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“There was a song and story: an aged Scylding, widely learned, told 
of the old days; at times the fighter struck the harp to joy, sung

against chant-wood, or made a lay both true and sorrowful; the 
greathearted king fittingly told a marvelous tale…”

Unknown, Beowulf



8

The theme of my letter this month is: gratitude.

Too many times in our lives, we find ourselves weighed down 
by our jobs, our finances, our circumstance, and all the other 
things we allow ourselves to worry about. I know that in the past 
few weeks I have had my ups and downs, enough to leave my head 
spinning. But I received some very sound advice from a friend 
that has helped to keep everything in perspective. She suggested 
that when things start to feel like they are slipping out of control 
or when its time to just sit back and take a break, to think of all of 
the things in life that you are grateful for. 

Not too long ago, I put her advice into practice. I dimmed the 
lights, curled up with a warm blanket and a hot cup of passion 
tea, and I counted down all of the things that I am most grateful 
for in my life.

My husband. My family. My health. My home. My country. 
My work. My friends. My magazine. My faith...Pretty soon, I 
realized that there is so much in life to be thankful for, and all 
of the things we think are monumentally important suddenly 
seemed small and not quite as heavy as they once were. It was a 
worth while experience to say the least.

In keeping with the spirit of practicing gratitude, I wanted to 
take a moment to say thank you. Thank you to all of the authors, 
poets, and artists who answered our call for submissions in 
numbers that I never would have anticipated. You all sent some 
incredible pieces of writing; I can’t express how difficult it was for 
us to narrow down the field. You are all amazing, and we literally 
would not be able to do this without you.

I’d also like to thank my editing staff. Your support and 
dedication make this publication possible. All of the growth this 

Letter from the Editor
Kristi Rathbun-Nimmo
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magazine has experienced in the last few months has been made 
possible by you. A special thank you to guest editor, Jacqueline 
Havens. She came to the rescue when we needed some extra help, 
and this publication is better for her contributions. 

A special shout-out goes to Professors Lisa Zimmerman, Nic 
Brown, Dr. Kristin Bovaird-Abbo, Dr. Andrea Moon, and Dr. 
Marcus Embry from the University of Northern Colorado. You all 
have impacted each of us in your own way, and have challenged 
us to become the best versions of ourselves. Your creativity, 
knowledge, and dedication molded and inspired us in more ways 
than we will probably ever know. To put it simply, you guys rock, 
and that’s all there is to it.

Finally, no Oscars-style speech would be complete without 
aknowledging our families and friends. A good support line is 
critical to success of any kind, and ours is the best.

So next time you find yourself feeling less than awesome, 
make a list: What are you most grateful for? Then maybe use 
some of that list for a new poem or story. Who knows? Maybe that 
list will turn into the next great piece you submit to Chantwood.

Happy reading, everyone!

      Best wishes,    
   

       Kristi
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The Chest of Drawers
Robert Boucheron

In the decorative arts collection of the Hapsburg Historical 
Society, on the third floor of the Lyceum, crammed full like an 
old person’s attic, which frankly is where most of the items came 
from, stands a remarkable chest of drawers. Six feet tall and 
thirty inches wide, the chest is in good condition. According to 
donor John Shakewell, owner of Shakewell Hardware, it was 
made by his Mennonite ancestor, a young man named Johannes 
Schuetteln.

Around the year 1800, Johannes lived in what was then the 
frontier town of Hapsburg, in the Valley of Virginia. He had a 
good height for that era, a slender build, a nervous temperament, 
and thick brown curls. With no relatives nearby, he had no past. 
He was a lean figure poised to leap into the future. At twenty-one 
years of age, he became engaged to Hilda, fair and plump, a little 
over five feet tall, the daughter of a local miller named August 
Happ and his wife Gertrude. Happ descended from an early 
settler from whom the town took its name.

Johannes lodged with the family of his employer, a carpenter 
and furniture maker named Friedrich Honaker. A purely 
Mennonite town like Salem had a Bruderhaus or Bachelors Hall 
for the unmarried men, but Hapsburg lacked this amenity. By the 
time of his engagement, Johannes had moved to a shed or tenant 
shack on the Honaker property, one room with a chimney and a 
loft, a crude wooden structure that doubled as workshop. Today, 
we would call it an artist studio.

Having completed seven years of apprenticeship, including 
the last two as a journeyman, and with the blessing of Honaker, 
who had come to regard the young man as a son, Johannes was 
eager to become a full-fledged Tischler, or cabinetmaker. Whether 
he stayed with Honaker, as the old craftsman begged him to 
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consider, or whether he chose to strike out on his own, the change 
in status would allow him to marry.

As proof of his skill in design and manual dexterity, Johannes 
had to make a Meisterstück, or masterpiece, a large piece of 
furniture, preferably decorative. A natural choice for this task 
would be a floor chest for linen, a cupboard to display dishes and 
silver, or a table intended as a church altar or ceremonial board. A 
wedding chest was traditional. Many such wooden chests survive, 
painted with symbols of love and sweetness—flowers, hearts, 
honeybees and doves.

In a gesture of confidence and youthful pride, Johannes 
decided to make a chiffonier, a standing chest of drawers. The 
piece would be his gift to his bride, an appropriate gift from a man 
with no money but a wealth of talent. The completed masterpiece 
would be judged by a Zunftkammer, for which there is no easy 
translation. 

Guilds did not take root in America. A small town which had 
one or two craftsmen per trade invited masters from towns near 
and far, and from trades that were not always closely linked. The 
assembled masters formed an ad hoc panel to judge the work. 
They used the gathering to exchange information, compare notes, 
and even to engage in social life. So the Zunftkammer, which 
means “guild chamber,” is an ancestor of the modern Chamber of 
Commerce.

The miller, a flint-eyed businessman, was not at all sure 
Johannes was good enough for his eldest daughter.

“This Schuetteln has no social standing. We know nothing 
about his family. What if they are thieves or Papists?”

“His character and prospects are good,” Gertrude said. 
From the time she was a little girl, Hilda had her father 

wrapped around her finger. She stamped her foot and crossed her 
arms.

“My heart is set on Johannes,” she said.
To simplify travel arrangements, provided that previews of 

the chest were favorable, Honaker suggested to Happ that they 
combine the Chamber with the wedding, in a celebration that 
would last several days. Doubtful, Happ relayed this suggestion to 

The Chest of Drawers
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his wife. 
“My dear August,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. 

“You do not care for Honaker, and who can blame you? He is 
only a hired tradesman, whereas you mill grain for the biggest 
farmers, and you stand on an equal footing with them. But his 
plan to share expenses will reduce your obligation as a host. Join 
him, and kill two birds with one stone.”

Accused by his English customers of sharp dealing, and 
always on the lookout for a bargain, Happ gave his assent.

In September, Johannes began to draw. With lead pencil and 
charcoal stick, he filled sheet after sheet of paper with preliminary 
sketches, dimensions, a list of materials needed, and notes of a 
technical nature. By an extraordinary chance, the drawings were 
later used to line drawers in the completed chest, laid face down 
and overlooked for generations. Also preserved in the Historical 
Society, the drawings reveal the craftsman’s mind at work. Bursts 
of inspiration float as free-flowing lines, like lengths of string 
thrown in the air, while second thoughts settle in darker lines, 
firmly incised on the paper. 

As the drawings show, and as the story passed down 
orally confirms, the more Johannes thought about his chest of 
drawers, the more elaborate it became. Originally a rectangular 
block divided evenly into drawers of the same size, the scheme 
metamorphosed to one with few straight lines or right angles. 
Every shape is stretched and distorted to a trapezoid or a complex 
curve in three dimensions. In the later drawings, as in the 
completed piece, each drawer is a unique size and shape, while 
the front and sides are bowed like a bass viol. Feet which at first 
are drawn as simple balls develop as the paw of a lion or the hoof 
of a rhinoceros. A small reflecting glass appears on top of the 
chest. At first it is square, then rounded, and finally the oval that 
appears today.

Stalled in a never-ending process of design, Johannes 
apparently asked Honaker for advice. Or the older man sensed 
trouble, and he intervened. Marks on the drawings in red crayon 
show corrections or suggestions. They include the note: “Begin or 
be damned.”

Robert Boucheron
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***

Johannes bought wood, more than he would need, and 
arranged it in stacks propped against the walls of his shed. With 
his woodworking tools, the inventory of fine wood, fragrant and 
virginal, took up all the space. He slept in the loft. He began to 
cut in earnest in October or November, again supposing the task 
would fly.

“It can easily be done by Christmas,” he said.
Progress on the chest of drawers was slow. December came, 

and it was still little more than a gaunt frame tacked together, a 
shaky skeleton with scattered bones. Johannes was reluctant to 
join the pieces until he felt certain of the result. Also, he tinkered 
with the design, scrapping a portion that was already built in 
favor of a better idea. 

“Two steps forward and one step back,” he said to Hilda 
during a Sunday visit to the Happs. “But what’s the hurry? I want 
it to be worthy of you.”

Hilda was indifferent to the technical side of woodworking. 
She wanted to move on to the next step, and the next. “Worthy 
or not, hurry up,” she wanted to say. But the situation required 
tact. She smiled and indulged her handsome young man, who was 
never so appealing as when in the grip of his craft—clamped in a 
carpenter’s vise, as it were.

During the Christmas season, Johannes worked on the chest 
at all hours, taking advantage of slack time in the shop. Though 
he took his meals with the Honaker family, he sometimes failed to 
appear. When asked later, he said that he forgot. He took no part 
in social life, and he refused all invitations. An entire day would 
pass when no one saw hide nor hair of the young man who toiled 
in his shed. 

A few days into the new year, Honaker checked on his 
protégé. He found Johannes lying on the floor of the shed. The 
stove had gone out. The young man was delirious. He clenched 
a chisel in an ice-cold hand. The carpenter raised him to his feet 
and got him into the house. They put Johannes in a featherbed, 

The Chest of Drawers
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where they spoon-fed him hot cabbage soup and crusts of bread 
soaked in warm milk.

Christmas and Epiphany in the Happ household were a 
different matter. Gertrude liked to entertain. She persuaded 
August to broach barrels of cider and casks of wine, of which he 
drank his share. As snow fell and wind gusted, in her kitchen lit 
by yellow flames, Gertrude baked up a storm: cookies, buns, and 
golden loaves of a yeast bread called Stollen, loaded with raisins, 
almonds, citron, and cherries red as rubies.

Among the guests that holiday season was a farmer named 
Kip Garstang, a burly young man, strong as an ox, with broad 
shoulders, thick arms and legs, and a neck like the trunk of a tree. 
People joked that you could harness Garstang to a loaded cart or 
a plow, and he would beat any horse you cared to match against 
him. The young man blushed. There was no point in disputing the 
obvious. He was bashful, too slow to shine in company, and aware 
that his treble voice belied his massive body.

August Happ took a liking to the young farmer, to whom he 
had praised Hilda while grinding his wheat and rye. In the cash-
strapped rural economy, the miller often took a portion of flour as 
payment. Garstang’s was of good quality, a product he could sell 
for a high price in Richmond to the east.

At a gathering on Christmas Eve, the miller plied the young 
man with mulled cider and begged him to return. Nudged by the 
father, he paid court to the daughter. Happ neglected to mention 
her engagement. There was no formal bond, no marriage contract. 
The two young people had formed an attachment, a sentimental 
link that might break at any moment, for any number of reasons. 
A match like Garstang was too good to let fall by the wayside.

Hilda tried to ignore the backward young farmer and the 
hints her father dropped. Nothing about this tongue-tied slab 
of beef on the hoof appealed to her. But in the closed society of 
a small town, an outright snub was impossible. Then word of 
Johannes’s illness reached her. In distress, she sought her mother 
in the kitchen.

“Papa wants me to marry Kip Garstang! He ignores the fact 
that I’m already engaged, let alone I can’t stand him. Besides, who 

Robert Boucheron
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wants to live in the country? I want to stay near you and close to 
town.”

“Calm down, Hilda. No one can force you to marry against 
your will. Not if I have a say in the matter. You’re upset because 
Johannes is absent, and you feel neglected. Then comes this news 
of his illness. Anna Honaker says it isn’t serious, by the way. He’s 
up and moving around.”

“He works too hard. It was probably exhaustion.
“Probably.” Gertrude had her own opinion.
“As his wife, I will make sure he rests and eats a proper diet.”
“Johannes still has to finish his masterpiece. Then it has to be 

judged by the Chamber. And then he can marry you.”
“But when will he finish? The chest is a monster that sucks 

his strength. Have you seen it?”
“Anna Honaker did. She says it is an idol and a stumbling 

block.”
“She reads the Bible too much. Can I go visit Johannes at her 

house?”
“That would not be . . . proper.”
“What if I lose my chance? If Johannes doesn’t come through, 

Papa will insist on Kip.”
“Not so fast.” Gertrude pressed a finger to her chin, where it 

left a dot of flour. “I have an idea. Johannes ought to be recovered 
in a day or two. Once he is back in his shed at work on the chest, 
visit him there. At midnight, alone. Wearing the white muslin 
gown you sewed for your wedding day.”

“My wedding gown?”
“Don’t worry about spoiling it. As the proverb says:

What rips or frays we quickly sew,
But who can mend a heart of woe?”

“I never heard that before.”
“You have now. Take a basket of food and a bottle of my 

elderberry wine.”
“The wine you save for special occasions?”
“This is one if ever there was. Johannes will be surprised. He 

may bar the door, but you must not hesitate. Force your way in. 
Say that you dreamed of him and could not wait a minute longer 
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to see him in the flesh. Then unpack the basket, spread the food, 
and serve it to him.”

“Right there on the floor? Like a picnic?”
“If he asks what you are doing, say it is a love feast.”
“Like we have in church.”
“Except this love feast is for two. Feed him and pamper him, 

and make sure he drinks the elderberry wine. As for you, partake 
sparingly. It is potent.”

“And then?”
“Let nature take its course.”
Hilda searched her mother’s face. Did she mean what she 

thought she meant? Gertrude’s brow was kind and loving, yet her 
eyes were hard. Hilda shivered.

“Johannes will fall asleep. Gather up the remains of the feast 
and quickly leave the shed. When Johannes wakes, he will wonder 
if it was all a dream. If he mentions it to you, pretend you have no 
idea what he is talking about.”

Hilda paused to weigh what she had just heard.
“How do you know this trick will work?”
Gertrude smiled at her daughter and stroked her golden hair. 

“It has worked for women since beyond remembering. How do you 
think I caught your father?”

***

A few days later, at midnight, under a black sky filled with 
stars that shone like crystals of ice, a young woman dressed in a 
dark cloak over a white muslin gown, with a ribbon in her hair 
and thin slippers on her feet, raced through the deserted town 
with a basket on her arm. She slipped behind the Honaker house 
to the shed, where light streamed through cracks in the boards. 
The tap of a hammer was followed by the rhythmic buzz of a saw. 
She rapped on the door. Without waiting for a response, she lifted 
the latch and entered.

“Hilda!”
“Johannes! Tonight, as I lay in bed, I had the most wonderful 

dream, all about you. I woke with a start, and I couldn’t wait a 

Robert Boucheron
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minute longer to see you in the flesh.”
The shed was a scene of chaos, with pieces of wood, scraps, 

shavings, tools and drawings strewn all over. In the middle stood 
a wide-eyed young man, thinner than the last time she saw him, 
sprinkled with wood chips and holding a crosscut saw. Heaps of 
sawdust lay on the floor like drifts of snow, while curls of wood 
from the plane and chisel hung here and there like vine tendrils.

“You look like you are dressed for a ball. Or an illustration 
from a fairy tale.”

“Would a fairy do this?” She pinched his cheek. As he rubbed 
it in confusion, she set the basket on the floor and threw off the 
cloak. “How is your masterpiece coming along? It’s chilly in here.” 
She gathered a handful of wood scraps and threw them in the 
stove. The iron door clanged as the fire blazed up.

“I make progress, but I also fall behind. Two steps forward 
and one step back.”

“You must be tired and hungry. See what I brought to revive 
you.”

“I have no table and chair.”
“To sit down to a meal? We will sit on the floor and make a 

picnic of it.”
As Hilda sank to her knees, Johannes joined his sweetheart 

on the floor. Out of the basket poured loaves of white and brown 
bread, rosy links of pork sausage, white breasts of roasted 
chicken, a salad of potatoes and carrots in a tart dressing, a 
pot of fresh butter and a hunk of cheese, cucumber pickles and 
sauerkraut, a freshly baked apple cake, and last but not least, the 
bottle of elderberry wine.

Hilda rummaged in the bottom of the basket. “I forgot to 
bring a corkscrew. How will we open the bottle?”

“Silly!” Johannes laughed and jumped to his feet. “I have 
every tool you can imagine. If only I can lay my hands on it. 
Where is my auger? Here we go!”

He took the bottle from her, inserted the auger, twisted and 
pulled. The stopper came out with a pop. Hilda unwrapped a little 
cloth bundle which contained two wine glasses. She held them 
up, sparkling in the firelight, and Johannes poured. They clinked 

The Chest of Drawers
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glasses.
“To what shall we drink?” he asked.
“To completion!” Hilda allowed herself the tiniest sip, while 

Johannes gulped a mouthful. He eyed the miraculous spread.
“This is no picnic. You brought a feast!”
“A love feast.”
“But where is the pastor who will pray and pray, while empty 

stomachs rumble?”
“Asleep in his bed, I hope.”
“Then what are we waiting for?”
Johannes attacked the food with gusto. Hilda nibbled and 

urged him on. After a while, as he was absorbed in the business of 
eating, she reclined in a pile of wood shavings and sawdust.

“Won’t you spoil your gown?”
“Who cares? Being here with you to share this moment is 

worth more than any article of clothing. Anyway, the proverb 
says:

What rips or frays we quickly sew,
But who can mend a heart of woe?”

At last, Johannes felt his stomach bloat. He too lay back in a 
heap of sawdust, dreamy with contentment. He licked his fingers.

“Everything tastes so good. But if I eat another bite, I may 
explode.” He picked up the glass of elderberry wine and drained it.

Hilda took the glass from his hand and shifted her position, so 
that she lay beside him.

“The shed is drafty,” she said. “I will be warmer wrapped in 
your arms.”

They embraced and kissed. Hilda closed her eyes. Inside her 
head was the voice of her mother. Whatever ensued was at her 
behest.

The blaze died down in the cast-iron stove, and Johannes 
drifted off to sleep. His cheeks glowed, his lips mumbled, and a 
happy smile played over his face. Here was a sign that boded well. 
Hilda disentangled herself. On hands and knees, she gathered the 
remains of the love feast. When it looked like they would overflow 
the basket, she packed them in anyhow. 

She stood and brushed the sawdust and wood chips from her 
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gown. She shook the cloak and threw it over her shoulders. Facing 
the empty chest of drawers, she saw a face in the mirror on top. 
Her heart skipped a beat. Then she stuck out her tongue at her 
own reflection.

Just under the mirror, a single drawer was in place, with 
a brass lock and a brass key inserted in the lock. A drawer for 
money or something of value. Hilda turned to go. With the basket 
on her arm, she spotted the auger lying on a plank, the stopper on 
its tip.

She picked up the tool and put it in the drawer at the top of 
the chest. She turned the key and took it. She slipped out of the 
shed and pulled the door tight. In her dainty shoes, she ran home 
through the frozen night, as the stars gave way to a glimmer of 
dawn.

***

Johannes woke in broad daylight to find himself on the floor 
of his shed and not in the loft. 

“How did I end up here?” he said. 
He shook his head and released a shower of sawdust. Stiff 

from sleeping curled in a ball, he stretched and washed. Then he 
went to the house for breakfast.

“You are late this morning,” Honaker said. He sat at the 
kitchen table, smoking a clay pipe. “Everyone else is done and 
gone, hard at work on their daily chores. Or pretending to work. 
Such is the way of this wicked world. While I, who have nothing 
to do and nowhere to go, sit at ease and spout nonsense. Are you 
well?”

“Last night I had a dream,” Johannes said. He helped himself 
to coffee and bread. “As I worked late on the chest of drawers, 
Hilda came to visit. She was dressed as though for a ball or 
a picnic in May. She brought a basket of food and a bottle of 
elderberry wine. We lay on the floor, since there was no place to 
sit.”

Johannes paused, remembering. He did not feel hungry, 
which was odd, but he ate and drank. Honaker said nothing and 

The Chest of Drawers



20

smoked his pipe.
“The food was a feast, the sort of thing you dream of when you 

are famished. When I woke this morning, I wasn’t in the loft. I 
must have gotten drowsy while I was working, and I fell asleep on 
the floor.”

His pipe in his mouth, staring at the cloud of smoke that 
swirled overhead, Honaker guessed what Johannes left out of this 
account. When we tell our dreams, through shyness or unwitting 
censorship, we may omit some vital part.

“It sounds like a delightful dream, and one that ought to come 
more often. An angel drops in with a basket of food, a feast for 
body and soul.”

Johannes leaned back from the table and frowned. “But here’s 
a strange thing. In the dream, for lack of a corkscrew, I opened 
the wine with my auger. This morning, my auger is nowhere to 
be found. Also, the key to the topmost drawer in my chest is gone. 
It must have fallen to the floor, where it lies buried in scraps and 
sawdust. When I sweep out the shed, I will have to sift the trash. 
What do you think is the meaning of all this?”

Honaker continued to puff on his pipe. At last, he removed 
the stem from his mouth and cupped the bowl in his hand.

“The meaning is clear, if not to the dreamer then to idle 
listener. Except for the missing tool and key, which will turn 
up soon enough in that rat’s nest of a shed, you feel a sense of 
contentment, yes?”

“Of a kind I never knew before.”
“The dream, my son, is a sign of the happiness that awaits 

you. It was sent from heaven, as the image of Hilda as an angel 
shows. When you complete your masterpiece, you will be a happy 
man. For then you will marry your sweetheart, and you will know 
the joy of wedded life.”

“You have been married for many years. Is it really so 
wonderful?”

“Take my word for it, young man. What you dreamed last 
night is merely a foretaste. When I was your age, I wondered 
about love and the carnal act. The pastor denounced it in such 
strong terms, I was confused. Like you, I waited until marriage. If 
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we plunged into sin, Anna reminded me, our souls would burn in 
hellfire. I must say, it was worth the wait.”

Honaker puffed on his pipe, and a fragrant cloud ascended.
“But everything depends on the chest of drawers,” Johannes 

said. “The Chamber must approve it. What if they dislike the 
design, or the way I made it? What about the locked drawer? If 
the key is lost, and I leave it as is, someone is bound to object. If I 
pry out the drawer, I will damage--”

“That little drawer is of no account. It will open by itself, if 
I am not mistaken. As for the whole piece, I admit the design is 
unusual. But far from displeasing, it will excite comment. The 
workmanship is such that each master will sigh with admiration.”

“You are teasing.”
“Not at all. How did such a young fellow acquire such skill? 

That is what they will whisper among themselves, looking over 
their shoulders. As your teacher, I can say nothing. But you will 
overhear and point to me.”

***

Days of furious work followed. Johannes was hardly aware of 
anything else, as he strove to complete his project. No longer in a 
mood to tinker and elaborate, he was set on reaching the end. He 
was a runner in sight of the goal, or a road-weary traveler nearing 
home.

In the feverish atmosphere of the shed, things fell into place. 
Problems that once loomed like peaks shrouded in fog now opened 
like gaps, as we call mountain passes, bathed in sun and clear 
mountain air. Instead of trying to avoid mistakes and predict the 
outcome, Johannes discovered the bliss of doing, the wordless 
freedom of making. He shaved a bit of wood without measuring 
how much should come off.

“This chest is the first of many I will make,” he thought aloud, 
“not the summit of my life. A career lies before me.”

He invited Honaker to the shed.
“My chest is almost done. I would like your opinion. If you 

will endorse it, I will submit it for judgment.”

The Chest of Drawers
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“It is a fine piece of work,” Honaker said. He passed a hand 
over the silky wooden surface. “You should be proud, as I will be 
proud to present it to the Chamber.”

With the miller, the carpenter set a date in February for the 
meeting of the Chamber, and for the wedding of Johannes and 
Hilda. They weighed three factors. Roads would soon thaw and 
become impassable sloughs of mud. The beginning of Lent would 
inhibit a festive occasion. And the two young people were bursting 
with impatience. Fortunately, Easter was late that year, and the 
wedding would fall before Ash Wednesday. Letters were sent and 
preparations put in hand. The pastor met with the young couple 
and gave them his blessing.

And what about Kip Garstang, the lovesick farmer? When 
August Happ informed him of these arrangements, the young 
man’s face darkened. Like a cloud passing across the sky, the 
purple cast presaged an outburst. Happ took pity on this giant 
reduced to tears.

“I have another daughter, Katarina. She is too young to 
marry, but in a year or so, who knows? You will see Kat at the 
wedding. Maybe she will strike your fancy.”

The Chamber met in due course, in a hall that once stood on 
the site of the Lyceum. Twelve masters assembled from up and 
down the Valley of Virginia. They behaved exactly as Honaker 
predicted. Their vote was eleven to approve and one to deny. 
There is always one, especially in such an important matter as a 
chest of drawers. In this case, the aggrieved party was a locksmith 
from Winchester, an unsuccessful man with a daughter of his own 
to marry off.

“The topmost drawer!” he said. “In an otherwise competent 
piece, I find it to be a serious flaw. We cannot open it, so we 
cannot inspect that part of the work. What does it hide? Is the 
candidate thumbing his nose at us?”

Friedrich Honaker placed a hand on Johannes’s shoulder. 
“You see, fellow masters, this young man has not a drop of bile 
in him. He is eager to please you, and he wants to join you. What 
higher compliment can there be? The little drawer will open by 
itself, if I am not mistaken. Tomorrow in this same hall, at the 
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wedding feast to which you are all invited.” 
The Chamber voted further to grant a certificate, for which 

they would pay. Engrossed on parchment in a florid script, this 
document is also preserved. After a long preamble that identifies 
the place, the date, the chairman of the proceedings as elected 
by his equals, and the benevolent oversight of Almighty God, it 
proclaims:

“Johannes Schuetteln is hereby admitted to be a Master of 
the Arts, entitled to the respect and patronage of all who should 
read the solemn decision of this venerable Chamber.”

To her wedding and to the banquet that followed, Hilda wore 
the same white muslin gown as on her midnight errand, or so it 
seemed to the exalted bridegroom.

“She is my dream come true,” he said to Honaker, who kept 
his peace. Dressed in spotless black coats, they stood side by side 
at the altar, as Hilda approached on her father’s arm.

The chest of drawers was placed on view at the head of the 
banquet table. Guests admired it, pulled out drawers, opened 
compartments, and congratulated the newlyweds.

“It is much too fine for daily use in a humble home such as 
ours,” one said. “But I would not mind seeing what else you can 
make, simpler and less expensive.”

People remarked that the chest resembled a statue, a human 
figure, with the mirror on top for a head, and so on. The locksmith 
from Winchester, who felt that no one treated him as seriously as 
he deserved, his own craft being at issue, picked up this theme.

“If the chest is a body, then what is the drawer that will not 
open? It may be the heart, which is locked against us. Master 
Schuetteln, before God and this company, what is inside?”

Before Johannes could say a word, Hilda rose from her seat 
beside him.

“You are curious, Master Locksmith, about a thing that 
cannot matter to you one way or another. But today is a day for 
harmony and good feeling. As it happens, I can lay your curiosity 
to rest.”

She produced the key and unlocked the drawer.
“My dear husband, who made this masterpiece, what do you 
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find in here?”
Johannes rose and joined his bride. He reached inside the 

drawer, produced the missing auger, and held it up for all to see. 
And what, you may ask, did the company say to that?

Robert Boucheron
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Lindsay Pohl-Hanzlik
Remember When
Remember when
we weren’t rusty or old or boring
when our eyes were freshly cut glass
and our hearts weren’t red, but white
I remember it
Remember the days when our gears shined
When we took our feet out for our first test-run
and we didn’t know to cover our mouth when we laughed
when we were impolite and impatient and impossible
I remember
Remember the days when our soundtrack 
was the movement of grass
and muddy toes and melted ice cream on tiny hands
and our feathers were never in place
Remember the days when we smacked our gum
and never gave any warning signals because we never needed to
We were meant to last ‘til infinity
and swore to never rot
even if we broke
We were meant for eternity
and for beauty
and greatness
and truth
And jumping and always landing
I remember it
I’ll always remember it
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She called herself If. 
She blew into town,
a beautiful word, the world.
I dreamed of our honeymoon:
we’d hop a freight to Mexicali, 
make love as landscapes disappeared,
eat strawberry shortcake after oysters.
I tasted her kisses hotter than cayenne. 
Her golden hair glistened like a necklace,
and I was a love-sick fuck.
She was thin as her name.
Every man desired this elusive muse,
this serial heartbreaker, this unknown icon.
Some underestimated her. 
She told me if I could answer three questions
I could love her forever:
Can God do anything? Yes.
Can God make a rock he can’t lift? Yes.
If God can do anything, 
why can’t he lift that rock?
She didn’t kiss me in the library.
I grew fat and sad.
I thought her green eyes 
were the color of money 
and I was a rich man.
I’m not. It’s not If’s fault. 
If was another opportunity lost,
another beautiful possibility.
If I had never met If,
I’d be happy today.
If that were only true.

David Spicer
A Beautiful Possibility
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Nuke the Moon
Kathleen Wolak

I met Chris Degenaro in the early weeks of June in 1963. He 
had just moved with his mom to our tiny, nosy neighborhood in 
Harrison from Manhattan. I had never met anyone from the city 
before, so I didn’t know what to expect when my mother told me 
to do something with my hair because we were going over to meet 
the new neighbors. 

 We walked over to their house, which was only a couple 
over from ours. My mother worried with her hair the entire time. 
I always noticed this about her whenever she was going to meet 
someone new. She would fret with the tiniest thing. 

 We arrived at the stoop of a peach colored cape cod. The 
front door was wide open, and I could hear shouting come from 
inside. 

 “Ma! I can’t find the shelves!”
 My mother put her hand over her mouth. “Oh my…I 

wonder if we should come back?”
 The owner of the voice appeared before the open door. He 

looked about my age, but there was something in his face that 
betrayed many more years of maturity. His eyes were dark and 
hooded and his hair was slicked back with what looked like thick 
gobs of gel. 

 “Well, hey there.” The kid stuck his hand out at my mother. 
“Christopher Degenaro, nice to meet you, ma’am.”

 My mother looked pleasantly shocked before taking Chris’s 
hand and lightly shaking it.

 “Well hello young man. I’m Mrs. Jones, from that house 
over there.” My mother pointed to our own cape cod. “And this 
is my son, John. We just wanted to come over and say hello. 
I’ve brought some brownies. I know when we moved in to this 
neighborhood, we lived on brownies for about a week--everyone is 
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just so friendly here, you’ll see.”
Chris smiled at my mother. “Actually, ma’am you’re our first 

visitors.”
My mother’s smile faded. “Oh that’s odd. Well people move 

slower nowadays I suppose. Say, are your parents home, Chris? I 
would love to meet them.” 

“Well sure, come on in. It’s only me and my ma though. She 
divorced my pops and that’s why we moved here.”

My mother looked taken aback at Chris’s blunt honesty, but 
hid it by lightly looking around the house as we made our way to 
the living room. There wasn’t much to see except for a few apricot 
colored figurines and taped up boxes labeled “clothes.” Chris ran 
up the steps to retrieve his mother as we were left to clear a box 
off the couch to sit. 

“Oh hello there--you caught me at a bad time. I’m so sorry 
about the house!” A woman rushed down the stairs with a tired 
smile. She rushed toward my mother with her hand extended. 
“Maria Degenaro. It’s a pleasure.” 

Her nails were the same loud shiny red as her lipstick and 
her hair was a mop of wild black curls that overtook her face. She 
spoke in a clipped, almost anxious manner, in what I could only 
assume was a Manhattan accent. 

My mother smiled politely and handed Mrs. Degenaro the 
brownies. 

“Well I know how hectic moving in can be. We’ll get out of 
your hair and let you get settled.”

Mrs. Degenaro shook her head. “Don’t be silly! Here I’ll make 
some coffee for us and Chris can take…what’s your name, honey?”

Mrs. Degenaro turned her attention and smile to me. 
“John. It’s nice to meet you.”
“Oh what a little gentleman! Well Chris can take John out 

back and play catch. How’s that sound, Chris?”
Chris nodded. “Yeah come on back, Johnny I got an extra mitt 

around here somewhere.”
I followed Chris outside to a tiny shed, where a baseball bat 

leaned amidst a clutter of baseballs and sticks. I went to pick up 
the bat and noticed Chris leaning against the shed, searching his 
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pockets. Finally, he withdrew matches and a crumpled, almost 
broken cigarette. He popped the cigarette in his mouth and 
shielded it from the gentle June wind. 

“You don’t mind do ya?” Chris exhaled through his nostrils 
with the ease of a seasoned smoker. “Ya want one?”

He withdrew another equally bent cigarette from his pocket 
and offered it to me. I had never smoked a cigarette before. I had 
only turned twelve in May, but I had seen some of my classmates 
choke them down after school. I accepted, along with his matches. 
I attempted to strike the first match, but instead ended up just 
painfully singeing my wrist. 

I finally lit the cigarette and took my first painful drag. I let 
the burning smoke swirl in my mouth before coughing it out. 

“First time smoking? You’ll get used to it.” Chris flicked his 
cigarette on the ground. “So what’s it like living here? I gotta be 
honest, this is my first time outta the city. Except for when my 
parents took me to Florida when I was a baby.” 

I contemplated my fast disappearing cigarette before 
following Chris’s lead and tossing it on the ground. 

“Not a lot goes on here, really. It’s actually duller than dirt. 
There’s a carnival every July fourth on the town green but that’s 
about it.” I looked down at my cigarette smoking in the grass. 
“What was New York City like?”

Chris looked up at the sky and smiled. “Man it was great. 
Every day was different ya know?” 

I shook my head. “How’s that? Every day is exactly the same 
here.”

Chris rubbed his hands together, searching for how to explain 
to me this magical, faraway place. “It’s like…it’s like every turn 
you take can bring you somewhere you’ve never been before. 
Everything is…” he snapped his fingers quickly, “awake. Even at 
3 A.M.”

“Oh man-it’s nothing like that here. Why the heck did you 
leave?”

Chris shook his head angrily. “My pops…we had to leave.”
I wanted to ask what his father had to do with anything but 

he started talking again before I could get the words out.

Nuke the Moon
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“Anyway, we’re here now. Say, you gotta bike, Johnny?”
I nodded. “Yeah a ten speed I got for my birthday.”
“Cool. Wanna go riding? I don’t feel much like playing catch.” 
I nodded. “I’m just gonna tell my mom.”
Chris laughed. “No problem, and if I know my ma…she’s 

brought out her special ‘move-in day’ wine and your mom won’t 
give a hot damn where you go.” 

We went back inside the house and were greeted by high 
pitched laughter. Sure enough, my mother and Mrs. Degenaro 
were sitting at the tiny round table in the kitchen with a bottle of 
wine in between them.

“Hey ma…Johnny and I are gonna ride bikes. That okay with 
you?”

Mrs. Degenaro looked sleepily at her son. “Oh, yeah sure of 
course…be careful” she managed before bursting into another gale 
of laughter. 

“It’s okay if I go, mom?” I asked my mother, who I had never 
seen this relaxed this early in the day. 

“S…sure. Show Chris around the neighborhood sweetie.”
She waved me away and settled back into her giddy 

conversation with Mrs. Degenaro.
I only knew a few good paths to ride on outside the 

neighborhood sidewalks. They went through the woods and led 
out to a parking lot for a Barker’s. There was one path that led 
to a small cliff--it was the steepest ride, but I figured Chris could 
handle it. 

When we finally reached the cliff, I hopped off my bike, letting 
it ride ghostlike, until it fell lightly onto a bed of moss. 

 “This is pretty cool. I’ve never been in the woods before.” 
Chris jumped off his bike and took a look around, whistling. 

“Yeah,” I said, “and the best part about this place is at night-
-when it’s a full moon. It just sticks right there.” I pointed up to 
the middle of the clearing, where a hawk was currently circling, 
waiting for lunch to present itself. 

“A full moon, huh?” Chris said, “Whoa! Look at that!”
He pointed to the hawk who had spotted something on the 

ground. I saw the brown blur nosedive until he was hidden by a 
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tree, followed by some rustling. His lunch was not going to come 
to him easy.

“Well I guess some stuff does happen here, huh Johnny?” 
Chris laughed. “I tell ya, I never thought I would be living in a 
place with woods and birds that aren’t pigeons. Well--we call ‘em 
rats with wings.”

Chris sighed and looked up towards the now unoccupied sky. 
“You miss it? The city?” I asked. 
“Yeah. I mean we had to get outta there. My pops--he wasn’t 

exactly a good guy if you know what I mean.”
I didn’t. The only “not good guys” I knew were villains from 

movies. I highly doubted Chris’s father was a giant lizard or an 
insane doctor with a giant radio beam. I briefly wondered what a 
“not good guy” in real life was like before a hawk’s screech broke 
my thoughts.

“Looks like he got his food.” Chris said lazily, before sitting 
down on a rock near the cliff. “You know, I like this. It’s nice not 
hearing car horns and shouting all the time.”

I sat on a rock about three feet away. “It’s okay I guess.” 
We sat in silence for a long time. Chris’s head was on a 

swivel, and every time a squirrel or bird made a peep, he would 
perk up like a hunting dog. I began to draw shapes in the dirt 
with a stick I found lying broken next to me and before I knew it, 
the sound of crickets chirping and bats squeaking filled the air. 

“Oh man it’s been a while.” Chris shook out of his thoughts 
and looked up at the fast approaching darkness. A pit formed in 
my stomach and flashes of my mother’s angry face appeared in my 
mind. 

We flew home, disregarding the steep decline of the rocky 
terrain, and hoping to God that we didn’t crash into a tree. 

When we finally reached Chris’s house, we threw our bikes 
down and rushed inside, expecting to see two very angry women 
waiting for us. 

Instead, we found my mother and Mrs. Degenaro exactly 
where we left them. Except now, the wine bottle had been 
replaced with a coffee pot. 

“Oh boys--we were wondering where you had gotten off to.” 
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Mrs. Degenaro looked us over calmly. 
“The woods…” I panted. “The cliff trail. Can I please have 

some water, ma’am?”
“Of course! Help yourself sweetie.” Mrs. Degenaro pointed to 

her sink. 
“Oh, I wish you would stay away from that trail,” my mother 

said. “It’s dangerous.” 
“Aw come on, it’s not that bad…besides, we stay away from 

the cliff part,” I said after gulping down my water. 
“Well see that you do. Oh jeez, will you look at the time? 

Frank is going to wonder just how on earth he will eat tonight. 
Man can’t even make himself a sandwich properly.” My mother 
got out of her chair and stretched. I had never seen her this way…
like a real person.

“Well, Susan it was a dream. And I’m so thrilled Chris made a 
friend his first week here!”

“Aw jeez louis ma-you’re making me sound like a little kid.” 
Chris said, with a tiny grin. 

“Oh shush.” Mrs. Degenaro nudged Chris with her foot. “Now 
Suse--you let me know about that block party--I’ll make a tray of 
stuffed shells that’ll knock your socks off.”

“Will do.” My mother straightened herself out before grabbing 
her purse. “And you know I would love to help you set up around 
here, Maria. It’s my secret passion, dressing other people’s 
homes.”

I had to steady my mother on the walk back to our house. 
She hiccupped into her hand a couple of times before giggling to 
herself.

“That Maria…what a pistol. Such a breath of fresh air. How 
did you get along with Chris, honey?”

“He’s cool.”
My mother yawned widely. “He’s certainly a well-adjusted 

boy. Considering what they went through before they moved here. 
Escaped to here, I should say.”

I stopped right before we turned toward our stoop. “What’s 
that mean?”

“Oh…well it just seems that Maria’s husband--Chris’s father--
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well he was very abusive. She showed me a scar that he had given 
her on her wrist. I guess that was the last straw--they just packed 
up and left. Her mother is loaning her the money for a divorce 
lawyer and their new house.”

“Chris mentioned something about his father but he didn’t 
say any of that.” I said, still trying to take in all of what she told 
me. 

My mother’s hand flew over her mouth. “Oh dear--don’t 
mention that Maria spilled the beans. I’m sure he’ll want to tell 
you in his own time.”

I nodded. I wondered if this was why Chris looked older than 
me, even though on our ride I found out I was only three months 
younger than him. 

***

Over the next few weeks, Chris and I made it a habit of 
biking up the cliff trail. We started to go later in the day, so we 
could enjoy the full blast of stars that hung above us. It was a 
particularly lucky day when we caught the full moon right where 
it always sat every month.

“Whoa-jeez! This thing lights up everything!” Chris stared at 
the glowing orb. “That is something, kid!”

We both lay out in the dirt next to our bikes, and stared at 
the heavens above us. 

“Hey man-are you scared?” Chris asked. 
“What do you mean? Scared of what?” I looked over at him, 

and saw a serious expression cross his face that I was not yet 
familiar with. 

“Anything. That the reds will drop the bomb--my pops always 
used to talk about that.”

Chris sat up but kept his head craned toward the sky. “What 
if they nuke us and we didn’t even see it coming? Hell, they’re 
crazy. They would probably nuke the moon if they could.”

“Nah.” I sat up too. “My dad says that nothing’s ever gonna 
come of that. He said it’s all fear-mongering. I think that’s the 
word he used anyway.”

Nuke the Moon
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“Well either way, I guess all we got is this second, huh, kid?” 
He withdrew two cigarettes and lit them both in his mouth before 
passing one over to me. I had gotten better at smoking over the 
past few weeks. I could get through a whole one now without 
coughing once. 

“I just hope they don’t nuke the moon.” Chris said, exhaling a 
dancing cloud of smoke into the warm air.

***

By the time the July fourth carnival came around, Chris and 
I were blood brothers. We both always wanted a real brother--
preferably a little one we could beat up or a twin, but as Chris 
said “our parents had us and decided to close up shop.”

We did it on our nightly ride to what we now called our 
clubhouse, even though there were no structures in the clearing. 
Chris had a little knife his grandfather had given him one 
Christmas, which he took out and sliced his palm with. 

“Now you go.” He handed me the blade and I pressed it into 
the middle of my hand. I felt only a moment of hot pain before the 
white strip I had made on my palm started to seep tiny red beads 
of blood. We smacked our palms together and quickly withdrew to 
check out the damage. 

Our cuts were still healing on the night of the carnival. We 
ran over to the town green just in time to see the workers finish 
up the quick, pop-up construction of my favorite ride, the whirly-
go-round. 

Chris whistled loudly before popping a cigarette in his mouth. 
“I gotta be honest, kid. This all looks a little rinky-dink.”

“Aw it’s not that bad. Nobody’s ever died I don’t think.” I said, 
as one of the workers dropped a nail while hammering, shrugged 
and went right back to hammering. “Wanna try the food at least?”

Chris nodded and we made our way over to the shaky little 
snack bar. As we approached, the sticky, sugary smell of fried 
dough filled my nose, bringing back years’ worth of memories in a 
single sniff. 

“This is what I’m talkin’ about!” Chris breathed in deeply. “It 
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smells like Coney Island!”
We got our hunks of fried dough and decided to check out the 

rest of the carnival when Chris stopped dead in his tracks. The 
color from his face dropped into oblivion and his eyes became the 
size of golf balls. I followed his gaze about ten feet in front of us 
where his mother was standing with a man. A man that looked 
just like Chris. He was wearing a hat but I could tell they shared 
the same thick, shiny black hair. He even had Chris’s sarcastic 
smile. 

“Your dad?” I didn’t even need to ask.
Chris nodded slowly as he watched the man slip an arm 

around his mother’s waist. She giggled and swatted his hand 
away as she tried to concentrate on the shooting game they were 
playing. 

I stood awkwardly next to Chris as people skirted around us 
politely. I was surprised his parents couldn’t feel his eyes burning 
a hole right through them.

“Come on man, let’s…let’s just go to the clubhouse.” I tried 
to grab his shoulder but he ducked my grasp and marched with 
purpose over to the shooting game. 

I followed him as he went up to his mother, who greeted him 
with a very nervous smile. His father, on the other hand, grinned 
widely, showing off the whitest teeth I had ever seen. 

“Sonny boy! How are ya, kid?” His father slapped him on the 
back, something Chris was expecting. He grabbed his father’s 
hand and threw it off of him. 

“Don’t touch me!” He screamed, garnering quite a bit of 
attention from a couple walking over to the cotton candy machine. 
“What is he doing here?” Chris asked his mother, as he jammed 
his finger in his father’s face. 

Mrs. Degenaro’s face dropped as tears collected in her eyes. 
“Chris…please.” She whispered. When she saw me standing 

behind him, she managed a faint wave. 
“Hi Johnny, honey…” Mr. Degenaro took this as a cue to 

introduce himself to me. 
“Oh this is Johnny…put ‘er there, son. So you’re Chris’s best 

friend. His ma tells me you two are just peas in a pod. Hey, ya like 
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baseball? I don’t know if this knucklehead told ya, but I’m a scout 
for the Yanks. Here.”

Mr. Degenaro reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a 
withered baseball card. He pressed it into my hand and I saw that 
it was a signed Joe DiMaggio rookie card. 

“Joltin’ Joe. You can keep that, son. I got a million of ‘em.”
I turned the card over in my hand before shoving it into my 

pocket. “Uh, th-thank you, sir.” He clicked his teeth at me before 
turning his attention back on Chris. “Son, I just wanted to…”

“No!” Chris turned to face his father. “You may be able to 
trick her but you can’t trick me!”

Chris turned on his heel and ran, leaving me to stand with 
his confused parents. 

“I…I’m going after him.” Mrs. Degenaro made a move for her 
keys but something inside me pushed my hand on top of hers. “I 
know where he went, Mrs. D. I’ll get him.”

She nodded dumbly while Mr. Degenaro looked around the 
night sky. 

***

I made it to the clubhouse in ten minutes on foot. When 
I reached the clearing, I saw Chris sitting on one of the moss 
patches looking up at the waning moon. 

“You know this is the first time I’ve seen the moon not full out 
here?” 

Chris turned around. “Thanks for coming, man. They weren’t 
freaked were they?”

I shook my head. “No. I mean, your ma was worried but your 
dad…I don’t know, he looked kinda distracted.”

Chris spit on the ground. “He wasn’t distracted. He just 
doesn’t care. He never has and never will care about anything but 
himself.”

Chris looked angrily at the sky. “He used to hit us, ya know. 
I mean, he may act all nice and friendly giving out his baseball 
cards and calling everyone ‘sport-o’ and ‘bud’ but if he came home 
from the bar, and there was one thing outta order in the house…a 
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lamp shade skewed or a cold meatloaf…you know what he would 
do?”

Chris rubbed his hands together before kicking a rock at a 
tree.

“He would grab my ma by her hair. He would grab her hair 
and toss her into the couch. Then he would laugh. He would laugh 
at her and tell her she was fat before winding up and catching 
my ma on the face, Johnny. I saw it. I had to sit there and watch 
my dad laugh at my ma when she was crying ‘cause she couldn’t 
catch her breath. And then when I was old enough to try to help…
he would toss me clear across the room. I hate him, Johnny. I hate 
him. I hate my ma too.”

Chris shoved his hands in his pockets and started to pace 
mindlessly. 

“What is he even doing here?” Chris asked a tree before 
throwing his arms up in defeat. 

I didn’t know where to look or what to say, so I just stared at 
the small light pink strip in the middle of my palm. 

“He better not be staying with us. Not after everything we did 
to get away from him.”

“You can stay at our house tonight. My parents won’t mind.” 
Chris nodded. “Thanks, kid.” He kicked the tree in front of 

him one last time before grabbing the jacket he was using as a 
seat. 

“Might as well see how my ma is.” 

***

We walked to our houses in silence, both dreading the same 
thing. Our fears were realized when we approached Chris’s stoop 
and saw both of his parents talking, along with a shiny black 
sports car in the driveway. 

I heard Chris curse under his breath, as his mother broke her 
conversation and ran over to her son. She threw her arms around 
both of us and pulled us in tight. 

“Oh Johnny thank you for finding him. Chris! Don’t run off 
like that. Please just come inside and talk to us. I promise nothing 
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is going to happen. He’s not moving back in with us. He just 
wants to talk.” 

Chris looked pleadingly at his mother, but she just pulled 
him into another hug. Across the street, I could hear my mother 
calling my name. 

Before I turned to leave, I grabbed Chris’s shoulder. “Hey 
man, come on over to my house if it gets too bad okay? We can 
go to the clubhouse”. Chris nodded his head, which was poking 
through his mother’s arms. “See ya soon, kid.” He managed 
through his chokehold.

***

I remember falling asleep early that night--I tried to wait up 
for Chris but the carnival had left me exhausted. I propped my 
pillows upright so I wouldn’t drift off before he got to my house, 
but it was no use. By the time the crash happened almost right 
outside my window, I was already in a deep sleep.

I woke up the next morning to a gentle shaking from my 
mother. “Honey, honey?” 

I blinked away the night to see my crying mother in her fluffy 
pink bathrobe, leaning over me. 

“Wh-what’s going on?” I rubbed my eyes, and tried to make 
sense of last night. Something felt forgotten but I couldn’t place 
what. Finally, it dawned on me that Chris wasn’t there. I looked 
at the spot where Chris usually slept in front of my dresser, and 
saw there was no sign of anyone having been there. 

I sat up in my bed as my father appeared at my door. 
“Did you tell him?” He asked my mother quietly. 
She looked up at him and shook her head. 
“What is going on?” I repeated. I pulled back my covers and 

jumped out of bed. “Where’s Chris? What happened??”
My eyes must have been able to see the future, because they 

started to well before my mother said anything.
“John, sweetheart. Th-there was an accident late last night. A 

truck…” my mother paused and pressed her hand to her mouth.
Reality settled around me like a dust cloud. I pushed by my 
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mother and looked out my window. On the street below, a tire 
lay on our neighbor’s island. Tire skids decorated the street like 
a maze, and over in Chris’s driveway, a parked police car had 
attracted the attention of most of the neighborhood. 

I don’t know what came over me at the exact moment of 
figuring out Chris had died. Only one word kept going through my 
head, burning itself into my brain. Run. 

“Honey, I…”
My mother put her arms around me but I threw them off. I 

ran past my father, who called after me clear until I had already 
bolted out the front door.

“Son! JOHNNY!!”
I was going so fast that my face felt numb. It didn’t even occur 

to me that I was barefoot, and in my pajamas until I had reached 
the clubhouse. As I approached, a part of me was absolutely 
positive that I would see Chris sitting next to his bike, ready to 
greet me with “hey kid.”

When I got to the middle, where I could see everything, it 
was clear I was alone. Mud squeezed through my toes as I went 
from tree to tree, peeking behind them to make sure Chris wasn’t 
hiding on me. Finally, I gave up and sank next to the tree Chris 
had yelled at last night. 

“Why did you wait so long to come over, you idiot?!” I 
screamed at the sky. “Why didn’t you look out for the stupid car?”

I looked down at my blood brothers cut. “Why didn’t I hear 
it?”

I sat in the mud for about an hour until a raindrop plopped 
on my forehead. I wiped it away, only for it to be replaced by 
three more. The rain didn’t bother me. Everything was numb and 
tingly--I couldn’t even feel the mud seeping through my pajama 
bottoms. 

It started to pour sheets of gray rain, making it hard for me 
to see even an inch in front of me. I leaned my head back against 
the tree, and rested my hand on the big rock that lay next to 
it. Finally, the rain stopped, almost on a dime. As the sunlight 
seeped through the branches, something about the rock caught my 
eye. 

Nuke the Moon
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A white triangle, now drenched and bent, stuck out from 
underneath the rock. It took most of my remaining strength but I 
pushed the rock off to find a piece of notebook paper smashed into 
the ground. 

I carefully peeled the paper out of the dirt and shook a worm 
off of it before turning it over. 

On the top, in sloppy handwriting, read “Nuke the Moon”, 
followed by uneven scribble. 

 
Hey Johnny. 

Chris here, and if you’re reading this, it means you’re at the 
clubhouse alone, because I would never let you get near this 
rock if I were there. I bet if you’re alone it means I got a hot 
a date or something. Anyway--I don’t like writing stuff and 
keeping on to it but I guess this is okay because it’s for you. 
I guess I’m writing this cuz I can’t sleep. Some nights I get 
like that. Nights when I think about my dad, mostly. It’s been 
better since we moved here though. That’s kinda what I wanted 
to say. You’re my first real friend, kid. Life was rough for my 
ma and me in the city but since we came here, life’s been good. 
So thanks kid. And you better not tell anyone about this cuz it 
makes me look like a jerk. But listen--all I wanna really say 
here is I’m leaving this at our spot because it’s my favorite place 
in the whole world. And if one of us is here, it’s as good as both 

of us being here cuz this is where I feel at home the most

Thanks again, kid, see you soon.

I folded the paper back up and blinked away the mist from 
my eyes. The feeling was coming back to my face, which was wet 
with a mix of rain and tears. I leaned my whole body against the 
tree, and vainly waited for Chris to pop up at the opening of the 
clearing. I waited for three hours before I heard the faint yells 
from my parents in the distance. 

“Johnny! Johnny honey are you there?”
I could see my father about thirty feet away, helping my 
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mother navigate the roots and mud. I raised my hand so my 
father could see me. A look of relief spread across both their 
faces as they rushed toward me. My mother fell down next to me, 
soaking her skirt while she hugged me in a tight embrace. 

“I don’t want to go yet.” I said into her arms. 
“That’s fine, son.” My father sat down on the rock that housed 

Chris’s note. “We can stay here as long as you like.”
“We just came from Maria’s. You meant the world to Chris, 

Johnny.” My mother let me go. “How are you feeling?”
I shook my head and closed my eyes. I wasn’t feeling. 
We all sat there, silently, until nightfall. I knew eventually 

we would have to leave, to go and face the reality of what had 
happened. For now though, I just wanted to be in the spot Chris 
always wanted to be in. A safe spot. I wanted to look at the full 
moon and know that even though he wouldn’t be sitting next to 
me to see it, we were still somehow seeing it together.

Nuke the Moon
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Nels Hanson
Tomato
The tomato’s color suggests fresh blood.
Its name is Aztec, tomatl, its first home 
Mid-America and Mexico, brought by 
violent Columbus or Cortez to the Old 
World. Europeans feared it poisonous 
before believing the red meat summoned
tenderness, perhaps kind desire and they 
christened it amour de pomme, love apple. 
Pueblo people thought watching someone 
eat the seeds gave powers of divination, 
white kernels from this scarlet member 
of the nightshade family. Deadly cousin 
Belladonna – pretty lady – is medicine, 
cosmetic to make Roman pupils big, sign 
her body longs for sex, a poison wives of 
Augustus and Claudius mixed to murder 
enemies. Bearing small and black-purple 
berries but similar leaves it grows among 
tomato plants and their large scarlet fruit, 
finding sanctuary with accepted relatives. 
Blood of Earth squeezed from the body of 
the darker loam, juice from the tomato’s 
flesh binds us to sacrifice the good ground 
provides as sacrament, remembrance life 
comes from life and death, a gift of those 
who built a pyramid with flat apex where 
live human hearts were plucked until men 
of Christ massacred to cleanse the stones.



43

He is singing the sweetest sparrow song for her.
She is listening to him, not far away, 
on the same fence.

When he tries to come closer, she squawks 
like a Northern Scrub Jay!

He comes no closer. He waits. He begins
his song again. Even when she flies away,
he does not stop singing

his love-song, so gentle, 
like pleading.

Jane Beal
The Mockingbird in Love
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Joseph Dorazio
The Boy Who Cried Wolf Marries 
Red Riding Hood
I saw your grandmother 
at the market today,
he tells her repeatedly.
I invited her to come for dinner.
Don’t be silly, says Red, you know 
very well grandmother’s 
been gone for years.  This 
goes on for some time. 
They grow old and fat together.
There’s a knock at the door.
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Yet Another Zombie 
Apocalypse

Dario Cannizzarro

When the news broke on TV I didn’t hear it immediately. I 
was too busy with my sandwich. Making sandwiches is an art 
too often understated. I love them with avocado and pickles and 
onion. Mushrooms give them that umami thing that’s oh! so 
delicious.

But that’s the story of how I never got to finish my sandwich. 
So I was about to finally declare it ready to eat – two slices 

of toasted brown, peanut butter on one side and avocado on 
the other, two slices of tomato, a fried mushroom, tempeh and 
mayonnaise—when my neighbor stormed in through the door. 

I have to lock it, I thought to myself, while she started 
blabbering about end of the world, mortal disease, world-wide 
riots. 

“Haven’t you heard?” she asked.
“No. I haven’t.” I was trying to eat a sandwich. 
She looked around for a remote control and cranked up the 

TV volume to a deafening level. The red stripe at the bottom of the 
talking head was rushing with headlines very similar to the words 
she had blurted seconds before. I let go of the sandwich and tuned 
in with the bobbly head of the journalist. 

High-volatile chemical spill. Patient zero. Signs of infection. 
Stay at home. Don’t attempt contact. Military shoot on sight. 

Not the head nor the red stripe ever spelled the word zombie.
I know what you’re thinking, I would be thinking the same, 

oh, here’s another zombie story. I’ll have you know that I am a 
writer and as every writer I’m fed up with zombie stories. The day 
I was preparing the sandwich I didn’t get to eat, the day of the 
outbreak, Day0, or The Day Humanity Ended – that day I was 
actually finishing writing a story. 

And it wasn’t a zombie one. 
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It was a tale inspired by Death of a Salesman. It had the 
normal family living the dream and losing everything, it had 
romance, hate, alcoholism; it had the underdog rising and the 
villain falling, the critique of modern society and the call for a lost 
pastoral life.

I always had a literary tooth, and for as much as I’d loved 
the old zombie movies or the early comics of dead people rising 
and walking, I didn’t like zombies. Not anymore. They were 
overexposed, and had lost their original, apotropaic meaning. 

They weren’t a symbol of corrupt humanity anymore, they 
weren’t a scream against consumerism anymore. Quite the 
opposite; consumerism embraced zombies and made them another 
cash machine. One aimed at eating up your brain. 

But I’m digressing here. 
Jade turned off the TV. She was shaking and her face was 

pale. She wasn’t beautiful but nor was I, in case you’re wondering. 
We were both overweight, single, and for my part, sweaty when 
under distress. So yes, you could have seen the t-shirts colouring 
in a darker shade my armpit right now, while Jade lit up a 
cigarette. 

“Those things kill you,” I said. 
She didn’t reply but grinned in a way that suggested It’s the 

fucking apocalypse, I’m gonna die anyway. 
And just like that, I kept looking at the cigarette smoke 

expanding in my house, like the disease that scared the journalist 
in the TV. And at my uneaten sandwich. 

I wasn’t hungry anymore.

***

In the movies, TV shows, comics – you name it – after the 
outbreak the main character is always stopped while he’s doing 
something. He usually has to run to save his girlfriend, wife, 
child; then, a zombie rushes through the window or door and he’s 
forced out of his comfort zone, on the street, doomed to aimlessly 
wander around in search of an outpost where to defend himself. 
Where to defend humanity.

Dario Cannizzarro
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Lucky ones survive the outbreak even if they’re unconscious 
in a hospital – overrun by brain-eating zombies – and wake up 
exactly at the convenient time to run out. 

In real life, the majority of us did as we’d been told by the 
media. We stayed in our houses. Locked the doors. Didn’t go out or 
try to reach faraway places. Too afraid to look outside, behind the 
closed blinds. The silence was unnatural – no cars, no planes, no 
trains. No voices outside the window. 

Some did actually leave to go back to their hometown, or their 
lover, or whatever. But it wasn’t like you’d expect. It was a very 
ordinate exodus, and the head in the TV was very proud of the 
citizens. 

Me and Jade would knock on each other’s door every day, 
share our cans of beans or cook our frozen pizza in the microwave. 
Everything kept working as expected for the first days. The 
internet was ablaze with weirdos proclaiming the end of the 
world. On blogs and social networks, the only shares which went 
viral were about survival techniques and zombie-killing tutorials. 
Like we didn’t know by now. Aim at the head. Don’t get bitten. 
The usual.

For days, the only thing one could see in the media, turning 
everywhere, was zombies. All over the place. But not a single one 
in real life. The thing that made all of this real was the silence. 
Unsettling. All the signs of civilization, the random high-pitched 
scream of an ambulance, the voices of drunk people walking—all 
disappeared. 

The feeling that something was off was only reinforced when, 
after a week or so, the silence started to be oddly broken by high-
pitched pops, like someone opening a champagne bottle. Those 
were gunshots. 

Again, because in the movies they don’t like to use the real 
sound for gunshots – it is a very dull sound, which resembles 
the small petards kids would fire during national holidays – so, 
because the normal sound of a gunshot is deemed boring, they 
have to add echoes and that zing! sound, so that eventually it 
is completely different from a real gunshot. Cooler. That’s why, 
unless you live in a bad neighborhood, you wouldn’t normally 
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recognize it if you heard it.
But that eventually became the only sound you would hear 

outside the windows. And still I didn’t have the courage to open 
the blinds and look at what was happening. I imagined a rain of 
pops! outside, and sometimes walking of many people together, 
and whispering voices. But nothing more. Not even the soothing, 
familiar low growl of the brain-eating rising dead, made so 
familiar by media.

The reports of power cuts started appearing here and there, 
on social media first. 

People in the city centers were forced out of their houses to 
raid supermarkets. There were now hundreds of YouTube videos 
of people sneaking in grocery stores, supermarkets, explaining 
what to grab, why to grab it, and jumping scared at the smallest 
sound. 

The headlines were, How to Survive the Zombie Apocalypse in 
Five Easy Steps, or Groceries at the End of the World. 

Things like that. Click and bait. 
Other videos suggested to raid drugstores as well, because if 

that thing was to continue for long, drugs would have been very 
valuable.  

The Ten Medicines You Need to Loot Right Now.
As I’ve said earlier on, I was overweight, only if ever so 

slightly, and so was Jade, but not one of us had any health issue 
or needed meds. We had a good stock of canned and frozen food. 
My family died in a car accident ten years before, so I had no one 
to worry about anymore. And Jade’s family – well, they didn’t talk 
much she said, and the only one that she cared about was her 
mother who, at the time of the outbreak, was on holiday on some 
cruise ship. 

She promptly called ten minutes into the outbreak to tell 
her daughter that the ship was safe and sound, that water was 
probably the best defense against those infected ones, as she called 
them. And the ship was stocked with food to last for an entire 
month, which was probably much more than the authorities 
needed to settle the situation down.

It wasn’t. 
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The power cuts were real and not just some internet murmur. 
Facing a very strong lack of personnel, the power company had to 
automate most of the tasks, and had to ration the supply zone by 
zone. That’s what they said. What it meant to us was that we had 
to consume all of our frozen food in one go or it would have been 
lost.

Jade come over the first night the power was cut in our area, 
scheduled for twelve hours. She brought four pizzas, two boxes 
of chicken nuggets, frozen peas, a lasagna that her mother left 
two months before when she visited, and a bottle of super-chilled 
vodka. My offering that night was ice cream, two frozen steaks, 
and ice. For the vodka. 

We lit dusty and old scented candles and cooked all the food, 
used all the possible electricity available. It looked like a feast 
from times past or a reunion of old lovers, when you light up 
candles because electrical light is too strong for your heart to be 
seen under. We honoured the banquet and drank chilled vodka 
like we were Russian nobility. The pops outside the windows 
weren’t bothering us anymore. 

We opened old books and read passages from there, making 
voices and noises like you would do if you were reading to a kid. 
And it was a fun night. It was the first time Jade slept on my sofa. 
We didn’t feel like making love. We just wanted not to be alone. 

***

The morning after I tried to run the electric shaver, but the 
power was still off. I checked my mobile phone which showed me 
a very ominous No Signal. I didn’t have any radio in the house. I 
didn’t dare to open the blinds. 

The power returned two days later. 
We immediately resorted to internet and TV, craving for 

information. Power cuts would have been more frequent and 
longer than expected. Military would have rationed food in 
areas where food production was impossible. The TV would have 
broadcasted 24-hours non-stop information on How to Kill a 
Zombie – that was the first time they used that word – and How 
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to Farm in Small Areas, such as balconies or terraces for people 
living in the city, and gardens for people living in houses. 

Internet became the place to go for self-medication, home-
brewing, and everything needed to survive. The Survivalists all 
over the world felt—finally—like gods, and no one looked at them 
with contempt anymore.

I want to make clear that, having being locked up for more 
than one month now, I didn’t see a single zombie around. All I’ve 
seen was some shaky video uploaded on the net or broadcasted by 
the TV, possibly shot with a crappy cellphone, of a bunch of drunk 
guys patrolling random streets and running towards something 
that - in the dark and with bad light - could resemble a zombie. Or 
someone walking with a limp. There was no official video coming 
from the authorities, and all the military videos just showed 
green berets giving out food in the street or shooting their petard-
sounding guns into darkness.

So of course there were plenty of conspiracy theories with 
titles like Why No One Actually Saw a Zombie, or Ten Reasons 
Why the Zombie Apocalypse is Not Real, and things like Why Your 
Government Doesn’t Want You to Know the Ugly Truth about 
Zombies.

For Jade, it was a worldwide conspiracy to finally enslave 
the 99% in favour of the 1%. She said, World War Three actually 
happened overnight, with no one knowing, and zombies were just 
an excuse to keep population under control—after all, it’s easier 
to believe in something external, an evil Deus Ex Machina which 
reduces humanity to its bits, than to believe that actually we, the 
humans, are nuking the shit out of each other. 

The lack of proper zombie evidence made people braver. I 
could now hear normal talks outside the windows, and not just 
pops. People all over the internet started uploading pictures 
and videos of themselves walking in abandoned sites, highways; 
running in places which would be normally forbidden, at all times 
of day and night. Groups of kids would go into famous stadiums to 
play football like their idols of a life past, unstopped.

The bravest or craziest people of humanity didn’t believe that 
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the end of the world was the end, didn’t believe that they could be 
stopped doing what they were, especially by zombies. Or maybe 
they just didn’t believe that you should stop yourself from doing 
the things you love—after all, you knew you were gonna die even 
before the “Zombie Outbreak,” so why should you be changing 
anything?

I didn’t really care about those theories. My regret, at that 
point, was that I didn’t eat my sandwich, nor finished my very 
literary story.

***

One other thing that zombies do in popular culture, which 
I cannot confirm nor deny, is moving with a very painfully slow 
strut. Apart from some exceptions, zombies always move very, 
very slowly, and apparently they tend to group in hordes. This 
peculiar trait always fascinated me—if they move that slowly, and 
usually walk around with their distinctive growl, how come people 
always get bitten out of the blue? Do all the people in zombie 
stories have low IQ, or bad hearing?

I can understand the fear with fast zombies, but as I’ve said, I 
had no clue if the real zombies were fast or slow, if they could get 
killed with a shot in the head, and if a bite actually gave you fever 
and transformed you. 

All my zombie-knowledge was the same as yours, really, and I 
never got to test it in real life.

So for me, so far, the only thing that zombie stories got right 
was that people in those stories are jumpy as hell and skinny as a 
french fry. Jumpy I was, and so would you have been. 

And I wasn’t overweight anymore. 
That Zombie Apocalypse Diet should be a thing: canned 

beans, tons of rice, and stale jerkies. I was looking at myself in the 
mirror and I brought my t-shirt up, to see my abs, which I never 
saw in my life. I smiled at the sight of the six little bumps on my 
belly, a smile with crooked, faint-yellow teeth. 

Yes, I have been out of toothpaste for a while now. 
I burst out laughing. I looked like a model on those male 
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magazines, black and white, ripped, with sexy hip unshaven 
beard. 

All Around You the World is Going to Pieces, But You Can 
Still Rock a Six Pack. 

***

The thing I missed the most in two months after the outbreak 
is my sandwich. Seriously. It might seem naive, or downright 
stupid, but that’s the truth. I was really looking forward to eating 
it. But in the adrenaline of the moment, I didn’t.

It sat on the kitchen counter for two full days. The avocado 
blackened immediately, while the tomato dried. When I threw it 
out, the bread had little white spots of mold in the places which 
weren’t charred. 

If I knew I would never have tasted another sandwich again, 
I would have eaten it all—wet, moldy and good.

***

So after two months the power cuts were the norm, and we 
only got juice at random hours, with many days in between. I kept 
my phone attached to the wall, so that it would have charged up 
a bit when power came. Not that I received any calls, but it was 
easier to charge the phone to check the news than my laptop, 
which was now dead. A lamp was always on, so I’d know the 
electricity was back on when it lit up. I did the same with an old 
cassette stereo--which I kept until now because it looked cool--
with the play button always pressed, so if I were sleeping I would 
wake up. The song that played at all times during the short juice 
hours was “The End of the World” by the Cure. 

I didn’t get out of my house in two months. 
I did as instructed, I was a good citizen. I stayed in. I 

complied. 
The house was messy and smelled like an open sewer. We 

still managed to flush our toilets, thank god, but both me and 
Jade were almost out of food. We were very good in rationing it, 
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but eventually we ate everything, and our last resort was dry dog 
food, left over in Jade’s apartment by a previous tenant. I guess 
we needed to go out and look for supplies. 

Our first run after the apocalypse. 

***

It wasn’t that bad. The run I mean. 
The two of us, me and Jade, we dressed up with jeans, leather 

jackets, football helmets. 
Top Everyday Clothing Items You Should Use For a Supply 

Run. 
The road was desert. No popping sounds, no whispers. Just 

the sun and the wind howling in the empty streets. Grass was 
growing in the cracks of the unmaintained roads. I wanted to hit 
the grocery store nearby but it was already run over and empty. 

We were late to the party. 
We decided to hit the supermarket two blocks down. When we 

got there, two dudes with baseball bats demanded a toll to enter 
the supermarket. 

“Do you want money?” I asked, to which they replied:
“Money is useless. Give us clothing or…” the guy turned his 

focus to Jade, who was now quite attractive according to western, 
skinny-with-big-boobs, standards— “a handy.” He mimicked the 
gesture on his baseball bat. 

Jade had no time to answer—I flipped my middle finger and 
moved on, grabbing her by the arm. “Thanks,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” I replied.
“No one ever asked for a handy from me,” she said while 

blushing up. “No one ever flipped a finger for me,” she finished. 
In all honesty, if you think that’s romantic and all—well it’s 

all just bullshit. It’s bullshit that we needed to be starving and 
unhealthy skinny for Jade to receive abusive comments. Or that 
she liked those anyway. But maybe, they just didn’t see a woman 
for a good amount of time.

I mumbled something like, “I like you better with some more 
substance, if you know what I mean.” 
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She smiled back. 
That was all the amount of flirting I could bear…
In a park not far from the supermarket, some old ladies were 

crouched under the sun. We came close to the gate and noticed 
they were farming. They had tomatoes, eggplants, zucchini. When 
they saw me and Jade they faked a smile and whistled so that two 
younger guys came out with two crowbars in their hands.

I should make known that all the zombie stories that were 
famous before the real shit happened were focused in places in 
the world were guns are very accessible, so that violence escalates 
very quickly and painfully, and eventually you have to shift your 
worrying from the zombies to the bad guys with guns—which 
really tells me that the those places are already undergoing an 
apocalypse, if you can so easily kill people around you. 

But I digress.
We clumsily explained that we were out of food, and that we 

didn’t want to barter with the supermarket guys. We just wanted 
something to eat. 

They looked at each other, then invited us in—in being inside 
the park, after the fence that was guarded by the crowbar guys—
and then offered us homemade bread and cold vegetable soup. 

It was the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. 
They also recommended, for our next run, to bring weapons 

with us – a bat would do – just to be safe. “From zombies?” I asked 
and they nodded, but also added, From anything. 

“Seen many zombies around here?” I asked and again they 
all looked at each other with uncertainty in their faces—the same 
face you would pull when someone asks if you’ve seen the big 
event on TV the day before, and you didn’t but don’t want to lie 
because everyone did, so you say yes—but your face shows the 
truth.

We ate our soup and bread, we recited our thanks, and went 
back home, promising we would be more careful.

***

In zombie stories, at this point where you get some bit of 
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hope, something terrible happens. One of the main characters 
is badly wounded and the other one has to make a life-or-death 
decision, or they fall for a super-villain. They run out of supplies, 
or someone in the group gets bitten and becomes a nuisance.

None of this happened. 
Me and Jade quickly joined the Park Farmers and helped 

them grow vegetables. We moved out of our apartments and in 
together, in a small house not far from the park, and left all of our 
old things behind.

Electricity was now out of the picture entirely. 
We didn’t even notice when or if it ever came back. 
We didn’t see any military nor hear any pops. Five months in 

the zombie apocalypse, and I didn’t see a single zombie. 
If you didn’t get it by now, me and Jade became a couple 

during those times of despair. She re-gained a bit of her 
natural, amazing, fluffy shape, which was to me symbol of life 
and prosperity, and I said goodbye to my six pack. We weren’t 
overweight anymore, growing our own food, and we didn’t 
care about the news or social networks anymore. We had more 
important things to worry about, such as if it rained enough 
for the plants to grow, or what story to tell at night during the 
bonfires. 

Six months in the end of the world, and I was actually 
enjoying life. 

***

Because all of my writings were lost in my computer, which 
was dead and abandoned, I started writing again with pen and 
paper. Like the old times I’ve never lived. 

In a classic zombie story, I would have been interrupted at 
the very beginning, while I was trying to eat my sandwich, to 
write my story, which would have made me famous and rich, and 
would have been re-shared so many times on social networks.

I’ve been interrupted, by life directly. The story I am writing 
is a different one. 

Maybe—I am saying it for the sake of it—a zombie will come 
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out of the corner, unheard, and eat my brain out, so I won’t come 
to finish this tale. 

Maybe. 
Maybe not. I’ve come to realize that Life in a Zombie 

Apocalypse—it’s not different from life before the zombie 
apocalypse; the only thing that changes is who or what we call 
zombies.

So I’ll finish this story, and next to me, there’s a sandwich. 
Homemade bread, home grown tomatoes and avocados, and slices 
of Willy, a chicken which I personally saw growing from a little 
egg into a nice hen and slaughtered with my hands. 

At least now I know where my food comes from.
Me and Jade live with the other Park Farmers. We help and 

support each other like old-times communities. All the things we 
had before that, all the clothes and gadgets and luxury items we 
deemed important – we all left them behind and we didn’t miss 
any of it. 

I finally bite into my first sandwich since all started. 
We’re free and clear.
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Allison Goldston
Ruined

Your home is now
just where I visited you
when you were alive,

when I didn't know 
that death
could look
like a person.

You are still the face
of someone
who meant what she said.

A whole neighborhood
ruined for me
just like that. 
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Drew Pisarra
Sonnet Infinity
On the subway this morning, I spotted your hair
on some other man’s head: unexpectedly unwashed.
It gave pause. So weird. How’d it get there? And who cares?
I had to look away and fast but then I caught 
your eyes staring at me from an infant nearby. 
Don’t get me wrong. I’m not so deranged as to say 
that baby’s baby browns were your two peerless eyes 
transplanted. It’s just, throughout my surreal day,
I saw your legs, your arms, your neck reattached to 
various torsos while your lips, your nose, your ears 
landed magically on face after face. Who’s 
to say what lies hidden inside some stranger’s jeans?
You are so on my mind even when you’re not here
That wherever I go, parts of you reappear.
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The most interesting thing that happened all week was when 
the necromancer came to the library.

Joe stood at the circulation desk, hunched over a copy of 
Warbird Factory. His cup of coffee sat on a stained napkin 
between the book and his computer, right next to the No Food 
or Drinks sign. He was tired, because he had been up until 1:00 
a.m. the night before. He had spent the night reading over the 
divorce paperwork Marie, his wife of forty-five years, had filed. 
The deadline was coming up for his response, and he couldn’t 
put it off any longer. Now it was 4:00 p.m., and to exacerbate 
his crabbiness, there had been no school that day due to teacher 
development or some foolishness. All of the local kids had been 
there since eight, screaming at their computers and each other. 
Joe had long since given up telling them to calm down and instead 
tried to lose himself in the different types of aircraft used by 
North America in World War 2. He almost didn’t hear the woman 
approach the desk, though to be fair, he might not have heard her 
if the library was silent. Joe knew his hearing was slowly going, 
even if it was something he didn’t like to admit.

She was older, and her steely hair was pulled back into a 
loose bun, but she stood with the confidence of a teacher, or maybe 
a model. Quickly, he shook his head clear. “Need a terminal?” Joe 
asked. He was hoping that she would say yes so that he could kick 
one of the hooligans off, and also, so he could continue staring.

“Actually, I was going to see if I could reserve your meeting 
room for next week,” said the woman. She was dressed better than 
the majority of his patrons, wearing form-fitting pants and an 
oversized blouse. He wondered what accident had landed her in 
Daniel County.  

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” said Joe, his breathing becoming 

The Librarian and the 
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shallow as though he had just climbed three flights of stairs. This 
was not because he found her attractive (though he absolutely 
did), but because Joe had social anxiety and often had something 
similar to an asthma attack when dealing with anything 
unfamiliar. The noise level in the room did not help matters. Joe 
turned around and pulled the giant At-A-Glance calendar from 
the wall. He laid it across the desk. “What’s the name of your 
group?”

“The Necromancer’s Union,” she said, matter-of-factly.
Joe was still fumbling for a pen in the bucket next to the 

receipt printer. “What was that again, ma’am?  Can’t hear a thing 
over these kids.” 

“Oh – I’m sorry,” said the woman, and she pulled a small 
steno notepad from her purse, along with a Pilot G-2. On the 
paper, in crisp, capital letters, she wrote: Necromancer’s Union.  

Joe had worked at the library for the better part of twenty 
years, but this was new. He hadn’t seen new in some time. 
Necromancers? Joe had heard the term before – he’d played 
Dungeons and Dragons in the seventies – but this woman didn’t 
look like the crazy that actually believed in that sort of thing. He 
coughed.  “Is – is that a non-profit?” he asked. 

“Oh of course!” she assured him. Joe was fairly certain it 
was in the policy manual that only non-profits could meet in the 
meeting room, but in truth he’d only asked the question in hopes 
of her elaborating further. She did not. Her eyes were large and 
earnest in a way that seemed out of place on her tight face.

“Right,” said Joe, focusing his attention on the calendar. 
“What date are we looking at, again?”

“You’re closed on weekends, aren’t you?” she asked. 
“We are, ma’am.”
“Okay, then next Friday, November 6th.” 
Joe checked the date and saw the room was free all day. He 

began writing in his sloppy cursive, checking his spelling with the 
spelling on the woman’s steno notepad.  

“How many people will be attending?” Joe asked.
“Six, exactly,” she said, nodding as she spoke.
 One of the boys at the computers shouted a swear word. 
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She turned around and gave him a reproachful look – the look 
of a teacher. Miraculously, the boy turned back to his computer 
meekly and quieted.  

“What time?” asked Joe, breathing a little easier in the new 
silence.  

“3:00 p.m.”
“Can I get a name and number for the reservation?”
This time, the young woman took to her steno pad again. 

She wrote down: Donna Blakely, and a phone number with a 
local area code. Joe copied this down on the calendar.  “Are you 
Donna?” he asked.

She nodded. Joe told her that the room would be ready for her 
and that she could come early to set up if she wanted. At least he 
hoped he said something along those lines. His words were coming 
out amidst asthmatic huffs of air.  

“Thank you kindly,” said Donna. “And who can I say I made 
the reservation with?” 

“Joe Fowler,” said Joe, “But I’ll be the one working, so you 
don’t have nothing to worry about.”  Joe was the only employee 
of the Meadowbrook Branch of the Daniel County Public Library. 
Whenever he wanted to schedule a vacation, he had to see if 
someone from the Main Branch in Harrisburg could cover his 
shifts. More often than not, the library just closed on those days. 
The woman named Donna thanked him and left.

Joe was more than a little flustered. He couldn’t help but 
think that maybe he would try dating again, if women like Donna 
Blakely were hiding in the recesses of Daniel County. Women 
like Donna, but less crazy. He was mildly concerned about the 
legality of something called a “Necromancer’s Union” meeting at 
the library. He pulled the policy manual from behind the desk, a 
three-ring blue binder that had seen better days. After scanning 
the table of contents, he flipped to the section on the meeting 
room. He found the line in question:

The Daniel County Public Library extends to the community 
and the county the use of the library meeting room facilities as an 
outreach service, to be used free of charge by civic, educational, 
cultural, and professional organizations of the county. 
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He thought about that for a minute and tried to think how 
he would classify a Necromancer’s Union, if it was a legitimate 
organization. Were they professional necromancers? Was this 
a religious organization? Even though religious groups weren’t 
explicitly listed in the policy manual, Joe had never stopped them 
from meeting in the library before, which set a precedent. Despite 
his personal feelings towards necromancers, which he would have 
to define as soon as he defined what precisely a necromancer 
was, he could not, in good faith, prevent them from meeting at 
the library. Joe may have been a grumpy old man, but he was a 
grumpy old man who followed the rules. He promoted free speech 
and the right to assemble, like any good librarian.

However, Joe also recognized that he was a rural librarian 
and needed to have his bases covered before doing any action 
that could be deemed “controversial.” He couldn’t imagine any 
good Baptist in eastern Kentucky being overjoyed to learn that 
something called a Necromancer’s Union met on Fridays at the 
local library. Not knowing quite where to start with the whole 
matter, he typed “necromancer’s union” into Google to see what he 
could find.

While the page was loading with the frighteningly slow 
speed of internet that rural Kentucky afforded their libraries, Joe 
switched pairs of glasses, because the ones he used for reading 
books and talking to patrons didn’t work right on a computer 
screen. Then he began reading.  

The Necromancer’s Union was an American organization, 
apparently, as Canada, Mexico, the UK, etc. had their own 
separate organizations.  The “United Necromancers” was 
something different: a coalition of the necromancer groups of 
different countries, similar to the United Nations. The absurdity 
of it all had Joe convinced that someone was pulling his leg 
somehow. The mission statement for the Necromancer’s Union 
was “to promote personal growth and career development within 
the field of necromancy.” No definition of necromancy was to be 
found. Joe had a foggy idea of what it meant. Necromancers raised 
the dead. Or talked to the dead. Zombies were involved somehow, 
he thought. That was how it worked in Dungeons and Dragons. 
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However, Joe was sure that necromancers did not have smart 
websites that looked like they belonged to a Fortune 500 company. 
The site did answer one question for Joe – this was clearly a 
professional organization, not a religious one. Well, that would 
be easier at least. The arguments surrounding religious freedom 
always got people riled up, but he could pawn this off as a career 
thing. Surely the people of the area would be completely fine with 
a group of professional necromancers meeting at the library.

Maybe he would just say they were the Daughters of the 
Confederacy, instead.  

He hadn’t paid attention to the clock while he had been 
researching, and he realized it was the best time of the day – 
time to kick the kids off the computers. “Library’s closing in five 
minutes,” he called out. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t 
stay here.” He said the same thing every day. Some days people 
laughed. Today they didn’t, because it was the kids and they don’t 
laugh at anything that isn’t a swear word. Joe rounded on the 
computers, logging them off and turning off the monitors one by 
one. Each of the old CRTs popped and crackled at him, and not 
for the first time he wondered when Main would finally send him 
some flat-screens. Joe locked the doors after the last kid had left, 
turning off the power to the handicap door opener while he was 
there. It was a routine: computers, door, copy machine, stacks, 
bathrooms, lights, alarm. When all was said and done, he locked 
the deadbolt behind him and said goodbye to the library for 
another day. 

Joe headed over to Speedway to buy some cigarettes before 
he went home, another familiar routine. The clerk inside was his 
favorite: a no-nonsense woman of about 30, with thick-rimmed 
glasses and blond highlights in her dark brown hair. If Joe ever 
got the funding for a part-timer, he’d like to hire her. Maybe add 
some Saturday hours for the branch. “Evening,” said Joe.  Her 
nametag read “Trista” but they never referred to each other by 
their names.  

“Pack of Lucky’s?” she asked, already reaching for them.  
“Yeah,” said Joe, pulling his wallet out of his back pocket. 

“Got a question for you, if you got a minute.”
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“Look at the rush,” she said, gesturing to the empty store. 
“What do you need?”

“You ever hear anything about a Necromancer’s Union?” 
asked Joe.  

One of the reasons Joe liked Trista was because he could ask 
her these kinds of insane questions and she wouldn’t even bat an 
eye. He didn’t know if it was because she knew he was a librarian, 
or if she was genuinely that unflappable. He supposed you saw a 
lot of weird stuff if you worked at Speedway. Maybe as weird as 
what he saw at the library. “Yeah actually,” she said.  “It’s weird. 
It’s a thing in California, of course.”

“Of course,” Joe repeated.
“Some celebrity. Can’t remember which one. Her mom had 

OD’d or something, and she was applying to the N.U. to bring her 
back.” 

“Huh,” said Joe. “Did they?”
Trista shook her head. “Apparently that’s not what they do.”
Joe frowned. “What good are they, then?”
“Beats me. You can slide your card when you’re ready.”
He did. “We got a branch local, you know.”
“Really? In Daniel County?”
“Met one of them today. Clean lady. Shut the kids up too.”
“Ain’t that something,” said Trista. “This world, huh.”
“This world,” Joe agreed. “You have a good one.”
“You too, hun.”
Joe lit up just outside the door and began his walk home. 

Marie had taken the car with her when she left, but Joe had 
nearly convinced himself that he didn’t need a car. He lived within 
walking distance of everything in Meadowbrook – the library, the 
courthouse, the grocers. He tried to focus on the positives, like the 
exercise he was getting in from the mile walk to and from work 
each day.

He hadn’t expected Trista to corroborate the whole 
necromancy thing, and he imagined on his walk home what 
a world would be like in which one could talk to the dead. He 
couldn’t think of too many dead people he wanted to talk to.  
Most of his dead relatives made the world a better place for their 
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passing. He thought maybe he’d have a few questions for Winston 
Churchill. And then there was – oh, but he hadn’t thought of 
Karen in some time.  

Thinking her name brought back that nauseous feeling where 
he wanted to be sick but had nothing worth throwing up. Karen 
was his and his (soon-to-be) ex-wife Marie’s daughter, but she’d 
died in a car accident when she was seven. She was riding back 
from soccer practice with a teammate and their family when a 
drunk driver had swerved into their lane, killing the four of them 
on impact. Joe and Marie had both had to work. Marie hadn’t 
worked a day in her life after that – and Joe’s nostrils flared, 
remembering how she said in what he mentally called “the divorce 
conversation” that she was leaving him now to focus on her career. 
He snorted, and now anger mixed with his nausea and he wanted 
to scream and vomit at the same time. It was a familiar feeling. 
He’d felt that way throughout his thirties. It started to dissipate 
in his forties, and by his fifties, he was mostly all right provided 
he didn’t spend extended amount of time around blond seven-
year-old girls in floofy dresses. He saw Karen’s face in every one of 
them. Thirty-four years and he still saw her face.  

Joe lived in a yellow two-bedroom house, dingy from the coal 
dust that was freighted down the Big Sandy. He’d lived here 
with Marie until she’d left last month in order to focus on her 
career. Her career, incidentally, was named “Tom” and had gone 
to high school with her and had three beautiful blond children, 
the youngest of which was nineteen. Which left Joe and the cat in 
the dingy yellow house. The cat’s name was Dusty and he wasn’t 
much of a cat.  He spent most of his time shitting just outside of 
the litter box and hissing at the dishwasher.

After emptying his pockets, Joe sat down at the kitchen 
table. Dusty had knocked the divorce packet to the floor at some 
point during the day, so Joe bent to pick it up, his bones creaking 
fitfully.  He flipped through its pages for what was probably the 
tenth time. Marie, at least, was not asking for anything. Except 
the car. She could have it. Filing would be the most expensive 
part. It cost $30 alone to get the packet to respond to her papers. 
But she didn’t want the house, the cat, the stuff. She didn’t want 
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him. Forty-five years of marriage. Well, that was fine. He didn’t 
want her either.  

He closed the packet. The night before he’d told himself 
that he would look over it again and make sure everything was 
correct, but today he couldn’t stand the sight of it. He decided to 
trust his earlier self and turn it in as it was. He placed his keys 
on top of the packet, so he wouldn’t forget to take it to work in the 
morning. He would just close the library early and drop it off at 
the courthouse, and then he wouldn’t have to worry about it again 
until the court date.

Now, Joe thought, to moving on. He had a computer of his 
own, one Marie had picked out and installed. She hadn’t wanted 
to take it with her, Joe supposed, because it was dreadfully 
outdated, but it still worked. Joe made sure he had his “computer” 
glasses on, then opened up another search for “Donna Blakely.” In 
light of his conversation with Trista, he could easily label Donna 
as misunderstood, rather than crazy. She just needed a good 
down-to-earth man, and Joe, he thought, was just that man.

As it turned out, there were many people on the internet 
named Donna Blakely, so he narrowed his search to “Donna 
Blakely Daniel County KY.” This was, somewhat surprisingly, 
enough to get her Facebook page, which sported a professional 
photo of her. It looked like it should’ve been hanging in a bank 
or a lawyer’s office and, after further scouring the page, he 
discovered that it probably was hanging in a lawyer’s office. 
Donna Blakely was the Blakely of Kline, Hammer, and Blakely, 
the trio that had the annoying radio commercial with the catchy 
song. Her relationship status was a mystery, unlisted on her page. 
No posts were visible. He debated whether or not he should send 
her a message, and in the end, decided against it. Just thinking 
about clicking the “send” button had his lungs shrinking in his 
chest. No, he would speak to her again on the day of her meeting. 
Hopefully then he could scrounge up a reason to warrant further 
contact. 

***   
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Joe intended to close the library at 2 the next day. He 
figured that would give him enough time to fix something on the 
papers if the county clerk told him he’d messed up somehow. His 
plans were changed, however, when Donna Blakely walked into 
the library at 1:30 p.m.  With her was a small child, a girl in a 
pinafore skirt. She couldn’t have been older than six. Of course, 
Karen jumped into his mind, and his hands began shaking as they 
often did when he was presented with unpleasant situations. It 
made him look much older than he was, and he hated it.

“Miss Blakely,” said Joe, in an attempt at professional 
nonchalance. “Your grandkid?”  

“Oh heavens no,” said Donna, squeezing the child’s hand. The 
girl smiled, and Joe noticed that her lips were an odd shade of 
blue. As were her eyelids.  As was…well, the rest of her face. The 
rest of her skin.  Joe adjusted his glasses. “This is Petunia. She is 
a friend of the family.”

“Petunia,” said Joe, nodding his head towards the girl. 
Petunia’s eyes were tiny in her face. At least she wasn’t blond. 
Looking at her made him feel cold, somehow. Her hair was 
in a half-ponytail, and that mixed with the bluish tint to her 
skin reminded Joe of Violet Beauregarde from Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory.  The blueberry child nodded back.  

“This is the one, Donna,” said Petunia, pointing at Joe as if he 
were a particularly interesting toy.

Joe looked behind him, seeing if there was something on the 
shelf behind the desk that Petunia was pointing at. “What are you 
looking for, little girl?”

“You, of course,” said Petunia. “We came here for you.” 
“Petunia is sensitive,” said Donna, in the tone that people use 

when they say their child is gifted. She patted the little girl on the 
head.

“Of – of course,” said Joe, not wanting to appear ignorant 
on what exactly sensitive meant in this context. He grabbed his 
cardigan from the back of his chair and slid it on. It was suddenly 
very chilly in the room. “What can I help you ladies with today?”

“I’m looking for a book,” said Donna. “It’s called the 
Necromancer’s Grimoire.  Probably with your other spellbooks. 
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Other libraries generally put them in the 110s and 130s. Daniel 
County libraries use Dewey, correct?”

“Like the good Lord intended,” said Joe, slipping back into his 
work comfort zone. He began typing in Necromancer’s Grimoire. 
“Is this like the Necronomicon?” Joe asked.  Every now and then 
some upstart kid would check out that battered old thing.

“No, not really,” said Donna, but she did not elaborate 
further. To no great surprise, he found that they did not have a 
copy of the Grimoire. Normally, that would be that – Joe was not 
known for being overly helpful. But this was a special occasion. 
Donna was a special patron. Joe pulled up a page that had 
the catalog for all the libraries in the state and, sure enough, 
Lexington had a copy. 

“I could get it for you from Lexington,” he said, “But it’d take 
a week or more.  Would that be all right?” 

For a moment Donna looked as though she was going to be 
angry. Her jaw tensed and her nostrils flared. But all she said 
was, “It’s no real hurry.”

Joe reached into the filing cabinet and pulled out a manila 
folder titled “Interlibrary Loan.” He pulled out a form and began 
copying the book’s information – the ISBN, publisher, and the 
like.  

“Are you getting divorced, Mr. Fowler?”
 His fingers tightened around his pen, but his hand still 

shook around it. Miserably he realized that his divorce papers 
had been sitting openly on the counter. “I am,” he said, in what he 
hoped was still a tone of professional nonchalance.  

 “Donna’s a lawyer,” said Petunia. Her voice was pointed, 
like a shard of ice.

 “I know,” said Joe, then he inwardly winced.  “I mean – uh, 
the commercial on the radio.  Kline, Hammer, Blakely. Funny 
song. Isn’t there a billboard up on old 23?” He was babbling like a 
teenager.

 Donna smiled, but it was a strained kind of smile. She gets 
this all the time, he thought.  

“That’s me,” she said. “Are you seeking representation?”
 For a brief, irrational moment, Joe considered saying yes. 
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But he saw the awkward rabbit hole that led down, and it ended 
with him not being able to pay her fees. “No, ma’am.  It’s a pretty 
cut-and-dried event.” 

 “It’s better that way,” she said. “I’ve seen some nasty ones.”
 “I’m sure,” Joe said, turning to the fax machine. He began 

dialing the number he’d found for the Lexington Public Library, 
but he had to start over twice.  Damn his shaky hands. “I’m 
sending this to Lexington,” said Joe. “I can call you when it comes 
in.”

 Donna thanked him, and she and Petunia turned to leave 
the library. Joe didn’t know what made him call out to them, but 
the words were out of his mouth before he could stop them.

“Miss Blakely, what does a necromancer do?”
 Donna stopped, but Petunia didn’t. The little girl traipsed 

on toward the door, and then without opening it, walked through 
the glass pane. Donna turned to look back at Joe. “We do a lot of 
things, Mr. Fowler.”

“Are you graverobbers?” he asked – again, words he would 
not have said had he given himself the time to think about them. 
Petunia walked through the second set of doors, passing through 
the glass pane as if it were empty air. Joe gripped the counter to 
still his shaking hands. “I’m not letting graverobbers meet in my 
library.”

Donna seemed to take offense to that. “Graverobbers! As 
if – ” She took a sharp breath. “No, Mr. Fowler. We are not 
graverobbers. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must catch up with 
Petunia.”

Donna, Joe noted, opened the doors to exit them, though he 
wondered if that was just for his benefit. 

It wasn’t yet 2, but Joe immediately began closing procedures. 
He needed some time to breathe before going over to the 
courthouse, and didn’t want to risk any patrons coming in while 
he calmed down. He took his cardigan off and hung it on the back 
of his chair. The library was intensely warm all of a sudden. 

Petunia was easily enough explained, after a minute’s 
thought – he’d been wearing his reading glasses, and the doors 
were some distance away. Sometimes when the handicap button 
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was pressed, they got stuck on the carpet in the entrance, and 
didn’t close for some time. That’s probably what he saw, Joe 
figured. It was foolish to create a supernatural explanation when 
a mundane one was so easily obtainable – he was getting old. If 
he’d been wearing his normal glasses, he probably would’ve seen 
Petunia traipse through two stuck-open doors. But he had seen 
Donna open the doors to exit…

He was flustered, and he tried to chalk what he had seen up 
to nerves. Since when had he last talked to a woman as handsome 
as Donna Blakely? He just wasn’t paying proper attention. He was 
distracted. This, at least, managed to soothe his shaking hands. 
Joe was aware of the level his anxiety exerted on his everyday life, 
and remembering that was sometimes enough to quiet the shakes.  

   Once he had settled himself down, he made his way over to 
the courthouse. The whole experience was far less traumatizing 
that the conversation with Donna had been. He arranged to 
have the papers served to Marie, because he didn’t really want 
to see her any more than he had to. Then, rather than open up 
the library again, he decided to walk home. The fifteen minutes 
that Donna had been in the library had left his mind reeling, and 
Joe foresaw an entire evening of overanalyzing their entire short 
conversation.

 He was unlocking the door to his house when he heard a 
young voice shout his name. He whirled around and saw Petunia, 
the blue girl, standing in the middle of the road. Her head was 
cocked to the side. Joe’s blood went cold. He immediately yelled a 
“No” or a “Come here” or something, dropped his keys and hurried 
towards the road, but it was too far away and there was a car 
coming, a black sedan of some kind. It was not slowing down. He 
lunged towards the road but tripped on the stairs to his porch, 
falling forward and catching himself on his elbow and hands. They 
stung, but the nausea was worse; he would vomit before he could 
get to her. As he rose, he imagined the noises that would come – 
the screeching tires, the thud of impact, the screaming – he was 
thirty years old again… 

 And, nothing. Joe’s glasses had fallen from his face but 
even he could see there was no one in the road. Confused and 
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humiliated, he spat out the word “Fuck” and began searching 
for his glasses. They were unharmed. Petunia was nowhere to 
be seen. Joe limped around the yard, searching for where she 
might have gotten off to. He even yelled her name a few times. 
He thought about crossing the street and looking around the 
Methodist church, but he didn’t like going over to that side of 
things. Visiting the church and its attached cemetery required a 
level of premeditation and deliberateness that Joe usually only 
managed once or twice a year. 

 Frustrated, he went inside and began caring for his 
wounds. Logic told him he should go to the doctor, but he could 
walk and decided he’d rather not suffer any further humiliation. 
He supposed he should feel lucky. No one had been around to 
see his fall (except the person driving the sedan, had they been 
paying attention), and he didn’t break a hip or have any other 
embarrassing injuries.Yet he couldn’t help but feel extremely 
embarrassed about the whole ordeal. He rinsed both his elbow 
and his hands with hydrogen peroxide, then wrapped some gauze 
around the cut areas. 

After ensuring that his knees and hands weren’t going to 
bleed all over everything, he sat down at the computer and began 
searching for a therapist. A counselor. Some sort of something 
to get his head in a better place. Hallucinations were nothing 
to scoff at, and he suspected he had suffered two that day. The 
closest professionals that looked worth anything were in Ashland. 
He’d have to take the bus, which didn’t run from Daniel County 
every day, or take a taxi, which he couldn’t afford. Both options 
meant closing the library for a day, and he felt he’d been closing 
too much lately as it was. Moreover, he wasn’t sure that his 
insurance covered this sort of thing. He decided to give it time 
before progressing to such drastic measures. If the hallucinations 
continued, then he’d revisit the situation. He was probably 
overacting anyway, he told himself.  It was natural to relive 
horrific experiences, and he had been thinking of Karen more than 
usual lately. With the divorce, it made sense. He was shaken. He 
needed time.      

Luckily, Donna did not come into the library the next day. 
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(Joe had limped all the way to work.) Then it was the weekend, 
which allowed Joe plenty of time away from people, which he felt 
he needed to get his head in a good place.His knees were still 
twinging on Saturday, but Joe was antsy. He had to make sure 
that – well, that Karen was… 

He had to visit.
Joe made the rare trek across the street to the Methodist 

church’s cemetery. Karen’s headstone was unremarkable but Joe 
hated looking at it, and almost always found other places to rest 
his eyes. A nearby tree. The bell tower on top of the chapel. It was 
still unseasonably warm out, and when Joe put his hand on the 
small headstone, it was almost hot to the touch. He thought of 
Donna and Petunia. He thought of pulling the tent out of his tiny 
attic and setting watch on Karen’s grave, making sure that no 
meddling necromancer came by to disturb her rest. But that was 
foolish. Karen was dead thirty-four years now. She wasn’t coming 
back. Even if the necromancers did try to “do” something, well, it 
wasn’t going to accomplish anything. There was nothing beneath 
his feet but dirt and bones.  

By the time he returned to work the following week, Joe had 
decidedly abandoned his intentions of wooing the lawyer. If she 
decided she wanted to believe in some hocus-pocus-mumbo-jumbo, 
well, more power to her. If Joe was interested in dating again, it 
would be for a nice, sensible woman who had no such delusions.  
Maybe someone from the Methodist church, or the senior exercise 
class that met on Tuesdays at the library. 

***     

Donna’s book, the Necromancer’s Grimoire, had arrived on 
Thursday, far earlier than Joe had expected it. Rather than call 
her, he decided to wait and let her pick it up at her meeting the 
next day. He thumbed through it, though only to make sure it was 
a complete copy of the book – no pages missing. Other libraries 
had a habit of sending their battered copies of books away for 
holds and keeping their good ones on the shelf. Yes, that was why 
Joe thumbed through the pages.  

Kathleen Brogan
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He saw chapters on summoning spirits, on speaking with the 
dead through a medium, on the dangers of reanimating corpses. 
He wondered how she actually believed this stuff – surely after 
completing the ritual, to no success, she would realize it was all a 
load of hooey. Unless perhaps she was a con artist. Suddenly, it all 
became clear to him.  

This Necromancer’s Union was a pyramid scheme.  
That explained their fancy website. Donna had said she 

represented a non-profit, but that was exactly the sort of thing 
someone trying to take your money would say, of course. He 
had wondered how she believed any of this nonsense, but now it 
was clear – she didn’t. She sold the idea to other weak-minded 
individuals, who had to buy her fancy book in order to see actual 
results. Repeat ad infinitum.   

Now it was a matter of personal integrity. He could not, 
under any circumstances, allow some sort of pyramid scheme to 
go on in Daniel County under his watch as librarian. On Friday, 
he would have to inform Donna Blakely that he was onto her, and 
that if she wanted to meet at the library, well, she’d have to prove 
her organization as non-profit to him. And, well, if he was wrong, 
maybe he’d make her mad enough to abandon the whole idea and 
leave his poor library alone. 

***

Joe was nervous on Friday, more nervous than he’d been in 
some time, but he was determined. His hands shook with fervor, 
he told himself. The jingle from Kline, Hammer, and Blake ran 
through his head on repeat. The library was empty when Donna 
Blakely walked through the doors at 2:45 p.m., and Petunia was 
with her.

That he had not expected.  Joe clenched his fists behind the 
counter.  “Miss Blakely,” Joe said. Professional and indifferent.  
“Your book came in today.” He didn’t know why he lied to her. 
“I’ve got it right here.”

“Thank you, Joe,” she said, smiling at him.  She reached in 
her leather purse to pull out a library card.  It was the first time 
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he’d seen it, and it had the Main Library’s insignia on it. She 
must’ve done her library business with Main before ending up at 
Meadowbrook. He checked the book out to her without comment. 
She had done nothing, as of yet, to have her checkout privileges 
revoked.   

“Miss Blakely, I must confess I have a concern about your 
Union,” said Joe, still shaking as he dropped the book into a 
plastic bag for her.  

She expected this, clearly. Of course she did. “I would be 
surprised if you didn’t,” she said. She sounded a little defeated. He 
wondered how many other places had turned her away.

“I told you, you’ve got to be a non-profit to meet here,” said 
Joe. “And I can’t see how you’re making people believe this 
foolishness unless this is some sort of pyramid scheme. Or –” the 
thought occurred to him right there – “Like what Tom Cruise is 
into.  Scientology.”

“You’re concerned that I’m stealing money from people?” 
Donna asked.

“I know you’re stealing money from them,” said Joe, even 
though he didn’t. He had to give the appearance of confidence. 
Get mad, he inwardly begged of Donna. Leave me alone. “If they 
give you money, then they’ll be real necromancers, and then they 
can raise the dead – oh, but not until then, of course.” His voice 
was rising in pitch.  “And – and I can’t let you do that to Daniel 
County.”

“I have paperwork and I can assure you –” she began, but 
Petunia was tugging on her arm.  Donna initially looked as if she 
were going to brush her off, but Petunia dragged her arm down 
like a dumbbell.  She whispered some things into her ear. Joe was 
worried she might be crying. He immediately felt awful.  

“I’m sorry, Petunia,” he said, “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
Which was true. He’d only meant to upset Donna. The poor girl 
was unfortunately caught in the fallout.  

Petunia paid him no heed. After a moment, Donna stood up 
straight again.  “Joe,” she said, “Would you be amenable to closing 
the library early and joining our meeting?”

“Honestly, ma’am, I don’t know if I can trust you.”  Joe’s 
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imagination was getting carried away, he knew. Part of his 
mind saw black bags and hush money and what other things the 
people from such a fancy website could afford. The other part saw 
pentagrams and incense burners and bleached-white bones.  

“Please, Joe,” she said, and she reached across the desk to 
take his hand in hers. Her fingernails were manicured and they 
pinched his skin a little, but it was the first meaningful human 
contact he’d had in some time. She knew what she was doing, and 
she knew he knew she knew what she was doing, but there was no 
escaping it. “I promise.  No harm will come to you.”  

Go away. Leave me alone. But he had no argument. “Just…
just the once,” he said. Though that didn’t even make sense. If 
Donna proved whatever foolishness she was doing was at least 
legitimate enough to warrant her access to the meeting room, how 
could he in good faith bar her Union from meeting? “Go ahead and 
set up. I’ll be there in a moment.”

 Joe went through closing procedures while Donna set up the 
meeting room to her specifications. He saw a few people furtively 
make their way into the meeting room, but Joe avoided looking 
at them. He wanted to run. He wanted no part of this. But there 
was no escaping it now. The CRTs popped at him. The copy 
machine powered down. Joe was checking the bathrooms when 
Donna called to him, telling him that everyone had arrived.  He 
locked the doors, trying to focus on the glee he felt as he imagined 
the miserable looks on the kids’ faces when they realized they 
wouldn’t be playing Mineshaft all afternoon. It was better than 
facing whatever was ahead of him.

It was not the group he expected, but then again, he didn’t 
know what kind of group to expect after meeting Donna. Donna 
had arranged six chairs in a wide circle, and they were all 
occupied. There was a stay-at-home mom – she came into the 
library, sometimes. Two young men who worked together at 
Frank’s Garage. They were cleaner than Joe had seen them for a 
while. And then there was a man about his age, though Joe had 
never seen him in the library before. He was balding, and wore a 
crisp white shirt and pressed slacks. Then, Donna and Petunia.  

“Our dutiful librarian wants to make sure I am not pressuring 
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you all to be here, nor am I making you false promises that I only 
intend to deliver once you pay the Union a significant portion of 
cash,” said Donna, offering no further preamble. One of the garage 
boys snorted.  “Petunia has offered me a way of convincing him 
otherwise. Joe, will you please step into the circle?”

Joe did so without speaking. He felt foolish, quite nearly 
as foolish as he had after falling from his porch, but he obeyed 
Donna’s instructions.  His hands shook but he made no effort to 
still them.  He knew it would happen, soon. The joke would be 
revealed, and he would be the laughingstock of the county. The 
alternative was almost too painful to think about. 

Petunia began speaking, but it was in no language that Joe 
could recognize. Donna followed after, and before long, there was 
a cacophony. It was not a chant. Joe had expected it to sound 
chant-ier, somehow. Wasn’t that how it worked in Dungeons and 
Dragons? He couldn’t remember. How long had it been? But no, it 
was just six people talking conversationally in languages he did 
not recognize. They were not talking to each other. They were just 
talking.  

The scent of mud wafted to his nostrils, but it was not 
unpleasant.  He could see it being some sort of men’s cologne. 
Donna’s face was bright pink, and Petunia’s was violet.  Now she 
really was Violet Beauregard. Joe began to speak, to point this 
out and maybe cut the tension in the room, but there was no way 
to get a word in with the constant stream of chatter. The jingle 
came to his mind again. Kline, Hammer, Blakely. Wrongful death. 
Bankruptcy. Motor vehicle accidents. Karen. Dedicated service. 
Experienced legal representation.

It was cold in the room. Something was forming in front of 
him, like the steam from a humidifier, or the smoke from a stick of 
incense. It suggested a shape, and it hurt Joe’s eyes to look at it. 
It did not matter though, because he could not stop. He had to find 
the trick. What had she done to his meeting room? Were there 
mirrors? Smoke bombs underneath the chairs?

The shape slowly, painstakingly took its form. His daughter, 
sweet Karen, stood in front of him and he knew that he had 
expected this. He knew that later he would work out how 
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Petunia had led him here and though there was something weird 
about the girl, that was all right. Karen was still in her soccer 
uniform (because of course she was) and she was looking at him 
quizzically, like Petunia had from the middle of the street. Joe 
did not know what he would say when the words coalesced in his 
chest, like the intake of smoke from a Lucky Strike, but it didn’t 
matter. Karen smiled, and Joe stopped shaking. 

The Librarian and the Necromancer
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J.C. Mari
Bad Poetry and Salmon Soup
Hot Salmon soup with mum,
She’s 70 with COPD and
Down with the flu

And she’s tough 
But I know 
she feels like
a crumpled up
piece of paper with
bad poetry
scribbled on it.

I don’t know if it
Was the good 
Strong coffee 
After the soup
Or maybe my
Brain chemistry swinging
This way or
That but

 I feel the same rush I feel
After a shot of Jack
And a couple of lines
(I’m stone sober)
And I decide to read
Some of my poems
To mum, in
Translation. 
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I read her two and
Whatever little they have
Is killed by the
Impromptu translation
And my
Frenetic delivery but

She picks up and
Fixes on
A few of the “cuss
Words”
And tells me,
In translation,

“you’re becoming
A
Filthy little animal,
He he he
He he he
He he he”
And then she
Has to stop laughing
Because she has to
Start coughing.

I crack a smile
And ask
Should I
Take her blood pressure,
She nods.

I’m glad I was
Able to make her
Laugh, glad

Bad Poetry and Salmon Soup
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We didn’t end up arguing
Like we usually do,

Neurosis
 and resentment
 and latent rage
Momentarily soothed.

J.C. Mari
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George Perreault
James Hardesty: Good Golly
Well, it’s fancy for sure and way smarter than me, as you know,
but these days everbody’s on their phone half the day – connected,
they call it, and really it’s a whole sight better than pacing the porch,
night getting on and no headlights coming in far as you can see.

Sometimes I wonder if them Armstrong kids maybe had a cell along,
we’d have made it in time, bleeding out in the bar ditch like that
coming down from Guymon, the Barnett girl pinned under the pickup – 
I’m thinking maybe half hour would’ve made all the difference.

This phone, the girls pitched in for my birthday, and even picked 
some digits they thought I might remember, all sixes and sevens – 
you may remember the last one I wouldn’t call folks cuz they’d ask 
my number and it was real embarrassing how I never learned it.

Now this number belonged to someone else, acourse, long before 
it came to me, some girl named Molly, but I guess she moved 
and not everyone got told about that, so for a few months I’d be getting 
call after call for this Molly, and I took it as a challenge, puzzle out

who she might be.  First I figured she was young cuz most the voices
asking about her were young, and that she was probably real nice
cuz her friends seemed that way, sweet and innocent, you know.
Then I pieced together she was some kinda musician or other, 

though I didn’t know what she was into till I got a long message, 
some woman saying the director wanted to know if she’d chosen 
the Beethoven piece or some Italian name I never heard of before,
so then I knew she was doing classical stuff and not Good Golly.
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Funny thing though, I hadda go over Lubbock get some fittings
for that balky windmill – been pure hell keeping the dirt tank filled – 
and there in the paper was a story bout this girl coming back to town
doing a benefit concert, showing off the moves she got on the violin,

and there was a photo and a name and it was Molly something or other. 
So it was my Molly, who’d been off in New York playing with all these
Jewish fellers who were apparently superstars in that kinda music,
and I figured, well shoot, it’s not that far for a Saturday afternoon – 
 
worst case, stop by the John Deere shop on 84, see if we can’t 
figure out what’s with the nozzles on that liquid applicator. 
I took little Kynzie with me – she does love to go to town
with her daddy, and you know that don’t last forever.

So we found the concert hall there at Tech, and this Molly she 
come out with her violin, and believe me, it wasn’t no fiddle music.
And her a little bitty thing, blonde and thin, but kinda ropey too,
if you know what I mean – a real intense girl, somehow put me

in mind of Nolan Ryan, up a run, two outs in the eighth – hardly 
one word, started with something called Bach’s Partitia in E,
her fingers and that bow just flying, and it was over before you could 
settle in. Was a whole lot of notes, but nothing you could hum to. 

Hell no, I didn’t go on introduce myself – say I’m the feller’s got
your old number? – be just a step up from stalking and no one needs 
that nonsense.  Coming back through Littlefield, though, had to slide in
some Waylon, I’ve always been crazy but it’s kept me from going insane.

Kynzie, she knows those classics by heart, and fixed up my phone so
it rings out Folsom Prison when the grade school calls, then Jole Blon
for my sweet Cajun wife.  Takes after her something powerful – that smile,
same tuneful voice – we sang all the way to Canyon, home before dark.

George Perreault
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A Pound of Flesh
Edna McNamara

Nestled between the glossy cuts of salmon and the smoked 
whale meat at my local grocery’s seafood counter, the mermaid 
steak sang to me. “I’m new: try me!” suggested a small placard 
wreathed with hand-drawn fishtails, frisky ocean waves, and a 
mermaid sporting breasts so extravagant you’d think she’d fall 
over. Who had taken the time to create this engaging panorama? 
I leaned toward the counter to examine the steak. It looked ocean-
fresh, still beaded with salt water, and I inhaled a subtle briny 
perfume. So tempting! But was it fish—or meat? Splash on a little 
lemon, maybe sprinkle on a bit of dill or even thyme. Who’d blame 
me if I tried a piece?

 The steak was on sale, and I needed to watch our budget, 
what with my oncology bills and all, so I’d tell my family that 
it was char or some other kind of pink-bodied fish like sea trout 
or snapper. They understood the importance of eating well, of 
staying healthy, and experimenting with different kinds of food, 
but my 17-year-old would barf if I served her mermaid. She’s at 
that age. A good kid, really, but mermaid steak on the grill? 

 This mermaid must have been fairly hefty. Big haunches, 
anyway. The steak was thick and heavy after it’d been wrapped 
in glossy white paper and handed to me. Who knew a pound of 
fishlike product could weigh so much more heavily than…well, a 
pound of flesh? What exactly was it that I held in my hand? Was 
it my conscience? My heart? Why was I hesitating? Still unsure, 
I took the package home. I wanted to think that I’d try anything, 
and I wanted to think that I was compassionate, but also thrifty. I 
think I wanted to eat mermaid.

***
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 I’d always taken care of myself, never smoked or drank to 
excess, and I’d been a healthy eater right up until the morning 
that my too-young-to-be-believed doctor had whispered my 
prognosis. That young man had been so nervous. I’d known 
something was up—you just know, don’t you?—but I wanted to do 
it to him, to get my own back for his cruel discovery of my late-
stage cancer. Sure, I should have seen him earlier, but how dare 
he presume? What did he or any of my second-opinion doctors 
and specialists—any of them—know about me? I would be just 
fine, thank you. It was only that I’d grown so very tired. Tired of 
biopsies, exhausted by more and more blood work, and worn out 
by another couple of hundred damn people poking my damn ill-
starred left breast.

 I just needed some time and space to myself. I wanted to be 
alone with my family for a bit. I’d win this one, I knew I would. 

***

 So, early that Thursday morning in September, there 
I stood, mesmerized in front of the fish counter at Kings in 
Bedminster, just around the corner from our place. Someone 
inspired had created an enchanting, mouthwatering presentation 
of seafood, and it had caught my eye as I sought out a special meal 
for dinner. I wanted tonight’s meal to be memorable, something 
we’d look back on as “the time before.” I wanted all of us to 
be happy and relaxed. I wanted us to enjoy it, the three of us, 
together.

The display case glistened an antiseptic white, and it 
breathed a frigid hum that frosted my thighs as I savored the 
parade of marine life before me. Fish from all the world’s seas 
drifted on waves of shaved ice, and sea creatures I’d never seen 
before elbowed aside those whose names I knew. Fish in all colors 
and sizes and shapes cuddled together, chilled in their filleted 
bodies. Catfish and dogfish. Swordfish and crappie fish, if I’d read 
the label correctly. Hog fish and horse mackerel, bass and bream. 
Glistening rainbow trout, bluefish, blackfish, whitefish, goldfish. 
One fish, two fish, red fish, blue fish. I had to stop myself.

Edna McNamara
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The guy behind the counter in his crisp whites was courteous 
and knew his stuff, giving me a detailed description of each fish 
as I pointed it out. As we chatted, I noticed his curiously glassy 
eyes that protruded from his pale round face like…well, like a 
fish. Weird. And he smelled a little whiffy, too, if you know what 
I mean. Not fresh, like his seafood. I almost handed him one of 
those polished lemons pyramided on top of the counter to rub all 
over his body.

But I didn’t have to take him home, did I? And because he’d 
spent so much time with me and obviously enjoyed his job, I asked 
him for his recommendation. Well! That took another quarter 
hour at least as he gave me a comprehensive rundown of his top 
ten. All salt water, he admitted. Fresh water fish were boring.

As the lecture drew to an end, I reminded him that my dinner 
had to be special—I wanted something extraordinary. Did he 
understand that this dinner had to be perfect? That the fish had 
to be fresh and delicious and impressive? He stared at me for a 
moment or two, one colorless eyebrow drooping over a bulging eye, 
and that’s when he began persuading me to try the mermaid.

“But,” I hesitated, “it’s a mermaid.”
“Exactly!” he beamed. “It’s such a delicacy, so rarely found, 

and perfect for a special meal. You can never go wrong with 
mermaid, I always say.” 

I nodded, pushing back my tie-dyed headscarf which kept 
sliding toward my eyes. “It does sound wonderful, but it’s… well, 
it’s still a mermaid. You know, swimming around, swishing her 
tail? Long, flowing locks?” Maybe his mother had never read 
“The Little Mermaid” to him. Maybe he hadn’t seen the old “Mr. 
Peabody and the Mermaid” or watched Daryl Hannah swish her 
dazzling tail in “Splash.” Who knew? 

“And,” I paused a moment, still not persuaded, “isn’t it half 
human?”

“Oh, no,” he pooh-poohed. “Old wives’ tale. Only a myth.” He 
slapped the steak in his hand. “This baby is all fish. No legs, no 
arms. All fish, see?”

As he cradled the piece of mermaid in his broad palm, he 
smiled and wagged his eyebrows. The slice still looked good. 
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Moist, fresh. What the heck. It was exotic, and tonight’s dinner 
had to be special.

“Okay, let’s do it. Enough for three, please.”
He suggested I serve the steak—he never said “her”—with 

either the market’s fresh catch of Wellfleet oysters or sautéed crab 
meat mounded on top to keep the whole seafood thing going, along 
with their spicy green seaweed salad. Shrimp bisque? Clams? 
Lobster? I declined all but the mermaid.

 “You’re going to love this,” he said, tenderly wrapping the 
pound of flesh in waxy white paper, tucking the ends carefully 
underneath. He patted the package once, affectionately, I thought, 
and even tied up the bundle with red string. Who does that 
anymore? And had he just wiped away a tear from his flat cheek?

“Not too many people are willing to try it, you know, so hats 
off to you, ma’am. Let me know what you think.” He looked at me 
expectantly as he placed the package daintily in my outstretched 
hand. “Delicious, really,” his flat lips puckered. “Tastes like 
chicken.”

 With a jerk, I looked up from my shopping list. Was he 
joking? He wasn’t.

 “Chicken?”
 “Yeah. Sweet and tender, you know. I like it just a little 

underdone, too. Don’t overcook this mermaid.”
 “Oh, I won’t,” I promised. “Undercooked mermaid it is.”

***

 After I’d placed the steak in my refrigerator so it could 
take a breath and unwind, I dove into my cookbooks but found 
no technique for cooking mermaid. Neither baked nor broiled, 
sautéed nor poached. What was I going to do? Was I supposed to 
cook it for less time like fish or for a longer period like meat? It 
was, after all, kind of a meat-fish thing, so who knew? I decided 
I’d just have to guess as far as cooking time, because the thought 
of jabbing the slice in a tender spot with a meat thermometer 
made my stomach squirm. I rubbed the crook of my left arm, my 
fingers catching on the bandaid.

Edna McNamara
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I took the fish guy’s package from the refrigerator and, 
undressing the mermaid steak—I meant unwrapping, really, I 
did—placed it on the kitchen counter. I stared at it, then bent 
down, eye-to-hip, so to speak. The fleshy part had a deep rose 
sheen and was encircled by a shimmering skin, almost green 
but almost blue as well, as I moved my head from side to side. 
Beautiful.

But, no doubt about it, this slick, wet steak was 
unrecognizable as mermaid. It looked exactly like a piece of 
meat or fish, nothing more, and my family would not be able to 
tell where it had originated—or from whom. I sniffed. It smelled 
mustier now, but with a faint hint of body odor. Well! I rocked 
back. This was a fine kettle of fish. Or a horse of another color, 
to mix metaphors. Had this mermaid cleaned herself at all? Was 
it possible she could work up a sweat in the sea? Was swimming 
about in the depths of the ocean strenuous enough to warrant that 
heady odor?

I studied the piece of flesh, but it offered no further clues. 
Where had she come from? Where had she lived? I’d forgotten 
to ask the fish guy. Had she been rounded up with a party of 
mermaids out on a spree? Did she hail from some balmy ocean, 
or did mermaids swim in frigid waters, as well? Had she been a 
tropical sea nymph or an artic selkie? Or a siren, charming sailors 
to their watery deaths? Did that even happen anymore? In any 
case, she’d definitely been a big girl, given the rich layer of fat 
encircling the steak, so maybe she was from colder waters. Or had 
just been a good eater.

And what had her diet been? Had she eaten all kinds of 
seafood—raw, I suspect—or had she preferred a particular 
species? Crustaceans? Eels? Yuck! Cockles and mussels, alive 
alive, oh? Or had she charmed sharp-toothed sharks to their 
dumbfounded deaths? Her, that skimpy-toothed fish-thingy? They 
would have scoffed before being ripped to shreds by her bare 
hands. And how about starfish? Would she have crunched those 
little sea-twinkles apart to slurp out their brackish fluids? And 
how about mermaid’s purses? Had she lapped up the skates’ eggs 
from those little salty parcels? Yum!
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Or, oh no, had she been a bottom feeder?—in which case, 
my stomach collapsed and a sharp jab of pain ambushed my 
left breast. I breathed slowly, in and out and in and out. I had 
to be careful about what my food ate, if you know what I mean. 
I could only hope the mermaid had eaten nothing with a face. 
Perhaps she’d ingested krill and plankton like some of her whale 
friends. Maybe she enjoyed kelp or wakame, extremely healthy 
and nutritious. My doctors had been urging me to eat more sea 
vegetables, and I hoped that my mermaid had been mindful.  

The pain in my breast flared sharply—in and out and in and 
out—then disappeared for a few seconds before jolting me back. 
While I cringed and scrunched up my eyes, I scolded myself for 
such an indulgence and straightened up to breathe deeply. I had 
no time for this. I was tough and needed to consider how my 
mermaid had gotten to this current state of—dare I think it—
extinction.  Had she been hooked by some very astonished angler? 
Had she been hurt and stranded, breathing her last on some 
burning shoreline, inches from the restorative waters of home? 
Had she been lured to her death by some sweet-talking prince 
claiming he would marry her if only she had legs—and then, 
whammo, a quick blow to her head? 

And since when had mermaid meat become available on 
the market? And by whom? I mean, who actually went out of 
his way—I’m sure it was a man—to fish for mermaid? Would 
a woman fish for her own kind? I think not. And was it a 
sustainable type of fish, if fish she was? I’d hate to think I would 
be partially responsible for ridding the oceans of mermaid, 
Poseidon forbid! I try to live Green.

This was too much to think about. Exhausted, I carefully 
rewrapped the steak and stowed it back in the refrigerator. I 
would make a decision about her consumption after my late 
morning swim.

My husband had installed a small lap pool in our backyard, 
and, weather permitting, I’d swim back and forth until my arms 
and legs gave out. I felt buoyant and liberated in the water, 
unencumbered by gravity or frailty, limited only by my newly 
emaciated body. I swam and swam and swam, the water gliding 

Edna McNamara
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warmly over my tanned shoulders and bald head. Who needed 
hair? I was free. In the pool, I didn’t think, just worked my 
muscles until I could no longer raise my arms for one last stroke.

When the sun fizzed out atop a torment of bruised clouds, I 
crawled step-by-step up the pool ladder, hauling myself from the 
water with trembling arms, then packaged myself in a huge white 
towel to warm up. September weather could be iffy, at best. At the 
side of the pool, I swigged my probiotic water and downed a fistful 
of vitamins in three gulps. I had a husband and a daughter that 
needed me for some time yet.

As I rested on the recliner that cloudy afternoon, my eyes 
screwed tight, my limbs twitching, I thought only of the mermaid 
resting in my refrigerator. Really, why had I bought it? A salmon 
steak would have done as nicely. What had I been thinking? It 
was a slice of mermaid, for goodness sake. A wedge of human 
meat. But wait. A mermaid isn’t human. Well, half of her was. 
But, oh god, what had been her thoughts as she tangled herself in 
the net or line? As she frantically spun and twisted to free herself? 
She would have been scared, frightened out of her wits, if wits she 
had. What had gone through her mind? Had she screamed? Could 
she have screamed? Did she have vocal cords? A tongue? Couldn’t 
she have talked her way out of the net? Had she no options left?

She must once have been an alluring creature, beautiful 
wave-gnarled locks streaming down her back and cascading over 
her chest, an elegant tail curled sinuously around sun-warmed 
rocks. But suddenly, I pictured her muscular tail trashing the net 
as her flailing arms battled with her captor. Screaming in fear 
and—yes!—anger as the net closed in. And, when she could fight 
no more, had she finally submitted, cursing the fishermen and her 
fate? 

Would I be braver? Could I battle further? Did I have 
strengths I hadn’t yet tapped or  exhausted? Or would I, too, 
surrender? 

I banged the heel of my hand on my head to clear it of 
my puny limitations. This was about her. Couldn’t she have 
bargained with her captor? Maybe a swap of a hundred pounds of 
fresh fish in exchange for mature mermaid meat or something? 
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She was surely my age. Growing old, needing a break, tired all 
of the time. Maybe kids, a husband. Maybe elderly parents to 
care for. Maybe a job down there, too. Who knew? Maybe she was 
under terrible stress to feed the family, keep the seaweed under 
control, regulate the tides or something. 

Her life must have been similar to mine. And yet, see where 
she was now.

I opened my eyes and sat up, flinging my towel to the 
chlorine-bleached grass at my side. Maybe she’d been sick or 
hurt! Maybe that’s why she’d been caught. Maybe she’d even been 
hooked before and had managed to escape, at least the first time. 
She would have been cautious and sea-smart, but possibly all 
aging mermaids get snared and sliced, and fish merchants called 
it sea bass or flounder or something. Maybe we’ve been eating it 
for ages. Chicken of the Sea, my ass. Or her ass, to be precise.

No matter what my feelings, however, it was time to deal. 
Pulling on my blue-striped tee shirt that had once been tight and 
my now-baggy denims, I strode into the kitchen and pulled her out 
once again. Yes, I’d finally decided that it was a she. Unwrapping 
the package for the second time, I now sniffed a rather tangy 
aroma, and she’d begun to leak an opaque, dark brown liquid. 
I put my finger to the nasty goo and cautiously licked. Briny, of 
course, with a dash of copper. 

I poked her. She yielded but sprang back, her thick skin 
quivering. This mermaid had been tough, especially if we’d been 
close in age. I gently stroked the side of the two-inch cut. In one 
direction, my finger glided effortlessly down the shimmering skin, 
but moving up, I felt the prick of razor-sharp scales. Not cuddly 
then, was she, at least on the bottom half. She’d been an upfront, 
no-nonsense kind of mermaid. Go, girlfriend.

And then I stopped. What had the fish monger done with 
the top half of her? The female half? The half with the face of a 
rapidly-aging woman with pale arms and spongy little breasts?

Think about it. Just what had he—and again, it had to most 
definitely have been a male—done with her abdomen, her arms? 
Her head, for Pete’s sake? Nothing nefarious, I hoped. I really 
didn’t want to go there. Had she simply been ground to a fishy 
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paste to became a Bumble Bee Tuna product? Or Charlie the 
Tuna in drag? “Sorry, Charlie” indeed. 

My thoughts churned along with my empty stomach. Muddled 
up in the chaos of my thoughts, I’d forgotten to eat lunch. I was 
nauseous but breathed it away. I couldn’t stop myself imagining 
her death. Because that’s what it was. A death. The death of a 
human being—well, half-human being, but half was enough for 
me. What savagery had she suffered? What anguish, what pain 
had she experienced? Had she been chopped up? What about the 
cutting? The slicing? And what about the blood? Had she felt the 
sting of the knife? 

She must have. I scrunched up my face and clenched my 
teeth, sensing her agony in the very center of my aching breast. 
How would I fare? What would I feel?

“Ahh, Mom?”
Startled, I reared back, my heart clanging like an alarm. 

What had I left too late?
“Why are you poking that piece of fish?” Kelly, just home from 

school, looked at me like any normal 17-year-old looked at her 
mother, but this time with a frown instead of the regular eye roll. 
“Is that supposed to be dinner, ‘cause if it is, I’m eating at Kim’s.”

“Testing for freshness. It’s fine. You’ll love it—the fish guy 
promised me it tastes like chicken.”

Kelly’s fine brown hair brushed her cheeks as she bent over 
to sniff. She looked up with her father’s blue eyes. “Smells okay. A 
little weird, maybe. What is it? Salmon?”

When you become a parent, no one tells you what to say to 
your kid when she asks you the important questions. Are you 
honest or do you lie? Do you tell her you never smoked weed? I 
did, often, in college, but she hasn’t asked yet. Do you say that you 
never drove a car after two drinks? Guilty, a few times, especially 
after parent-teacher conferences, but Kelly didn’t have her license 
yet. Do you tell her it’s salmon?

I parried. “Can you check the frig for dill? There should be 
some fresh.”

It worked. From the open door of the refrigerator Kelly said, 
“Yup,” and brought it over. “So, salmon tonight?”
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The lie. “Yup. Salmon.”
“Cool. Let me know if you need help,” Kelly said as she flip-

flopped her way out of the kitchen in her clear plastic sandals, 
a canvas backpack slung over one thin shoulder. And she really 
meant it, too. Since my diagnosis, Kelly had been a lifesaver when 
it came to housework and laundry.

But now, back to my mermaid. As I would for any friend in 
need, I bathed the steak tenderly with melted dribbles of sweet 
cream butter and wreathed it with lacey dill fronds, which, I 
hoped, would look like seaweed to someone from the ocean’s 
depths. I was probably being overly sensitive but didn’t care. This 
wasn’t about me. Not today, anyway.

As the day coasted to evening, I heated the grill and threw 
the leaking steak on it as soon as I heard my husband’s car. After 
a few minutes, Michael came out onto the deck. He looked beat. 
Older than his 39 years, but who was I to talk? He’d been under 
a lot of stress, both at work and with me, if truth be told, but I 
couldn’t take on anything more while I had my mermaid to hand. 

I saluted him with a bottle of pinot grigio and a corkscrew. 
“None for me, okay? Just some sparkling water in a champagne 
glass.”

“Ah, thanks. This’ll do the trick.” He pulled his cheeks into 
that contortion he uses only when he’s nervous or worried. He 
thinks he’s fooling me.

“Good, enjoy. Dinner’s almost ready.” I used my real smile on 
him.

“I could smell it as soon as I walked out.” He sniffed. “What is 
it, salmon?”

Lie Number Two. “Yup, a really nice cut, too,” I nodded.
“Great, I could eat a horse.”
Close. 
Michael hugged me and kissed the top of my bald head, his 

hands filled with the wine bottle and the corkscrew. “How do 
you feel? Sorry I didn’t get a chance to call. Got all tied up with 
meetings and a new field crew.”

I enjoyed his warmth and hugged his pudgy body to mine. 
He’d filled out as I’d shrunk. “I’m good, real good, hon.” 

Edna McNamara
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“Fabulous,” he said, then broke the hold. “Let’s see those 
beautiful brown eyes.”

I looked up. Every day he gaged my health by staring into my 
eyes, and each day I willed myself to be better. An old mermaid’s 
trick perhaps.

“Perfect! Better all the time. Now, let’s eat.”

***

As the evening settled dark and cool, we threw on our 
sweatshirts and decided to eat outside to enjoy our special dinner 
and the end of summer. I usually got excited about fall rolling 
in and the new school year beginning, but not this time. While I 
set out the green salad and potatoes, both my husband and Kelly 
buzzed around me with talk and laughs, with silly jokes and 
gossip. We pretended to have a great time. I even sipped some of 
Michael’s wine as he did this eye-shift thing, looking over at me, 
then away, as Kelly chatted about school and some new friend she 
just met named Jason. I smiled and hugged Kelly as her father 
frowned at the mention of a boy’s name.

According to both Michael and Kelly, our special meal turned 
out to be quite delicious. The mermaid charred up nicely, and I 
was able to flip her over in one piece to get those nice lateral burn 
marks on her flanks. I told them I wasn’t very hungry and pushed 
pieces of mermaid and salad around my plate. I didn’t want to 
get into my doctor’s pre-hospitalization orders. But even Kelly 
liked the mermaid and had seconds, Michael finishing up the last 
of her. Maybe the fish guy was right after all, my scruples aside. 
Maybe I’d be going back to Kings for more. Maybe.

While Kelly cleared the table and offered to wash the dishes, 
I brought out a pot of mint tea for me and Michael even though 
the doctor had said no liquids tonight. Too bad, I needed this. I 
poured out into two gold-rimmed china cups inherited from my 
grandmother who’d died at 37, just as had my mother. These 
fragile cups were all that I had from them. Two china cups and 
two matching saucers and my inherited genes.

Michael put his cup into its saucer, the bone china ringing 
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true. He looked at me and blinked twice. I could feel the question 
coming. “All set for tomorrow?”

Now tomorrow was a different thing. All day I’d been avoiding 
thinking about tomorrow.

But that’s another lie. Number Three. I’d been thinking about 
tomorrow as much as I’d been thinking about my mermaid.

Tomorrow was my mastectomy. And although there was a 
very good chance, they’d all optimistically pronounced, that the 
cancer was in remission, my oncologist and the other doctors I’d 
consulted had recommended the procedure. Just to be sure, they’d 
all concurred. Tomorrow they’d be severing my left breast. A slice 
of me. My pound of flesh. 

Edna McNamara
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