
to link hands in a circle around her grave and led them all in a voice that was cracking,
but strangely buoyant, singing:
Will the circle, be unbroken
Bye and bye, lord, by and bye
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There’s a better place awaiting
In the sky, lord, in the sky.
He lifted his head upwards, long hair hanging halfway down his back, and projected the song into the sky as if his voice was bearing his wife’s soul aloft. Watching
from the bandstand, Corinna caught herself singing in a whisper, too.
Two days later, and every Wednesday morning afterwards, Penelope Sales’ husband – his name, according to Gahanna Randy, was Elvin – returned to lay a dozen
roses on her grave and to sit awhile, sometimes praying, sometimes reading poetry, and
sometimes he’d play his guitar and sing old folk songs, like “Poor Wayfaring Stranger” and “Where Have All the Flowers Gone.” His voice brought the cemetery to life. On
those occasions, Corinna parked on the opposite side of the road, so that she could mask
her curiosity by looking at him through the car’s rear-view windows. His casual but unwavering devotion impressed Corinna; she came to believe that he must be older than he
looked, despite the shiny innocence in his eyes. The inscription on her stone indicated
that Penelope Sales had been born on February 29 (leap day), 1984 and died on October 31 (Halloween), 2012, at the age of just 28. (Next to her name and vital information,
there was room for a second name on the stone – Elvin’s?) A car crash, or an accident,
was Corinna’s first thought. But the regularity with which Elvin tended her grave suggested that he was fulfilling a prior promise, so perhaps, she’d died of some rare, slow,
young person’s disease, like Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. When death is drawn out, Corinna
supposed, the burden lingers longer.
Some weeks later, while she was pumping the well handle to fill her water bottle,
Elvin Sales walked up behind her with a watering can in his hand. “Excuse me, ma’am,”
he said.
Surprising herself, she replied, “Call me Corinna.”
Elvin, a bit jumpy, dropped the can and mumbled “howdy.” Corinna picked up
the can and brushed her hand against his as she returned it.
Meeting Elvin gave Corinna a reason to look forward to Wednesdays. She’d wave
when he arrived in his vintage Pontiac Bonneville with the cracked windshield. She always allowed him to spend some time alone with Penelope before approaching. At first,
they made awkward small talk, both of them out-of-practice utilizing banalities, much
less opening up, so when Elvin eventually mentioned that he and Penelope had been
best friends as children and, later, each other’s first and only lovers, he immediately
apologized for saying so.
“No worries,” Corinna assured him, wishing at the same time that he would divulge even more personal information.
According to Gahanna Randy, Penelope Sales had committed suicide by jumping
over the spillway on the Alum Creek Dam. It’d been in all the newspapers.
Another time, while Corinna and Elvin were sitting together in the dewy grass
next to Abner’s grave (which at the time was decorated with a wreath of multi-colored
butterflies), Elvin put his hand on her shoulder and, nodding toward the stone, commented, “You must’ve really loved him.”
Elated by his touch but disturbed by his remark, Corinna weighed her response.
Following his eyes, she realized that he was looking at Cornelia Solange-Honaker’s
inscription on the stone. Cornelia? Corinna? In a way, it occurred to her that it might be
advantageous for him to think that Abner was her departed husband, to equalize things
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between them, and she got as far in her thinking along those lines as to cringe at how old
he’d have to think she was for that to be true. But it was possible, she admitted.
“He was a dear, dear man,” she said, leaving the matter open to interpretation.
“What does it mean, not done yet?”
“I think,” she hedged… “that was meant for me.”
“That’s…” Elvin sighed, “downright beautiful.”
A month later, Elvin missed a week. Corinna waited all day, worrying that something might have happened to him and realizing, for the first time, that she did not know
his address, phone number, not even an email address. In his absence, she placed a
dozen roses on Penelope Sales’ grave. It felt like asking for her permission.
The following Wednesday, Corinna’s heart leapt when she saw Elvin’s battered
Pontiac parked in Riverside Cemetery. He was sitting in the driver’s seat, and, seeing
her, he grabbed his guitar and jogged to meet her at Abner Claude Honaker’s grave. She
opened her shoulders instinctively, prepared to receive a hug that she quickly realized
was presumptuous of her to expect. Instead, Elvin sat down, his back against the monument, and patted the ground for her to sit next to him. He’d joined a bluegrass band, he
explained, and they were going on the road. But first, he wanted to do something for her.
Elvin sighed, bent over his guitar, and began singing…
Corinna Corrina,
Where ya’ been so long?
… while Corinna, who’d never in her life been serenaded, did something that she
would reconsider, reevaluate and come to regret, even though at the time the gesture
was as irresistible as falling after being pushed. She lunged at him, leading with her lips,
and lock-kissed him so hard that she’d have flattened him, if not for Abner’s tombstone
to prop him up. He absorbed the impact by yielding, more submission than consent. His
mouth was tasteless. Corinna probed with fingers and tongue for his triggers, but when
she tried to straddle him, legs over hips, he blocked her access with his guitar.
Elvin squirmed and rolled off the plot. “Oops… Sorry… Much obliged… Really…
But… Not here…”
Later, upon reflection, Corinna would wonder whether that was an outright rejection or a veiled suggestion that he might be receptive to her in another location. At that
moment, though, she was more shocked at her own behavior than she felt spurned by
his. If there had been an empty grave nearby, she’d have jumped into it.
“Please leave,” she croaked.
“Yes, ma’am,” Elvin concurred, “I’ll be gone now.”
Corinna remained, lying on Abner’s grave, through the long afternoon until, when
it started getting dark, she considered leaving, but being at Riverside Cemetery seemed
more hospitable than going home. Around what she figured to be midnight, she walked
to Penelope Sales’ grave, imagining what she must’ve looked like – a freckled country
girl, she supposed. Without intending to speak out loud, she said the first thing that entered her mind, “One of us is owed an apology.”
***
In the Fall of 2015, Corinna had an exhibition of her black and white photo-
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graphic collection, entitled, “At Riverside Cemetery,” at a gallery in the arts district. A
reviewer for the Short North Gazette called her work “evocative” and “haunting.” The
display included images of the bandstand covered with autumn leaves, the Jesus statue
under storm clouds, bleached white gravestones casting shadows in dirty snow, a puddle
beneath the monument bearing the names of Spanish-American War veterans, and a
solitary grave that had been engulfed by strangler vines… but not a single shot of Abner
Claude Honaker’s grave.
On November the 6th, Corinna received a registered letter from Shea, Shea, and
Hutt Law Offices, LLC, summoning her to a meeting concerning the disposition of her
contract with the estate of Abner Claude Honaker. Why, in the middle of her current
contract, did they wish to talk to her? Her first thought was that the damn lawyers probably wanted a percentage of the proceeds on sales from her exhibition. She thus arrived
ready to argue.
Woodrow Hutt III was dressed in khaki Dockers and a teal, short sleeve shirt that
revealed the serpentine intricacies of his forearm tattoos. His fingernails were filed and
painted pale aquamarine. He’d grown a pencil-thin mustache. When he told Corinna to
“have a seat,” she replied that she preferred to stand.
“I regret to tell you that Mrs. Cornelia Solange-Honaker has passed away. It was
very sudden.”
“Oh.”
“Per the clause in paragraph 13.b, this changes the circumstances of your contract.”
“Oh?”
“I am prepared to write a check for the amount owed to you for the duration of
your current contract, which will be your last.”
“Huh? No!”
“I am afraid so. You are hereby relieved of any continuing obligations.”
“Impossible!” Corinna wished that she’d read the fine print. “That’s not what Abner wants.”
Woodrow Hutt III excused her use of present tense and explained, “While it is
true that you were paid by Mr. Honaker’s estate, it was his widow who specified and
approved all of the details of your duties. Didn’t you know that?”
Corinna rubbed her eyes to get the vision of Corenlia Solange-Honaker out of her
head. Doing what she’d always believed that Abner had personally chosen and entrusted
her to do had felt to her like a partnership – more than just a business arrangement, a
personal relationship. His approval mattered to Corinna, and she’d felt it, many times,
like a hand steadying her shoulder, a gentle nudge from the other side.
Corinna thrashed the papers on the desk onto the floor, shouting, “What am I
supposed to do now!?!”
Woodrow Hutt III reached to take her hand.
“Don’t touch me!”
“Please accept my sympathies.”
“Faggot,” she mumbled.
“Excuse me?”
“Never mind.” Tearing the check into half, she tossed the pieces at the lawyer,
and then stormed out of the office.
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***
Standing above Aunt Mo’s grave, with a can of spray paint in one hand and dragging a sledgehammer in the other, Corinna said, “I should’ve listened to you.”
It was five days after the funeral of Cornelia Solange-Honaker. Corinna and
Gahanna Randy had watched from the bandstand, where for the first time in fifteen
years and despite having been offered on innumerable occasions, Corinna accepted
a pull off Randy’s bottle. It was the largest ceremony in the cemetery that either had
ever witnessed, not only in terms of the multitudes in attendance, but in the fanfare as
well. There was an African American contingent whom Corinna figured for family and
friends, elders as well as children, and many who were wearing their Linden McKinley
High School jackets. In the procession there were several limos, driven by uniformed
chauffeurs, from which emerged fashion-conscious people with California tans, wearing
sunglasses, dressed in shiny black trenches and stylish gothic dresses with lace veils. The
gravesite was adorned with a riot of flowers, wreaths of lilies and heart-shaped sprays of
blue hydrangeas and yellow chrysanthemums, and the whole ground covered with a carpet of multi-colored bouquets. Two preachers delivered eulogies, one invoking God and
the other soliciting comfort from a “higher power.” Mourners were then invited to speak
of the departed loved one’s joy, her kindness, her love of life, her tender devotion… At
the end, a gospel choir sang “Oh Happy Day.”
“Gimme that bottle,” Corinna said to Gahanna Randy.
When Corinna left Riverside Cemetery on that day, she told Gahanna Randy that
she’d never set foot there again.
“What’ll you do?” he asked.
“Something else,” she replied.
“Make sure you do,” he said.
She never intended to follow that advice. After a prolonged, mild autumn, Corinna waited for the first irruption of winter before returning to pay her final respects to
Abner Claude Honaker. On a night when frigid winds blew freezing raindrops like pellets, Corinna chose her time, knowing that nobody else would be at Riverside Cemetery.
After a moment of reflection at Aunt Mo’s grave, Corinna walked to the grandstand and,
positioning herself with the wind at her back, painted it with loops and swirls and braids
and splotches meant to deface indiscriminately. When the can was empty, she took
the sledge hammer to leaning graves in the old section of the cemetery, knocking them
down at random, shattering a few. Wherever she found flowers on a grave, she tore them
up and tossed them to into the wind. She overturned a garbage can on Penelope Sales’
grave.
Then she arrived at the final resting place of Abner Claude and Cornelia Solage-Honanker, where she bludgeoned every vase, every basket, and every upright stand
that remained from the ceremony. Swinging the hammer onto her shoulder, she stood
across from the tombstone, breathing too hard to scream. Just as she was about to slam
it into the center of the stone, her legs collapsed beneath when she read the inscription:
Abner Claude Honaker, 5/4/1934 – 3/16/1999.
Not Done Yet.
Cornelia Solange-Honaker, 7/14/1957 – 11/5/2015.
Done.
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MY DAD’S DEAD MISTRESS
AND OTHER THINGS MY PARENTS FOUGHT ABOUT

Sherry Mayle

M

NONFICTION

om loved to tell the story about how she almost killed Dad.
“I grabbed that butcher knife and I told him, ‘You whore mongerin’ sonofabitch,
you take one more step and I’ll show you your guts! If you try to sleep tonight, I’ll
cut your heart out and leave you lay!’”
What started this specific quarrel isn’t important because Mom and Dad could
make a fistfight out of anything: holidays, grocery shopping, the TV contrast setting;
when I was twelve, they fought over gravy.
The gravy fight started one Sunday dinner when Dad decided he’d rather complain about the gravy than eat it. He made a face and yelled, “This gravy is sour as owl
shit!”
His mother, who came to dinner five times a week despite every indication Mom
would prefer she do otherwise, snickered and agreed the gravy tasted “worse than usual.” Mom told them both to kiss her “rosy, red ass” and to fix their own dinner if they
didn’t like hers.
Dad shook his head at Grandma, then said, “She just put in too much bakin’ powders and won’t admit it.”
I sat on the couch beside him with a plate of mashed potatoes in my lap as Mom
got up from her seat, a large wooden rocking chair that creaked under its own weight,
and flipped it across the room so that it landed upside down at my grandmother’s feet.
As Grandma grabbed her pocketbook and fled, Mom bent inches from Dad’s nose
and shouted, “Bakin’ powders? You don’t put no bakin’ powders in gravy! What do you
know about cookin’ anyway! You can’t even wash a dish!”
With her index finger still pointed at Dad, Mom turned to me and began her
one-woman show to which I already knew the lines: “Sherry Marie, as God be my witness, your whore monger of a dad let the dogs lick the dishes clean that night he had
pissy Wanda in my bed! While I was out of town, burying my dead mother!”
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Pissy Wanda was an old friend of the family whose last name was never said. Her
given name had been prefixed with “pissy” because of her tendency to pee herself when
she drank, which was often. My parents had last seen her twenty years before I was
born. This hadn’t stopped Mom from including her in every argument with Dad since, so
I still felt as though I knew her on a first name basis - first name Pissy, last name Wanda.
While Mom and Dad’s fights could begin over anything, they always ended with
Dad being called a whore monger because of Mom’s superhuman ability to take any topic and relate it back to her primary grievance: Dad supposedly slept with Wanda while
Mom was out of town, burying her dead mother. Mom always stressed the dead part as
if Dad’s infidelity would have been less offensive had she been burying her mother alive.
For decades, Pissy Wanda was as much a part of my parents’ marriage as either
one of them. Even after the woman gave in and died, Mom still brought her up, dragging
her body into arguments as if she’d just shown up that morning demanding my father be
given to her.

fidelity to walk through it. I strip a hangnail off my thumb with my teeth and it stings
because I’ve hit the quick. I try to watch television, but all my favorite protagonists are
climbing into bed with their best friend’s wife or their married business partner. Aaron
messages me and says he’ll be home soon. I feel relieved before I consider how good he
is at covering for himself, always checking in so that I don’t get too suspicious.
If only Dad had been so smooth.
***

It’s 9PM and my fiancé, Aaron, still isn’t home from work. He has a demanding
job in Silicon Valley that requires a lot of hours and a lot of passion. Either that, or he’s
having an affair, which I hear requires the same.
Sometimes I smell his jacket when he comes through the door. I’m sniffing not
only for another woman’s perfume, but even a whiff of hotel shampoo - anything that’ll
confirm my baseless suspicion that he’s been naked, sweating on top of someone else,
and re-clothed since I last kissed him goodbye at 8am this morning. So I hug him a bit
too long because I missed him so much, but also because I’m sniffing, and did I catch a
hint of vanilla?
Only whores wear vanilla. Mom never said this, but I wish she had so I could
blame her for it. The voice in my head began impersonating her from a young age. By
now, my impression is nearly identical, so perfect that I can’t tell who’s impersonating
who.
I had a boyfriend in high school. He was out of my league but didn’t know it
because I’d just lost fifty pounds and was taking my time about gaining it back. Mom
warned me often to be nice to him, always adding, “Or he’ll find somebody who will!”
I mocked her and then became convinced he was cheating on me within a month.
I had no evidence, just an inevitable dread I was happy calling women’s intuition. I’d tie
up the phone line every night, crying and begging him to tell me the truth, to just admit
that he wanted someone who wasn’t me.
“Why are you so jaded, Sherry?” Mom would plead. “You’re only fifteen! Nobody’s hurt you the way I been hurt! I pity the day someone really breaks your heart,
baby girl. They’ll have to put you away!”
After five years, this boyfriend did break my heart. He left me for someone else,
someone who hadn’t choked him in fits of paranoia or given him a black eye he’d had to
tell his friends was from a car door. Mom was right; I nearly did have to be put away. I
drove to his house drunk before I was old enough to drink. I broke in and crawled into
his bed. I sobbed and wallowed and tore at his sheets because he wasn’t there, and I
knew that meant he was with her.
Sitting on my couch now, I glare at the door as if I can will Aaron and lifelong

My first memory of Mom and Dad fighting over another woman happened when
I was six years old after a liquor-fueled wedding reception on New Year’s Eve of 1997.
We’re headed home in Mom’s Chevy Caprice, and I’m buckled between her and Dad in
the front seat. Dad has one arm in the backseat and won’t stop squirming. Mom threatens, “Quit it right now, you sonofabitch, or I’ll run this whole car up a telephone pole!”
I hear squealing from behind. My older sister by seventeen years is wedged in
the backseat between her best friend of the same age and our cousin who’s visiting from
Ohio. My sister’s friend is the screamer, and I can feel her legs kicking the back of my
seat as she attempts to squirm away from Dad’s claw hand. My cousin, a large man who
within a few years will announce he’s lending his booming voice to ministering the word
of God, is so drunk he can barely hold himself up. Now he jerks his head up and calls
for everyone to stop crowding him because Mom has placed a leftover cake in his lap for
safekeeping.
“I can’t, he’s grabbin’ my knees!” the friend squeals. “Make him quit! Make him
quit!”
Dad grabbed everyone’s knees. As soon as he came home from work, before he
even put down his lunchpail, he would grin and pinch the knee of whoever had been stupid enough to sit closest to the door. He’d dig two large fingers into each side and tickle
until his victim hollered or my mother called him a dunce and made him stop. Mom
always apologized, then politely explained to company that Dad was an idiot, someone
who’d rather get a reaction than eat when he was hungry.
But that night in the car, amid high-pitched giggles, the smell of whiskey breath,
and her six-year-old whining that she’s uncomfortable because Daddy won’t sit still,
Mom doesn’t look at her husband and see an ornery kid oblivious to social cues. Maybe
she sees a sloppy drunk; maybe she’s watching a man who without inhibitions is willing to put his hands on a girl young enough to be his daughter; maybe she flashes back
to twenty years before when it was Pissy Wanda who was in the backseat, giggling and
flirting and drunkenly pissing herself.
Mom suddenly reaches across me with one arm. I squint into the darkness to try
and follow what she’s doing. Dad cries out, then twists her arm, forcing her to release
the handful of his fleshy belly she’d been wringing.
We all make it home in one piece except for the cake; it’s upside down in my
sister’s lap. Mom is rabid, but we all file inside as if she isn’t threatening to knock Dad’s
brains out all over the sidewalk. As we pretend to sleep, the shouting continues from
their room.
“If you wanted her so bad, why didn’t you just climb her ass on the dance floor?”
Mom screams. “Like you did with Pissy Wanda when you had her here! … You lyin’
bastard! Cletus saw you and Conley with her on the front porch! … Well I don’t care if

40

41

***

Cletus is crazy, he wouldn’t lie to me! You probably passed her back and forth all night!
… I oughta just take Sherry and leave! That’s what I oughta do!”
But it’s Dad who’s leaving. He announces he needs to buy snuff and heads for the
door without pants. My older brother jumps out of bed and yells that he’s too drunk to
drive. My sister agrees, saying she’s sure he’ll die if he gets in the car. I cry and grab his
leg, but Mom says to get away from him. My brother is tackling him. Now they’re wrestling through the house, and someone’s flailing breaks the porcelain nativity scene Mom
puts out every year for Christmas. Mom hasn’t noticed yet because she’s on her back in
the kitchen, kicking and wailing and praying for the good Lord to take her away.
Our cousin stumbles out from a bedroom. Unlike my siblings, he didn’t grow up
with Punch and Judy, so he threatens to call the cops. Dad abandons his journey to the
tobacco store and passes out. Mom cries herself to sleep, and everyone else beds down
with one eye open.
In the morning, I remember Mom sobbing over the nativity scene’s broken pieces. At times, she was so loud I thought if her lord had any mercy at all, for her or for the

rest of us, he would come take her away. But he left her there, and he left Dad too, plucking his guitar on the porch as if nothing had happened, which left me to count the days
after the fight as if they held more importance than the days before, as if I thought being
able to guess when holy hell was due to break loose might save me from it.
For years, I kept count of the days between fights, and for years, Mom kept putting out that nativity scene with the fractured pieces - broken, but not broken enough to
throw out.
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***
Aaron is typing, and the sound is like hammers. He says he’s working, but I
fantasize about who he could be messaging instead. Maybe that whore he was involved
with in college who I like to say is older than my mother? Maybe his girlfriend from high
school whose prom picture his mother still displays in her kitchen? Or maybe she’ll be a
brand new whore, a leggy redhead from his marketing department whom I haven’t even

met.

The possibility that in fact there is no whore, that maybe he is just working and
I’m suffering from a paranoid delusion brought on from years of observing and then
re-enacting dysfunction, also pops in, but I never let it stay for long because what if he
is? The best thing about paranoia is that I’ll always be able to say I saw her coming.
***
I don’t know if Dad slept with Wanda. What I do know is that Mom’s only source
on the matter was an unmedicated schizophrenic named Cletus who had only a casual
relationship with reality. I’ve tried to use his diagnosis to exonerate Dad during trials
held only in my head, but it never works. Mom is a convincing character witness, and
she’s certain the word of a man who lived next door in a shed is still more reliable than
my whore monger of a Dad’s.
I’ve never asked Mom why she kept making the same accusation just to hear Dad
deny it year after year. Maybe she had her own doubts and wanted Dad to say some
combination of words that would prove his innocence once and for all. That’s what I
wanted.
I watched a lot of Full House as a kid, and in that show, the twenty-two minute
plot always resolved with a long talk about everyone’s feelings while soft violins played
on a track underneath. Each character understood and accepted everyone else’s stated
motivations, there were never any arguments over semantics or misremembered events,
and no one ever screamed, “Fuck you, I’m taking Michelle and leaving!”
As a child, I think I was waiting for Mom and Dad’s sitcom ending. I was sure
if they would just sit down across from one another at our rickety kitchen table, they’d
soon realize it had all been a misunderstanding, that Cletus had only thought he’d seen
Pissy Wanda when in fact Dad had been holding a red-headed mop that reeked of gin
and urine.

with anyone else, and yet I can’t stop seeing it, that I know my parents’ relationship isn’t
ours, and yet I can’t shake the feeling we’re enemies. I know the right story up here, I
say, tapping my temples, but there’s a different story being told in a body that remembers being six years old, two feet tall, and made of glass.
“I’ll help you,” he says. He takes my round face between his hands and promises,
“We’re always in this together. We help each other no matter what, and whatever I can
do to show you that this isn’t real, to help you get past this, I’ll do it. We’ll talk about it as
many times as you need to see that we aren’t them - we’re a team.”
Danny Tanner in the flesh couldn’t have given a better answer. All that’s missing
is the climactic swell of sitcom violins, and yet, the part of me that counts days and prepares for the worst ending wonders if he’ll still feel so certain in five years, or ten, when
my paranoia has proven stubborn and stale, and I’m just a wife with an unsexy hang-up
bearing no resemblance to the cool girl persona I sold him on when we met.
I don’t say this out loud because to ask for absolute certainty, forever and ever,
would be childish. There’s no team of writers ensuring we get a happy ending or a season finale in Disneyland. There’s only the two of us, doing our best to build a story
together, to keep each other from getting hit by a bus, and to remind one another that
growth requires letting go of what came first. Moving forward is throwing out the broken
story in favor of one where I don’t know the ending; moving forward is trusting that we
might create a new story without butcher knives or dead mistresses.

***
One evening, my paranoia climbs up onto my face. Just home from work, Aaron
sees it leering at him and asks, “What’s wrong?”
I glare at him and insist, “Nothing. I’m fine.”
He doesn’t take the bait, and asks me again. This makes me more determined
than ever to have a fight so I say, “I’m pretty sure you’re not at work when you say you
are…” I lose my nerve and the rest comes out slow and low, like I’m confessing to having
just wet myself. “And I’m pretty sure you’re having an affair.”
His color gets pale and his jaw hangs, and for the briefest instant, I think, “Aha! I
caught the sonofabitch!”
But then he reaches for me and hugs me tight, squeezing me so hard that tears
shoot out like toothpaste. He whispers in my ear, “Why would you ever think something
like that?”
Every faucet in my face opens up, and a mixture of salty snot pours out and gets
absorbed by the shoulder of his jacket. I start blubbering about the back-flips my mind
has been doing to prove everything he says is a lie. I tell him about ancient history, about
Mom and Dad and Pissy Wanda. I tell him I’m being split in two because I know he isn’t
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JULIUS & JULIOUS
Connor Oswald
When they lowered you
into the ground it was my own
body that they buried
own body that gave
up overheated
red summer truck
that sat in the yard for months
I am built like you
with an unsafe lap
a misspelled middle-name
a mind spilled
where our cerebrospinal fluid shines
with the iridescent
oil of bloodlines
If the ignition switch
is turned for too long
will I stall also
will I burn rubber
my own body left out
own body without a steering wheel
own body to watch
from the living room window

POETRY
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WORK QUIRK
Rich Murphy
Something to say rampages
through the cranium.
Bushmen shinny up the brainstem.
Temples rumble with china shop revelation.
A voice box mashes into finger tips
while tectonic plates sound out
and shape for the décor and the elephant.
When eyes sizzle with broken dawn,
a secretary for a state
heads for the round table.
Navigating the unscaled,
the note taker for trunk and task soothes
where wrinkles on clef paper challenge.
A stenographer in climbing shoes
interprets for an independent mind.
Passion rattles in the percussion section
while an engraver attends to observe
and to recommend to the wind
instrument and keyboard.
Negotiating to strike deals
between experience and “thud,”
takes in time and gives back change.
So metaphor police rely on a forger
always returning to the scheme
to move heaven toward earth.
The gray day seams with silver lining
as long as the misunderstanding
results in wallpaper.
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DESSERT COURSE
Robert Tremmel

GENESIS
Gerard Sarnat
After a month the firstborn said,
This isn’t working out, can I just return it?
to which her parents replied, No.

There is a naked man
sitting outside on a dark
restaurant patio
in the soft glow and sparkle
of wine glasses and coffee cups
reaching and scooping up
a forkful of chocolate tort
only to witness it
execute a perfect, slow
motion forward dive
through the umbrella hole
in the middle
of the table
and then hear it land
with a plop
the size of a frog
on the sandaled foot
of the woman
sitting beside him
who turns and smiles
like an angel in heat.

So after a year during non-stop oohhs aahs
as little sister started to toddle,
Leah tore Rachel’s picture off at the knees.
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SUIT ANAPHORA
Leigh Holland
Suits come in several sizes, colors, fabrics, and in varying measures of reality.
			
			
			

Example: A painting of a
suit is not a
suit.

Suits of armor used to exist, to maybe keep you from dying too fast in a fight. Those
suits are now decayed and decomposed, or else recomposed into decorations if that brand of décor
suits the homeowner. Castleowner?
			
			
			

A suitcase is not a
suit, or it’s a
suit only if you’re inside it, and you’re not.

Sharp silhouette, single-breasted jacket with a notched lapel.
Suitable sets of white-tie attire seem sharper with a collared shirt and shined shoes,
you scuff, you lose.
Sit in a suit, it’s still a suit. Stand in a suit, attention, salute. Sail space in a suit & the planets dilute.
			
A lawsuit is not a
suit, unless you want it to be, of course. My definitions are definitely narrowed down to
suit the subject, so
suit yourself. I surely will.

Suits with sockets (called mecha) are canned salvation for cartoon characters, but
suits somehow
still seem redemptive to me in their regular
suit-form, the soot-black charcoal clothes.
			
			
			

Dorothy’s Tin Man’s metal was his actual
skin, which could not be termed a
suit.

Suits are special-occasion outerwear, you shouldn’t wear a
suit in a butchershop, at a rave, at a rally for monster trucks. You may wear
suits in coffins—in fact it’s preferred—and the coffin itself is a type of funeral
suit, a
suit within a
suit.
		
		

Classy suits of clothes have some similarities to snazzy cars, but while
cars come in many colors/sizes/makes, they’re a means of propulsion & therefore not a
suit.
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THE SAGA OF LONESOME JOE
Sam Mills
The wind was blowing gusty and the sun had slipped away.
The stars were sparking one by one with the ending of the day.
My horse and I were thirsty having ridden for so long,
And dusk was heading toward us. Soon our daylight would be gone.
I chose a place to shelter, tucked beneath some cottonwoods.
I found a stream and led my ride to drink up what she would.
Then I hobbled good old Betsy and gave her oats to eat,
’Cause we had traveled more than far, and she deserved a treat.
I untied my gear and bedroll and dropped them to the side,
Then unhitched and pulled my saddle off her damp and sweatin’ hide.
I left her to her munchin’ as I lay my saddle down,
To look about and settle on the flattest piece of ground.
Weren’t long before I’d lit a fire in a dug out pit,
And laid my bedroll out behind my bulky saddle kit.
That way the wind would miss me if it gusted up at night,
And underneath my blanket, I was sure to sleep all right.
I fixed some grub and coffee, and had my fill to eat.
Then rolled a smoke, had a nip, and lifted up my feet.
I tossed some branches on the flames and watched them slowly grow,
And saw some sparks fly upward in the fire’s golden glow.
I’d been alone for days now and enjoyed my solitude,
Heading north from Abilene with money and with food,
’Cause I was flush from riding herd and looked to make a change
Up there in Cheyenne country on a Rocky Mountain range.
’Cause summer was a-coming and I hate the Texas heat,
And tend to seek the high ground where the weather’s tough to beat.
I loaded up on beans and such, and scavenged for the rest,
And rode on good old Betsy headin’ mostly north and west.
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I heard a wolf howl mournful, then another just as sad.
Old Betsy snorted sharply like her dream was turning bad.
Then a horned owl joined the chorus as it hooted to my right,
And I was glad my Henry was restin’ there in sight.
I’d got it in the Civil War with my holstered colt as well.
I’d kept them close beside me since I bid that fight farewell.
I’d lost my friends and family while I fought for General Lee,
And in the end, had nothin’ left but bitter memories.
So I turned to cattle driving as a way to stay alive,
And rode the Chisholm Trail herding Longhorns countless times.
I knocked about from ranch to ranch, changing outfits frequently.
I shared the load and pulled my weight, but stayed aloof, you see,
’Cause fate had set me up to grieve the loss of friends and kin,
And any love or faith I had was gettin’ kinda thin.
So I preferred the company of Betsy and myself,
And chose to work and ride alone, forsaking friends and wealth.
I flipped my smoke onto the coals, then set my boots aside.
The wind was dyin’ down, and I watched the flames subside.
I heard coyotes screamin’ like they might of made a kill,
And I saw a slivered moon droppin’ down behind a hill.
I pulled my rifle closer as I hunkered down to sleep.
Old Betsy snoozed while standing and didn’t make a peep.
Some leaves were rustling overhead in answer to a breeze,
So I spread my blanket out to cover well above my knees.
I was close to driftin’ off when something made a sound.
I opened up my eyes to see and had a look around.
A figure stood before me, glowin’ like a Chinese lamp,
And I saw it was a Redskin that had come into my camp.
I quickly grabbed my rifle and aimed it at my foe.
He smiled and asked real soft-like, “Are you goin’ huntin’, Joe?”
I decided not to shoot him and aimed my gun away,
’Cause his voice was kind of friendly, and he called me by my name.
“Who are you?” I demanded, “And how do you know my name?”
“I’m Standing Elk,” he answered, “and I know from whence you came.
You’ve lost your way, your tribe, your love, and live a lonely life
With bitterness and heartache since you lost your lovely wife.
“She died real quick and with your boy when a Yankee shell struck home,
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And now you wander aimlessly, forsaken and alone.
I stand before you as a friend to lend a helping hand,
And lead you far away from here into another land.”
I stood right up and checked him out; ’cause there was something strange
About the way he glowed at night and knew from whence I came.
The more I looked, the more I saw he flickered like a light,
And I could see right through him as he shimmered in the night.
“Well, Standing Elk, it’s plain to see you’re not a bit like me.
Nope, I can see right through you. You ain’t solid like a tree.
Which makes me wonder what the hell you’re doing here at all?
And why should I believe you or harken to your call?”
“Well Joe, you’re right, I’m not like you. I am your spirit guide,
And I’ve come to take you with me across the great divide.
I need you to assist me in a rescue over there,
For Wild Rose, my daughter, has been stolen by Dark Bear.
“He is an evil Shaman and a dark and wicked soul,
And we must find their trail and discover where it goes.”
“Now hold up mister,” I declared, “I like it where I am.
Why should I leave and go with you into some other land?
“I may be bitter and alone, but I follow my own lead.
If I cut loose and go with you, I don’t know what I’ll see.”
Now Standing Elk was tall and lean, his hair was white as snow.
His face was carved with wrinkles and his dark eyes seemed to glow.
“You’ll see a land that never sleeps, and a sky that always shines.
You’ll hear a wind that likes to sing, feel a warmth that never dies.
I need you, Joe, to come with me and track my daughter down,
And it’s a choice I know you’ll make, as crazy as it sounds,
“For you have lost your heart’s desire and all that you hold dear,
But now, you have a chance to change the way your life appears.
“Be brave, my friend, and choose what’s right and lend a helping hand,
And when we’re done, I’ll bring you back to where we both now stand.”
His words moved me, I must confess, and tempted me to go,
But I had one condition or my answer would be no.
“Now Standing Elk, you seem legit, and maybe I can leave,
But I ain’t deserting Betsy, she’s my ride and comes with me!”
The old man smiled and nodded yes, and happily agreed.
“Go mount your horse, but leave the rest, for she’s all you will need.”
“How ‘bout my guns?” I fired back, “Can’t I use them over there?”
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Standing Elk sat on a horse, a stallion large and white,
And all around us grasslands tall and green stretched out of sight.
The sky was bright and golden, like the color of our sun,
And antelopes were prancin’ round like they was havin’ fun.
I rode up to my spirit guide and looked him in the eyes.
“Where is this place you’ve brung us to that has a golden sky?”
“My friend, this is the Summer Land, no winter winds blow here.
All beings co-exist in peace and the sky is always clear.
This place exists within your own, but lies beyond your ken.
It has a different set of rules that most of you can’t bend.
“We like it plain and simple here. All metal goods are banned.
No guns, no trains, no tracks allowed, it’s just us and the land.
But recently an ill wind blew and changed the way things flow
When Dark Bear stole into our land and captured Wild Rose.
“Now I will lead you to my camp where I will outfit you,
And then we’ll search and find their tracks in order to pursue.”
He galloped off on his white horse and we brung up the rear.
Old Betsy opened up her stride and managed to hang near.
She seemed to grow much stronger, and her gait was sure and smooth.
I noticed my old war wounds quit their achin’ as we moved.
I held on to her mane because her bit and reins were gone,
And figured riding bareback was just plain and simply wrong.
He shook his head, ”Just bring a rope and the clothes that you now wear.
“Your riding gear, your bed roll, and your fire sticks can stay.
You won’t be needing them where we’re goin’ off to play.”
I grumbled to myself as I went to mount my ride,
’Cause I was mighty loathe to set my firearms aside.
When I unhobbled Betsy, she whinnied in my ear,
As if to say she’d just as soon I left her with the gear.
I guess I couldn’t blame her, ’cause I barely had a clue
As to where we were a-goin’ or to what we’re gonna do.
I grabbed my rope and found a rock and climbed up on her back.
It felt weird to me to sit on her without her riding tack.
But when I turned to face my guide and reaffirm my doubts,
Why, everything turned upside down and also inside out.
Night turned to day, I swear to God, and darkness held no sway.
The land had changed, my camp was gone; nothing was the same.
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At length I spied a grove of trees with teepees scattered round,
And none too soon was standin’ with both feet upon the ground.
A creek was flowin’ full and some mallards swam right by
And deer were grazin’ on the bank, and none of them looked shy.
An old squaw left a teepee and approached me with a sack.
She dropped it right in front of me then turned and headed back.
Standing Elk walked up to me and pointed to the pile.
“These are the things that you will need,” he offered with a smile.
I looked at him suspiciously, then shifted through the mound.
A blanket and a rawhide rope and a bone knife’s all I found.
“A blanket for a saddle and a bone knife for a gun?
Hell, Standing Elk, I’m sorry, but I wish I hadn’t come.”
His soulful eyes appraised me like he seemed to understand
That I was disappointed with the stuff I had in hand.
“I’ll show you how to tie that rope around your horse’s mouth,
So when you tug it gently, she will rotate north or south.
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“You’ll ride upon that blanket and begin to feel at home,
And that knife may come in handy even if it’s made of bone.
Now let’s mount up and look around and find that Shaman’s tracks.
It’s time to rescue Wild Rose so we can bring her back.”
He grabbed the length of rawhide and took it to my ride,
And tied it ’round her lower jaw so it would work both sides.
Old Betsy didn’t make a fuss, ’cause all her eyes could see
Was that tall and handsome stallion standin’ over by a tree.
She was lookin’ younger than I’d ever seen before,
And I noted all my aches and pains no longer felt so sore.
I threw that blanket on her and tucked the knife away.
Then hopped on her just like a kid who really wants to play.
“Lead on,” I called out to my guide, “we haven’t got all day.”
He smiled at my good-natured jest, then led us on our way.
As we circled round the camp searching for some sign of tracks,
I saw a bow and quiver had been slung across his back.
I also spied some Injuns that were hanging round the place.
They was mostly lazin’ round; some were runnin’ in a race.
“Hey Standing Elk,” I yelled out, “why’d you need my help at all?
When there’s all these fellow tribesmen who would hasten to your call.”
He turned around to answer me, “It’s like I said before.
We lead a peaceful life up here and have forsaken war.
I need someone who’s had it rough, who knows adversity.
That’s why I chose you for this job. You rode with General Lee.”
I let it go at that, ’cause I liked the way things were.
I was feelin’ great inside, as if I’d had some cure.
The air I breathed was warm and fresh. Old Betsy seemed at home.
The rawhide rope was working fine. I mostly let her roam.
We searched the ground for tracks, be they beast or human kind,
But no matter where we looked, there was nothing we could find.
So we swam our horses ’cross the creek to scout the other side,
And sure enough, we found some prints with a smaller set beside.
I vaulted from my mount and crouched down to take a look.
I saw two half moons facing in, like a cattle’s cloven hoof.
“Some kind of cow it seems to me, but bigger round about.
Hey wait, I know, them’s bison tracks,” I finally figured out.
“They head that way,” I added as I pointed to my right
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Where the prints strode toward the prairie and vanished from our sight.
Tracking would be easy ’cause the turf was trampled down.
“I’ll take the lead,” I offered, “won’t be long before they’re found.”
Standing Elk was more than pleased to let me be the guide,
And soon we were surrounded by grassland on every side.
A breeze was blowin’ gentle and I swear it sang a song
That sounded kind of somber, like something had gone wrong.
We tracked the cloven hoof prints across the endless plain
Of waving grass, and golden sky, and songs of woe and shame.
I felt my spirit droopin’ like a flower in a drought,
’Cause the very air was grievin’, of that I had no doubt.
But soon I heard another sound much deeper than the wind,
A gruntin,’ snortin’ noise that grew into a thunderous din.
A giant herd of buffalo appeared before our eyes.
“Looks like they’ve gone into that herd,” I shouted to my guide.
“Hold up, my friend,” he hollered back, “they’re in there, hiding out.
Let me go first, and lead the way. My horse will sniff them out.”
He passed on by, I followed suit, and rode into the mass
Of grumbling, groaning bison that made way to let us pass.
Like all the creatures in that land, they had no gripe with us,
So somethin’ else provoked them into makin’ such a fuss.
Standing Elk and his white horse strode forward steadily
Into a herd that roamed around as far as we could see.
And for a time we plowed ahead and searched for our quarry,
Yet, all we saw were bison millin’ ’round uneasily.
Then we found an open space that the herd had circled ’round,
And in the center were two beasts that stood out from the crowd.
One was larger than the rest, and its hide was black as coal.
The smaller one was slender, and its coat was white as snow.
“Well, Standing Elk, we found them beasts, but somethin’s on my mind.
I thought it was your daughter who you wanted us to find.”
My spirit guide paused briefly, then he turned to speak to me.
“You see, my friend, Dark Bear can be what e’er he wants to be.
He is a shape shifter who bends the laws to serve his will.
I’m afraid that big black buffalo is the one we have to kill.”
I took a closer look and really wished I’d packed my guns,
’Cause that black beast looked big enough to weigh at least three tons.
Its evil eyes were shining red like coals that burned at night,
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And its horns were razor sharp making it a fearsome sight.
It pawed the ground like it was pissed and in a dreadful rage,
And I could tell our enemy was ready to engage.
“I’ll toss my rope and pull it round,” I shouted to my guide.
“You ride in and loose them arrows into that devil’s hide.”
I urged my mount to charge ahead while I swung my lasso ’round
Creating quite a loop while I whooped up quite a sound.
That bison dashed at us as well. Old Betsy angled right.
I flung my lariat around its head and yanked with all my might.
I tugged it off its course a bit, then cast my rope aside.
Old Betsy was a cagy vet and dodged its horns in stride.
Standing Elk came stormin’ in and shot his arrows true
And stuck them in that bison’s hide, just like I asked him to.
But that black beast turned on his horse and gored it in its side,
And opened up a nasty cut that looked both deep and wide.
My spirit guide flew off his mount and landed on his back,
And that wild and wooly bison pressed ahead with its attack.
My horse became enraged when she saw the stallion fall.
She rushed that brute then spun around and kicked it in the balls.
It bellowed like a beast from hell and ran toward us instead,
So Betsy reared and slammed her hooves smack down upon its head.
She stunned it for a moment, but its charge was undeterred.
It struck her with its shoulder and it spun her in a whirl,
Flinging me right off her back and on to its instead,
Where I pulled my bone knife from my belt and plunged it in its head.

That stallion healed up good as new and managed to arise.
Meanwhile that slender buffalo transformed before my eyes,
Into an Injun maiden whom I sort of recognized.
She bore a close resemblance to my sweet wife who had died.
Old Betsy strode up to me and snorted in my ear
As if to indicate that things were gettin’ kinda weird.
That maiden also joined us and she took my hand in hers
And smiled warmly at me before she spoke these words.
“My Dear, it’s good to see you, and thank you for saving me
From that dark and evil Shaman who had cast a spell on me.
I miss you too, and wait for us to reconnect again,
But in the meantime, it’s yourself who you must now befriend.”
Then Standing Elk strolled up to us and nodded knowingly,
Before he grabbed my shoulder and squeezed it heartily.
The next thing that I saw was them branches overhead,
As I lay behind my saddle on my makeshift campsite bed.
The sun would soon be rising and Old Betsy stood her post,
And she was gettin’ restless as she hankered for more oats.
She was lookin’ like herself, and I felt my usual pains,
But still, I sensed that something good and lastin’ had been gained.
I may have had a dream, or maybe it was something else?
But whatever did occur, I felt better ’bout myself.
I rose up to light a fire and to tend to my affairs,
’Cause I’d be headin’ north and west, without a single care.

I grabbed its wooly coat and held on for my dear life,
As I stabbed it once again with that sharp and bloody knife.
It knew it couldn’t fling me off its broad and bleeding back,
So it turned into a serpent that was just as big and black.
It wrapped its coils around me like a rat it aimed to choke,
But I kept my knife hand free and I slashed its hissin’ throat.
It gurgled like a fountain, then it spouted like a whale,
And its blood poured out of it, as its red eyes grew real pale.
Its body flopped onto the ground and vanished out of sight.
The wind ceased all its grieving and the herd grew less uptight.
My spirit guide stood up and approached his fallen ride.
He waved his hands and sang a song over its gutted side.

62

63

Brian Michael Barbeito is a Canadian
poet and photographer. Recent work appears at Fiction International and CV2 The
Canadian Journal of Poetry and Critical
Writing. Brian is the author of Chalk Lines
(Fowl Pox Press, 2013). Twice nominated
for a Pushcart Prize, he currently photographs and writes about woodlands, farms,
green spaces and nature walking.

Having grown up in a rural farming community in the panhandle of Texas, Dick
Evans had no exposure to art until he
started college. Fortunately he was required to take drawing and design courses for his major of architecture. He soon
realized architecture was not right for him,
but that he loved ART!
Leigh Holland was raised in Alabama,
got her MFA in Creative Writing and now
teaches English in South Korea. She’s a
formalist poet with a particular fondness
for sonnets, and when she’s not teaching
English, she’s training for races or writing
essays in Korean to improve her second
language skills.

CONTRIBUTORS

Sherry Mayle hails from West Virginia
but now lives in Oakland, CA. During the
day, she pretends to be an adult at her
adult-sounding job while at night, she
writes about her mother and then hyperventilates about what her mother might
think were she to ever read any of it. Most
recently, she’s been published on The
Rumpus - check out Black Ops for Jesus.
You can be her 8th follower on twitter @
ContraryJezebel.
Sam Mills is a poet, a published novelist, and an actor. He has a long history of
participation in the small but active arts

community where he lives in Grass Valley,
California. He has penned over a dozen
story ballads that he has also performed
on various occasions. He has been writing poetry for fifty years and counting, as
well as a handful of novels. He is currently
working on a memoir.
Rich Murphy’s poetry has won two
national book awards: Gival Press Poetry
Prize 2008 for Voyeur and Press Americana Poetry Prize 2013 from The Institute
for American Studies and Popular Culture
for Americana. His fifth book, Asylum
Seeker, is due out in 2018 by Press Americana. While other books include Body
Politic 2017 by Prolific Press; and The Apple in the Monkey Tree 2007, chapbooks
include Great Grandfather, Family Secret,
Hunting and Pecking, Rescue Lines, Phoems for Mobile Vices, and Paideia.
Originally from Kansas, Connor Oswald
is an undergraduate student at the University of Arizona, majoring in Global Studies
with an emphasis on human rights. His
work attempts to understand how people
inherit the ways they express abstract yet
visceral concepts such as grief and heartbreak – and the ways that language often
acts as a medium for that inheritance. He
has also been published in Persona, Amplify, and The Painted Shutter.
Gregg SAPP is a Pushcart Prize nominated writer whose first novel, Dollarapalooza, was published by Northern Illinois
University Press. Since then, he has published humor, poetry, and short stories in
Defenestration, Waypoints, Semaphore,
Kestrel, Zodiac Review, Marathon Review, and been a frequent contributor to
Midwestern Gothic. His new novel, Fresh
News Straight from Heaven, based upon

the life and folklore of Johnny Appleseed,
was released by Evolved Publishing in
January, 2018. For more information, see
www.sappgregg.net.
Gerard Sarnat has won the Poetry
in the Arts First Place Award plus the
Dorfman Prize and been nominated for
Pushcarts. Gerry’s authored four collections: HOMELESS CHRONICLES (2010),
Disputes (2012), 17s (2014) and Melting
The Ice King (2016) which included work
published in magazines and anthologies
including Gargoyle, American Journal of
Poetry (Margie), Main Street Rag, New
Delta Review, OCHO, Brooklyn Review,
Lowestoft, Tishman Review plus was
featured in New Verse News, Edify, Poetica, Songs of Eretz, Avocet, LEVELER,
tNY, StepAway, Bywords and Floor Plan.
Deronda Review, San Francisco Magazine,
Radius, Foliate Oak, Dark Run, Scarlet
Leaf, Good Men Project, Anti-Heroin Chic,
Winamop, Aois, Poetry Circle, Tipton
Review, Creative Truth, Harbor Village,
KYSO, Flagler Review, Poets and War,
and Ordinary Madness’ debut feature sets
of new poems. Mount Analogue selected
Sarnat’s sequence, KADDISH FOR THE
COUNTRY, for distribution as a pamphlet
in Seattle on Inauguration Day 2017 as
well as the next morning as part of the
Washington DC and nationwide Women’s
Marches. In May “Amber Of Memory”
was the single poem chosen for Gerry’s
50th college reunion symposium on Bob
Dylan; the Harvard Advocate accepted a
second plus Oberlin, Brown, Columbia,
Johns Hopkins, etc. in and outside the
US accepted concurrent pieces. In August Failed Haiku presented his work first
among over a hundred contributors. Later in 2017 Beautiful Loser’s main spread
will be Sarnat’s poetry accompanied by
an interview. For Huffington Post/other
reviews, readings, publications, interviews;

visit GerardSarnat.com. Harvard/Stanford
educated, Gerry’s worked in jails, built/
staffed clinics for the marginalized, been
a CEO of healthcare organizations and
Stanford Medical School professor. Married since 1969, he has three children, four
grandkids.
Benjamin Soileau is a Cajun on the west
coast. His fiction has appeared in Prairie
Schooner, Louisiana Literature, Bayou,
and many other journals, and is forthcoming in Colorado Review. He lives in Olympia, Washington with his wife and son.
Reach him at bsoile2@gmail.com.
Robert Tremmel lives and writes in
Ankeny, Iowa. Recently, he’s published
in Poet Lore, Chariton Review, Spillway,
Cloudbank, Packingtown Review, Timberline Review, The Fourth River, and others.
He’s also published two collections and
a chapbook titled There is a Naked Man
with Main Street Rag.

