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hrice 26 Notes
RW Spryszak, Editor

The realities of small literary
magazines are thus; there

is no revenue from ads, no
subscription income, and little
- if any - newsstand sales. If a
litmag doesn't have a grant or an
established distribution network
it has only what little it can
gather from donations, pocket
money from the masthead, or
whatever other means possible.
And these means include blood sucking internet machines who get
most of the online sales money and send shit to the small press and
its writers if ever a copy is purchased.

Unless there is a real-world agreement with a shop printing company
and another agreement with an established distribution network
there is usually only print-on-demand. Which is a bullshit way to do
things. And the plain fact is that printers, distributors, and the post
office, require their money up front from operations like this.

Dave Simmer and | started Thrice with an initial investment of

a few hundred dollars and have relied on a small stream of tax
deductible donations and a miserable payout from print-on-demand
companies, plus money taken from our own lives, for all these 9
years we've been in operation. The thousands of readers - at one
point 5000 individualized hits a month - means goodwill and an
audience, which is wonderful. But it was free. So, reality check. | do
recall a litmag | ran in the very early 90s that had more submissions
than subscriptions and any ads | ran were trades with other litmags.

That's it.

The biggest pain in the heart has always been the black fact that
we've never been able to send anything for participation to the
writers and artists who made this magazine. Not even so much as a
“free” copy or a small honorarium. Because everything like that costs
money we don’t have.

There are plenty of long-established literary magazines that have
some form of payment. They are backed by grants. Institutions, and
universities. We're not one of those. And - as a side note - to those
writers and artists who criticize small press magazines like ours who
can't afford to pay anything because of a lack of funds - go to these
places and see if your work is good enough for you to get paid for it,
if we're such an insult to you. And to those who say “well, if you can't
make any money your magazine deserves to die” - fuck you and the
adolescent libertarian clowns you suck ideas from.

So... all this is the long way around the barn to say that this issue
before you right now is the penultimate. And by the time you read
this the stuff for the December issue will be in the hopper. And, in
December, we close.

We close this iteration. We plan to re-emerge but with a different
format and presentation. The details of all that are not decided on
yet. But we're still around and will be. There will probably be more
details in the December issue.

And thanks to our friends. Always.

The Haunting of Piedras Blancas

DC Diamondopolous

here is no end to my love for Jemjasee. I pace the
ragged cliffs, searching the sea for her ship. My
longing will not cease until I am entwined in her
marble wash of lavender and green arms.

It’s dawn. The sunlight’s red varnish stretches
across the Santa Lucia Mountains. The mist from the sea
floats through the Monterey Cypress. Backlit in pink stands
the Piedras Blancas Lighthouse.

The waves caress my vestige feet. The foam licks my
revenant face. The damp never seeps into my gossamer
bones. My long silk robe opens, my breasts exposed to the
witless wind. It hisses, jeers, but I am invincible, adrift in my
chariot of grief.

The gulls perch in conference on the white rock. Beyond
is the blue empty sky, the vast sea without sails, no horizon.
Blue. Come, Jemjasee. Am I to roam this rugged coastline for
eternity, this journey without distance? I feel doomed, my

struggle invisible. You must come, Jemjasee. Save me from my
weariness.

I skim the jagged bluff. The elephant seals raise their
massive heads when they see me then fall back to sleep.

Along the winding path, I float unnoticed by gardeners
and groundskeepers. I glide over the pebbled lane, past stone
cottages, a gift shop, the bell and tower.

Slipping through the walls of the lighthouse, I float to
the stairs. Tourists gasp when I appear. “The website didn’t
say anything about a magic show,” someone says. “It’s like
Disneyland!” cries a child. Their zeal echoes around the
cylindrical walls. I nod, playing along with the charade. It’s
not always like this. Some days, people are thick with fear.
They flee from my presence. When the sun shines, I'm an act.
If the fog veils the coast, 'm a phantom. Most days, they don’t
see me at all.

“Ah, that’s my wench.” I recognize the guide’s garbled,
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liquored voice, his gnarled laugh. A salty ex-sailor, he
sometimes comes alone, drinking, running after me,
catching air.

On the step, I look into his weather-beaten face. His
sunken eyes leer.

Damn foolish scoundrel.

Turning, gliding over the wrought-iron stairs to the deck,
I let my robe fall. Naked. “This isn’t for kids!” Offended,
parents usher their children outside, then turn for one last
glimpse at my beautiful body.

I continue. Invulnerable. My feet sail over spiral wrought-
iron stairs, my fingers sweep above the narrow curving rail.

Everyone has gone, except for the guide, who looks up at
me and says, “You elusive lass, I relish the day I grab your
long red hair and make you mine.”

He’ll never get the chance.

Inside the lantern room, the beacon has no purpose. Still,
it shines for those who live along the coast and the tourists
driving by. I glide outside to the widow’s walk. From the
empty skies to the ocean’s bed, nothing rises or descends.

Jemjasee, if you love me, come.

Not long past, her ship rose out of the sea, and beams
of lights pranced above the waves. Particles rearranged
themselves, silver, glittered. The mirage shimmied into form.
A shape malleable to Jemjasee’s thoughts, horizontal, then
vertical, a kaleidoscope of color reflecting the terrain, the
craft visible only when she wanted.

Jemjasee was too good for me, too advanced. Not only
did I fall in love with her, but the idea of what I, too, might
become. She couldn’t suffer the stench of violence that
infused my planet. If exposed too long, her breath ceased. I
had to go with her, or not.

But how could I journey outside of my own world? Fear
ransacked my mind. It stuffed my schooling, programming,
upbringing into a box that, god forbid, I break out and beyond
until ’'m unfettered by the lies I've been taught—crammed it
down my cranium, and just to be sure, set a lid, a square hat
with a tassel on top, to keep it all in.

My decision to leave Earth was as ragged and split as the
cliffs of my homeland.

After anguishing in my cottage, gazing on memories,
touching knickknacks, holding friendships in picture frames,
I pondered all I would lose. The future—too elusive, too great
a change, my past—something I clung to.

I can’t leave.

Jemjasee held me, the feeling of sadness so great no
words would comfort. My heart was shrouded in sorrow. She
walked the waters as her ship ascended from the sea.

The vessel hovered above the waves, a silver triangle. Sleek,
like Jemjasee. It rolled on its side, morphed into a vertical

tower, with a fissure, and she entered. A thousand lights,
curved and colored, sparked, flashed, then disappeared.

The instant she left, I knew my mistake.

And so it began, the tears of regret and self-loathing.
I missed the woman who was so full of love, that she knew
nothing of its opposite.

One day, while my mind slipped down around my ankles,
I sat in my cottage, staring at a collage of empty food cartons,
magazines, dust bunnies, paint chips, shattered wine glasses,
a broken window from where the wind whispered, Go ahead.
Do it.

On that day, I chose to end my suffering. With clarity
restored and a mission in sight, I tossed a rope over the living
room beam and tied a hoop large enough for my head, but
small enough for my neck. From the kitchen, I dragged a
chair and placed it underneath the shaft.

I climbed on the seat, put the noose over my neck, and
kicked out the chair.

I dangled. Minutes went by, and still I was alive. Then my
neck broke and life ebbed. Somewhere I drifted, first as a dark
cloud, then into a gauzy realm where I was still—me. Oh, my
outrage to discover that I could kill my body but never my
Self!

A shadowy reflection of the woman Jemjasee loved, I
roamed the rim of the bluff for another chance to leave,
hoping she’d return.

I saw her. In my rapture I wailed, Jemjasee!

She walked the shore, shouting, Astrid! I'm here for the
last time. Come, before your planet strikes back for the harm
done to it.

I ran down the cliff. My kisses lingered deep in her neck.
My hands seized her stalks of short black hair.

Jemjasee looked through me even as my mouth covered
hers, my fingertips drunk from the touch of her.

Nothing, not my cries or kisses could rouse her.

Sobbing, I screamed, Can’t you see me—don’t you know
I'm here!

Then she saw me and backed away. I saw the horror there
in her golden eyes. Her shock pierced my translucent heart.

Please forgive me.

Her kind never sheds tears. Jemjasee had told me that on
her island in the universe, there were no reasons to cry, but
looking into her perfect lavender and green marble colored
face, I saw a tear on the threshold of falling.

I was ashamed.

She left by way of the ocean as her ship rose out of the sea.

Condemned, I pace the ragged cliffs, the gulls in flight,
the lighthouse behind me, on an endless quest to be with my
beloved, forever adrift, because I hadn’t the daring to journey
past my sphere.

DC DIAMONDOPOLOUS isan award-winning short story and flash fiction

writer with over 150 stories published internationally in print and online magazines, literary
journals, and anthologies. DC’s stories have appeared in: So It Goes: The Literary Journal of

the Kurt Vonnegut Museum and Library, Lunch Ticket, Raven Chronicles, Silver Pen, Scarlet
Leaf Review, and many others. DC was nominated for Best of the Net Anthology. She lives on the
beautiful California central coast. dediamondopolous.com
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Passport for Countries That Don't Exist
AE Reiff

ntares that bother and Betelgeuse pressing

on my head. The solar system too, planets

and moons. Man they cannot decide whether

in Cancer Laniakea, Virgo Rosh Hoshana,

Capricorn Rome or Aries, but every memory
helps. One transcendent, some good dreams of the present,
the list is long. How did Adam sustain his teeth? The west
wall of Jerusalem is on my head. The geologic layers, the
Babylonian Talmuds. The Lehmann discontinuit, the
Mohorovi¢i¢ discontinuity, I am walking on its surface,
walking water in which I sink, which gives some meaning
of Leviathan and Jonah. And Jesus! 45 stone courses, 28
above and 17 underground.

Before Darius came down, before Nebuchadnezzar
marched our limbs. Hadean, Archean, Proterozoic,
Paleozoic, Mesozoic, where have remains not penetrated
above and below? Every element burns its chemical.
Captives in the last phase of this perigee echo like pilots
shot down, who bombed cities and crashed, and were
brought to account before execution. I fall to my knees.
My culpability and all others whose dust swirls this wind,
cast into sea. I am carbon and gas reassembled, a festival
shrouded by day, loosed at night. We should not tolerate
such a contrary state in the conduct of our lives. Tramped
alive with marching feet, a reconstitution of the world asks,
whose grave is this, this one and this? A myth of space
and time Hierosolyma are on my head before my own
immolation.

A man returning after years of absence would know
the place with his eyes closed by the rhythm of movement.
It wouldn’t matter even if he only imagined he could hear
the one great rhythmic beat. People here are left to wonder
how they could not know. Life among the culpable, sorry
to admit, always blames another because it blames itself.
Freedom, freedom, mock and throw. The culpable fasts and
the inculpable lays naked. One person in the crowd has
loosed a bull. It runs in the street. How could you be gored
or know when you spend every day chasing the thing you
sleep beside and see in the world in front, a tail in the sky
and smell of the air, that heart feeling that controls? Twice,
Noah, Daniel, Job, the wise King of Tyre, symbol of that
star. It’s like you precede them when you follow and live in
a fall of Jerusalem that leads captive those who know. They
know....

Survived exiles, these dilettantes inhabit the huge
warehouses, posters of spiritual resistance. The warehouses
never improve. Industrial residences with many stories and
passages of unguarded ingress and egress above and below
main stories. The first was a huge clapboard affair like a
house in the colony, but many times larger and abandoned
except for visits, many people in small spaces with real
problems and close quarter. Latest in this environ was a
dream yard of roofed parking lots, shacks and another
huge warehouse that I owned, but all unsecured, never
improved or even locked. It was occupied by vagrants,
migrants, gypsies, tenants, homeless, squatters, working
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men, blacksmiths, artists who had set up tables under the
eaves. These shops in time turned into a bazaar.

Once fashionable this land was a massive hotbed of a
million colored lights. Streets, cities, houses underground
under a wonderfully made city of dreams fallen to ruin, a
beauty of extinct volcanoes, fertile from the lava that grows
the paradise orchard. You had to slip through holes to turn,
wriggle your way out of the evening you wanted to survive.
Streets and recesses overwrote history, millenniums over
a century, a year, a day to a man sunk in a network of
arteries and veins. Like colored maps run the body, aware
and unaware of thought expressed before, put in words the
waking existence led down. Topography over topography,
built in labyrinths and lightning rods, flash cones of light
in eyes of streets or sky, eyes that connect ancient quarries
and vaults, tunnels and caverns beneath.

Down and down. I found the years of this descent.
That’s what they call what Abel descended from Adam and
Eve, Issac and Ishmael descended down Abraham. Jacob
and Esau descended in Isaac. Backtrack forward. Down
and up, the sober cherubim, palm trees and every cherub
a two faced man and young lion. The doors had two leaves
and thick planks, three stories and other garments. To walk
the vision I see where they put away the carcasses of kings.
I was asleep hours, kidneys hiding in plain sight.

Darius, Nebuchadnezzar, Alexander were sprawled
on top the rocks with those too superficial to be called
out. Abandoned flat at the apex sat the King of Jerusalem,
a deceased ecclesiast who survived the fall, who wrote
as if these kings were appealing and not counterfeits
who compared the treatment of Goliath’s head with the
disposal of his body. Rag picker history was surrounded
by collectible data, ruins and blueprints of a dream city,
Jerusalem spectral, estranged and sprawled. So, I haven't
lived my life for nothing.

If you wanted to forget something that didn’t officially
exist, empire a terror in which the state as an end in itself
grew a flow of stateless persons, expatriates flee to the
West—not quickly, but in an achingly slow motion advance
from one of the camps among wolves where dark purple
blotches the eyes. Rumors were rife as the numbers swelled;
various authorities demanded more and more papers of
these refugees from the large black briefcase. Doors opened
and closed, and then closed for good. Escape was uncertain,
indexed not to terrain but to the possibility of laying
hands on the right piece of paper that would enable exit,
to discern that figural presence of a salvific lure. Changing
the direction of its compass, the collective to transfigure
the human overcomes all relations in the industrial earth.
Then truth, elevating the person to the level of commodity

through entertainment, immerses, whistles in dark.

How do I weep for the stones in the building? I went
down yesterday to see and smell and ended up on my
belly cutting bags and black bags of wall, scissoring out
the dripping red insulation of the Wailing, prying out the
cracks between concrete, metal and wood. Sometimes mice
droppings would fall out of the wall with the smell, mouse
or rot musk, as I push up, get balanced, ease down another
yard, feet sticking out among chairs and fans. Sighs of
breath get me up like a blast off which leaves feeling pretty
good, not thinking at least to dismantle the word and
image machine. It was raining a little and that was when
the lightning struck and killed them. That area every year
has dead from the rays and people know it so. An average
of deaths per year when the fatalities are added, hit by
lightning so they could no longer do anything, a 21-year-
old died and a man of 58 had to be hospitalized Sunday
in that province,--altogether 55 or 60 million people died,
rising to more than 70 million.

Looking east from the house and the law of the house
to the way of the gate where the prince will enter, linen
does not sweat, rest in peace, to measure the pattern, the
difference between the holy and profane. No wine offerings
or blood worship there, but river rising, first to the ankles
then loins, many trees on both sides come from the east and
flow to the sea, where all trees fruit according to months,
one each for food and medicine because the water flows out
from the house oblation, holy, four square possessing the
city and the name of the city, Jerusalem, for Jahu is there to
complete the restoration.

Jerusalem! Architecture of gold beyond history. As if
commanded, a cupbearer entered the city with Alexander,
toured the walls with Darius the Persian, Darius Nothus,
and intermarried with the inhabitants of the land. I
have Nennius for consolation in Britain and Neemias in
Jerusalem. Artist talk, but not in words. Images explained
away, reconstructed under pretense of light, reshaping
attempted escapes, fantasy boats and fable captains, visas
for the countries of Atlas and passports for countries that
don’t exist. At port we pass for one of the sailors.

} AE REIFF wrote Restorations of the Golden Age in New World Discoveries,

Encouragements for Such as Shall Have Intention to be Undertakers in the Planting,

L and The Songs of Taliesin.

DreamSpace
Kilmeny MacMichael

lessandra woke up. As the dream faded, she
chased it.

The house was quiet. The curtains hanging
over the large window in her bedroom were
blowing in the wind. Alessandra had never

lived in a house but she knew that was wrong. That window
didn’t open. She got out of bed and walked over to the
curtains, watched her hand grabbing them and sweeping
them back. Alessandra put her hand out, and her fingers
were stopped by the glass.

“There isn’t any danger, is there?” Neha asked.

“No more than in any other dreamings.” Doctor Jackson
increased the electric pulse.

Alessandra woke up, nearly falling out of the hammock
as the ship groaned against a steep wave. She stepped down
onto the planking. Around her, fellow prisoners muttered.
She moved to the door, water sloshing around her feet. She
balled her fingers into a fist and thumped the fist against
wood. The door creaked on its hinges. Would they be let out
if the ship started to sink? What good would that do? They
would drown just as well in the open as inside. But I can sail
this, she thought. Even in a storm.

The mainframe bleeped in the corner, and the habitat
minutely changed its propulsion angle, tacking across the
cage.

Neha frowned at the woman with the dream hood
pulled over her head.

“I still can’t believe she took us off autopilot like that.”

“Space psychosis can happen to anyone.”

“I hope she gets court marshalled.”

Alessandra woke up inside an ancient industrial
building. It was impossible to see the ceiling. Walking along
a corridor, she heard someone calling her name.

She came to stairs. Halfway down the stairs, there was
a gap, over nothingness. A conveyor belt stretched across
the void to the bottom set of steps. From the bottom of the
stairs, voices called. Come on down, they said. I can’t, she
said. There was a shimmering razor pendulum swinging
from the invisible ceiling over the conveyor belt. I can’t get
past that, she said. Her hands began to tremble.

“If we have to wait for the algorithms to try every
possible exit trajectory, we’ll be here for thousands of years.
And that’s if there is a way. And if it’s staying in one place.”

Jackson said, “We came in, there has to be a way out.”

“Nothing has to be,” Neha said, “We don’t know
anything about dark matter cages. We didn’t even know
they existed until one trapped us.”

“Now we know. We've made a great discovery.
Congratulations.”

“Oh sure, I'm delighted. I'll have my name on a list of
the first crew trapped in a cage made out of unquantifiable
matter. If we can get out to tell anyone. Hurray!”

“Better than nothing.”

“Not what I signed up for.”

writes flash and short fiction. Her work has appeared in antilang. and online with The Ilanot
Review, Watershed Review, Sleet Magazine, and other publications.
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Under Alpacas

for Ali — Rich Glinnen

e saw them while descending the Bayside
station stairs. They lay side by side on the
dirt slope that overlooks the platform, as
if sunbathing on that sunless afternoon.
“That’s so sad,” I remarked, “someone
lost an umbrella.” And it was a great umbrella too—the type
that could keep a trio dry.

“It’s ok,” my wife assured me, “he’s got the beer to keep
him company.”

The empty Corona did seem like it accompanied the
umbrella. A couple of unwanted friends lazing about. A
full beer would be more valued, but what of the umbrella? 1
wondered. Reasoning that it was probably broken, my wife
and I made our way along the platform to wait for our Penn
Station-bound train and never thought about it again.

“I keep getting looks. Do I look broken to you?” Umbrella
asked of Corona. She had struggled with insecurity her whole
life, and the pitiful looks she was getting today wasn’t helping.

“Que?” the Corona hiccupped, his slanted eyes not
straying from the steel ceiling of sky.

Umbrella felt even worse now. The discarded always
drifted under her canopy. The narcissistic dregs that didn’t
fit anywhere, that lacked loyalty—she was always their last
hope, and she always kept them dry. Presently, however, she
was starting to think she was probably no different than the
company she’s held. Umbrella, much like her empty friend
beside her, must also be garbage.

“Maybe I belong here,” Umbrella moaned, writhing
from side to side, trying to feel what was within herself;
whether her inner mechanisms were defunct or if there was
something that still functioned.

Corona basked in the cloud cover, unaware of Umbrella’s
rummaging. They all look like fluffy alpacas, Corona thought
to himself in Spanish. Every single one of them. How is that
possible? He continued to inspect the floating mammoths
grazing glacially above him, perplexed that every cloud
looked like an alpaca today. And, as if their plush hooves
massaged him during the throes of a slow stampede, he
dozed off grinning aslope.

An eruption awoke Corona, causing him to shudder
on his earthen bed. Umbrella was glad his nap was

interrupted—even the roaring of an approaching train
was better than his guttural snoring. While Corona slept,
Umbrella concluded that she’ll never know if she was broken
by herself. She’d need someone else to handle her to know for
sure. For now, all she could do is guess and guess and never
know—what was the sense of that?

The train’s tremors shook their garbage knoll. Vibrations
traveled up their backs and loosened pebbles and dirt clods
around them. “El diablo!” Corona gasped. He uprooted from
the round valley he’d nestled into and glanced off a nearby
embedded rock. His side promptly developed a web of cracks.

Umbrella watched woefully. Soon Il really be alone.
I thought I was alone before, but once Corona shatters, I'll
really be alone.

Corona felt fuzzy all over, almost like he was full again.
He rationalized this content feeling was the fruits of his siesta.
Looking up at the alpacas tumbling above him, he noticed
their number had multiplied; they were all fragmented and
spliced, some halved, others quartered, as if he were gazing
through a gray kaleidoscope. They’re all broken, Corona
observed nonchalantly. In the morning theyre OK, now
they’re broken. He laughed huskily, earning an annoyed look
from the turmoiled Umbrella.

“What are you babbling about?” she asked futilely.

Corona, speaking as if he were instead sidling a fellow
countryman, continued in slurred Spanish. “Who says
they’re broken?” he playfully inquired of Umbrella, “Not me!
But now. Oh, yes. Now the whole herd is shattered. But who
am I?”

Umbrella watched in frustration as her pissed neighbor
rolled back and forth over the round stone in halting
indecipherable sentences. At times it seemed like he was
addressing her, other times it resembled a conference of one.
Loquacious Corona, bubbling with laughter, unaware he
could shatter at any given roll.

“Who am I?” Corona repeated. “Who am I to think
those guys are broken? I'm no alpaca!” Squealing laughter
pierced the late-afternoon, poured from the seemingly empty
bottle, until he popped into a smattering of shards—glass
tombstones draped with a Corona cloak.

Umbrella, feeling more broken and alone than ever,
turned from her combusted friend to the canopy of clouds
and prayed it wouldn’t rain.

RICH GLINNEN is a market researcher by day and a writer by night. He enjoys

bowling, and eating gruyere with his cats at his home in Bayside, NY. He was nominated for

the 2017 Best of the Net Anthology. His work can be read in Kenneth Warren’s Lakewood
House Organ, at foliateoak.com, petrichormag.com, underwoodpress.com/ruescribe and
richglinnen.tumblr.com — His wife calls him Taco.
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The Return Of Matteo Carnevale

Joel Allegretti

ne month after she buried Matteo, Elena

Carnevale awoke at six a.m. to face a day

when she had to acknowledge yet another

loss. In seven hours, she would attend the

wake for her first cousin Carmela, who

without warning had died on what would have been Elena

and Matteo’s fifty-sixth wedding anniversary: June 22, 1974.

Elena brewed a pot of coffee and toasted two slices of

white bread, which she then sheeted with mascarpone. She

brought her simple breakfast to the dining-room table and

dropped both the cup and the plate when she saw Matteo in

his customary seat, which no one had sat in since his death.

Matteo wore the blue suit and the red-and-gold-striped

tie in which he was laid to rest. His silver pompadour was

brushed and shiny. His body exuded the scent of bay rum.
His face lacked the pallor of the grave.

“Good morning, Elena,” he said. He reached for a

napkin and blotted the table cloth.

Elena shut her eyes and pressed her palms into them.
She took a deep breath and looked again. Matteo was still
there. Bereavement was a powerful magician, indeed.

“Will you make me breakfast?” Matteo asked. “I miss
your eggs with potatoes and ham.”

Elena picked up the napkin. It was wet, hot, and stained
brown.

“Breakfast?” Matteo asked again.

Elena with hesitation reached to touch one of the two
hands that had repaired ten-thousand pairs of shoes. She
felt leathery skin.

“Elena, why are you keeping your husband waiting?”

“You can’t be here. I buried you.”

“Yes, you did. I saw you cry. I saw our children and
grandchildren cry. All of you made me cry.”

“You can’t be here,” Elena repeated.
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“You're talking to me. You even touched me.”

“You're supposed to be in heaven.”

“A man who builds a home and a family builds his own
heaven. Please make me breakfast.”

*

As she had done for half a century as one half of a shared
life, Elena watched Matteo eat his frittata with gusto. How
many eggs had she cracked and beat over all those years?
How many potatoes had she sliced? How much ham had she
diced and how many basil leaves had she torn? She had just
prepared what she thought she would never prepare again.

Elena wanted to inquire about the afterlife, but
superstition forbade it. However, she was compelled to ask,
as if she had no means of restraint, “Have you seen Jesus?
What’s He like?”

Matteo shook his head. “There aren’t words good
enough to describe Him.”

Elena was grateful Matteo had achieved eternal grace.

“Carmela died. The wake starts today.”

Matteo nodded as someone who was privy to knowledge
denied his widow. “She was reunited with Bartolomeo.”

*

Elena, in black from veil to shoes, descended the steps
to walk the two blocks to Marino’s Funeral Home. She took
her time because of the weakness in her knees. Matteo was
by her side. He seemed to have regained, post-death, some
of his early vigor. He walked erect, not with the slight hunch
of his later years.

*

Ristorante Gaetano was just around the corner from the
Carnevale home on the way to Marino’s. Matteo’s brother
and sister-in-law, Pina, opened their business eighteen
months after their boat docked in America. Matteo took
Elena by the arm and led her to the front door. Taped to the
beveled glass was a note in magic marker on lined paper:
“CLOSED FOR FUNERAL.”

“Why are we stopping here?” Elena asked. “Pina and
Gaetano are at the wake.”

Matteo, without answering, opened the door. Elena,
baffled that Pina and Gaetano hadn’t locked it, entered with
Matteo behind her.

The restaurant was dark and still. Viola, the overweight
tabby cat, reclined at the end of the bar. “I can’t believe they
forgot to lock the door,” Elena said. “Robbers could come in
and take everything.”

“Elena, over here!” It was a woman’s voice, one that
was familiar. Elena turned to the direction of the voice and
walked toward the dining area. Past the upturned chairs
atop eleven of the room’s dozen tables, Elena saw Carmela
and Bartolomeo sitting at the twelfth table, in a corner of the

room. Before them were fried calamari, stuffed mushrooms,
fennel, and four glasses, two filled with red wine, two
waiting to be filled. Carmela looked as she had before she
closed her eyes for good, her salt-and-pepper hair pulled
back and twisted into a bun, wearing the navy-blue dress
with tiny white polka dots that had led her grandchildren to
call her Blue Grandma. Bartolomeo, still as pudgy as he was
in life, wore a brown suit; he had owned only brown suits.

Elena hobbled toward the table. She began to cry when
she leaned over and wrapped her grieving arms around her
cousin. She felt a solid body, a body with which she had
marked the passage of her life, from a village outside of
Naples to Mulberry Street in Manhattan and at last, across
the Hudson River to Union City, New Jersey.

Elena sat down across from Carmela. Matteo was next to
her, talking with Bartolomeo about Franco Biaggio, whom
they knew from the neighborhood when they were part of
the world and whom they hoped would never leave prison.

Even in the next life, vinegar doesn’t turn back into
wine, Elena thought.

Matteo filled her glass and then his own, which he
raised. “To family.”

Carmela picked up a serving spoon and slipped it under
a mushroom. “Have something to eat, Elena. You look
hungry.”

Elena smiled. In Carmela’s motherly eyes, everyone had
looked hungry. “I can’t, Carmela. What will the family say if
I'm late for your wake?”

Carmela laid a hand on her cousin’s forearm. “It isn’t my
wake, Elena. It’s yours. Here, try the calamari. They’re nice
and tender.”

JOEL ALLEGRETTI is the author of, most recently, Platypus (NYQ Books, 2017),

a collection of poems, prose, and performance texts, and Our Dolphin (Thrice Publishing, 2016),
anovella. He is the editor of Rabbit Ears: TV Poems (NYQ Books, 2015), which The Boston

Globe called “cleverly edited” and “a smart exploration of the many, many meanings of TV.”
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The Tormentors
Nathan Grover

e wondered what his crime was, that

they’d spare nothing, not a penning, to

hang him on the wires of an enormous

golden harp. Such a beautiful instrument,

its golden strings threaded all through
his tendons and bones like a secret. We wondered what one
had to do to be made such an example of.

While here were we, naked and shivering, gathered
forever at the bend of a frozen river. We, nearly forgotten.

Far upstream a thick, ugly fog flashed with cannon fire
while far downstream a thin, gruel-like fog simmered with
torch fire. A sound like wails and lamentation sometimes
carried from down that way. But here at the bend all was
boredom and teethchatter. We wished the man crucified
on the harp would divert us by groaning or sagging down a
little. He could at least sag down a little, we thought.

In truth he didn’t look so uncomfortable up there. With
each breath his lung caressed a string that ran up the middle
of him and thrummed a faint note, like a bug inching along
a violin string: Crawling, hesitating. Crawling hesitating.
We didn’t like how he looked down on us as he made this
sound. Wasn’t he naked like the rest of us? Well, we could
clearly see he was.

But we weren’t without our pastimes either. Here at the
bend in the frozen river the stony ground had been picked
over. The larger rocks had all been removed—removed, we
thought, to be used for the war, a war, some war—which
left only small rocks nearly uniform in size, which we
sometimes threw at each other.

The rocks were too small to injure, they could only
irritate, so a game we played when anyone’s back was turned
was to throw a handful of rocks at them and ask, “How
many rocks have I just thrown at you?” The opponent would
rate his or her irritation and proffer a number.

It was a good game.

Another game we played was “What word am I thinking
of?” which wasn’t a good game at all and always ended in

people blurting random words and other people saying
no, no, not even close. But because of this game we all had
words we’d held onto, that we’d never divulged to anyone,
and that, at least, was interesting.

There at the foot of the golden harp, some of us ground-
sore and longing to stand, some of us weary and longing sit,
we flicked small stones at him. They thumped off his belly,
his chest. He hung there. Nothing. The faint note breathed
on: Crawling, hesitating. Not until one of the rocks struck
him in the eye did he twitch on the harp wires, sending out
a dissonant hum.

What word are we thinking of? we asked.

He held very still and didn’t answer.

We kept flicking rocks, aiming for that eye.

From upstream we heard a sound, schkick, schkick,
schkick, like a blade being whetted on a stone. A little man
came striding downriver on a pair of ice skates. When he
got to the bend he skidded onto the bank, dropped down,
and unbuckled the straps on his skates. We knew he was
official because of his skates and because of his clothes—we
knew he was official because he was wearing clothes.

His little suit of clothes was made of shiny leather and he
wore a pink pointy hood cinched around his face. Leaving
his skates on the riverbank, he passed through the crowd
of us, parting us with a business-like walk, his lizard lips
puckered around a toothpick. We knew by instinct not to
touch his clothes, nor did we want to—there was no rule
real or imagined we didn’t wish to follow—but as we parted
before him we could think of nothing but touching his
clothes, of handling them, of testing their material with a
yank, a grope, or a caress. Perhaps he would pass through
us too quickly, we thought, faster than we could be held
responsible for clearing out of his way, and we’d feel his
clothes brush past us, his sturdy, polished leather clothes.
We imagined many exciting scenarios but none of us
touched his clothes or were touched by them.

Tucked under his belt was a wrench. By this we knew
he must be the harpist. We were pleased. The harpist had
arrived.

He went right to the harp and hoisted himself up,
climbing its tall trunk to the top. He was talented like a
monkey; we had a lot of faith in him already. He inched
along the high golden curve of the harp frame, his leather-
clad legs straddling it as he pulled himself along. The man
strung to the harp didn’t move his head. His eyes clicked
back and forth trying to see what was happening above him.

The little harpist removed the wrench from his belt—
how nice to have a wrench, any kind of useful tool. We all
wanted a tool just like it to wave around at others like a
scepter. He fit the wrench’s notched head beautifully over
the pegs and tightened the strings one by one. Then he
tested his work by plucking one of the strings below him.

The man suspended on the harp let out a hoarse laugh.
A terrible sound. Did it tickle him? We were furious.

The harpist plucked another string.

The man wept. An improvement.

The harpist plucked another string.

The man sneezed.

We huffed and rolled our eyes.

The harpist scooted backwards, slid down the trunk of
the harp, and jabbed the wrench back under his belt.

Issue No. 26

13



Now he will play him, we thought, he will play the
man on the harp; and we were delighted he was the kind
of conscientious harpist who would tune the man before
playing him for us. From a small pocket near his belly he
removed a watch fastened to a rust-brown chain. With his
thumb he compressed the pin at the top of the watch and
the front of the iron casing snapped upward on a spring-
loaded hinge. Snick.

Oh, we swooned. To have a watch, to wear it around your
neck and become a clock, to be looked at and constantly
consulted. Oh, we’d never needed anything like we needed
a watch just then. But it turned out, not this watch.

Those of us who stood close by, who saw the watch’s finer
details, reported: it had no hands. Just numbers in a circle,
that’s all it was. And that’s what the harpist was checking, it
seemed. He was confirming that there was no time, that the
numbers arranged in a circle didn’t count for anything. Yes,
he nodded, his lizard lips playing with the toothpick a little,
yes, right on schedule. Nothing o’clock.

That’s what time it always is at the bend in the frozen
river.

He dropped the watch back into its pocket—something
official in how he kept it there where it wouldn’t dare utter a
tick—and passed through us again. Now we were thinking
not of his clothes but of the concert. He seemed to mean not
to give one and we didn’t know how to broach the subject
with him. Had he forgotten? Was he not in the mood? There
was a resurgence of teethchatter among us. We all shot
urgent looks at each other. You coward, our eyes said to
each other’s eyes. But none of us would speak up. As he sat
on the riverbank and began to strap on his skates, we had
no hope that a concert might occur. We looked on glumly.

But then he struggled with the buckles a little—oh look
at him fumbling his buckles! We all had such affection
for him, even still. There was no official we didn’t want to
revere or whose behavior we didn’t want to believe was
beyond reproach, and so we naturally began to reconsider
the harpist’s negligence as an intentional act of denial. After
all, he’d checked the hour, it was nothing o’clock, and this
was no time for a concert to begin. The man on the golden
harp would wait, always ready, always in tune, a beautiful
instrument never played.

Ah yes. The keen little devil, we saw just what he was
up to now. What cold, clear-eyed irony. What an artful lack
of sentimentality. He was a force to be reckoned with to be
sure.

He finished strapping on his ice skates and shoved away,
heading downriver. Schkick, schkick, schkick.

We waved him off. So long! We approve! So long!

We turned back to the man hanging on the harp and

)

iﬁ NathanGrover.com

shook our heads. Well, well, well. Aren’t you in a pickle? Are
you sorry now?

And though we still didn’t know what his crime was,
and now that the harpist had gone it seemed we’d never
know, yes, perhaps there was some sorrow in how he
dangled there, blinking, looking down on us. He sniffled.
Though it could’ve been a leftover sniffle from his earlier
sneeze, it was hard to tell.

Then a notion disseminated through us, a nervous but
invigorating thought: What if we played him ourselves?
Yes, why not? It hadn’t been expressly forbidden. And what
was music but people all feeling the same thing at once? We
thought we might be good at that.

But who would play him? We shriveled at the thought
of any one of us plucking the golden wires. None of us were
musical. None of us knew any songs. Or, one or two of us
seemed to recall a song, it went something like. . . But none
of us could sing. We all grew angry, each with everyone else,
that we’d never bothered to apply ourselves and learn this
skill. It was far too late now.

Then we remembered, with relief, that though playing
him ourselves hadn’t been expressly forbidden, neither
had it been expressly granted. We breathed easier. And we
pictured the little harpist in his leather clothes and pink
pointy hood and we remembered how well he seemed to
know what he was doing (though he did struggle with the
skate buckles slightly) and how much we had liked him. In
our thoughts he already stood two inches taller. We were
happy to not touch the harp, if only because he hadn’t told
us we could.

Those of us who were ground-sore stood, and those of us
who were weary of standing sat; and from far downstream a
breeze stirred, blowing up towards us and carrying its faint
sound of lamentation.

The breeze moved over us, adding bite and chill to our
numbness. It whispered through the harp wires, vibrating
them, softly playing every note at once, a quiet drone.
The man hung there not knowing how to feel. Crawling,
hesitating . . .

A small stone bounced off his forehead.

What word are we thinking now? we said.

Only we didn’t know ourselves.

@/ NATHAN GROVER iives in San Francisco. He recently finished writing his first
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Ocklawaha

SuZi

ohn Lewis wore a ballcap that said JEGS, but was

otherwise filthy. That it was so obviously stained with

motor oil had a certain cache at the local diner where

we all ate sometimes for breakfast or maybe all-you-

can-eat- Friday fish. He was really jean Louis V, but we

didn’t know that until an elder aunt came once for a
week, all in a flurry about a panting, but that was later.

John Lewis always ordered a western omelet and drank
five cups of coffee, emptying the cream basket. Only Sue, the
waitress, noticed sometimes leaves on him, but a lot of the
guys did their own wrench work around here. She secretly
wished the guy who roared a 57 Chevy past the Diner would
take a yen to their fluffy biscuits and gravy. Oh, well. She
liked John Lewis, he tipped with jewelry.

John Lewis himself lived in his car, and sometimes
abandoned trailers when it was cold. He had stashes of things
hidden, because sometimes he would have an old trunk

strapped to the car with the sort of come-alongs truckers
use. Once, for laughs he said, he stood out with a bunch of
the Diner people selling garage-sale-style by the road along
the part of the pavement the county was letting go to hell.
John Lewis had an old bar set with bourbon in one of the
decanters, which he drank steadfastly all morning. The set
sold to the chef of his western omelet.

All would have stayed tick-tock, if it hadn’t happened
that the county opened the MaBarker house for Halloween.

The Ma Barker house had been floated across a corner
of Lake Weir and transplanted to a hammock owned as a
park. Some of the locals had lineage that had dealings with
Ma and them boys, but no one wanted that house: it still had
holes, you know.

The land was sold by heirs, as it is, and some who-ha
bought it and was thisnthat, and the house ended up floated
across the lake. It was quite the sight. Gator Joe’s was
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swarmed with locals come out to drink and watch. The cops
had strobes and such. A brief something.

John Lewis took to sneaking into Ma’s house after the
park closed. The crews who worked on the wiring, to ready
the house for tourists, had no tattle left by John Lewis, not
even bootprints. Even the resident ranger, who knew every
twig in the park, thought the house empty of human heat.
Then again, the Ranger insisted the house weren’t haint, and
everybody who saw Ma’s house float, saw one of the boys
standing in an upstairs window: a white undershirt catching
the light, and bare arms, and a shotgun.

John Lewis must have also taken to tramping the park,
as there was an old orange grove on some of it. The Ranger
thought some of those damn Rainbow kids had taken to
hiding in his park, and, almost idly, he began night strolls to
see what he could find. What he found was, of course, John
Lewis.

The Ranger had been stealthing about his park a few
hours before sunrise for long enough to notice his trousers
were getting baggy. Along the way, he knew where his wild
pigs liked to massage the trees, and where his wild turkeys
preferred to spa at the lake, and where there were old stashes
of beer bottles from long ago. One full moon, the Ranger was
halfway to Lemon Point when he smelled weed—thickly.
There were two figures through the trees, just shaped
shadows, with an ember making a slow, sloppy circle in the
air. By the time the Ranger got to the spot, there was one
shadow, which lit a cigarette, and which was John Lewis.
“Morning” Neither man said anything for a while. The lake
had a shift to its color and a thin mist began to rise in the
stillness and dark. The park was closed, of course, at night;
gates, locked, too bad for tardy boaters. John Lewis and
the Ranger watched the day break, and the Ranger went to
attend his breakfast—best not to ask nothin’ of John Lewis.

When the county eft a truck load of pumpkins at the
Barker house, in preparation for their Fall festival, somehow
the pumpkins ended up in attractive piles. When the
school busses came to carve, and decorate, and get their
picture taken — well, don’t you remember how more carved
pumpkins kept showing up, and all the pictures of the house
came out with sun spots.

It was the day before the old auntie showed up that
John Lewis was seen at the Diner talking to the picture on
the wall, and answering to it somehow. The picture was of
Grampa Abshier taking Ma and a boy or two hunting. The
dog was a beautiful hound, even in sepia-toned, blow-up
reproduction. But there he was acting funny, not like hi at
all, thought the waitress, and she repeatedly asked him how
he was doin’ over there. John Lewis was in conversation
with that photo of Ma and them. He hadn’t eaten much. The

money he left was a stack of aged bills more than the ticket,
but not his usual tip.

Later that morning, the Ranger saw John Lewis™ car
parked at Ma’s house right out in daylight. Then, his phone
went off from the county office: the aged aunt somehow had
a letter from John Lewis that gave only the park name on
the return. By the time the aunt showed up, John Lewis had
vanished. The aunt was Jeanette Louis, elder sister to Jean
Louis I'V, who arrived with a driver and a personal assistant.
It was this tweedy assistant who informed the Ranger that
John Lewis was heir to half a parish an hour from Baton
Rouge. Aunt Jeanette strolled to the house, looking at
pumpkins and paper bats; she was seen staring at the upper
floor for a while.

The Ranger ought to have just let her in Ma’s house, but
he didn’t and didn’t rue it in retrospect either. Aunt Jeanette
ordered the county to open the house for her, and they did,
but it was even after All Soul’s by then.

John Lewis was last seen at that little bar near where the
river crosses State Road 42. He was regular enough for the
bartender to notice John Lewis nursing his bourbon in an
unusually slow, sleepy way. Of course, this all came out after
Aunt Jeanette had billboards and rewards put everywhere;
first, she got into Ma’s house. The children’s decorations
were draggled with the damp, and the pigs had romped the
pumpkins. Aunt Jeanette held John Lewis’ letter open in her
hand, glancing from it to the house. Eventually, she went
upstairs, her expensive shoes glinting.

Only a few people actually saw the painting. Oh,
there was a blurry picture in the news, with Aunt Jeanette
holding two corners and hiding herself. There was a deputy
holding the other corner and he did not look happy; the
photo shows his concentrated and professional stare at
that house. What could be seen of the painting was a dark
rectangle with a slash of red and gold bits. What the news
said about the painting was that it was real old, from before
even when Martin Luther nailed his letter, but was also
from Germany, an old church with famous bloodspill. John
Lewis had written Aunt Jeanette , telling where he stashed
that particular family heirloom. She alluded to others, but
then shrugged. The painting was crated by people with white
gloves. Aunt Jeanette left.

If John Lewis turned up anywhere, no one said that he
did. The county sanitized Ma’s house and the parking area
for it was a good acre of asphalt where orange trees had stood.
No one from around here went to see the painting when it
was a small circus in New York, except one guy who has
grandkids in Queens. He said he got a long look at it, letting
himself get elbowed to stare up at one bit near the top—the
bare arms of a man in a while tunic with a sword.

SU Zlisa Poet, Writer, Artist, Equestrian. Various publications in equestrian and literary
publications over many years; books available via Amazon or Etsy.com. Editor of the poetry
chapbook series, Red Mare—which has individually block printed covers and is individually hand

sewn for binding, and which is held in Special Collections at the Schlesinger Library (Radcliffe/
Harvard), Poets House NYC, Special Collections University of Chicago, et cetera. Livesin
Florida.
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Way Cross, Georgia, 1957

James Lloyd Davis

ddie, you s-s-sure ‘bout that? Ain’t n-never heard
of no Saint Saul.”

“Cause there ain’t any such-named saint,
boy. You can call anything... anything, long as
it’s got the right flavor in th’sound of it. That’s the

point ’'m making here.”

“Long way to K-kansas.”

“Forget Kansas. Don’t need to go to Kansas to be servin’
up dreams. It'll work right here in Georgia. ‘Course, I'm
talkin’ hypno-thetically here, but the facts are clear..
concerning the universal traits of human nature. The rubes
need to believe... and we need to help ‘em do just that. Not
gonna sell ‘em no medicine like some fellas do. No. We're
gonna sell holy oil, sanctified chrism, miracles, son...
miracles. Call something medicinal, people just don’t care
all that much. Take it or leave it. But you call it holy, say it’s
miraculous... serve ‘em up some scripture t’go along with it?

They want it. Hell, I want it. Want some right now. Don’t
you?”

“Where do we g-get th’oil?”

“Right over there, son. Min'ral oil like they got over to
the Rexall. Go on over and buy us twenty bottles... here.
That’s a fiver. Bring me the change. We’ll boil off the labels
and head on down to Way Cross.”

Eddie told me to make a sign since I can write much
better than I talk, said, “Mark it thus, ‘Holy oils from the
hidden, sacred font of Saint..” He paused, hand on chin.
“Saint who...” Then he snapped his fingers. “Godfrey...
yes. That’s G-o0-d-f-r-e-y... Saint Godfrey of th’Temple... in
Jerusalem. Don’t put no price on th’sign. We’ll think about
that when we draw us a crowd. Test the waters, eh?”

“Th-thought you said S-s-saint Saul.”

“Sounds Jewish, son. Ain’t no Jewish saints in the canon.
Not that 'm aware of. What about you? Does that sound
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Christian to you? Saint Saul?”

“It’s why I qu-questioned you the f-first time, but... never
heard of no S-saint Godfrey neither.”

“Not the point, son. It sounds good. You're also not likely
to run across some rube that knows who he is neither. You
can make up somethin’ that’s a good six miles and quarter
off from the truth, make up anything you please... but as
long as your story’s consistent? Who’s gonna challenge it?”

No one did.

But they remembered Eddie from some time past. It was
a couple years back and before he ever hooked up with me,
so I didn’t know he’d been there before, but it didn’t seem
to matter. The crowd? They didn’t seem suspicious. But old
Eddie? He was on fire, had them eating out of his hand like
goldfish. Hell, we sold almost all those bottles before some
woman walked up the street with a lawman, pointed to
Eddie, said, “That’s the man what soiled my little girl.”

Lawman locked him up, me along with him.

About two in the morning, a crowd of people came into
the jailhouse and demanded Eddie and me get handed over.
Deputy didn’t put up too much of a fight, but told them to
tie him into a chair, so he could say he was overcome. Told
some guy he should tap him on the head, but not too hard,
so he could say he was knocked out and couldn’t see who it
was that did it.

They wanted to hang old Eddie.

Don’t know why they took me too.

Somebody’d said, “Bring him along. We’ll hang ‘em
both.”

I protested, but heard some woman’s voice say, “He’s
prob’ly one of ‘em.”

I yelled out, “One of who?”

Nobody said.

They drove us off in two cars. I was in one and Eddie was
in the other with about four big old farm boys in each car to
keep us company. There was a bonfire some ways off and
everybody left it to come see the show when we got there.

The show?

Me and Eddie standing in the back of this old stake
truck with the side panels off like it was a stage in a music
hall, but there wasn’t any fiddlers. Truck was parked under
a stout branch from an old, wide tree, two ropes dangling
down our way. They had our hands tied up behind us real
tight.

Took four men to get Eddie to standing up for all the fuss
and fight, hollering and weeping. They got the rope around
his neck and all the fight went right out of him, made him
real quiet real quick. A lot like some horse just been broke.

The man who tied the rope around my neck was chewing
tobacco. The sight of it, the smell of it drooling down his

chin made me sick.

Told him, “That ain’t no p-p-proper noose.”

He just put up his nose and grinned like they do, said,
“Oh, it’ll do the job all right. May not break yer neck, but be
pretty damn hard to catch your breath.”

When he was done, he said, “Any last words, boy?”

I didn’t have anything I wanted to say.

Shook my head.

Didn’t feel like stuttering up in front of all those people.
Ain’t right that anyone should laugh at a man who stutters,
but they do. They always do. The rope around my neck was
tight, rough new rope, couple loose strands pricking the
skin. They asked Eddie the same question... if he had any
last words.

He had a few.

Fact, he just went on and on and on.

Good old Eddie. Never at a loss for words. Eloquent to
the end.

I just kept staring at the end of that flat bed. I was
thinking how they were going to start up the truck, creep
forward in low gear and we’d have to walk toward the edge
to keep from strangling. Then, they’d gun that old engine
and there wouldn’t be nothing left for us to stand on but
three feet of lonely air beneath our feet. Might as well have
been three miles. Three inches would kill you. That’d be
cruel. Knowing you're just inches away from the ground.

Three feet sounds a little less cruel.

You'd of told me it would come to this? I'd of laughed in
your face.

Been all over the country. Seen a lot of things, too. But
I’d never been to a hanging before. Somebody once told me
it was kind of like a dance that you do between heaven and
earth. I think it was Eddie said that. Probably was.

Eloquent, like I said. Always envied him for that.

Looked around, saw the woman who’d accused Eddie.
She was standing in front of the crowd next to a girl of about
thirteen, fourteen years. Short dress, no shoes, hair like
straw all frizzed out over some snappy kind of thing that
gathered it up. The woman pointed up at me and Eddie,
whispered in that girl’s ear and damned if that girl didn’t
smile, big and wide. Thought the girl was kind of plain up
until then. Not what you’d ever think to call pretty.

But that smile? Made her look pretty damn good.

Sweet.

: ! JAMES LLOYD DAVIS residesin Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio with his wife, MaryAnne
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Maybelle and Rose

Deborah Pintonelli

ose was threatening to pitch a fit about the

garden. She said it was going to rot because no

one could tend to it anymore. Rose had always

been one to fuss about every little thing. She

was the baby in their family, and as such was

spoiled. A gardening service had offered to cut the whole lot

down, douse it with insecticide and be done with it for two

hundred dollars. In future, only the healthy, emerald-green

grass would be there to look at, requiring only a sprinkler

on it every evening in the summer. Maybelle knew, based

on eighty-five years of experience, who would win this one.

Well, she would let the matter go, because she wanted to get

on to the more important one of the dinners that evening,
and what they would be serving their guests.

But she couldn’t resist ending with, “You are a killer, Rose

McGwire, but we’ll leave it at that.” There was no having

the last word with Rose. “No, my dear, I am a pragmatist,”

Rose was washing some green beans for dinner. The beans,
a salad, and six rosy-red lamb chops would be it, she told
Maybelle. Well, then, thought Maybelle, there was nothing
more to talk about. At all. They had decided long ago that
the less they spoke to one another, the better. She lowered
her tiny frame into her favorite white wicker chair on the
enclosed back porch. She thought she had better get in as
many viewings of the garden as she could, before the whole
lot was burned to the ground like some Cambodian village.

Neither sister weighed more than one hundred pounds,
never had their whole lives. In figure, coloring and
temperament they were almost exactly alike. In one respect,
though, Rose won the pot. She was the beautiful one. Or
had been. She was always with the gloss on her hair and the
straight, white teeth. No one today would know it, but just
one look at Rose in her Roaring Twenties get-up and black
bob and the truth was told. She had been fast, and funny,
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with a flask of liquor stuck in the band of her stockings
and a cigarette dangling from her rouged lips. The secret
between them, though, was that although Maybelle had not
been much to look at, she had been fast enough in her own
way. Got what she wanted when she wanted it. So much so
that it had put her off of marriage. Why tie yourself down
with something that could be had for free? This brand of
opportunism had lasted well into her seventies, and the big
rest she was taking now was as result of overdoing it during
that time as anything other.

The ladies had only one regular visitor, a little Miss
Lesli Stevenson from next door. Lesli was a perfect doll.
Her mother Terry was too. They were the dinner guests
that evening. At the last minute they’d invited Terry’s
new boyfriend, whom the whole block knew to be a
good- looking and friendly lush with a red face from back
when he still lived with his now-deceased mother across
the street at 3343 Kent. It had been a long time since the
sisters had had any close contact with him, a person often
wild or intoxicated or both, and they dreaded what might
happen. Neither would dare admit that they also were
looking forward to seeing him. The day that the little family
bought the house next door and moved in had been the
brightest for them for years. For Lesli they heaved out the
old cardboard photo albums, because she wanted to know
everything about them. Through her eyes they saw their
world, and what a musty and ancient world it was! The
outside of the McGwire house was a uniform gray; speckled
asphalt singles, painted wooden porch, and plastic-covered
windows, all a pigeony pewter gone wooly with dust and
decay. Inside it was always dark; the shades were half-drawn
at all times, and the heavy velvet draperies allowed very
little sunlight to seep in. Stepping into their front hall was
like entering a wood on the night of a full moon, where bits
of polished brass and silver glinted like tender columbine
amidst swaths of dark, mushroom-like furniture.

The two old women would appear out of this gloom like
ancient fairies with tattered gowns and shredded wings,
weighing nothing, hardly breathing. Their conversing was
done in rude non sequiturs that those who knew them well
simply ignored. “What was that, Rosie? You say that you
think it will?” “Will what? Damn old fool wants to know
if it’s raining because she can’t even see out the window to
gather the facts,” Rose said this now to the delivery man
for the local grocery store, which the women used for their
almost all of their needs. He said nothing, merely nodded.
This suited Rose just fine. Allowed more time to get in
the facts. And then, just to aim low in retaliation for the
previous exchange about the garden, “She wets the bed
now, did you know that?” The man shook his head no. “You
didn’t? Well, she certainly does. So bring us some of those
Depends next time. ’'m not laundering her linens day and
night. Not me.” The poor man blushed, but said nothing.

The week’s groceries, usually the same: one dozen eggs,
1 Ib. bacon, cottage cheese, skim milk, an assortment of
three meats such as chops of one variety or the other (lamb
or pork), ground meat for hamburgers or meatloaf, and
one whole chicken. Coffee and tea they did not order every
week. Soft drinks they did not imbibe. Iced tea or lemonade
were what cooled a person, water too. Occasionally a box of
cookies or a Sara Lee cake crossed their minds as a good

thing to have, more so now that the little girl was around. It
was simplicity that had schooled them, and it was its rules
they lived by.

Lest anyone get Rose wrong, she said loud enough for
Maybelle to hear, “I love my sister, Mr....what was your
name? Yes I do. Just can’t stand her sometimes is all.”

Their furniture consisted of heavy Victorian pieces with
brocade slipcovers and needlepoint cushions and footstools.
An old hand-cranked Victrola still could play 75s, and
the claw-footed dining table wore a French lace cloth like
a schoolmarmish cap. Even their telephones were among
some of the first made, the receivers as heavy as dumbbells.
Now they struggled to put all of the groceries away, doing
so silently to avoid any argument that would taint the
atmosphere of the truce, or poison the party. The wait for
their guests was long, the afternoon plodding forward with
fat minutes like hours. Both women went to their rooms for
an hour in the afternoon, then it was time to start laying
the table. At five o’clock the bell rang, and there stood the
perfect little angel and her shy, disastrous mother. “There
you are!” Rose said as she opened the door.

The late summer air was dead and dry, but what came
from the house was a dark coolness, both inviting and
repellant. Lesli was the picture of summery youth, wearing
a white cotton dress and tennis shoes. Her hair was a silvery
blonde, thick, and cut to the chin neatly. The mother was
the same in many ways, but with a dull cluster of brown hair
pulled back into a ponytail, big blue eyes, and not a spot of
make-up on her. She looked perennially both surprised
and disappointed—her eyebrows plucked to an extreme
currently fashionable—and she was mostly unsmiling, as
if doing so would be beside the point. Her figure was trim
in jeans and a plain gray pullover. Rose ushered them in to
where Maybelle was standing, floury hands on her aproned
hips. “You're here at last. Well, I've gone and made biscuits
because our little missy loves them. I also took a chicken
breast out of the freezer because I realized that our lamb
chops might not suffice.”

Lesli ran up to Maybelle and threw her arms around
the old woman’s waist in a way that took her mother
aback. There were no grandparents in their scenario, very
few relatives at all, which suited Terry just fine, but not
the girl, as was more than apparent. “Take it easy, dear,
you'll knock poor Maybelle down.” Maybelle had braced
herself on a nearby chair, anticipating the child’s velocity.
She appreciated this display of body language; there was
certainly nothing else like it these days. She quickly wiped
her hand and smoothed Lesli’s already smooth hair. What
she would give to have that abundance again! “You are just
in time to cut the biscuits,” she said. Then they disappeared
down the long hall to the kitchen and Terry was left standing
with Rose, who guided her to a nearby chair and offered her
a glass of lemonade. “Yes, thank you. I hope we’re not late.
We're still finishing the unpacking. I want to get it done
before school starts.”

“Do you need any help over there? Maybe I could be of
some assistance.” Rose asked this in a completely insincere
way, and the young mother too note of her elder’s cynicism.
These ladies were just too much! Terry tried to imagine the
frail older woman at her house pretending to sort through
all of the junk they had dumped into the middle of the
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small living room. It would be more than obvious that no
organization had gone into the move, and that not only was
she a single mother, but a sloppy, lazy one at that. She was
not going to give her new neighbor anything more to gossip
about. “No, I'm almost done with it. After this, no more
moving!”

Terry and Lesli had moved five times in five years. Still,
she had managed to keep the girl in the same school. They
moved for different reasons; a spat with a landlord, the
hiking up of rent leading to the search for a better deal. This
time it could work; her boyfriend Max’s grandmother had
passed away, leaving the house to him. He wanted to hold
onto it for various reasons, and had rented it to them for a
good price. He would not move in—Terry did not drag men
in and out of their lives like that. Still, it was a new form
of stability. “Moving is hell,” Rose said, “we haven’t done it
since our mother died in 1953.” It was 2006. Terry took a sip
of her lemonade. She knew that the two women had been
friendly with Max’s mother, who had been the ‘younger’
woman, fun to play cards with and a good cook, too.
Perversely, Terry thought that it would not be long before
she herself was dead and Lesli was dragging her unwanted
belongings to the Salvation Army as Max had done with his
mother’s things.

They could hear Maybelle and Lesli laughing, the child’s
giggling like a glass bell ringing, and the old woman’s
like a bicycle horn bleating. “Perfect! Just the right size
for a dinosaur,” Maybelle shouted hoarsely, which teased
forth the child’s high-pitched bell again. Lesli came to the
doorway with a red, floury face and said, “Maybelle’s trying
to teach me, but I just can’t learn!” For Rose, the whole
process of having guests was tiresome. She was forced to be
civil to her sister, and to entertain people she had no interest
in whatsoever. It had always been that way with her; if she
was interested in someone, then the whole light of the world
would shine on that person. If not, then a cold smile and a
cigarette indicated that she wished to move on.

Now that she could neither smoke nor drink the
world had revealed itself to be as dull as she had always
believed it to be. A life without new clothes, men, and a
little entertainment was no life at all. For this she blamed
Maybelle. It had been her sister’s idea to eat healthy and live
a long life, not hers. Now the two from the kitchen came
in all cleaned up and smiling. Dinner would be ready in
about fifteen minutes. Was Max coming? Did anyone know?
“Max said he wasn’t sure when he could get here,” Terry
said. “Ok,” Maybelle said, “I'm going to go the chops now,
no sense in waiting. It will take only a few minutes, so you
ladies come on in right after us.” Rose went into the powder
room to wash her hands while Terry took her cell phone
outside to call Max.

She sat on the flaky front steps and lit a cigarette. Soon
the neighbors would be sitting out on their stoops and the
kids would be going for one last bike ride. It was a good
thing for Lesli to be here. There was something comforting
about the way not much had changed since Terry was a kid
living only a few miles away. She went back inside. Max
Nash arrived just as the four were getting seconds. He came
in as if he knew the place, and spoke to the two who owned
the house as if they were relatives. “Howdy ladies. Lovely
evening is it not? But then maybe you have not been out.”

He had a bottle of wine in hand, an Argentinan Malbec to
be specific, and had brought his own corkscrew. Maybelle
and Rose kissed him dutifully, and eyed the bottle as he
knew they would. He laughed when he saw them doing it.
“Just what the doctor ordered,” he said, winking at Rose.
He remembered her nights at his mother’s place, playing
cards and drinking whatever was around. She’d use the
mouthwash before returning home to Maybelle, as she
had done for decades. “Not the one around here,” Rose
said, groaning in mock despair. “Really?” He had turned
to Maybelle, who was trying to look especially stern. “Oh
come on May, remember what my grandfather used to say
all of the time, Tm like the famous Mrs. Cassidy, who is
reported to have said: Now, Mary Grimes, if I don’t take it,
make me take it, for I feel I want it.”

It was from Joyce. Old Nash had been quite the one.
When they laughed along with him, he showed his large
and perfect teeth in satisfaction. His face had an unshaven
shadow on it and he had loosened his tie from the yoke of
a starched blue shirt. It had been a long day for him, with
a long lunch smack in the middle of it and he was in the
mood to kick back. It seemed to the newcomers that his
manner was too intimate, not respectful enough. However,
when they looked at the faces of their hostesses for some
confirmation of this, there was something else entirely. It
was hard to imagine that the three had known each other so
long, them being barely unpacked and very nervous about
becoming part of such a tight-knit community. Maybelle’s
face flushed pink and she did not want