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Harrison du Plessis

STEP ON A CRACK
BREAK YA MAMA’S BACK
You're eight years old walking through a painted door
But your fingers accidentally brush the wall
Nothing is louder or more important than making sure
That you weave in-and-out of it flawlessly
So you waltz through once more, you sick dance freak
You've already walked in once - one is unity, the perfect number
And Holy Heaven painted thick in vivid bluish-green ethers
Swirling around G-d The Father who takes your withered hand
And guides you wearing forest-colored robes in dimension clouds
But you blew that when you touched the doorframe
So you walked through twice - two is the antithesis, negation
Opposite of one & you, ill-fitting like loose jewelry
Electrons swarming, and no breathing - you can't do that
You wouldn't go to hell for a door, would you?
So you walk through a third time - three is balance, Trinity
Charm and harmony, bottom-top-middle past-present-future
Used to be a scary face with a chain attached
Three would've saved you had your feet not dragged, do it again
Walk through four times -- four is evil, black-and-white footage
Of AIDS demons possessing bats so all the stuffed animals come alive
To devour your love and make your heart promiscuous
Walk through a fifth time -- five is eternal torment in flame
Perpetual nightmare machines burning Mommy and Daddy
In the desolate number of letters of S-A-T-A-N
Because you made a big mistake in a little body
And six times won't work because 666 will curse your children
But this seventh passing will surely have us free at last
As seven is Godly and the Bible number and pure peace known
Now don't envision the word "LUCK" or-You did, so go through eight times, but forget the choreography
Eight is four by two so it's beyond dead and too shady
Walk through a ninth time -- it's 3x3 but also 5+4 and
Represents the ampersand and scary silhouette fighter
And is the cousin of letter Q which is symbolic
Of the man that tried and failed to touch my penis at the airport
Nine causes you to have strange diet, unkempt appearance
You know the tenth time is not important because all even numbers
Will reset and derail life activities, so one more time
Eleven is acceptable and shrouded is 1 standing as brothers with 1
And this time the form was perfect, the completion unmistakable
The nervous killing feeling gone away, you leave crying
You've been walking through a door for fifteen minutes.
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Molly Brumfield

BREAKING NEWS
PERRY’S GARDEN
I.
I was planning to write a poem
About my Italian violin teacher
Who wore maroon velvet pantsuits,
And called me a piaga.
About my recitals, and the nerves that rendered me rigid to the bone.
About how afterwards my mother and my brother
(and my father, before the divorce)
Would take me out to dinner.
We’d eat potato skins and laugh.
The conversation was made of butter and congratulations.
But breaking news has torn the words from my hands,
And all of my descriptions fail, as I forget what joyful is.
II.
There was once a man who taught me how to breathe.
Not the way I always have, and not the way I usually do.
This way took focus, it took feeling, and it took words.
We inhaled grammar, emphasis and thought.
We exhaled poems, essays and stories.
Our classroom was a garden.
This man is not dead yet.
Fuck me! I don’t even know that he’s dying.
Then again, stage 4 cancer sounds like dying, doesn’t it?
But one detail haunts me more than any other.
It fizzes and pops inside my brain like Alka Seltzer.
And that bitch inside me who thwarts my censorship whispers:
There has never been a death more poetic.
I suspect that he writes every day
About what dying feels like.
That it’s the best poetry he’s ever written,
And he giggles to himself with pleasure.
And it is my sincerest hope that at night,
Or any time he feels afraid,
He remembers his garden.
I (an atheist!) pray he knows.
While I may not weed it often,
I will ensure his garden grows.
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D.S. West

Death on Venus
Venus is on fire, it’s all over the news.
Speaking on behalf of mute 3-D models,
the physicists and astrologists concur.
It’s not the end I saw coming,
but whatever. I’m no weatherman.
From the low gravel roads I travel by:
it’s true, I had love in my sights.
I’ve stormed my share of castles, but
what good is gold with an empty
lace veil, tall canopy bedchamber?
Entering just any crenel wasn't going
to do it for me anymore.
So I shot a rocket into outer space,
a kamikaze rocket, bollide bullet to stop
Venusian flora from pan-sperming tiger-size
from the bars, the nooks the crannies
of ennui mistaken for human need.
Then, fuck me! it’s colpo di fulmine.
Your tall mirror sent you grey eyed,
violet-lined to the ground floor, to the traveler below
your too-tall tower window.
I gave up searching three AMs for you.
All the towns and cities I’ve wandered, you refused
to meet me, to send a note or some sign
you were more than a recurring headache.
I learned to sleep some. I thought
I’d pass serenely over the edge,
lonesome as a cowboy. Braver-lonesome as a monk grasping at obscure bullshit
through obsidian veils. Peine forte et dure.
Joke’s on me, riffing the wrong romance.
Venus has applied her balm and gauze, and gentlemen?
her red glow is inscrutable.
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D.S. West

Ventriloquism
Julie approaches Andrew, in front of
a painting he’s studying. [Or behind
a painting he’s studying--any which way
you read me is fine.]
She hasn’t seen him in some time. She hadn’t
dated him ’cause his panic room had been destroyed.
Andrew was, inside his skin, made of stone, but stone that’d
been pulverized by jackhammer tyrannosaurus airstrikes.
The painting Andrew is admiring, the
center image in a triptych, is labeled:
“Past and Present,
Augustus Leopold Egg.”
“I saw this at the Tate in London,” he says.
“No idea what I was looking at. I studied forensics.
But it.” He pats his chest. “Found me.”
In the first painting, the future, a ruined woman consults
the moon. At the middle, the past [where we are,] a husband discovers
his wife’s infidelity. In the last, a ruined woman’s children consult
the same moon, the same future night as their ruined mother.
“I prefer to find art by accident. To meet ideas
unprepared, anticipating nothing. Then you
see it on the wall--When I discovered Julian Schnabel,
through his painting Understanding Self-Hate, I had no idea
who he was. He was only a person. And then...”
Andrew leaves the memory, returns to
the paintings he and Julie have met again before.
[If not before, then “In front of?”
Do you see my intention, flying so low?]
“Beyond the story, if you can get past the
preachy bullshit, the sequence is an attempt
to portray karma. This is before film or television-The triptych was a means of folding time.”

continued
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Andrew grins at Julie, missing teeth. His emptiness,
her knees hot butter. “Sequences are an attempt
to tell stories in two-dimensions
too big for two-dimensional media.”
Julie’s hand on his shoulder-Andrew has shut down construction,
and her touch is asking him how.
His hand, an answer, the small of
her back... the godly-opposite of lumbago.
’Cause Julie always made him comfortable, he shares
the secret to shutting up the drill and
decommissioning the concrete furnace.
“What I believed were useless broken rocks
were actually eggs. When I warmed them enough,
they hatched. Voila--new parts to love with.”
Julie takes a look for herself, comes up for air
amazed--“That’s fucking beautiful,” she gasps.
[Heartfelt. The opposite of menstrual cramps.]
“But how on earth did you heat them?”
Andrew points across the museum’s Mimetic Room,
to William Blake’s And Elohim Created Adam.
“Not a pleasant process, but. Life’s better
after the root canal than before, right?”
“I know! I had to use the bathroom the whole movie,”
Julie confides. “Titanic. I thought I was going to die.
When I finally made it to the restroom, over the
end credits, an angel flushed the toilet beside mine.”
Andrew takes her hand, to warm them.
Asks, “What’s your favorite work of art, Julie?”
Drawing a blank, she turns to the latest ghost
to listen in, another touring puppeteer.
“I can’t decide. What about you?”
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Maddie Gallo

Poetry
One by one I watch your poems
shuffle by in slow succession with the shackles
so tight against their emaciated white flesh
that I can see each vein stretched thin and blue
in their unwillingness to pump blood for you.
Poetry is a thing untamed, you told me.
It is a machine worthy of chains and domination,
an indulgence best stripped of its beauty
so that no one may fall fool to such fakery.
You are wrong.
And now, though I walk alongside your skinless subjects,
I see that your harsh hand
cannot wring the soul from this body,
nor bleach the blood of this heart.
In time your fetters will only untether
me from this box of mock poetry
and I will love liberty all the more.
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Maddie Gallo

2014
The age of opportunity is here!
Funny that I remember them saying
that same thing last week
and the year before that
and a decade ago.
But who am I to complain?
They have given me wheels
that can scar the Earth with their speed
and machines that cook my food
with only an ounce of arsenic.
They have given me almost everything
but my own wings.
And who needs wings
when I have a keyboard at my fingertips
with the power to fly to the moon
and destroy my enemy in one
millisecond?
The world isn’t flat anymore,
isn’t stuck in one place.
So I don’t even have to move
to be revolving constantly.
And around the sun I go.
Pretty soon I’ll be immortal too
and I can just sit clicking
for all eternity
while the opportunity
flashes like pixels on a computer screen.
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Dayana Stetco

Nouveau Roman
SHE: At 33, the 28 year old with a child. Larry Tarkovski.
HE: I know. You wrote a story about him.
SHE: You know nothing. You know nothing about me.
HE: I know everything about you.

SHE: You know nothing about my stories, about the men behind them.
At 33, Larry Tarkovski. The Boy with the most beautiful face. The child with a child.
I wrote:
He trashed the thoughts behind my favorite books, accused the 17th century
Dutch painters of myopia, and stared shamelessly at the legs and breasts of
those three or four girls who were always late for class, while claiming to live for
the day when, tired of the chaos of this world, he would sit down and write a
formidable script.
HE: You believed him.
SHE: I believed him. I listened to him. I memorized his feverish and incoherent speeches,
torrents of words which I could follow in the movements of my heart. It was there, in the
consistent beat of the thin blood vessels that his obsessions resonated, that his strange
world made sense to me.
I wrote:
But then there were the affectionate moments when his Cain let Abel live; when
his love for the child outwitted the universe; when I would have trusted him with
my life; when his lies sounded like the truth; when the lines of his script proved
that I was witnessing the birth of an unwilling writer whose force could turn
stones into blood; when his voice, at the other end of the line, kept asking for
another kind of affection (don’t shut me out, don’t shut me out), an affection
which was mine to give, of which I had sufficient quantities since no one else but
my own child was welcome to it; moments when, tired of doing battle with himself,
he would step into the light with childlike fearlessness, and use the courage of
his dark and sinister soul to say he wanted...nothing.
HE: Melodramatic.
SHE: Perhaps.
HE: Intense.
SHE: Yes.
HE: And then?
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SHE: The end of the affair.
I wrote:
The Boy looks straight at me, from the other side of the mirror, from the dark side
of the moon where his restless soul still searches for passionate companionship.
Without lowering his eyes he begins to undress: the vest, the shirt, the thin
layers of indifference. When he’s done, he sets his clothes in a neat pile - rings,
sunglasses and watch on top. He keeps only the twisted bracelet on, a raw
distortion in massive silver which seems to defy gravity. Then, with calculated
slowness, he lies on his back and stretches his arms like a fallen angel. His body
is covered in words, a myriad of intersecting phrases, interconnected channels
of absolute and solitary communication, a rash of stories, poems, and quotes,
a litany of things unspoken whose keeper he has been for three long decades.
Time to die. On the inside of his open eyes Death writes “Once upon a future,”
as I reach out and touch his face, and turn the pages of his formidable script.
I called this story Damage. It was very successful.
HE: I know. I believe you.
SHE: You know nothing. You know nothing about me, about the men in my life, about my
stories. At 40, the 23 year old with biblical name.
HE: You wrote a play for him. You see? I know all your secrets.
SHE: I wrote a play around him. He was the perfect circumstance for it, not its subject.
You know nothing. You don’t see nuances because you are more interested in your
answers than my dilemmas. I tried to teach you. I said: the only secret to acting is
listening, not waiting to say your lines.
HE: Are we acting?
SHE: Always. At 40, the 23 year old with biblical name.
I wrote:
Theories of flight begin with the impossibility of flight. Take a boy, for instance.
Any boy. At 20, he still believes in close encounters of the third kind, survival of
the fittest, and affairs of the heart, the ones he’s read about, in which the lovers
die together, holding hands. That’s what the movies tell him, that’s what he knows.
Where does he go when he leaves the cinema? What does he want?
He has amazing regenerative powers so we can hit him again and again,
until his insides bleed, until his arms, red under the burnt skin, no longer feel the
pain. It’s ok. He’s a boy. Eventually, he’ll learn. His body is of little consequence
to him. He shouts this from his balcony on sultry afternoons when the sun makes
people drowsy. He spoils their siesta. He eats, he lusts, he sleeps. Sleep is his
religion. Every day, despite conscious efforts to the contrary, he learns a new
gesture of affection. Every day, he casts a casual glance in the mirror, sensitive
to the minutest change. Time passes. On the eve of his 21st birthday he writes:
“I solemnly swear that, if 20 years from now, I haven’t changed the world and
found the love of my life, I will kill myself.” Twenty years later, on his birthday, he
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finds the note tucked away in an old issue of Time magazine. He reads. He tears
the note into little pieces. All this childishness. This arrogance. He closes his eyes
and cries. Vulnerability suits him. He looks good vulnerable. With his eyes closed
he reminds me of the 20 year old boy. I never loved him. I never loved the boy. I
loved the possibility of him.
HE: I understand everything.
SHE: You understand nothing. And even if you did, that wouldn’t change the way you
see me. I can’t forgive you for that. At 42, the disillusioned 36 year old. One day he
told me: “I want to be anywhere but here.”
I wrote:
The space of the exhibit is an obstacle course.
The fifty foot ceilings, the white walls, the carefully delineated light patterns are
nothing but traps. Shapes are not to be trusted. Planes collapse, perspective
folds in on itself, lines curve with unexpected determination. There’s little
difference between the space of the exhibit and the space of the mind. Brought
to life, if only for a second, silhouettes make an attempt at narrative, then fade in
the background.
The women are always there. They have been, from the very beginning. Mother
and daughter, lover and listener, stranger and saint. Their roles are arbitrary.
What truly matters is the change. They seem to know each other, although they
seldom speak. They come and go as they please, they show up unannounced,
they overstay their welcome. There’s hesitation in their movements, but no
restraint. The space of the studio agrees with them. Their skin becomes more
radiant, their lips part, the blood vessels on the side of their necks pulsate.
Although they know he has no interest in the female form, they persevere. At times
the daughter comes alone. She tempts him. She strikes lascivious poses or fakes
interest in an unfinished piece. He tells her to undress so he can pour hot wax on
her arms and extend them beyond recognition. He tells her to kneel and touch
the floor with her forehead. He tells her to pray. She doesn’t cry, doesn’t go away.
She suffers. Her arms show the signs of abuse, beautiful in their tortured form,
red and purple under the burnt skin. He likes peeling long layers of skin, he likes
exposing what was once hidden. The daughter reveals the secrets of her body
one by one. One day there will be nothing left to tell. That morning she will find
the studio doors locked and the windows nailed shut. It is a risk she is willing to
take. She is the antiSheherezade. She struggles to prolong her death.
HE: You were talking about yourself. I know.
SHE: You know nothing. I was talking about him, the Man with the bluest eyes. He
needed a refuge and I made one for him.
I wrote:
Everything is possible in the space of the studio. There is a new word for every
act of violence. Sensuality is in the air, in the swift waves of the vaseline jar, in
the treacherous softness of the wax, in the compliance of the fabric. He’s always
been surrounded by fabric: his mother was a seamstress who understood waste.
All these years, he’s waited patiently for the opportunity to examine the slow
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process through which yards of flat fabric develop into form through the use of
pattern. A torso sprouting forty yards of cloth is beautiful to him. The hybrid is
beautiful. He wants to cross bodies with objects, divide textures, push the limits
of the fleshy outline, ask biology to cooperate.
The first time the mother walked into his studio he knew she was the one he
wanted.
From that day on, their movements became repetitive and brutal. In time, she
developed a quiet efficiency which allowed them to cut corners. One day she
waited for him bleeding from both wrists, open, ready for the strange ritual which
resembled the tedious rehearsal of a play never to be performed. That summer
he rented a small theatre, learned ballroom dancing and lived, frenetically,
every fantasy the space of the stage allowed. She submitted to everything with
a passion whose intensity saddened him. Intense personalities have a short life,
he said.
The first time he sewed silk directly to her skin her body turned to glass. Now,
you are more beautiful; I can see right through you, he laughed with delight. Tell
me everything you see on the other side, she said. I see the wind over rooftops
chasing butterflies. I see a reward. Tell me you love me.
Tell me you love me, he cries. She caresses his face: I can’t. Then come with me.
One last time, he begs. He warms her body which turns back to flesh, and now
that she can feel again, he takes her to his studio. He uses her body sparingly.
He tests its possibilities, he asks it to expand, he makes it devour other bodies.
He saws off her arms and splits her chest open with a pair of silver shears. Then,
with the help of an assortment of shiny fastens, hooks and eyelet, he reattaches
the pieces one by one. (And although he never assembles her body the same
way, the reattachment itself feels like a cure).
He laughs and she ignores him, pretending that the humiliations to which he
subjects her daily do not bother her. This is the abject body, he tells her, and
smiles, and quotes his sources. He cuts her open, watches her wipe the blood
off her thighs, finds inside her other beings. At times, it is the girl, at times, a tumor.
Same thing, she says, you’ve got to take out both, there is no difference. He uses
the mother’s body to write his favorite quotes: “Death is a simple phenomenon
in nature only people make it complicated;” or “Let us put some order in our
pleasures,” or “I leave this manuscript, I do not know for whom. I no longer know
what it is about.”
I called this story Elsewhere.
HE: I see.
SHE: You see nothing. At 44, the 25 year old, the innocent. Blue eyes again. And
kindness. For him I wrote the silence in my plays. He walked, and sat, and crawled, and
jumped in silence. At the end, just before the curtain fell, one line: “No more fictions!”
HE: Then silence?
SHE: Silence.
HE: And then?
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SHE: Then nothing. You know nothing can follow silence.
HE: What about me?
		(A silence)
SHE: At 51, you. You who know nothing, who see nothing, who understand nothing, who
can’t tell secrets from lies; you who do not believe me when I write: you remind me of my
father, of my lover, of myself.
I write: For you, I’d leave my family, my children, this town. It is quite possible that you are
the love of my life. This is a fact. This is my confession.
(A silence)
And yet I feel younger than yesterday. Everything is all right. Everything is destiny.
HE: Why are you abandoning me?
SHE: I think I’m free of you now.
		(A silence)
HE: I know.
SHE: I know you do.
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Jason Knight

Forgotten

He dumped the body in the field next to the Dollar General parking lot, behind
the old football stadium. He backed the car up, dragged her out a little way, and
threw her down in the tall Bahia shoots on his way out of town. Later, he would imagine
that the buzzards and rats had consumed the evidence. Other than that, he wouldn’t
think of her at all. She was disposable and forgotten.
***
She knew what was about to happen to her. She wondered how long she could
put it off. Should she even try? Maybe it was better just to get it over with, let it wash
her away. She lay her head back against the dingy, cracked vinyl of the headrest and
looked out the smudged window at the passing trees. “I’m not the first to sit here,” she
thought and let out a deep breath. No, he knew what he was doing. He didn’t even
seem nervous.
***
He spotted her for the first time in the cafeteria. She was the new kid from two
towns over, down the highway; he had overheard that much. She was obviously a few
years younger than he was, especially since he was in the tenth grade this year for the
third time. With his hard green eyes, he pierced her, the weak gazelle, small and alone
and not part of the herd. She felt the penetration of his stare, but she didn’t dare meet
his gaze. She did her best to eat a few bites of food, her head bowed all the while.
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***
This school year was going just as miserably for him as all the others, worse if
that was possible. He’d been suspended twice already, and it wasn’t even Thanksgiving.
But where he took his meals, they weren’t going to have turkey. At home, he was lucky
to get some macaroni and powdered cheese; that is, if his dad could manage that
before blacking out with Jim or Jack. Not ever experiencing love had led him to doubt
its actual existence. Pain was all he had been taught, and pain was all he knew how to
give.
***
When her mother had come into her room that afternoon and told her they
would be moving because her father had gotten a new job, she felt everything begin
to slip away. This town was her whole world, and she didn’t want to leave Arcadia. How
could they take away her identity like this? She wouldn’t know anyone in Ruston. Being
fourteen was difficult enough without complicating matters further. She looked up at her
mother with dread, and said, “Nothing’s permanent, is it? It’s all going to be forgotten.”

Note: The above paintings (A Question of Survival, recto and verso, 2005-2007) are
by Dale Kennington. Images are used with the permission of the artist.
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Alexander Beisel

Silver Dollars
My nametag is misspelled. I never bothered to get a replacement. No one ever
looks at it and Brittney says it just the same.
“Happy Monday, El-eee-ott.” Brittney smiles.
Says it just like ET. I laugh.
“What is it?” she asks.
Brittney is shaped like ET as I think of it. That pinched head of hers; her shapeless
hips—the Venus of Willendorff.
“Nothing.”
Every Monday begins with Brittney’s assertion that it’s a happy one. Then we count
the vault together. $325,000 in mixed bills, dollar coins, and all those copper and nickelplated things. As she shuffles in first I think of closing the door on her. The vault locks for
twelve hours at a time. She couldn’t escape without aid of plastic explosives. She’d starve
in there likely. She insists she’s starving every morning. Has to go to the kitchen and make
breakfast because she doesn’t have time to eat at home she says.
A bank is cut to shape like a fast-food place because it works the same. Drive-thru
on the left, counter in the front. Replace the walk-in with a vault and they’re no different.
Same customers with the same intent.
Every teller has a window on the line. They’re all reinforced with three-inch glass
that’s marked with two obligatory decals. FDIC insured. And bullet-resistant. So far as you
post those, the rest of the space is yours. Office Space memes. Calendars with a daily
quote from the Dali Lama. Family pictures.
Should I take this down? What do I do with it?
The teller line is separated from the lobby by a Dutch door. The bottom rail is
pitted and scuffed. Every morning Brittney kicks the thing so I know to open it. She can’t
open it because her hands are full, she says. She kicks it again today. Both her hands
are balancing plastic plates sagging under the weight of English muffins, fruit cups, yogurt,
and toast that is more jelly than bread. She brushes past me rushing to her station at the
drive-thru. I watch her chair sink under weight.
“Okay—go ahead.” She tucks in her lips in a kind of apologetic smile.
How long am I supposed to keep this?
“El-eee-ott?”
I can’t throw it away. It almost looks real. All that detail in the negative space.
“El-eeeeee-ootttt…don’t you want to go smoke?”
She eats toast with a kind of simian aggression. All teeth and gums.
“Yeah. Sorry. I’ll be back.”
I lock my drawer but not before taking the picture with me.
Outside, I watch the cars already rounding the drive-thru. They park and wait for
Brittney to open her window. Brittney insists they have to wait until we open at nine. She’s
watching them watching her eat, I’m sure.
My name is spelled correctly on this at least. God, I hate that name. Goddamn her.
El-eee-ott.
I come back to find Brittney eating and watching Mrs. Fraser watch her eat through
the drive-thru window. She spins in place, wielding a cup of yogurt and a diet coke.
“Are you going to quit?” Her words are muffled by gram crackers.
“I can’t.”

16

“Yeah you can. My husband quit, and he smoked for fifteen years.”
“Oh. Eventually. Yeah.”
“What’d you think I meant?”
I don’t answer her.
“It’s time,” I say. Nine a.m..
The lobby doors unlock with an allen wrench. A simple twist, a clack, and the doors
shudder on their hinges. They’re on a timer as well. When they’re unlocked a red eye blinks
to life overhead that watches for anyone who happens to pass through with stolen bills.
Should it see such a thing, it engages the dye packs that emits pink smoke cooked up
from a chemical reaction that burns at five-hundred degrees. You won’t be caught redhanded, but it will melt the flesh from your bones.
Brittney sends the box over the vacuum tube, flicks on the lights, and turns to me
armed with a green lollipop.
“You know my husband quit by chewing on suckers.”
Everyone here is married to the same man: Husband.
“Thanks.” I take the thing from her pudgy fingers.
Seems fair, I guess.
“Does your wife smoke?”
The bride loses her last name.
“She’s not my wife yet.”
And the groom loses his first.
“Your fiancée then.” Brittney rolls her eyes.
“She used to.”
Mrs. Salvatore is out in the parking lot.
“Oh, lord. Here she comes.” Brittney turns to the drive-thru.
The red eye above watches Mrs. Salvatore come into the lobby. I imagine it
cooking her flesh. She’s the first customer every Monday. She dresses like a cold war
refugee. Wrapped like a cheap gift with paper saved from three Christmases ago. She
walks to the half-open Dutch door and calls out to Brittney.
“How you doin,’ darlin’?” says Mrs. Salvatore.
“I’m fine, Mrs. Salvatore. How’s your husband?” Brittney doesn’t turn when she
responds.
“He’s just fine. Yours?” asks Mrs. Salvatore.
Brittney ignores her. The vacuum tube howls. At length, Mrs. Salvatore walks to my
window and throws down a stack of bingo winnings in front of me. Every Monday. Same
instructions. Same questions.
“What’s a Dali Lama?” she asks.
I ignore her, chewing on my green lollipop as I count her winnings. Twenty-two
dollars. She leans close into the glass. She mouths the quote.
“Oh I like that. Some kinda church, I guess.” She’s staring through her glasses at it.
Like glaring at it harder will give her the answer she wants.
“Twenty-two. You need a receipt?” I ask.
“Yup. And put my balance on there, too. You didn’t do it last time.”
Internal credit. One ten. Two fives. Two ones. Upload scan. Print receipt.
“Here you go. Have a good one, Mrs. Salvatore.”
She passes by the Dutch door again on her way out.
“Mrs. Brittney—you have a pleasant day now,” says Mrs. Salvatore.
Brittney spins in place.
“You too, Mrs. Salvatore.” She covers her mouth as she speaks through a bagel. “Tell
your husband I said hello.”
“Alright sweetheart.”
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Jessie starts her shift at eleven. The day improves. When Jessie arrives, Brittney takes
her lunch. She always takes first lunch. She’s gone for an hour leaving Jessie and I to tend
the line. Brittney is gone before Jessie is even in the lobby.
“Okay, Mr. El-eee-ott” she says. “I’m going on break—you and Jessie have the line.”
Jessie waves like an idiot. I smile. It’s our thing I guess. She’s young. Happy still.
She comes through the door and sets to opening up her station. She sits next to me.
“Elliott! I thought of you this morning.” Jessie is all smiles.
When she speaks it’s often gestural. Her arms raise and the tail of her blouse lifts,
exposing the skin above her hips.
“I was watching the news and I had a question I figured you could answer.” She
sets down her purse. “Where is Islam?” She’s serious.
“You mean where is it practiced?”
“Well, they said Islamic terrorists are attacking in Iraq. So is Islam close to Iraq?”
There’s little more to her though.
“Yes. It’s near Iraq. I’m going to smoke before the rush. Watch the line?”
“You should quit.”
“I can’t.”
I’m hungry. I forgot my lunch didn’t I? I can’t remember if I ate yesterday either. I
hope she’s eating today. I hope she’s awake. Maybe it would be better if she slept. Can
she eat after? I hope she’s asleep.
By one, the rush hits. Most of the deposits come then, leftover from the weekend.
Gas Stations, grocery stores, and a few chain restaurants. And James.
James owns a small grocery with his brother-in-law. He is a cartoon character
of himself. A bloated head wreathed in white hair. He hides weight under a teal polo
that’s too large for him. A fist-sized hernia forms a dart on his belly. It’s been there for
months. He comes for petty cash and occasional deposits. It depends on his mood, but
he fluctuates between telling me he’d like to suck on Jessie’s bare toes and that the end is
nigh.
“It’s just a matter of time, Elliott. I’m tellin’ ya.” James is confident.
Ragnarok.
“You don’t say.” I’m lost.
Christ’s Return.
“I’m preparing now. Got a shelter stocked with food. Weapons and ammo. It’s only
a matter of time until the chinks buy up this place or the sand-niggers drop a dirty bomb
on us.”
Yaem-al-Qiyamah.
“Wow.” I hate James.
Elijah’s Return.
“Yeah, wow.” He doesn’t seem to notice I hate him.
The Apocalypse.
“Have a good one, then.” I just want it all to end.
Eschatology would be more exciting if it happened occasionally.
“You too—and hey! When it all goes to shit, you come looking for me.” He knocks
twice on the counter as a way goodbye.
I force a laugh as he leaves. He’s no different than anyone else, really. Clings to
something that’ll never come. And even if it does happen, the Apocalypse would never
happen on a Monday. Though that doesn’t stop me wishing it would. That’s what the
Apocalypse is for. It’s Greek. Means “change.”
What do I do with this now? I can’t throw it out. It’s been months.
The fires of the sun would eat up the crops and reduce all those fat drooling cows
to carbon bricks. The grocery stores would be looted and neighbors would slit each
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other’s throats for crumbs and compost heaps. I’d watch the survivors eat their own limbs
as their wits were eaten by hunger.
Who doesn’t want for that?
“You wanna take lunch?” Jessie is staring at me.
“Sure.”
I close my window and walk past hers. She sits on her knees in her chair. Her small
shoes are cast to the floor.
“What did the asshole tell you today?” She rubs her ankles with the tips of her
spindly fingers.
“He said he wishes things were different.“ Don’t we all.
***
The lights are off. The porch light too. Melissa Block interviews an unnamed woman
being hunted by the Taliban. She whispers into the microphone so that no one can
recognize her speaking voice.
I think of sleeping in the driveway. She needs you. Go inside and tell her you
missed her today. Tell her she made you smile.
“Vee—you here?”
Inside the kitchen the lights are low. There are two bottles of wine. One is empty. I
work my necktie off, twisting my head out of the noose. She must be asleep.
The refrigerator is empty. The freezer as well. I don’t want food. It’s only seven. I’ll
eat later.
The bedroom door is open. The lights are off. She lies on the bed facing the wall.
“Hey.” She doesn’t turn.
“Hey.” I unbutton my cuffs.
I take off my shirt and throw it over the bedpost. I lie beside her. She speaks first.
“How was your day?” but still doesn’t turn to face me.
“Fine. I missed you today.” And I really did.
She turns. Her teeth and lips are stained purple and gray. Her eyes are red.
“I missed you, too.” Her voice breaks and bleats out as a whisper.
“Really?”
“Of course, my horse.” She smiles. It’s a tired thing. Like something she’s practiced
too much.
I fold my hands around her waist. My fingers spread over her belly. She moves them
under her chin and kisses them. It seems like an apology.
***
Jessie opens with me on Tuesday and Thursday. We count the vault and when
we’ve finished we sit at our stations waiting for Brittney’s return from the break room.
“Elliott, can I ask you something?” Jessie’s still in school. ODU I think.
“An Iraq question?” I ask.
“No—Kind of” she says. “I don’t mean this wrong, but what do you do with a religion
degree?”
“You become a bank teller.” I’ve thought of the answer in advance. I get asked
often enough.
She smiles.
“That, or a priest, I guess.” I wonder if that’s any different than being a teller.
Jessie folds in on herself. She’s lost like everyone else.
“I don’t know, Jessie,” I say. I realize she was looking for a real answer. “I had other
ideas but things change.”
“What did you wanna to do?”
“Go on adventures, rescue starving children, save the world. All the bullshit you
hear about on NPR.”
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She smiles. “I don’t listen to NPR, ” It’s something like an apology
Mr. Clark comes in dragging with him a plastic grocery bag and a half-gallon
water jug brimming with loose change.
“Morning then,” he grunts. “Need this counted.” He’s impatient. He throws the
grocery bag in my window and heaves the water jug onto the counter.
“We have a machine for the loose change over there.” I point to the coin-machine
in the corner.
“Oh. Okay.” Mr. Clark drags the thing to the coin-machine and hoists the jug into
the hopper. The thing spurts into life, choking on all those nickel and copper-plated things.
Mr. Clark watches it in resignation. I open his grocery bag.
Two hundred dollars in two-dollar bills. Fifty in silver certificates. Twenty in silver
dollars. Ten more in presidential gold coins. It must have taken years to collect it.
Brittney walks past Mr. Clark and smiles. She raises her two plates to show she can’t
help and then kicks the door so Jessie will let her behind the line. Jessie asks Brittney the
same question she asks me.
“I’m not sure what I want to do,” Jessie says
“You don’t want to stay here, Jessie?” Brittney says. “This is a great career to have.”
I catch a blur Jessie’s gesticulating response. “I don’t know. I mean I don’t wanna to
be a teller forever.”
“Well, no one does,” Brittney says. “It’s part of the process—you know, the corporate
ladder.”
“I guess.”
“You’ve only just started.” You’re still young.” Brittney’s reminded us of that for years
now.
The corporate ladder is shorter than it seems. A mere step-ladder that’s overly used
and drizzled in red paint from those that came before. High enough to see a predictable
future. Ordinary.
Mr. Clark returns with a receipt from the coin machine. He hands it over and folds
his face into something like guilt. Like he wants me to ask him. I do.
“Mr. Clark, you mind if I ask you why you’re trading these in?” I hold up a silver dollar.
“You’d be better off seeing a collector. The silver alone—“
“Rent.” Mr. Clark doesn’t look at me.
“Oh.”
“The truth of it is—I can’t find a reason to keep them anymore.”
“This is a big collection though.”
“Yup. But that two-dollar bill ain’t ever going to turn into a three.” Mr. Clark doesn’t
say anything else. He sighs and stares at the suspended tile in the ceiling.
I hand him his receipt and he takes it along with his grocery bag and his empty
water jug.
“You have a nice day now, son. Ladies.” As Mr. Clark leaves, Brittney abandons the
drive-thru and runs to my window.
“El-eee-ott! Did he give you any silver dollars?”
I hope it falls apart. I hope the government collapses and riots claim the streets and
anarchy reigns.
“No.” I know she collects them.
All the silver and glass and iron will be forgotten—money and property forsaken. All
the intelligence and ambition and creativity abandoned—life measured by the quick and
the dead. All the history and culture and religions will be thrown down. Pillars of salt.
I know she collects them but I don’t want to give them to her. I don’t want to make
her happy. I don’t want to make anyone happy. And I don’t want to go home. It doesn’t
seem right that anyone else should want to either.
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Every teller has safe. I fill mine with the silver dollars.
What do I with this? I can’t throw it out. It almost looks like a person now. Maybe
here. I’ll keep it here.
***
She’s awake a least. She’s playing music so loud I can hear from the driveway.
Modest Mouse, I think.
“Hey.” I pull off my tie.
“Hey.” She’s bent over the sink skinning carrots.
“Can we turn this down?” I turn the music as I ask.
Well the universe is shaped exactly like the earth, if you go straight long enough you’ll end
up where you were
“Sure” She doesn’t turn it down. She pours another glass of wine. She often speaks
through the glass as if it were microphone. It sends her voice back at her, rebounding
against the glass and her face.
“The bill came today,” she says, half muffled.
“Took long enough.” Two months I think. “Where is it?”
“On the table.” She moves for the range, dropping the carrots in the boiling water.
The bill is tucked under another disused wine bottle. A perfect purple ring marks it out like
a signet.
“Jesus.”
“Yep.” She speaks through her glass again.
“What the fuck are we supposed to do with this?”
“I don’t know. It’s hilarious isn’t it?”
“Vee.”
“What?”
Refrigerator magnets now surround the empty white space where it used to be. She
took the sonogram down.
“What did you do with it?”
“I can’t look at it anymore. What’s the point in keeping it?”
“I can’t believe you right now.”
She’s right though. Two-dollar bills.
***
After we counted the vault Brittney made her breakfast. She trundled herself to the
back in the way she always does and then sat watching Mrs. Epson watching her eat. She
covers her mouth with an open palm, speaking through a chocolate chip muffin. “How’s
your fiancée?”
“She’s fine.” I turn to her. Brittney has never asked me that before. “Why do you
ask?”
“No reason.”
Does she know? How could she?
“No reason?”
Brittney slides from her chair and Mrs. Epson is visibly outraged by it. She walks to
my window, hurrying down the bits of muffin.
“You took the picture down,” she half- whispers. “I don’t want to pry, Elliott but…”
“Then don’t.”
“I’m sorry,” she says, “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She retreats back to her station
and I look where the picture used to be.
You’re projecting. It’s not her fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. It just happened. And it’s
over now. Only thing left is the bill.
“Look—I’m sorry, Brittney. Vera is fine. We’re both fine.” And I really believe it when I
say it. “Thank you.”
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She smiles. A slight little thing.
“Before you smoke, can you let me in my box, please?”
Among the many perks of the job, the one that matters the least, is a free safety
deposit box. It’s useless. Not simply because tellers have nothing to put in it but because
no one born after 1970 uses them. The vast majority of them are empty but those that
have them feel some sense of entitlement. Like private members of the bank.
“Sure.” I grab the master set.
Customers are given a key to the vault though their keys are all cut the same. The
teller key is what actually opens the thing and as such, no teller can open their own box.
Brittney uses hers frequently—says she might as well since it’s free.
“What do you use this thing for, anyway?” I ask.
She smiles coyly. “That’s against regulations, El-eee-ott.” It would be flirtatious if she
wasn’t shaped like a Weeble.
“Fine.” I decide I don’t care.
We sync the keys and I drag the box from its locker. She sets it on the table and
turns up the lid carefully so as to not let me see. The more effort she puts into being cute,
the less interested I am.
“You really want to see?” she asks.
“Not really. Just curious” though I’m not.
“Okay, I’ll show you.”
She spins the box in place to face me and leans over the hood like a child peering
into Christmas gift.
“I collect silver dollars.” She draws ones from her purse and places it in with the
others. There are hundreds of fat silver dollars—real silver—Eisenhower, Anthony, and even
some Peace dollars from the thirties. Some are badly tarnished. Some are gleaming in the
halogen light above.
“How long have you been collecting them?”
“Years—I’m not sure. A long time though.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why are you collecting them?”
The light fades from her face. “It’s um...it’s tooth-fairy money.” There’s shame there
now. “For when my husband and I have kids.”
She closes the lid and I think of the dozens of silver dollars locked in my safe. I’ll
make her eat them before she locks them away in there.
The snow would muzzle the noises of the earth; death would quiet all those still
wandering. They’d meander the blasted plains; they’d writhe under the onerous isolation.
There would be no laughter again in the world; fusion reactions would meld all that misery
with anything still called love.
“Go smoke. I’ll lock up.” She stuffs the box back in the locker. She calls for me just as
I make for the door.
“Elliott?” I turn.
“I didn’t…never mind. I’m sorry. Go smoke.”
Brittney leaves for her lunch break as Jessie comes behind the teller line. She’s quiet
today. Melancholy even. She barely says hello to Brittney as she passes. For the few
minutes we spend alone, I wonder if I should to ask. It gets the better of me eventually.
“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing,” she says.
“You’re a liar.” She finishes counting her drawer and slams it closed.
“Fine.” I look where the picture once was.
She slams her drawer. “What are you doing here, Elliott?” I’ve never seen Jessie
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angry. She’s livid. It would be cute if it weren’t horrifying.
“Sorry?”
“Why are you here?”
“I work here.”
She steps off her chair and walks towards my window. She seems like she’s going to
strike me.
“I am not fucking stupid, Elliott.” Her eyes are full of tears.
“I…I know that.” I’m lost.
She turns and makes for the break room. She’s gone thirty minutes. She returns with
Brittney and the three of us finish our shift in silence.
***
I’m barely asleep and nearly awake. She’s crying. Is it real? No, it’s real.
“What’s wrong, Vee?”
She’s sobbing politely on her side of the bed.
“How can you ask me that question?” She’s alone in the dark.
“I’m sorry. Come here—“
“Please—please don’t touch me.”
“I’m sorry, Vee. I didn’t mean--”
“Where do we go from here, Elliott? Why are we here?”
I look at the clock. It’s 2:51am. She sees me do it.
“Fine—go back to sleep. It’s fine.”
“Vera! Please, talk to me.” I touch her shoulder. It’s soft and shuddering.
“What do you want me to say, Elliott?”
“Anything.” And I really mean it. “Just talk to me. Tell me what you’re feeling.”
She lunges from the bed and turns on the overhead. “I feel like a part of me has
died, Elliott! Her face is flushed from the wine and her teeth are purple. “I feel like I’m half
a person. And I feel like you manage to get along fine as if nothing happened. I don’t
know how I can feel this way and you can feel nothing.”
She’s scared. Irate. And it’s contagious.
“I feel nothing?” How could she think that? “You think I feel nothing? I’m lost, Vee!
I’ve given up everything for this--“
“What have you given up?”
“Fuck you, Vee.” I’ve never said that to her before. “I tell you what, tomorrow you
can go to work for a change, and I’ll stay home and drink it all away.”
As they come, I know the words are wrong. They’ve lost me the argument. They’ve
lost me the warm bed. They’ve lost me everything. But they felt perfect as they cut into
her. Like the prick of the needle that siphons the veins. A perfect pain.
“Get out,” she says. “Just go.”
I take a pillow with me and shuffle down the stairs. The couch is starchy and
uncomfortable. The streetlamps bleed in through the blinds, cutting and hacking up the
dark in even intervals. The DVD player is awake. It winks in the blackness with a blue eye
that I can still see when I close my own.
Any vestige of life would be atomized and scattered to the winds; there would
be no past. Every city would be vaporized and eroded by the rains; there would be no
future. Only I remain lost in the present. Old as time and perpetually reborn.
***
In the morning, Jessie and I sit together in the vault. We exchange an awkward
hello. She takes off her shoes and sits on her knees. Folded perfectly.
She whispers to herself as she counts and then calls it out for me to log. Dual
control, they call it.
After $300,000 she stops, throwing down her stack of money.
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“Jessie, don’t throw the—“
“Just listen. About yesterday—I’m sorry. That was something else I think and took it
out on you.”
“What’s wrong?”
“It doesn’t matter.” She looks to her ankles again and plucks a rogue thread from her
flats. “I was upset and I took it out on you. I’m sorry.”
“You normally get this kind of honesty only in a text.”
She smiles and begins to count again.
“You look tired,” she says. “Late night?”
“Yeah.”
She snaps alert. “Oh! I was going to ask you--the other day, Mr. Clark came in with
all those coins? Did he have any silver dollars?”
“Yes. A bunch actually.”
She clasps her hands together and her fingers steeple, covering her smile. “Can I
buy them from you?” I can still see her smile in the hinges of her button nose.
“Brittney collects them. I wanna give them to her.”
“Did she tell you why she collects them?”
“I don’t know. Who knows with her.”
“They’re in my safe.”
When we finish counting the vault we go back to my station. Jessie stands over me
as I open the safe. The locking pins plunge and shudder the casing; the door swings free.
Jessie bends to her knees and sits beside me. She sees the picture tapped to the door.
She plucks it and looks at it and touches her lips with her fingers. “Did you two ever get to
pick a name?”
“Elliott.” I can barely say the word.
“Like its daddy?” Her fingers move to her throat.
“Yeah.”
***
The music is on again. Not as loud though. Still, she doesn’t hear me come in. I find
her in the kitchen. There are pots steaming on the range, and she sits facing them. She
turns.
“Sorry. Didn’t hear you come in.” She’s been crying. But there’s no wine on her lips.
“It’s okay.” I lay my tie across the chair.
“How’s your day?” she asks.
“I brought you something.”
“Oh?”
“Hold out your hand.”
She clears her face and throat. She forces a smile and holds out a trembling hand
and I fold the silver in her palm.
“What is it?” she sits at the table.
“It’s a silver dollar—a peace dollar. I take the seat across from her. “It’s from the
thirties.”
“Where’d you get it?” She is more pleased about it than I expected.
“A customer brought a bunch of them in. Traded in his collection.”
“Is it worth anything?”
“Just a dollar.”
She places the coin on the table with a fat click then looks to me. I haven’t really
looked at her carefully in a while, I realize. We smile. It’s something we’ve practiced.
“Did you tell them?” she asks.
“No,” I say. “But they knew.”
“How’d they know?”
“I’m not sure. But they did.”
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Ariel Bethell

When We Land

“Damn this seat fucking sucks.”
No matter how he moved the seat screeched making an irritating sound when
Corporal Jordan Summers sat down. He planted his feet flat on the floor of the airplane
and pushed his back deep into the cushions trying to get into a slightly less confining
position. It gave very little in spite of his efforts. A man coughed loudly a few rows
behind. Phlegm filled, disgusting sound that revolted everyone on the plane. Jordan
wrinkled up his nose in disgust of the man. He hated being in small spaces with people
he didn’t respect. True, he didn’t know this man, but he didn’t have to know him to hate
his fucking guts.
Jordan closed his eyes. Probably some middle-aged fat fuck with a wife and a
mortgage and not a real care in the world. Completely oblivious to how things really
are. He pushed against his seat again and looked over his shoulder at the man. The
man was maybe mid-forties, balding, and weighed about a hundred and fifty pounds
more than Jordan would ever weigh. He watched as the man adjusted his seat back
and forth, getting comfortable. Once the man had everything in order he folded his
arms over his chest and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and as he did his
gut expanded making the length between each button gap open around his navel,
turning his pin-striped dress shirt into lines of slinkys.
Jordan released the seat, relieving the tension he felt in his upper thighs. Makes
perfect sense, Fat Fuck gets a seat that reclines while my shit’s broke. Jordan thought
about looking at his phone, but then he decided not to. Instead he looked around
the cabin of the plane. He thought there would be more people on board by now;
the plane would be taking off at 2pm and here it was, almost 1:45. He had been on
planes so many times in the last three years he had lost count. He liked flying until he
had to talk to someone. The odds were in his favor; having an aisle seat meant he
would only have to deal with one person’s bullshit, if at all.
A flight attendant whisked by and when she did her left hip grazed Jordan’s
elbow. He watched her as she helped another passenger with her carry-on bag,
shoving it this way and that into the over-head compartment. He could still smell her
perfume from where she passed, not an overly strong scent but one that men would
notice. Jordan loved the smell of women, from their perfume to their hair; there was
nothing he would miss more than the smell of a woman on his clothes for the next six
months. He watched her stand up on her toes to give the luggage one last shove. The
line from her calf muscle smoothed down into her tiny ankle. Summers wished he could
stand close to her now and feel her body against him, breathe her in. He had always
had a way with women.
It would go rather quickly with this one. Smile, say something clever to her,
accidentally bump into her and apologize; but the panties always drop for the
uniform. Then it didn’t matter his name, rank, where he was from, or his age; they would
always be willing and ready. Then when it was over they wouldn’t be able to see it
for what it was—nothing. Now that he looked back on it, he couldn’t even remember
her name. It’s just a well—he would rather be remembered as the asshole than what he
would eventually become.
“Looks like this is me.”
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A man dressed in a navy colored suit plopped down next to Jordan. He had a
small canvas bag that he began shoving under his seat. He unbuttoned his coat and
pulled the sides downward. He sighed loudly and cleared his throat.
“Name’s Brax—” Jordan was already blocking this guy out as the man awkwardly
reached out his right hand. He looks like a shithead.
“Corporal Summers.” The man’s hand wasn’t soft but it was definitely less coarse
than Jordan’s even though this guy had to be at least ten years older than him.
“I’d ask what you do, but I think I know from the uniform. Which branch do you
serve?” He asked as he gestured to the to the patch on Jordan’s chest that said,
“Summers.”
“Marine Corps.” Jordan knew that the man wanted him to ask what he did, but
he didn’t really give a shit.
After some time the man said, “I work in sales for Lancing Incorporated.” He
waited for a sign of recognition or interest from Jordan…He would be waiting a long
time.
“I just got a big promotion, so they moved me to the sales department. Now I will
be traveling all over the country and meeting with big time CEOs.”
Jordan just nodded his head and looked at the flight attendant again. He was
just about to slip into an X-rated day dream when, “Hey can I ask you something? I’ve
always wanted to know why someone would want to join the military. I mean you’re like,
what, 19, 20?”
“23.”
“Right… so why would you join the military? Did you just not get into college?
You know that they take anyone in a community college, right?”
Yep, definitely a shithead. There is no way he would understand where I’m from
and what I’ve been through that put me here. No one would.
“Jordan! Get up!!”
Jordan was being shaken awake by his mother. He looked at the clock. 3am. He
struggled out of the covers and planted his feet on the cold wood flooring. This can’t
be happening again!
One moment later his mother was leading him out of his room by the hand. He
rubbed his face with his other hand, trying to wake up some more. His mother pulled
him as hard as she could heaving her body until she was almost touching the floor.
Jordan’s mother weighed about 90 pounds and was about a foot and half shorter
than he; frail and yet she possessed a strength that eluded most people. All the lights
in the house were turned on; the brightness of it burned Jordan’s eyes. He could see his
mother though, a little woman pleading with him as they came to the stairs.
“He’s come again, Jordan! I heard him outside my winda and when I yelled out
he ran. But he didn’t run far. I know he is still out there. His footsteps stopped down by
the road. Now he’s just standin’ there stairin’ in at my winda. He’s watching me, I know it. I
did good though. I waited just like you told me to and after an hour of him just standin’
there I had to come and get you.”
Once they reached the bottom of the stairs Jordan abruptly pulled his arm
away from his mother. “How do you know he’s still out there?”
“I don’t have to know…I can feel him out there. You just go on now and you’ll
see him. Don’t kill him just hold him down. I’ll call the cops!” And with that she turned, and
the lace at the bottom of her night gown ballooned out with the motion of her body.
“Shit Mamma, wait a minute!”
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Jordan’s mother turned and walked toward him. She swung her arm around and
slapped him. Stinging pain sent his ear ringing.
“Don’t you tell me what to do. I’m your mother and that’s not how it works.”
Jordan’s neck burned red where her hand landed. This is how she was now and it was
getting worse.
“I just think it wouldn’t be a good idea to call now. What if he fights me and I
accidentally kill him? It would be better to wait.” His mother nodded.
Jordan stepped outside. The night was warmer than it had been now that
spring was here. He walked down the quarter mile driveway. He could feel his mother
watching him from the house. He continued down the driveway until he was far enough
that he was sure she couldn’t see him anymore. He stood there for a while looking out
into the night. Her delusional episodes were becoming more frequent, and he couldn’t
take it anymore. The thought of having to take care of his mother while she slowly
became something he couldn’t recognize, was too much for him. If he didn’t leave soon
his life would be over before it ever really began.
Jordan looked at the back of the seat in front of him deciding how to answer
Navy Blue Suit’s question. Why had he gone into the military and ran from everything
he had known his entire life? The question itself infuriated him.
What do you know about it, Shithead?! I guess between your dipshit desk job
and cheating on your alcoholic wife you have plenty of time to think about shit you
don’t know dick about. Fuck you, Prick!!!
“What?” Jordan asked.
“You know what I mean. Why would someone willingly sign their life away and get
shitty pay on purpose?”
“To get girls…and blow shit up.” Jordan twisted in his seat.
“Right on man, I can respect that.”
The “fasten your seatbelts” light came on, and Jordan focus was only on the
hot flight attendant as she went all the safety procedures. “Please turn off any and
all electronic devices during take-off, thank you.” Jordan pulled his phone out of his
pocket—one missed call, one new voicemail. Jordan turned the phone off and put it
back in his pocket.
It’s Friday. Of course I’ve a missed call. Mamma only gets to make calls on
Fridays. Maybe I’ll call her back when I land…
“Have you been doing that for a long time?” Shithead pointed to Jordan’s right
arm that was twitching, sharp sudden movements. The muscle at his elbow jumped and
pulsed. He discreetly held his right wrist with his other hand to soften the movement; a
practice he learned by watching his mother.
“All my life.”
“That’s weird. You’d think they wouldn’t let you in with a tick like that.”
“I don’t think they ever noticed.” But you sure as shit did, didn’t ya, Shithead?
When Jordan got home the evening after his mother’s latest fit of paranoia, he
saw her waiting for him on the front porch. She sat in the rocking chair but didn’t move.
She just stared out onto the field, balled up with her feet in the chair. The old step
ladder was waiting for him as well.
“I need you to go into the attic. I heard them rustling up there. Now that it’s
gettin’ warmer they’ll be comin’ down into the house.” She sat with her arms wrapped
around her legs. The veins on the tops of her hands were a deeper blue than they had
been in the past few years. The translucent skin and blue veins reached all the way up
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to her elbows. Jordan thought for a moment that he could see the muscle fibers pulsing
through the skin.
Jordan picked up his father’s step ladder, but before he could get into the door
with it, his mother looked at him and he stopped.
“Be careful,” she said. “If they’re copperheads, it’ll be time for the babies to come
‘round.”
Jordan just nodded and carried the old rickety ladder upstairs. Before stopping
at his mother’s room with the ladder, he went into his bedroom to hide his enlistment
papers. He stuck them behind his dresser against the wall hoping to evade his mother
for at least another month and then it would be too late.
He turned around and looked at the ladder. It was covered in splattered paint
from when he and his father painted his room. He was eight and it was the last time he
remembered being happy. A few weeks later his father was shot while doing a routine
traffic stop. It wasn’t until after that Jordan began to notice his mother’s illness. All this
time his father was able to take care of her and Jordan, maybe that’s what made him
a good cop, caring for people.
Jordan knew he could never be as good a man as his father. That’s why he
needed to leave, and why he couldn’t tell her where he was going. He knew that it
would be bad if he left without telling her, but he never thought it would have been as
bad as it turned out.
The plane began to take off and as the pressure pushed Jordan deeper into his
seat he began to relax; he loved this part. He looked to his left and saw the whites of
Shithead’s knuckles as he griped the armrests.
“Nervous?”
“No. I just don’t like taking off.”
Shithead’s gonna travel the country and he can’t handle taking off? Maybe I
should change his name to Chicken Shit instead!
The cabin jolted with a few vibrations that were startling to some as the plane
continued to climb. Jordan looked up the aisle at the flight attendant seated with
her co-workers. They were buckled in and waiting to complete their ascent before
beginning their assigned duties. She was laughing at something one of the other flight
attendants was saying, but he was too far away to hear. She tucked a stray piece of
blonde hair behind her ear and looked up at him.
The pressure in the cabin increased as the plane leveled out. Jordan could feel
the sigh of relief Shithead exhaled as the “fasten your seatbelt” sign went off. Now that
Shithead had survived his brush with death, Jordan knew that the peaceful silence was
about to the broken.
“So why are they sending you to Norfolk?”
Jordan pushed once more against his seat until he heard a slight pop. Best to
leave it alone now. Don’t want to break my already broken seat. “Lucky, I guess.”
“What will you do when you get there?” Shithead said as he unbuckled his
seatbelt.
“Train.”
“No shit.”
Jordan turned slightly toward Shithead, and he felt the little prick tense up.
“F.A.S.T. Company training, then Bahrain.”
“So what do ya have to be? The fastest in your camp for that?”
Keep talking Shithead. I’m sure it’s on a level you could never understand
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anyway.
“Something like that.” Jordan closed his eyes and leaned his head against the
headrest. He didn’t have to think the whole time he was in boot camp, and he missed
that. He certainly didn’t feel like explaining to Shithead that for his second tour of
duty he was one of four marines selected to join a security unit already stationed
in Bahrain. He really wouldn’t be allowed to speak much more to it than that, and
Shithead would understand even less. That’s what he learned in the military, just shut up
and say, “Yes, Sir!”
In boot camp he just did whatever he was told and that made him Squad
Leader of his platoon, third platoon. “First platoon makes men, second platoon
make marines, and third platoon makes machines,” or at least that’s how the saying
goes. Mostly due to the fact that third platoon was farthest away from captain’s
headquarters, so you got the real deal. Jordan couldn’t see much through the tiny
window across the cabin, so instead he looked at the magazines in the pocket of the
seat in front of him. Stuffed in front was a crinkled brown vomit bag. It reminded him of
his first week in boot camp.
Poor Stocky. If Stevens hadn’t been so heavy he might have gone unnoticed at
boot camp, and third platoon is not where you want to be noticed. Instead of calling
him Stevens, the drill sergeants, and everyone else, began calling him Stocky the day
he threw up on himself during PT. They made him wear it all day. He quickly became the
target of many “accidents,” the first being that he was born. Jordan could remember
one such accident that had him filling up sandbags at 2 am with three others from his
platoon. They were ordered to stack them up around the hole they had dug. As they
finished playing in the sand, Stocky approached with two other sergeants. They order
Stocky into the hole. From a distance you couldn’t see the two sergeants and Stocky in
the hole, but then again that was the point. Jordan and the others were order to head
back to barracks while the third sergeant stood guard. When Stocky came back from
his latest accident Jordan asked him how he was holding up.
“They can do whatever they want man, but they can’t stop time.” Stocky looked
at Jordan with one good eye. The other was swollen shut.
Jordan smiled to himself.
Stocky was right and that idea both comforted Jordan and left him uneasy.
It was one week until graduation from boot camp when his sergeant told him
about his mother. After he was called into the captain’s headquarters, he was brought
into the first sergeant’s office. He handed Jordan a phone and told him that his mother
was calling from the Mental Health and Disability Hospital and wanted to talk to him.
She had lasted longer than he thought. The first sergeant explained that his mother
had called the police several times a day for three weeks, so they had no other
choice but to commit her. Having no living relatives other than Jordan, she was now a
ward of the state. Since Jordan was active in the military and her only living relative,
there was no one to take care of her. Jordan looked at the phone. Without much
emotion he handed it back to the first sergeant and was dismissed.
After surviving what seemed like an eternity of insignificant dibble from Shithead,
the flight attendants began moving through the aisle giving drinks to passengers.
When the blonde flight attendant stopped to ask Jordan and Shithead what they
wanted to drink, Jordan looked at her nametag. “Nevaeh.”
“How do you pronounce that?” Jordan gestured to her nametag.
“Nu-va-uh.” She handed him a glass of water and smiled.
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He nodded his head. “I like that. I’m Jordan.”
“Well Jordan, let me know if you need anything else.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” He smiled and looked down as she walked up the aisle. The shy
farm boy routine worked well in past. That and with the uniform she didn’t stand a
chance.
“I’m more into brunettes myself. I’ve found that they’re more of a challenge in the
end.” Shithead nudged his elbow into Jordan’s arm.
Jordan closed his eyes. He could imagine what his life could be. Nevaeh would
write him letters and wait for him. Once his tour was over they would get married
and the first time he would see his son would be when he was already six months old.
Someone would record his emotional return to his family and then post it on Facebook.
A hundred thousand likes for the weepy Marine. Jordan opened his eyes.
Fuck that shit.
“Wake me up when we get there, buddy.” Shithead closed his eyes, pulled the
release on his armrest, and reclined his seat.
Jordan looked at his watch, 4pm. Had they been in the air for two hours? I guess
time flies when you have to talk to Shitheads. The arrival time on his ticket said 5:30pm.
From there he would have half an hour to report to headquarters for debriefing. He
would use every minute to talk to his mother. It would be exhausting, but he wanted
to speak to her before he left again. Even if she wouldn’t understand what was
happening or where he was, he would know he had tried.
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