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Dear Reader,

I want to tell you a story.

It’s not the usual story from Shimmer, though one might argue that no 
Shimmer story can be called usual, normal, or typical. The story I want to tell 
you now is a challenging one. It’s a story that will require that you trust three 
people: the author, the editor, and the character telling the tale. It will require 
that you roll the words around your tongue before consuming.

It is a story that moves both forward and backward in its narrative. It is a story 
possessed of a strange point of view, a story assembled of pieces bloody red, 
ashen gray, warm gold. It is a story that tastes like metal, tarnished coins, and 
loss. It is a watery story, a river that flows between this world and another, a 
secondary place (the underworld? Mars? Maybe we cannot quite name this 
place yet.) you will glimpse within these pages, a place as ephemeral as fish 
under murky water. It is a story as swift as a feather on the wind, as hard as an 
asteroid speeding toward deathly impact.

But soft, what light through yonder page breaks? It is the light of the crescent 
moon—fur glistens before it vanishes into the shadows. Did you see that? 
Look again.

E. Catherine Tobler

Senior Editor

Editor’s Note - Shimmer #17
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The Mostly True Adventures 
of Assman & Foxy
By Katherine Sparrow

They have left town and are driving toward the circus, always taking the 
roads south and east. They choose their trip names in the first fifteen minutes 
of the ride: Assman, because she has been an Assistant Manager at the big 
box store for the last five years, and Foxy because it has been her favorite word 

since fifth grade. 
“I can’t believe it took us this 

long to leave,” Assman says. 
Foxy nods her head and grips 

the steering wheel tight. “We don’t 
ever have to come back. Even though 

we said we would. People change their minds all the time.” 
“The circus will take us in and change us,” Assman agrees. “We won’t be 

able to find the road back home.” 
One of them actually wants to join the circus. She is splitting her tongue 

in two with a razor and trying to grow the hair on her chest. She is practicing 
falling in her sleep. 

The other knows she will return home and live a life of work, kids, and 
backyard barbeques. But she loves herself for pretending, right here, right 
now, that she could leave. She wishes she could be as strong as her best friend. 

They switch drivers every three hours. They got an old short-bus for free. 
They bought new tires for it, but didn’t have money for power steering, so it 
takes a lot of muscle to drive. They have pillows to cover the exposed springs 

“I almost wish one of them 
would come over here and 
try it. Then they would know 
the power of the turkey.”
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They find a pentagram carved above a heart sticker...
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on the seats and have laid out a mattress in the back covered with old rainbow 
sheets that Foxy has had since she was eleven. 

They practice the turkey at every rest stop. Assman’s mom taught it to 
them freshman year. You run in place with high knees and elbows akimbo 
yelling, “gobble, gobble, gobble.” 

No rapist can get near your body, and he loses interest because you look 
too ridiculous, Assman’s mom had said. 

Pot-bellied truckers smoke outside of their semis and watch the girls. 
“I almost wish one of them would come over here and try it. Then they 

would know the power of the turkey,” Foxy says. 
They giggle. 
Both of them have been raped and know when the time comes there is 

nothing to protect you, but they like pretending.
They search every bathroom stall for news of the circus. They find a 

pentagram carved above a heart sticker and wonder if it means anything.
They drive through piney forests with clear-cut pocks on the hills 

around them. They play adult twenty-questions and talk about their past. 
“Remember in junior year when Benji told everyone you had 

kissed?” Foxy asks.
“And I hadn’t even kissed anyone yet? And he was my friend so it was all 

weird? I never asked him about that,” Assman says. “Maybe we’re finally old 
enough to talk about it.” 

“Twenty-one is young/old,” Foxy says. “You know?” 
“Right, like the youngest old, or the oldest young. I keep getting mad at 

myself for not having a plan,” Assman says. 
“What about the circus plan?” Foxy says. 
“Do you think we’ll actually find it?”
“Of course.” 
The first night they decide to keep driving until they get sleepy, except 

neither of them gets tired. The silence and the talking and the silence is a rhythm 
that interests both of them. Their whole world feels new and remade inside the 
structure of their bus. Then, at six-oh-six A.M., on Route Six, a deer leaps out into 
the road and Assman slams on the brakes, using all her muscles. They hit it anyway. 

“Stop the bus. Stop the bus! Shit.” 

The Mostly True Adventures... – Katherine Sparrow 
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They get out and see that it’s a baby girl deer with white spots and an 
adorable black nose. She tries to get up onto her feet, but both her front legs 
are broken. She makes a hawing, gasping sound. Her chest is bleeding and 
sunken in. Assman and Foxy go to her and take her into their arms. She 
struggles, but then lies still while making pitiful mewling sounds. Nearby 
both girls can hear the heavy breathing of the mother and father deer who 
watch them, helpless. 

“We should get the Mag-Lite and bash her head in,” Foxy says. “We 
should stop her suffering.” She shivers all over. “I can’t do it, can you?”

Assman shakes her head, and so they sit there and wait for the baby to die. 
By dawn she stops breathing and they drag her off the side of the road into a 
grassy ditch. They twist and braid the dry grass to make a cross above the baby’s 
head. Neither of them are Christian, but they both pray for deer souls. 

Afterwards they climb into the back of the bus and sleep in their bloody 
clothes. The sun wakes them in a couple of hours, and they drive on to the 
place where every gas station is next to a diner with a unique kind of pie. 

Green grape pie and mint mousse pie and avocado-lime meringue pie. 
“Where’s the circus? Have they been through?” Foxy asks a waitress with 

circles under her eyes. The woman fills their cups to the brim with watery coffee. 
“What circus?” she asks, hand on hips, a little disapproving of the 

two city girls. 
“Any circus.” 
“Oh, then no.” 
“I love her, but she’s lying,” Assman whispers as soon as the waitress moves 

on to the next table. “I’m going to ask her to adopt us.” 
Foxy rolls her eyes. “Your mom would kill us. We shouldn’t pass any of 

the diners up, not if they advertise a pie special. Can that be a rule?” Foxy asks. 
“Yes,” Assman says. 
One of them is bulimic. The other has the normal, constant panic about 

the state of her fluctuating female body. 
Fluffy orange pie and chiffon pumpkin pie and grasshopper pie. 

Ollallieberry pie and pie-milkshakes and caramel-apple pie. 
“I love this. I haven’t even been bored yet. Not for a second. And all we are 

doing is driving and eating,” Foxy says.
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“And looking for the circus.”
“We should be girlfriends. I wish we could be,” Foxy says. 
“It would be awesome.” They’ve talked about this a thousand times before. 

Assman stares at the flatlands separated by the strip of a road going nowhere. 
One of them is a dyke, mostly. One of them is straight, mostly. Neither one 

wants the other’s body though, or knows how to manufacture any lust between 
them. Neither of them has ever met anyone else who has made her happier. 

The bus keeps going even though they forget to put in gas or check the 
oil. The gas gauge moves toward empty, and both girls know they will run out 
of money soon. 

“What can we do? Can we just make color copies of the money, is that 
how it’s done?” Assman asks. 

Foxy has the window rolled down and is fluttering her arm outside like 
she’s flying. “I’ve heard these old school bus engines will run on anything. They 
were made that way so if they got lost with kids in them they could always get 
home. The oil companies don’t want anyone to know about it, though.” 

“Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” 
Foxy shrugs. “It might not be true.”
They pull over and dump five gallons of water, some flat Diet Coke, and 

half a jug of clotted milk into the gas tank. The bus splutters, but then runs 
just fine. They glide through middle America, looking for any sign of the big 
top, of the three rings, of elephants wearing clown hats or clowns wearing 
elephant hats. They see nothing and move on to New Mexico where the 
roads turn into suck. Two teenage boys hitchhike along the road, and they 
stop to pick them up. They seem harmless, but both girls wonder if they’ll 
have to use the turkey on them.

“Hi. Assman.” 
“Foxy.” 
The boys sit on the mattress, roll their eyes, and look petulant. “Where 

you going?” Foxy asks. 
“Down the rez to my Uncle’s,” one boy says. 
“Have you seen the circus?” Assman asks.
The boys raise their hands and gesture to the wide-open country 

outside the car. “Every day.” 

The Mostly True Adventures... – Katherine Sparrow 
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“Are you high?” Foxy asks.
One boy nods, and the other shakes his head. 
“I’ll sell you some E. You want it?” one boy asks. 
They drop the boys off ten miles down the road, and then drive another 

ten to a rest stop. They take the Ecstasy with water and wander toward the 
Shriners’ coffee stand.

“It might tell us where the circus us. The E, I mean,” Foxy whispers, 
though she has the feeling she might be shouting. 

“We’re getting closer every day,” Assman says.
They watch squirrels swarm around a soda machine where something 

has broken and sugar syrup leaks out from its base. 
“It’s like we’re in the middle of the Discovery Channel,” Foxy says. 
Assman sways and nods her head, licks her teeth, and loves the feel of the 

smooth enamel. “It’s working,” she says. She never believes drugs will work 
until they start. 

They both get cold and head back to the bus. Their bodies feel light, 
heavy, and tingly as they run hands up and down each other’s forearms. They 
lay out on their mattress. 

“Remember when Becca killed herself, and you were sad for the whole 
summer? I didn’t know what to do,” Foxy says. 

“I hated you for being so awkward, for not knowing,” Assman whispers back. 
This is the hardest thing between them that they’ve never talked about. 

“I wished she’d never existed, even though you loved her. Your friendship 
always made me jealous, and then she made you so sad.” 

“Okay,” Assman says. 
Then there is nothing stuck inside of them anymore. Assman leans 

toward Foxy’s mouth. 
Foxy scoots closer until their toes, shins, thighs, bellies, tits, and mouths 

all come into alignment. 
They try kissing. 
One of them thinks the other has a small tongue, like a weasel. The 

other wants to pull her friend’s hair, wrestle, and not have to touch the bitter 
coppery place where the other’s tongue has been cut. They kiss, and sigh, and 
bite, and have the same old conversation about how life would be better if 
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they could be lovers. 
The next day all their muscles ache and they drive to the megaplex movie 

theater at the mall in Albuquerque. They stay for three films because the 
sunlight hurts them. They eat huge tubs of popcorn and talk to each other in 
the dark during the boring scenes.

“Those were good drugs,” Foxy says. 
Assman runs a hand over Foxy’s forearm and sighs. Still nothing.
They check all the bathrooms for any signs or circus maps. When they 

leave the mall, they buy a dozen tacky postcards at a gift shop. 
“Do you know where the circus is? Have you seen it?” Foxy asks the 

gift shop clerk. 
“The freak circus?” 
“Yes!” both girls exclaim. 
“They’re headed south and east, that’s what I heard.” 
Assman smiles and tips her a dollar. “That’s what we thought.” 
None of the postcards can hold the sandy drab tone of this place, or the thirst. 

They drive out of the city at sunset and keep passing the water back and forth, but 
somehow never have to piss. The gas tank runs low again, and they put in baby 
oil, foot lotion, and their spaghetti dinner from two nights ago. They take turns 
driving and writing postcards to their family, friends, and lovers. 

Neither one knows what to say. Having a blast out on the road. Wish you 
were here! Say hi to Benji for me! 

Every time they finish one, Foxy lights it on fire with her cherry red 
lighter and tosses it out the window. 

“What if we start a forest fire?” Assman asks. They are driving through 
a dusty desert.

“They could name it after us, and we’d be part of history. We’d have done 
something that changed the world at least. They couldn’t take it away from us, 
not even if in one hour a semi jack-knifed and beheaded us,” Foxy says. 

“I’ve heard that when you lose your head you’re still awake for thirty 
seconds, even though you don’t have a body. I’ve heard it’s hard to prove 
though,” Assman says. 

Having a blast in the southwest! Foxy writes. Flick. Fire. Burn. 
They find a radio station that lasts for three long states. Three hard 

The Mostly True Adventures... – Katherine Sparrow 
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states where they don’t see any sign of any circus, even though they are 
always looking. 

The station plays eighties, but not like a normal station. It plays the stuff 
that was actually popular back then. They remember the words and sing 
along to Juice Newton, Tony! Toni! Toné!, and Aztec Camera. They are both 
pretty sure this is the happiest time in their lives.

Then, half a mile past the Welcome to Florida—the Sunshine State! sign, 
they see a train moving slowly along parallel tracks to their road. Each train 
car is painted a different color and dusty lettering promises “Freaks and 
wonders! Daring acts of death-defying madness!” 

Foxy slows the car down to move at the train’s slow pace. After several 
hours, the train grinds to a halt. Assman and Foxy pull off the road and stare 
at it, fifty feet in front of them, impossibly real, and really impossible.

As they leave their car and approach it, Foxy grabs Assman’s hand. They 
walk around one end of the caravan. The first thing they see is three trousered 
dogs standing upright and smoking cigarettes between their paws. One of 
them raises his lips in a dignified snarl, and the others ignore them. 

“Cool,” Assman whispers. “I’m going to go bum one.” 
Foxy holds her back. Both of them are shivering all over.
They walk on into a wide shaved field beside the train. People unpack 

boxes and unfurl a faded orange tent. Assman bites her lip. Foxy shifts from 
side to side. They watch a tiny man with bulging muscles lead a giantess toward 
the far side of the field. She does a handstand, and he climbs up her body 
to heft one beam of the tent upwards. They see a clown pretend to unload a 
trunk, while two mustachioed twins carry carpets on their backs. 

“Come here, girls,” a woman’s voice commands. They turn and walk 
toward one of the open train cars full of draped scarves and glittering mirrors 
suspended from the ceiling. A woman with verdant green eyes swathed in 
shadows looks out at both of them. “You’ve been searching for us.” Her voice 
is hoarse and sexy.

“For a long time. Assman.” 
“Your circus is cool. Foxy.” They step up into her world of incense and see 

her more clearly. Her leather skin is so thick and indistinct with old tattoos 
that neither notice she is naked. Her ink travels over her bare arms and legs. 
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It curls up her neck and onto her face. Foxy notices a sign above her head that 
claims she has more tattoos than any living woman on earth. 

The tattooed lady smiles. “Oil me. The road makes me parched.” She 
holds up a jar of virgin coconut oil, and both friends kneel beside her, dip 
their hands into it, and start with her feet. Assman massages a dozen serpents 
intertwined and writhing across the toes and nail beds. The oil brings the 
tattoos to life—lustrous reds and umbers, emerge out of the green scales. Foxy 
oils a ring of planets around a sun that spins and rotates as she discovers a red 
Mars, a purple Venus, and a yellow Saturn. 

Neither says a word as they move up her legs, and over and through the 
private parts that feel both right and wrong to touch. They follow strands of 
birds and laughing chimera, delving into dense jungle and complicated cities 
that all wake up under their touch. 

“Yes,” the woman sighs and leans back, her eyes fluttering with pleasure 
as they massage her back and belly. People’s faces peer up at them through the 
skin: some laugh, some cry, and others just stare. When they are done, and it 
takes quite a while to finish, both friends feel satisfied. 

“Welcome to the circus,” the tattooed lady says. 
Foxy smiles and falls asleep, curling up around the tattooed woman’s side 

like a content cat. She is a lion, or maybe a kitten. 
Assman leaves the train car and goes exploring. She enters the big 

tent, and sees they have raised the trapeze. It swings above the knotted net 
much further below. Circus people move about with the efficient economy 
of knowing their roles. She climbs the ladder, rung by rung, up to the soft 
folds of the top of the tent. Breathless and shaking, she looks down. A 
monocled androgyne smokes a pipe and stares up at her as she takes the 
solid metal trapeze bar between her hands and imagines arcing across the 
tent and landing on the platform across from her. She looks down again, 
and imagines crowds of town-people staring up. Half of them would want 
her to fall, and half would want her to fly. 

Before Assman can convince herself not to, she launches forward into 
the air. She is holding on, arcing and swooping, but then the full weight of 
her female body pulls down on her arm muscles, and they are not as strong, 
not as honed, as she had hoped. She feels the bar begin to slip, and knows 

The Mostly True Adventures... – Katherine Sparrow 
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she will fail. She tries to hold fast, but it slips away. She is falling, falling, 
down. It takes no time and a long time to land. She knows that the net will 
hold her, but she has not been trained how to twist her body and land. So 
Assman hits the net wrong and breaks her neck. 

Foxy wakes to yelling, and runs to the big top full of light and noise. She 
sees her friend lying wrong-angled on the floor. Assman’s eyes open and she 
stares at Foxy, before closing them again. Foxy falls down beside her and holds 
her hand. The people around them smoke and place bets on how long it will 
take for the medics to get here. The painted lady kneels beside Foxy. 

“See how her eyes open and close? That means she’s awake, even if she 
can’t talk. This is the true and only circus test,” the woman whispers. Tattooed 
octopus arms dance up her cheekbones. When she closes her eyes, another set 
of eyes, needled onto the lids, stare at Foxy. 

A man in a tall hat smoking a long pipe nods his head and leans over 
Assman’s body. He is round and jolly. “Will she want the circus life, after this? 
If she chooses once, we will love her and take her wherever we go. She can be a 
freak, if the break is bad. Or she can be an acrobat, if it is not. She can be a ride 
boy when she wants to, or tend to the magician who keeps losing his rabbit.” 
He blows smoke out of his nose and smiles a fatherly smile. 

The tattooed lady nods her head. A pirate ship on her throat bobs among 
rocky waves. “She can watch the sunset from a different angle every week. We 
will write on every inch of her body if she wishes, and this,” she says, caressing 
the wrong neck joints of Assman. “This is our way.”

One of them is crying on the inside and wishing she’d never left home. 
She is wishing they could drive on forever, looping over the same places, doing 
the same things. The other feels life expanding and changing in unexpected 
and wonderful ways, just like she always knew it would.



How Bunny Came to Be
By A.C. Wise

This is Bunny. This is Bunny before she was Bunny, back when he was Phillip 
Howard Craft, working as a lifeguard at Sun Haven Beach Resort by day and 
slinging drinks in the resort bar by night. Back before the Ultra Fabulous 
Glitter Squadron saved the world from Mars, or fought the lizards from the 
center of the earth, or kept Air Force One from exploding with nothing more 
than a jeweled hairpin and a wad of peach-flavored chewing gum.

 This is Bunny back when he was a bronzed god rather than a curvy 
goddess. His legs still go on for miles but he doesn’t shave them yet, though he 
does wax his chest until it gleams in the sun. Even before the Ultra Fabulous 
Glitter Squadron, Phillip knew the importance of a good beauty regimen.

 Nearly the entire female population of Sun Haven Beach swoons over 
Phillip, from the giggly teenage girls 
barely out of braces and only just 
filling in their brand new bikinis, 
to the lifers who have been coming 
to the resort every year, their skin 
tanned leather orange and stitched 

together with so many surgeries they either can’t smile anymore, or they can 
do nothing but. 

 More than a few of the men swoon over Phillip, too, though they’re less 
obvious in their attentions. There are more covert glances, more suggestions 
of after work pick-up games where teams are divided into shirts versus skins 

The invitation came in 
the form of a note smelling 
of honeysuckle, tied with a 
silk ribbon...
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and Phillip is inevitably shunted to the team forced to take their shirts off, 
than outright ploys for his affection. Except for one very sweet invitation to 
dinner from a boy named Billy who works the day shift at the resort pool, 
delivering sweating tropical drinks to guests and picking up their used towels. 
The invitation came in the form of a note smelling of honeysuckle, tied with a 
silk ribbon around a bouquet of a dozen pale purple roses.

 Phillip politely declined the invitation. As he has declined every invitation 
for the past few months. He barely notices the furtive glances tossed his way, or 
even the outright stares. It’s not that he isn’t flattered, and maybe even a little 
tempted from time to time, but he’s been restless lately, distracted. 

 More than once he’s caught himself staring at the horizon from his perch 
atop the lifeguard station, unable to tear his gaze away from the hazy line 
where the ocean meets the sky. Something is coming. He can’t put his finger 
on it, but he’s certain things are about to change. There’s something just under 
the surface of the ocean’s skin, and it terrifies him.

 So while Phillip isn’t rude to his suitors, while he still flashes the dazzling 
smile that makes anyone he turns it on feel like the world has shrunken to 
include only the two of them, he spends his nights alone. 

 Now, for instance, in the rare moments of solitude between sunset and 
twilight, Phillip is walking the beach. Most of the resort’s guests have retreated 
to their rooms, putting on new skins and new faces to meet the night, which 
will be filled with Vegas-style shows, foam parties at the disco, flashing lights 
in the casino accompanied by the clatter of coins, bar-hopping, and bed-
hopping, all fueled by sweet-sugary drinks topped with little paper parasols. 
This used to be Phillip’s life, too, even though there is a never-enforced resort 
rule against staff fraternizing with guests. But that mask has worn thin.

 So Phillip walks. Alone.
 A few scattered lovers snuggle together on blankets. A jogger or two dares 

the edge of the sand where the ocean laps the shore. One lone figure tosses a 
Frisbee for a delighted golden retriever who bounds after it into the waves.

 Phillip watches the sky bruise, as the first stars pin-prick the dark, and 
lets the waves erase his footsteps. Sometimes he thinks about walking away 
from Sun Haven, shedding his skin entirely to leave Phillip Howard Craft 
behind. He thinks about the impermanence of his footprints, devoured by 
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the tide. Why shouldn’t his whole life be that way? There has to be something 
else out there, further down the road, something more.

 As he thinks this he keeps part of his attention on the horizon. It’s 
harder to see the divide between water and sky at dusk, but somewhere in that 
charcoal smudgy distance the sense of waiting remains. The world is holding 
its breath, and Phillip holds his breath with it.

 Between his thoughts and the sky, he doesn’t notice the Frisbee sailing 
his way until it strikes him in the chest.

 “Sorry about that. Little help?” The man shouts to be heard over the 
crashing surf and points at the Frisbee now lying at Phillip’s feet. The dog 
barks, bouncing in anticipation of a new player joining the game.

 Phillip picks up the Frisbee, but rather than throwing it, he stares at it. 
Something in its shape, the perfect roundness, brings the unsettled feeling 
to the surface of his skin and leaves it prickling. He thinks of the moon. He 
thinks of an eye.

 “Hey, buddy? You okay?” The man jogs up to Phillip, reaching 
for the Frisbee.

 Phillip says, “Your dog.” And at the same moment, the sea opens. 
 The waves heave, and something vast and dripping lurches upward. A 

tentacle, almost the same slick greeny-grey as the water, and thicker than 
Phillip’s body thrusts into the sky, framed for a moment against the stars 
before it crashes to the sand. The man is knocked off his feet. Phillip jumps 
back, but his legs lock him in place there and refuse to move any farther. 

 Another tentacle emerges from the sea, its tapered end almost graceful as 
it slithers over the sand.

 “No!” Phillip cries out as the creature catches hold of the dog 
bounding towards its master, who is just now picking himself up and 
brushing off the sand.

 The dog lets out a yelp as the tentacle wraps around its body. The tentacle 
lashes, whipping the terrified dog over Phillip’s head. He stretches his arms, 
but they’re suddenly not as long as they used to be, fear-stunted, and the tips 
of his fingers barely brush the dog’s feathery golden tail.

 There is a roar and it might be the monster or it might be the ocean. 
Water pours from skin now flushing greeny-black as the thing rises, but it 

How Bunny Came to Be – A.C. Wise
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doesn’t surface all the way. A vortex opens, lined with teeth, and this time 
there is no doubt that it is the monster bellowing.

 Two tentacles meet and as Phillip watches in horror, the monster tears 
the dog in half. Hot blood splashes his face, his chest. The sea monster drops 
the two halves of the dog into its jagged maw before sinking back beneath the 
waves. Water surges around their feet. Phillip’s pulse trip-hammers, chest too 
tight to breathe. 

 “My dog!” The man pushes Phillip out of the way, and he stumbles 
to one side.

 “Wait!” Phillip finds his voice, but it’s hoarse, weak. He wants to run 
after the man, but doing so would mean moving closer to those retreating 
tentacles. He’s saved people from drowning, pulled them out of tides 
determined to sweep them away, but this is something different.

 The foam surges around his legs, pink with blood.
 Bile burns Phillip’s throat. The dog’s owner charges into the waves, 

screaming obscenities. Phillip’s legs finally unlock, but they remain rubbery, 
numb. Even though the water is only around his ankles he feels like it’s waist 
deep, pushing back at him, keeping him from reaching the man.

 “Wait,” Phillip says again and it’s barely a whisper.
 He reaches the man, touches his shoulder, and the man whirls on him, 

eyes red and face contorted.
 “Get the fuck off me!” the man screams.
 He shoves Phillip. Hard. His hand lands square in the middle of Phillip’s 

bronzed chest. It leaves a handprint in the dog’s blood, the perfect impression 
of five fingers and a thumb.

 Phillip’s stomach turns. He bends over, vomits into the waves, sees the 
dog again behind his closed eyes. The man splashes away ahead of him and 
Phillip looks up just in time to see one of the tentacles crack the air like a whip 
as it disappears.

 It’s a casual gesture, without malice or intent, a cat flicking its tail. But it 
catches the bereaved man across the side of his head, sending him spinning. 
He falls; the waves roll him. The monster disappears and the man lies still. He 
doesn’t get up, doesn’t scream again for his dog. He doesn’t do anything at all.

 “Oh. God.” The moan brings another wave of sickness. Phillip’s stomach 
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clenches but there’s nothing left to vomit.
He staggers towards the man, crashes to his knees and rolls the man over. 

Half the man’s face is gone. The exposed eyeball glares, too round, from white 
bone and red muscle. The jaw, shattered, is still clenched in rage.

 “No. Oh, no.” Phillip buries his face in his hands, and while the tide 
rushes around him, washing the dead man like a sea-smoothed stone, he sobs.

After the police finish questioning him, after he has told his story over and 
over again, vomited it all up to an endless series of notepads and tape recorders, 
the sea of interchangeable people finally retreats and leaves Phillip alone. In his 
small room in the staff wing of the resort he strips out of his swim trunks and 
the thermal blanket the police gave him. His skin is still tacky with blood.

 He can’t stop shaking. 
 He climbs into the shower and turns the water on full force, as hot as he 

can stand it, and hotter still. He scrubs and scrubs until his skin is raw, until 
he’s sure blisters will rise from the heat, or the skin itself will slough from his 
bones. He wishes it would. No more Phillip. No more useless bronzed god 
who stood by in terror and watched a man and his dog die. He wants to be 
someone else, anyone else.

 He towels his burned-raw skin until he can’t stand it anymore. He can’t 
bear to get dressed. None of his clothes are right. They aren’t him anymore. Or 
rather, they are too much him, and that’s not who he wants to be.

 Instead, he pulls the sheet from his bed and wraps it around his body like 
a toga, and goes out into the balmy evening air. 

Tomorrow he will quit. Tomorrow he’ll pack his bags and get as far 
from Sun Haven as he can. He’ll go to the arctic, the Amazon, the moon, 
somewhere, anywhere. Anywhere but here.

 But for now, he can’t stand to be inside. The walls are too close. His life 
is caving in. He goes to the pool, empty now that all the guests are in the 
restaurants, or at one of the shows, or under the swirling mirror ball of the 
disco. Blue-green lights set in the pool’s cement walls cast everything in an 
unearthly glow. Phillip sits on one of the long, plastic chairs surrounding the 
pool, puts his head in his hands, and tries to breathe without sobbing.

 He hasn’t eaten anything, but still his stomach roils, alternately clenching 
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in pain and growling against its emptiness. The thought of putting food in his 
mouth, chewing it, grinding it between his teeth...

 “Are you okay?”
 Phillip looks up. Billy clutches the towel he’s holding tighter in his hands.
 “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. And I know you’re not okay. I heard 

what happened. Is there anything I can do?”
He says it so earnestly, like he’s afraid Phillip will shatter at any minute, 

like he’ll bolt, or lash out in anger. 
 But Phillip doesn’t do any of these things. Suddenly he is so exhausted that 

he wants to sink right down on the concrete and go to sleep. Or better yet, sink 
into the pool, lie on the bottom and breathe water and never come up again.

 “No, I don’t think so. Thank you.” Phillip’s jaw aches from clenching 
it so hard.

 He hears Billy shifting from foot to foot, but Phillip doesn’t look up 
again. He doesn’t want to see the concern in Billy’s eyes. He doesn’t want to 
be reminded of anything good, or innocent, anything human right now.

 After a moment, Billy perches on the chair opposite Phillip’s, close but 
not touching. He doesn’t say anything, and Phillip finally raises his head. 
Then words spill out of him, words he never intended to say. He tells Billy 
everything, and feels the terror come back as he describes it, crawling over his 
skin and drawing a cold sweat, leaving him shaking.

 “I want to be strong,” Phillip says, finally. “I want to be the kind of person 
who saves people, not the kind of person who stands by and watches them 
die. I’m a lifeguard for fuck’s sake. And the dog... And the man. I didn’t do 
anything, I just stood there.”

 Billy is silent for so long Phillip is afraid he’ll get up and leave. Even 
though he didn’t want the company, now he’s terrified of being alone. 

 “So do it,” Billy says, his voice soft, almost a whisper. 
 Phillip stares at Billy, trying to understand what he’s saying. Billy takes a 

deep breath and licks his lips. 
 “Be strong. Be a hero. You just have to find something that makes 

you strong, you know? Like armor, like a good luck charm, something that 
protects you from the world.”

 Motion beyond the low fence surrounding the pool catches Phillip’s 
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eye—three dancers from the resort’s Carnival-themed show. Feathers 
surround their heads like halos: ostrich, peacock, and parrot. Their skin-tight 
costumes shimmer, throwing off darting fragments of light like scales. Their 
impossibly high, impossibly thin heels clatter, hooves on the concrete. They 
don’t even notice Billy and Phillip in the dark. They don’t pause—a herd of 
fierce, chimerical creatures, devouring the night.

 Phillip sucks in a breath. It’s like the man striking him in the chest 
again, but instead of leaving him tight and unable to breathe, something 
opens inside him. 

 “Yes,” Phillip says. Yes, he thinks. Strong. 

This is Bunny, who is not quite Bunny yet, but will be very soon: 6’2” 
standing flat, 6’6” in heels. The heels in question are silver, tapered thin, 
glittering every bit as bright as Dorothy’s ever did in Oz. Her dress is 
silver, too, spangled, spaghetti-strapped, cut low in a V almost to her navel, 
revealing a perfect, bronzed chest. The skirt brushes her thighs, somewhere 
between crotch and knee. It flares when she twirls, which she does just once 
to see how it feels. Her hair is frosted almost white, piled in a bouffant atop 
her head. Her lips are the reddest red that ever was and her nails match. 
Red as blood. Her lashes are spider-leg long and above them, her eyelids are 
smeared with silver to match her dress. 

 It’s not make-up, it’s war paint. It isn’t clothing, it’s armor.
 This is Bunny and she is so very strong.

“Wow,” Billy says. 
 Bunny lifts her arms slightly, turns. 
 “That’s not what I was expecting, but wow. You look...great.” He blushes 

and Bunny smiles. “But it’s still missing something.”
 “What?” Bunny says. Her stomach clenches, fear trying to break its way 

out of her brand new skin. 
 But Billy still smiles and that smile never wavers as he rummages in a 

drawer and comes up with a pair of white rabbit ears, attached to a wide, 
rhinestone studded headband. 

 “From Halloween,” Billy says by way of explanation.
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 His cheeks color ever so slightly as he places the ears reverently atop 
Bunny’s bouffant. 

 “For luck,” Billy says.
 “I thought that was supposed to be the feet.” But Bunny smiles.
She raises a hand and touches one velvet soft ear with the tip of her finger. 

Electricity courses down her spine. Yes, she thinks—strong.
“So what happens now?” Billy asks.
“Now,” Bunny says, “now I go fight a sea monster. Now I save the world.”
 “Are you...you know...serious?” Billy’s eyes are wide. He looks a little bit 

in awe of Bunny, and a little bit afraid, too. 
 She sees herself in Billy’s eyes. She is a warrior. She is beautiful. She is 

strong, and even though she is still afraid, all the fear is on the inside, hidden 
under glamor and shine. She can do this thing. She has to. Otherwise she’ll 
spend the rest of her life afraid. Besides, the world needs heroes.

 “Yes, I am,” Bunny says. She meets Billy’s eye, letting him know she 
means it.

 Doubt flickers across Billy’s face. She can tell he wants to ask her how, 
or what business she has fighting sea monsters, all questions she can’t answer. 
Instead, Billy nods once and sets his mouth in a firm line. 

 “Okay,” Billy says.
 “Okay.” Bunny lets out a breath she wasn’t aware of holding, then 

manages a grin she hopes doesn’t reveal her nerves. “How about a kiss for 
luck, too? Just in case.”

 With the heels, she has to lean down to make the kiss work, but she does, 
and it does. Billy smells like honeysuckle, and he tastes like light summer 
wine. Bunny steps back, smoothing her dress, and Billy touches his lipstick-
smeared mouth, dazed. She doesn’t say anything else, because what else is 
there to say? Bunny turns and marches out to save the world.

The beach has been closed off since the attack. Yellow police tape flutters 
in the wind but Bunny ducks under it. It’s harder than she anticipated walking 
in high heels on sand, but she’s determined. She wobbles as she makes her way 
down to the shore, and stands facing the waves while the wind tugs at her hair.

 This is it, she thinks. Now it’s time to see what she’s made of under the glitter 
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and glam, whether her charm works, whether her new skin is more than just a 
disguise. Underneath the sparkle and shine, this is who she is, who she wants to 
be—a fighter of monsters, someone who doesn’t back down. And if she’s afraid, 
which she is deep down, then she wants to be the kind of person who doesn’t let 
fear stop her, who takes it in stride and uses it as a weapon against the world.

 Bunny flashes her teeth, bright in the newly-risen sun. She hefts a 
harpoon, borrowed from the wall of the resort’s nautical-themed bar. 

 “Okay, motherfucker,” she tells the waves. “Come and get me.”
 She can feel it, the sense of waiting, the monster just beneath the ocean’s 

skin. It’s toying with her, not rising yet, but staying safe under the waves. Even 
in her short dress, Bunny sweats. She grips the spear harder, hoping her damp 
palms won’t betray her. Blood red nails dig into her skin.

 “I can wait all day,” she says. “Can you?”
 A small crowd has gathered behind her, just beyond the police tape. She 

can hear them murmuring, but she doesn’t turn. What if one of them calls 
the police? What if they have her arrested? A child shrieks, slipping from 
its mother’s grip and dashing toward the shore, eager to play in the waves, 
oblivious to the warning tape and the waiting doom.

 Bunny sees the child from the corner of her eye, toffee-colored curls bouncing. 
 “No!” She snatches the child, swinging him up into the air. 
At the same moment, the water heaves. A tentacle rises, dripping, and 

smashes down on the sand, spraying grit and salt water, but narrowly missing 
Bunny. Only the points of her heels, dug deep in the sand, keep her from 
falling. The child’s mother dashes forward and grabs the boy out of Bunny’s 
hands, hugging him close.

 Another woman runs onto the sand. “Maria!”
 “Go!” Bunny yells at both of them, grabbing her harpoon from the sand and 

whirling to where the tentacle is rising again. It is joined by a second and a third. 
 The woman called Maria runs, sheltering her son. The other woman 

hesitates just a moment, and it is a moment too long. One tentacle lashes 
downward. Bunny drives up with her harpoon, sinking the point deep into 
the creature’s flesh. Black blood like ink gushes from the wound, salty as the 
sea water across her red lips, stinging her eyes and covering her in gore.

 As the woman begins to run for the shore, a second tentacle whips 
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around her ankle, dragging her back toward the waves.
 “Oh, no you don’t!” Bunny wrenches the harpoon, twisting it and pulling it 

free. Blisters rise on her sweat-slick and blood-wet palms where they rub against 
the harpoon’s smooth, wooden handle. One day, they will be calluses. If she lives 
that long. The sea monster writhes. It shrieks. It pounds the sand. But it doesn’t 
let go. Bunny stabs at the tentacle wrapped around the woman’s leg as the woman 
claws frantically at the sand. Bunny hacks, fierce, fueled with rage, seeing the dead 
man with his missing face and the dog ripped in two again and again.

 It all comes out of her like a primal scream, but not as a sound. It comes 
out as the harpoon’s point, stabbing until the sea monster finally lets go. 
Bunny staggers back, blinks, stiletto heels sinking deep in the sand. Her pulse 
trips, adrenaline making her tremble. Is it over? It can’t be over. She blinks 
again, forcing herself to move.

 “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.” Bunny reaches to help the 
woman up. Her voice quavers too; the aching muscles in her arms might 
never stop shaking. 

 They are both splattered with blood, drenched with sea water. The 
hand gripping Bunny’s wrist is slicked in ichor. She hauls the woman up, 
but the woman doesn’t let go right away. She stares at Bunny, wide-eyed, 
mascara running to mingle with the gore on her skin, dark hair plastered to 
her shoulders, her sun dress—dark blue covered in a riot of bright pink and 
yellow flowers—clinging to her.

 “Go on,” Bunny says, trying to push the woman toward the shore.
 The woman blinks. “What about you?”
 “Just go!” Bunny says. It’s not over. Of course it isn’t over. She can feel the 

thing beneath the ocean gathering to strike again, bunched tight like a swimmer’s 
muscles the moment before he launches his body into the waves. It’s wounded, but 
not dead. It’s angry. As angry as she is, and it too can be fueled by rage.

 “But what...” The woman never finishes her sentence.
 Water sweeps around them, knocking them both off their feet. The 

dripping, bleeding bulk of the sea monster looms over them, a paler green-
grey now that it’s lost so much blood. It screams, a high-pitched, terrible 
sound, showing rings of teeth receding back into its throat. One eye, yellow, 
slitted like a cat’s, glares at them.
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 “Get out of here!” Bunny yells at the woman.
 Somehow, she’s managed to keep hold of her harpoon. She struggles to 

stand, slipping in the waves, the sand treacherous beneath her. She raises her 
weapon, but her balance is off, and the monster is quicker, angrier. A tentacle 
whips out and snaps her harpoon in two. Bunny drops to her knees.

 She scrambles after the broken harpoon pieces but the tide snatches them 
away, sucking them hungrily beyond her reach. The sea monster screams again 
and it takes all of Bunny’s will not to clap her hands over her ears. 

 She squeezes her eyes shut for just a moment. She takes a deep breath. 
Forces herself to stand. Then she looks the monster in the eye.

 If sea monsters can laugh, she swears this one is, and it’s laughing at her. 
Something inside Bunny clenches tight, making it hard to breathe. The monster 
is trying to make her feel small again, powerless, afraid. For a moment, she lets 
it. She shrinks inside her armor, heart beating too hard. She feels her war paint 
running. What was she thinking? She’s no hero.

 The monster feints, snaps a tentacle in the air next to Bunny’s head, close 
but not touching. Bunny reels back. Her heels catch in the sand, tripping her. 
She lands hard, twists, and tries to scramble away from her traitor shoes. A 
tentacle thuds down, blocking her, a cat toying with a mouse. 

 The woman, who did not run away when Bunny told her to, darts in, 
dodging coils of tentacle. She snatches Bunny’s fallen shoe and pushes it into 
Bunny’s hand. Bunny stares for a moment, gaping incomprehension before 
understanding dawns.

 “Thank you.” She gives the woman a shaky smile, grabs her other shoe, 
and pushes herself upright, whirling to face the monster. Wielding a shoe in 
either hand, heels pointed outward like blades, she remembers: she is Bunny. 
She is a warrior. She is strong. 

 The sea monster lunges towards her, a falling mass of stinking flesh, 
determined to crush her and make her into a meal.

 “Oh no.” Bunny grits her teeth. “Not today, you big, ugly fucker.”
 The sea monster screams, and Bunny screams right back. As the monster 

falls toward her, maw wide, Bunny leaps up, colliding, driving both points of 
her high heels deep into the monster’s eye.

 Aqueous humor spurts from the wound, slicking Bunny’s arms. The 
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monster’s scream turns to a sound of pain. It thrashes and heaves beneath her 
and Bunny jumps back, landing in the sand and somehow keeping her feet 
under her. Tentacles whip the air, the monster tearing at its eye, trying to rid 
itself of the shoes. The sound it makes is piteous now, mewling, almost a sob. 
For a moment, Bunny almost feels bad.

 “You shouldn’t have eaten the dog,” she murmurs.
 The monster sinks into the ocean, limbs still thrashing, but weakly now. 

Water surges around Bunny, up to her waist, and then retreats, rushing to fill 
the spot where the monster disappeared. The silver dress clings to Bunny’s 
thighs. Her frosted-white hair is askew. She can’t even begin to imagine what 
her make-up must look like. But she’s alive.

 “Is it dead?” someone calls from the shore.
 The woman beside Bunny is the one to answer. “I think so.”
 The woman touches Bunny’s arm, and Bunny starts. “Are you okay?” 

The woman’s dark eyes are full of concern, but wonder too. Admiration for 
what Bunny has done.

 “I think so,” Bunny says. “But look at me,” she adds after a long moment. 
“And look at you.”

 “We could both use a shower.” The woman grins, nerves and relief. 
Bunny sees now that she’s shaking, too.

 “And after that, I’m going to sleep for a week,” Bunny says.
 They lapse into silence, and the woman’s expression grows serious again. 

“That was incredible, what you did. Saving my nephew. Saving me. Thank you.”
 “I did what anyone would do,” Bunny says, shrugging, uncomfortable 

now and looking away. Deep down, she knows her words aren’t true.
 The woman’s hand tightens on her arm. “No. Not anyone. I could never 

do something like that.”
 Bunny hears the longing in the woman’s voice. It goes all the way through 

her, kicks at her heart, and makes her breath catch. What has she lost? What 
makes her afraid? She turns and looks at the woman, really sees her, gore-
covered, soaking wet, skin goose-pimpled. But there’s a hero there somewhere 
inside her, too.

 “Well no, not in those clothes at least.” Bunny allows herself a slow smile. 
It feels good.
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 “You mean?”
 “Uh huh.” Bunny’s smile widens, becomes a grin. “Saving the world is 

hard work. You had my back, just now, with the shoes. It would be nice to 
have a hand now and then, you know, on a semi-permanent basis.”

 The woman shakes her head. “I could never do what you do.”
Bunny feels the woman’s pulse, jumping in her fingertips.
 “You already proved you can. And the right wardrobe will do wonders 

for you, I promise. I’m Bunny. What’s your name?”
 The woman opens her mouth, closes it again; Bunny sees when she starts 

to say one thing and changes her mind. The woman straightens. Her eyes, 
dark brown with just the faintest hint of green, glint with mischief, and the 
beginning of a smile lifts the edge of her mouth.

 “You can call me Esmerelda.”
 “Esmerelda.” Bunny takes Esmerelda’s hand and shakes it firmly. 

“Welcome to the team.”
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They arrive in autumn, on a night that is no different to any other, cold and 
damp and punctured by sirens. And nothing is ever the same again, now that 
the town is not ours any more, now that we share it with the bears. 

I slam the door and stand at our bedroom window, sulking, wishing I 
smoked so I could sulk more dramatically. The lights are off. There is a high, 
bright moon. Downstairs, Jake has turned up the volume on the TV loud 
enough for me to be able to hear every word they’re saying on the news. I 
consider stamping on the floor, but that’ll just make him feel better. 

It was a loose drainpipe—of 
all things—this time, and who 
had said they’d ring the landlord 
and why hadn’t it been sorted out 
sooner and Why can’t you take 
responsibility sometimes, Carrie? 

said in that tone of voice. 
I clench my fists. I take plenty of responsibility. It’s always me who sees 

carpets that need vacuuming, sheets that need washing, food going moldy in 
the fridge. Not him. How dare he talk to me about responsibility?

The drainpipe hangs over the window and a gust of wind makes it bang 
against the glass. I think how profoundly satisfying it would be if it fell 
off completely, if it smashed the night’s smug silence. But my attention is 

We all have stories; how 
we nearly walked into 
one or how we saw two 
of them fighting...

The Moon Bears
By Sarah Brooks
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caught by movement outside. Something comes out of the shadows, huge 
and silver and strange. 

It turns its head from side to side like it’s sniffing the air, pads past all the 
silent terraced houses with their closed curtains and neatly parked cars and I 
want so badly for it to raise its head and look up at me, standing here, the only 
one watching, so close to the window my breath fogs up the glass and I try to 
stop breathing. I want it to see me.

It doesn’t, of course. It carries straight on and when clouds cover the 
moon it disappears. It’s just a bear, after all. You can’t expect it to be the same 
for them.

We are proud of our moon bears. They make us special, make our town 
special. TV crews and journalists and tourists come from all around the 
world, right here to this little corner of Yorkshire, to point cameras at our 
moon bears and talk in whispers (though the bears don’t care) and sometimes 
even burst into tears at the miracle of it all. 

I don’t tell Jake about the one I saw from the window. I keep it secret so 
that we can go looking for moon bears together, so that like everyone else we 
can go Remember that first time? and argue about what road it was on and 
what day of the week it was, and what it felt like, that first, irreplaceable time.

The next day he wins a big contract at work and is too full of success 
and excitement to remember why we were fighting. He insists we go out 
to celebrate and that’s when we see one, walking slowly away from us. Jake 
clutches my arm and goes into that odd crouch that people do when they see a 
wild animal. The bear makes no noise, though it stands seven feet tall, at least. 
We follow it for a few steps before it disappears.

“Should we just keep going?” whispers Jake, “What if we walk into it? It’s 
still there, right, even if we can’t see it?” Then, without waiting for a reply he 
swings me into hug and shouts, “Shit! We just saw our first moon bear.”

The bears make things special. They make things better. 

We go to the pub on Mondays for the quiz, our one concession to a social 
life. Our team—me and Jake, Helena and Ben—used to win all the time, 
before the bears came, but the quiz-master has given up providing the answers.
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“What’s the point of a quiz with no answers?” says Jake. He has always 
liked winning. He swots up on the news especially for the quiz, or he did, 
before the news started happening right under our noses. The queue for the 
bar is enormous. A fight has broken out. Ben’s nose is bleeding when he gets 
back with our beers.

We are pressed together against the windows, which are all steamed up. 
Helena rubs one with her sleeve and peers outside. 

“We won’t be able to see them,” she says.
“We won’t be able to win our beer money,” says Jake.
People come to share their moon bear stories. We all have stories; how we 

nearly walked into one or how we saw two of them fighting. How they have 
squashed all the rose bushes in the garden. How we find silvery fur caught on 
the thorns. 

“I saw one outside the office,” says Helena. “It was standing in the road, 
staring at me.”

“They don’t stare at you,” says Ben, indistinctly, still trying to stem the 
flow of blood from his nose. “It’ll have been looking for other bears. They 
don’t stare at people.”

“It was staring,” says Helena, “right at me. For ages.”
“The quiz is about to start,” I say, and try to ignore the little knot of 

jealousy in my stomach.
When we get home we notice that the drainpipe has fallen off the front 

of our house again. It gives the house a wonky, rakish look. 
“We should call the landlord,” I say.
“We can do it tomorrow,” says Jake.
The landlord doesn’t answer his phone. We keep ringing, over the next 

few weeks. Eventually we stop trying.

Some people say the bears have always been here, hiding in the shadows. They 
were just waiting for the right time, they say, to step into the light. Some say 
the bears are only passing through, and that they will be gone soon enough, 
to somewhere wild and silent. 

Another Monday at the pub, though the quiz has been quietly forgotten.
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“I’m sure I keep seeing the same one,” says Helena. Ben makes crazy 
person signs behind her.

“It just looks familiar,” she says, turning to glare at him. 
I nod. “Maybe they’re territorial.”
“Maybe we should leave it to the experts,” says Jake. Ben raises his glass.
The truth is, no-one really knows anything. Not even the experts. The 

bears look slow, sleepy even, but it’s amazing how fast they move if something 
spooks them, or when at an unseen sign, they change direction and start 
running. Always into the shadows.

“I wonder what they feel like,” says Jake, “Their fur, hair, whatever.”
“Like moonlight,” says Helena.

The bear walks up the drive and into our back garden. I see it as I’m 
washing the dishes after dinner. As quietly as I can, I open the back door and 
creep outside. The bear stands on the lawn, eating the grass we haven’t cut in 
months. Although I swear I haven’t made a sound it raises its head to look at 
me. We stand there, the two of us, me shivering in a cardigan that’s too thin 
for late winter, the bear very still. I take a step closer, try to see into its eyes, 
but they are nothing more than dark holes in the pale contours of its face, and 
in another moment it turns its head away from me, sniffing at the air, at the 
smell of burning drifting over the gardens.

Tears prickle my eyes. Ridiculous. I don’t even know what I was hoping 
for. Stupid, to think they could understand, somehow, to think we could ever 
look at each other and see something familiar, some reflection of ourselves. 

I go back into the kitchen and plunge my hands into the cold, soapy water 
in the sink. 

It’s mid-morning before I get into work. I walk past overflowing rubbish 
bins. Over cups of tea in the canteen, we talk about the bears. We wonder 
what they eat. 

The girl at the next desk has left. It’s been happening a lot, lately. I don’t 
know where she went.

“Well, if she’s got somewhere better to be...” says Carol, my Head of 
Department, with a sniff. She’s always been a big one for ominous pauses.
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The next day, Carol phones up to say she isn’t coming in any more. “I’m 
staying at home,” she says. “You can fight over my stationery.”

I come home with a bruise over my eye. When I tell Jake about Carol 
he says, “Excellent. More pens for all.”

“I thought you’d be disgusted,” I say, “setting a bad example, and all that.”
He shrugs. “Who can say they haven’t thought of it, every now and again? 

Just throwing it all in, just stopping caring.”
You haven’t, I think, looking at him, all clean and careful; not you. You 

wouldn’t do something so irresponsible, so messy. 
We curl up in the living room. Our television aerial has blown down, and 

sometimes the electricity goes off. When this happens we sit on the floor in 
the dark. Jake runs his fingers through my hair, teasing out the tangles.

Helena leaves us in spring, when the nights are getting warmer and we can 
sit outside with bottles of home-made wine. I am going to meet her in town 
when I see her, from a distance. I wave, and she is raising her hand to wave 
back when a moon bear appears on the other side of the street and catches her 
attention. I watch as she walks up to it, and I expect the bear to move away, 
but it stands and looks right back at her. She puts her bag down on the ground 
and then kicks off her shoes, and before I can do anything she has climbed 
onto the bear’s back. She turns to me and waves, and the bear begins to walk 
away, with Helena gripping its fur, lying down on its back as if she is going to 
sleep. I watch the bear carry her away, and when the moon disappears behind 
a cloud the bear disappears too. 

I pick up her bag, but leave her shoes where they are, on the side of 
the pavement. That’s what people have started to do. It’s what Ben would 
want, I think. 

When I tell him he just says, “But we were happy,” over and again, 
shaking his head. 

Jake pats him on the arm, awkwardly. “We know you were, mate,” 
he says. “We know.”

Back at home, we eat raspberries from the garden for dinner, staining our 
fingers and lips red. Jake wraps his arms around me and makes me promise 
not to leave.
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“I promise,” I say, sweeping his hair away from his face. “I promise.”
But at night I dream about reaching out to touch the moon bear’s fur, 

the one that always stands in our garden. I reach out my hand slowly, shakily. 
I want to know what moonlight feels like. But before I can touch it, the bear 
turns its head to look at me and I see myself reflected in its dark watery eye.

I have an interview for a promotion. You can get promoted quickly, these 
days. Jake is already Assistant Managing Director at his company, though he 
says there’s not much to do. The interview panel is made up of Jenny from 
Human Resources and our Chief Executive, who has a red beard and curly 
red hair, even on the back of his hands. They sit across the table from me, their 
hands folded in front of them. I am wearing my best grey suit and a white 
blouse, though the blouse is creased and I can feel the sweat beneath my arms.

“So, Carrie, can you tell us a bit about why you think you’re suitable for 
this job?” asks the Chief Executive. I am ready for this question. I take a deep 
breath, then get to my feet. 

I walk around the table, and I wrestle the Chief Executive to the floor. 
He is tall and broad but topples off his chair with a kind of gracefulness. His 
hair scratches my arms and his fingers claw at me. The seams rip on my best 
suit. Jenny takes notes. 

Afterwards, we shake hands and the Chief Executive tells me he is 
delighted to welcome me on board. Jenny shows me to my new desk, over-run 
by the snaky green tendrils of pot plants and over-looked by a broken window.

“I hope you’ll be happy in your new position,” she says brightly, and leaves 
me to settle in.

At home, I examine the deep scratches on my back in the mirror, wincing. 
“Have we got any antiseptic cream in the bathroom?” I ask.

“It’s run out,” says Jake. He turns me around and takes a look at my back. 
Then he takes my hand and leads me over to the bed. I lie down. Feathers 
brush against my cheek. Jake touches my back, lightly, and I flinch.

“It’s okay,” he says. “Just lie still. It’s okay.”
I close my eyes and Jake leans forward and licks the scratches until all the 

blood is gone, until his tongue rasps against my back and my skin feels tight 
and clean and new.

The Moon Bears – Sarah Brooks
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This is how we live. Ivy climbs in through the upstairs windows, and magpies 
nest on top of the wardrobe. Rainwater soaks into the carpet in the hall, 
dripping down from the attic where the tiles have blown off the roof. The 
fallen drainpipe blocks the front door, hidden by bindweed. We hunt during 
the day. Sometimes we fight. On warm nights we sleep in the garden, wrapped 
in whatever we can find, our arms around each other.

The moon bears live their silent lives. Sometimes I wake in the night to 
find one asleep beside us. Sometimes I reach out and touch it. I had thought 
it would be ghost-like, insubstantial, but its fur is cool to the touch, and soft. 
It smells like the deep rich earth. Sometimes I wake and it is watching me, its 
dark eyes wide open, staring straight into mine. 



Sincerely, Your Psychic
By Helena Bell

To Whom it May Concern,
I was cleaning out my desk drawer when I came across the Queen of 

Cups. It signifies you, I think, and smells faintly of copper. Tell me, are you 
having problems with your water heater?

Dear Sir or Madam,
Did you know that many astrologers are also physicists? That the moment 

you were born the locations of celestial bodies were imprinted upon your 
consciousness? That prisons and 
hospitals see more activity during 
full moons, which is indicative 
of the precise and measurable 
influence of the heavens on the 
human psyche? 

I do not know if any of the 
above is true; it was in the pamphlet for my correspondence course. 

For homework, I suggest you reflect on a moment in your life which has 
had an adverse effect on your decision making process. 

Dear Sir,
According to my almanac, Monday had a good moon for spell casting 

and thus I lit a green candle beneath your card and continue to light and snuff 

This gives her the freedom 
to act on her desires 
unencumbered by fear or 
consequence...
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it daily. Light and snuff. Light and snuff. It burns for precisely six hours each 
time, the same amount of time you spent locked in an upstairs closet with 
your high school girlfriend. 

Enclosed is a complete astrological chart of the moment of your birth 
which accounts for the interminable shift of the planets and galaxies over the 
last 2000 years (you are not, in fact, a Gemini). I hope you find it as instructive 
as I did about your unique personality traits. Excerpts: You are smart; you are 
defensive; sometimes you dream of being called before the Internal Revenue 
Service while completely and inexorably nude. 

If you wish for me to help you along your journey to self-discovery and 
save your marriage, please list the things about yourself you wish to change, 
the things you wish not to change, and three animal species which should 
never interact within a closed environment. 

P.S. Also enclosed: A topographical map leading you to the engraved 
locket you lost the night you told your wife you did not want children and 
did not explain why. 

Dear Sir,
The name of your daughter is Annabelle. She is 17 years old (and not, 

as you thought last week, 18). She likes horses, musical theatre, and the dry 
crackle sound a sand castle makes when it is ready to collapse. She cheers for 
all your favorite sports teams. 

She does not know she is adopted, nor do her parents ever intend to 
reveal the information to her. For the first six months of her life her parents 
discussed the numerous scenarios in which it would be morally or medically 
imperative to inform their daughter of her origin. At first they felt they would 
tell her when she was old enough. Then they decided to tell her only if she 
were struck with a serious genetic disease. They role-played the conversation 
alternating which parent played Annabelle and which parent played the One 
Who Reveals We Have Lied to You Since the Day You Were Born. None of 
the conversations ended well and they chose the path of least resistance. In 
this, her parents are very much like you. 

Annabelle does not suspect she is adopted. She believes the world to be a 
well ordered and rule abiding place even if she does not know what all of those 
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rules are. Dalton’s Law appeals greatly to her, as does Everett’s many-worlds 
theory. In one universe, she is a ballet dancer. In another, she has already died 
of old age after a long life as a famous matador. Each decision she makes and 
does not make ripples out from her feet like water-smoothed pebbles on the 
shore. Knowing this gives her the freedom to act on her desires unencumbered 
by fear or consequence.  If she chooses poorly, another Annabelle must choose 
wisely. In this, she is very much like me. 

This you cannot change: one day you will pass your daughter on the street 
and you will look at each other as the complete and total strangers you are. 
Knowing this will not change the fact that when you look at her, all you will 
see is a plain faced girl in a blue dress. 

“That girl is unremarkable in every way,” you will think to yourself. 
She will think the same of you, of herself, of your wife down the street 
putting the groceries in the sedan. In another universe, Annabelle thinks, 
your wife drives a minivan full of fat, happy children. In yet another, she 
is single. In another, divorced. In another, she does not exist at all. In all, 
your daughter will have spent .27 seconds thinking of you and 3 minutes 
thinking of the ways in which your wife could explore various career 
options overseas. 

You will write a note to yourself: Look for the girl in the plain blue dress. 
Call her Annabelle.  

It will not matter. You will never know which one she is; she will never be 
the one you think she may be. 

This you can change: Your wife will notice you noticing every young 
woman who passes by. You can tell her why, or not. She will only understand 
one answer. 

For homework: If you wish to remember what Annabelle looks like after 
you do not see her, draw a picture of your ex-girlfriend from memory. 

Dear Mr.—,
I recommend the cessation of payment for the investigative services of 

Reginald Clearwater (specialties: insurance claims, employee verification, 
spousal infidelity). To date he has conducted three Internet searches, 
one interview of one post office employee, and twice he has peered at the 

Sincerely, Your Psychic – Helena Bell
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letters you have given him and thought, “I should have asked Trish to the 
homecoming dance.”

Trish has married her date to the homecoming dance. She is very happy 
with her husband; he is very happy with her. Reginald will one day find 
happiness with a dealer of commemorative art plates when he completes the 
eight tasks on the journey to self discovery laid out to him by the fates. 

That is a lie. Reginald will never move past the third task. 

Dear Clyde,
I regret the pain I feel our correspondence has caused you. 
I have hung sage in the corners of my parents’ house. I have laid out rose 

quartz and jade, petrified wood dabbed with linseed oil, and yet when I close 
my eyes I still know that your wife’s favorite flower is magnolia. I know she 
is allergic to mangoes and other raw, uncut fruits. I know her deepest fears in 
ascending order of severity:

Furniture climbers;
That you married her solely for a passing resemblance to an old girlfriend;
Eels. 

Dear Clyde,
It was not raining the day you and your ex-girlfriend decided to put the child 

up for adoption. It was a good decision, you both said. An excellent decision: 
weighed and considered and accounting for all the facts and circumstances 
including but not limited to: your relative ages, your plans for the future, your 
complete lack of emotional attraction. The sun was so bright that day that 
sometimes you still find yourself shading your eyes as you think on it. 

They say memory is like an outline from which you create a new scene 
and subtext on each subsequent remembrance. In this way the things you 
do not remember must remain pure and clear, and the things you remember 
often become muddy and whorled. 

For homework: Burn the picture you drew from memory. It looks 
nothing like your daughter. It does, however, look a great deal like me. 

P.S. I regret to inform you that your wife has retained the services of 
Reginald Clearwater. 
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•  •  •
Dear Clyde,

I am 18 years old and I have never suffered from a serious genetic disease 
or ailment. My parents work for the embassy of the recently unified Germany 
and email me every Sunday to ask if I am living a long and happy life. Have I 
met anyone? Have I moved past the third task on the journey to self-discovery: 
letting go of the things you know you do not know? 

No matter how hard you may look, you will never find me, though I am 
flattered that you have tried. 

You will, however, find your wife’s locket if you adjust for recent rain fall 
and the tendency of animals to pick up small, flashy things. Forgive them; 
they are merely curious and unknowing of the havoc they may cause. 

These are the last things I will tell you: 

Last night I dreamed of an armadillo. I peeled off his plates one by one and 
recited “They loved me; they loved me not.” I had a prime number left to pull 
when I woke up.

Annabelle dreamed of the accents the ground chooses when it speaks; 
she dreamed of the lisp of granite; of the glottal stops of soil erosion. When 
she awoke she decided, just for a day, to pretend she would grow up to become 
a geologist, one concerned with the origin of landscapes and convinced of the 
many ways in which the world may one day die.

Your wife dreamed of rocks balanced alternatively in the stacking and 
pure style. Also, huckleberries. 

Reginald: Trish in a pink bathing suit. 
Trish: A world where Marlon Brando takes her to the Homecoming 

Dance. They marry. She dreamed of marrying her accountant, her dentist, 
the lone male bank teller. Finally, she dreamed of the pale faced boy in 
the back row of her ninth grade geometry class. He does not ask her to 
the Homecoming Dance but they marry and have six children all named 
Annabelle. None of them speak to one another. They do not sign or write 
or communicate telepathically, but merely move through the void like fog 
rolling off the river. 

One of the Annabelles dreamed of parallel universes populated with the 

Sincerely, Your Psychic – Helena Bell
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offspring of other parallel universes. She dreamed of spherical chickens, of 
entangled atoms, and of tangerines. 

The universes dream of being so close they breathe the same air into the 
same spaces. They watch the paths we find ourselves on and wonder: if they 
move this way and that, can they change the future and inspire us to let go.  
And to move on. 

Which we so rarely do. 



Out They Come
By Alex Dally MacFarlane

She speaks so little, out they come: foxes. One after the other, falling like 
russet tears. They land on all fours and shake the saliva from their fur and bare 
their teeth, sharper than knives. She wants to say to the village, “I’m not sorry, 
I hate you all, you deserve this.”

They are her strength, come to fight.

In the islands, foxes are food. Boiled with dandelions in a deep pot, flesh 
and marrow and bones all, they make many good meals for a woman living 

alone; and don’t forget to keep the 
hide for winter, when the ice blows 
in. The tails make fine collars. Or 
put them at the edges of the door, to 
keep the drafts out. Keeps the sheep 
safe, too, especially in spring when 

the lambs are small on the damp grass. 
At the edge of the village, any wild animal that sniffs at a stone wall goes 

into the pot.
Stey hides these foxes.
Her house is small and plain, stone walls and a grass roof for the goat, 

only one room inside. There she layers tapestries on the floor and walls to keep 
the cold out. Through winter nights there’s precious little else to do but sit 
and work. In spring she starts trading her excess tapestries: the holy scenes 

They lie around her, 
content to sleep, but 
at day they interrupt 
her work.
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She locks them inside the first time she goes into the village...
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with the church, the wild scenes with the other women. Though she works 
alone, she’s fast, determined. If she stops being exceptional, there won’t be any 
more chicks or fish or sheep-wool. In the scant weeks of summer, she opens 
the wooden door and the breeze blows in, full of sea salt. She scatters cushions 
on the floor, which is also her seat and her bed, and spins the wool, and the 
chickens run inside and out as freely as the air.

The foxes make her house crowded, but it is autumn when they fall from 
her mouth: their warmth is appreciated. She curls with them at night, like the 
chickens in their pen. There are only five, at first. The smell is not so bad. 

She locks them inside the first time she goes into the village, and not just 
to keep them from pots. She doesn’t trust them with the goat. 

But it’s not animals they’re after.

When she’s just eleven years old, Stey sneaks out of church to watch the 
foxes fight. Two vixens, barking, baring teeth, over someone’s dead lamb. Stey 
tells stories about them: foxes that fight, foxes that fly, foxes that dive into 
the sea and bring back the rarest treasures. In church, she blocks her ears and 
thinks of the foxes. In school, she thinks of their teeth. How can you believe 
in what you’ve never seen?

Coughing up foxes makes sense: they are her comfort, they are her strength. 
She has believed in their teeth for years, from girl to woman. Only—the 
strength is in them, not her, and she doesn’t think she can put them to their use.

They scratch at the door to get out.
At night they lie around her, content to sleep, but at day they interrupt 

her work. Stey sits by her stove, minding the mutton casserole—from her 
mother’s flock, given for a cushion cover—and stretches out her recently 
woven nettle-cloth, pinning it to frames. She begins to sketch her winter’s 
work on the cloth. Another selkie. Another warrior-lass, with brows hard as 
axes and thistles in her hair. Another Virgin, eyes on her golden son. In one 
design, new, a quintet of foxes gathers around a woman’s feet, nipping at the 
ends of her long, dark hair—but she cannot decide the woman’s expression: 
hidden behind her hair—or not. She spins more wool as she thinks.

Out They Come – Alex Dally MacFarlane
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The foxes put their jaws on her knees and stare at her. They scratch and bark. 
They circle her small house, like caged animals, which she guiltily supposes they 
are—of a sort. Animals that don’t need to eat or defecate. 

She goes walking to gather lichens and dulse for her dye-jars, leaving the 
foxes behind. 

She meets the man whose name begins with J, whom she has tried to 
avoid for years, on his way to the beach to shoot gulls. Cringing deep inside, 
she smiles and hugs him and asks how he has been, in the years since they ate 
together in the school hall, all the village’s children under one roof. He tells 
her that it’s so good to see her again. She agrees. 

Five more foxes fall from her throat that night, hurting her on the way 
out. They join the others as she gasps and cries into the cold air of her house. 
They gather around her, hot as anger. Lying on her tapestries, wrapped up 
in blankets as the wind whistles draft-songs around her door, she welcomes 
them, companions to her thoughts, which are too big to bear alone. The 
foxes surround her.

They scratch at the door, unrelenting.
There is never a moment when she decides to let the foxes out. Only that 

the following afternoon she looks up and the door is open and her house is 
strangely quiet, empty. Pungent. 

Though she smiles, with a malice that would frighten even her mother, 
she doesn’t join them. 

It doesn’t take a lot to teach silence. No. It takes: a boy whose jokes are 
putting his hands on her, ignoring her insistent “No!”, and almost all of their 
friends laughing with him. It’s just a joke! It’s just hands on her thighs, just 
sticks poking her breasts, her crotch, day after day for two years. It’s nothing 
serious, nothing bad, nothing, nothing.

It is far harder to teach herself not to be silent, not to put her anger 
behind smiles.

She sketches the woman with her face hidden by her hair.
She begins to stitch the woman with fox-teeth, gleaming with the last of 

her gold-thread, a church bequeathment. 
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•  •  •
The village doesn’t react well.

The foxes run down every road, baring teeth sharper than knives, and 
they tear at ankles and legs. They leave blood on the cobblestones. In the 
afternoon, when the stoves are cold, they scramble down chimneys and stain 
the tapestries. They run into the village hall, into the school. On Sundays, 
when people gather in the church for the warmth of many throats speaking 
prayers, they run under the pews and wait by the prayer cushions for knees. 
No one notices that they eat air, not sheep. No one notices that they don’t 
attack everyone. 

Stey hears of the names: men—mostly men—and some women, who 
laughed, who didn’t care. So many of them, in this small village.

A meeting is called, in a room floored with stone not earth, its doors 
locked tight, its corners lit too bright for foxes to hide.

They call it a plague of foxes and Stey laughs, silently.
She cannot laugh when she next walks through the village. Foxes: two 

strung up on fences, one hanging outside the pub like its name-sign, one 
curtaining the village hall, the others decorating the shoulders of the people 
with the most tattered legs. Those men limp, smiling. Stey flees from them. 
The foxes’ eyes are dull. Russet-haired children hide indoors, their mothers 
cautious. A dog pup is flayed for looking too foxy. 

She is practical, and the winters are long and cold: she has killed foxes 
before. Put their bodies into a pot in pieces, added the hides to a blanket. 

This is not winter’s need.
Better to spend the months of ice in her house, making her tapestries—

good working woman—burning wood slowly, preciously in the stove, milking 
the goat, collecting eggs, sipping nettle tea. 

She weeps for the foxes and imagines that they must be scared now, 
because her throat remains empty. The smell gradually leaves. She wants them 
back. No. She wants silence and forgetfulness and tapestries. The selkies need 
the sea around their ankles, the sky as grey as their sturdy seal-skins. The gold-
toothed woman is not even half-finished. There is work to be done, year after 
year, and what good is remembering? Just pain and dead foxes. 

No. 
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She wants the foxes’ warm bodies against hers, she wants their teeth. She’s 
tired, so tired, of silence and quiet, but she knows she can’t end it alone.

The nights are long. 
When she thinks of the man she loved when they were young, whose 

name begins with T—who taught her the word “over-reacting”—she coughs 
a green-eyed fox onto the warm stones in front of her stove. 

“It won’t stop, will it?” she whispers.
The fox gives what passes for a smile on such a pointy face. 
“Well, now we can make it stop.”
She keeps thinking of her memories and out the foxes keep coming, 

though it hurts her throat again, though it gets her dragged from her house—
because eventually someone notices how the foxes go out of her door and 
never in, how her ankles are bare of bites, how she holds up her chin when she 
passes a strung-up fox in the street and smiles at any still living.

“Pray,” they say, throwing her in the jail, where there are no tapestries to 
keep out the bitter winter cold, “that the punishment is light.”

She believes in nothing but the foxes.

She makes enough of them to keep her warm. The men who watch the 
jail—who were once boys, laughing in the school hall—stare through the 
barred window in the top of her door, telling her how the foxes will die at the 
ends of their shotguns, but there is already fear in their voices. 

Once a week, her mother visits with fish stew and nettle tea. “It’s not 
right.” She’s not talking about the foxes. Her pale eyes remind Stey of the 
winter sky, which she cannot see from her cell, and she wants to be on the 
other side of the door, staring at the sky by her mother’s side. She wants to be 
making tapestries of warriors and selkies, not thinking of hands, not fighting. 
“You shouldn’t have to do this.” Echoes of older words.

“I wish I’d listened to you,” Stey says, because she has wanted to say it for 
years. “You were right. I don’t know why I never told anyone.”

“No. None of this is your fault.”
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Stey smiles, fox-like. “I know.”
She’s so tired of waiting for the village to change.
Now she has the foxes, whose teeth are sharper than her small voice, and 

they will do far more than tear at ankles.
The floor of the cell is russet fur, is upturned jaws with teeth bared. Stey 

stands among them, barely bending over as she coughs, multiplying what she 
starts to think of as her army.

The guards don’t dare open the door.
“There are foxes in the wind,” she says, in-between coughing them up. 

“Why do you think your cheeks are nipped pink? They’re always hungry.” She 
laughs, and the men outside the door shudder. “There are foxes in the sleet, 
landing on your fingers when you milk the goats. There are foxes in the drifts, 
collapsing your sheep pens. String up as many of them as you want, make a 
whole village out of foxes, but you won’t stop them.”

Better yet, she thinks, run into the sea and drown. Let the rest of us live 
in peace. 

I hope they tear you apart before you can kill a single one.
The village waits, afraid.
The green-eyed fox nuzzles her hands and she thinks: There are a lot of 

awful people. I need to make a lot more foxes to overcome them all. It is easy to 
remember, over and over, and though it hurts, she gets used to it: the retch and 
cough, the slide of fur over her throat, the flick of a tail against her teeth. Her 
smile, broad as a sword.

Out they come.

Out They Come – Alex Dally MacFarlane
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Love in the Time of Vivisection
By Sunny Moraine

Overview
I’m asking questions when he makes the first incision. This is the deal 
we made. 

Why?
Why is always there. You can come at it in a number of different ways. 

You can ask at the beginning, 
when the cuts are small and fine 
and the pain is keen, or somewhere 
in the middle when the pain lessens 
and you begin to be able to feel your 
muscles divided and peeled back and 

away from your bones, or toward the end, when the pain is gone and he has 
his fingers in the slippery tangle of your viscera. When he holds your heart in 
his hands. 

You can be direct, blunt, or you can be subtle and careful and lead up to 
it with all kinds of nuances and implications; you can create a lovely garden 
labyrinth of words and at the center of it is the question. Whose way out does 
it represent? 

Who escapes?
This is another question. You must never ask this one. Both of you will 

fear an answer.

We sealed it with words 
but deals like this 
must always be sealed 
with much more.



Shimmer – Number Seventeen 49

One
I ask why? I am very direct by nature. He meets my eyes as he peels back the 
skin over my ribcage. There is a little blood but not very much. This is taken 
care of early on, by means that are unimportant to the greater inquiry. I will 
not bleed to death. I will not bleed at all. 

Why? And he gives me reasons. There is a very long list. I will give you a 
few of them: Because I have to, because it’s time, because it’s what you wanted, 
because I love you.

These reasons may or may not be legitimate. The deal we made does not 
require that he answer me honestly. 

A Setting
Stripped of its skin, muscle is very beautiful.

He brings a mirror and shows mine to me, my powerful, corded thighs 
and the harder stripes of red and white at my hips and the bars of my 
stomach. My arms. He has left my breasts untouched; those will be handled 
with exquisite care when most of the rest of me is done. I am a creature of 
glistening red. I am a wet ruby, run through with pale flaws. I move—I still 
can, a little—and I watch my gemstone body pull and flex. 

He says he loves every part of me. As he pulls me slowly to pieces, he has 
an opportunity to acquaint himself with all of those component parts. This 
is both a gift that I give to him and a demonstration of himself to me, proof 
of what he says. 

The ultimate test of any claim is whether one can hold to it when it is 
made as literal as possible. As literal as flesh. As bone. As the edge of a knife. 

Anniversary
We made this deal years ago. We sealed it with words but deals like 
this must always be sealed with much more. I wore white, he wore black; 
we balanced each other. But all balances are a kind of lie, covered over, 
possessing buried seeds of conflict. This does not necessarily mean 
fighting, but it does mean that in the end someone will be cutting and 
someone will be cut.

I remember how my hand fitted into his. I remember: I knew then that 
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his hands would tear me to pieces. And that I would allow this.

Two
What does this make you feel? When he finally does carve my breasts away, 
they tremble. As if they’re afraid of him. As if they ache for him. And I am still 
in pain, gentle pain that washes over me like warm waves. But my breasts are 
not the question. I am not the question. He is. Answer yourself. What are you 
feeling right now, with me in your hands?

If you wish, you can lie. If you really believe that will save you.

Unforeseen Consequences
I also promised years ago that I would never hide anything from you. 

Now I am being tested, too.

Three
I lose my muscle. Before, I could barely move; now I am immobile, stretched 
out flat with nothing to shift my bones. He brings silver pans and pails and 
lays the strips of me carefully into them. My skin is stretched out on a rack; it 
already looks like leather. He could wear it, if he chose. He could play at being 
me. He could wrap it around himself like a cloak. I would shelter him. 

But I do not think he would understand me any better. 
Don’t believe the old stories. Love is the opposite of understanding. 

When we understand, love is no longer possible.
I ask my third question as the pain fades. What will you do? When I am 

finally pulled apart and all he has are the pieces of me, and those make very 
poor companions. What will you do then?

I don’t know. 
I cannot be sure, but this feels like truth. 

Sense Memory
Once: He is looking into my eyes. We lie face to face, skin to skin, but the 
skin feels like a barrier. His lips brush my ear and he whispers that he would 
like to remove it someday. 

Once: It was a kind of play. At any rate, I believe that he believed it was so.

Love in the Time of Vivisection – Sunny Moraine
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Communication
He hasn’t touched my head. I still have my skin, my muscles; I can augment 
my words with expressions. He can see what I feel as it twists at my mouth. I 
have my eyes and ears; when sensation vanishes I will know that my body is 
being separated from me. 

He will leave my head until the end. This is so he will be able to say goodbye.

The Fine Print
At some point in this process you may wish to renege. The terms may no 
longer appeal.

This will be impossible. The moment you begin you’ve already gone too 
far to turn back. 

Four
While he removes my guts, I consider my fourth question. I must choose 
carefully, I must be very deliberate about my phrasing, but it’s hard to 
focus when he lifts my liver out of my body cavity and gently inserts the 
blade into it. It’s like watching him cut into a fruit, soft and overripe, 
exotic and dark and rich. Something that has sat for a time in its own 
juices, in the sun.

There is one question I want to ask. But then, it’s not really even a 
question. It’s a request, and requests are not covered under the terms of the 
contract. I cannot make them, and he is under no obligation to acknowledge 
them should I do so. And how would he punish me for the violation?

Perhaps by refusing to continue.
But we both know that will not happen. 
Will you stop?
It could be a question. It could be at the center of my cool green labyrinth, 

but within that hidden center it could change its shape the instant it’s found, 
like a camouflaged predator. Will you stop? Will you?

Please.
I ask it, my changeling question. I wait to see if he will accept it as his own.
But of course I already know. Whether it’s a question or a request, there is 

only one possible answer to either.
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Seconds of Sharpened Flint
The removal of my heart should be a sacred moment. A sacrificial moment. 
It should be an offering of something. But it’s lost in a mountain of offerings. 
It is set apart by nothing but my feeling that it should be somehow different 
than everything else. 

In this moment I begin to understand that when everything is drenched 
in holiness, everything becomes profane.

What Remains of Elephants
He does not stop. He undresses me down to the bones and I lie there with my 
head intact and he lifts it to show myself to me, his fingers gentle against the 
nape of my neck. He has stripped away the last of the flesh, left the ligaments 
for now but polished me with rough cloths and oils. I gleam. I was a gem; 
now I am lovely carved ivory, pale and perfect. Except for my head, flesh and 
skin and muscle and hair; this part of me no longer fits what is left of my 
body. I have not yet been dismembered but I am already incongruous. I do 
not connect. 

He begins to cut the ligaments away. He is so careful with the cartilage, 
not to nick or scratch the bone. He wants to keep me perfect until the very 
last. I appreciate this kind of care. 

It is now the only kind he can give me. 

Theseus in Reverse
I am a garden. He has pruned me. This is one other way to the center: You 
can follow the path of the labyrinth or you can take up your blade and cut 
your way straight through. 

Five; a Leavetaking
He takes my bones away one by one. He holds them in his hands and runs 
his fingertips over the lines of them. He is meditating on the subject of me. He 
lays them together in a gilded basket and then I am just a head, staring up at 
him, breathless and bloodless but still here. I am reduced. I am made essential. 

I ask my final question. 
Will you do this again?

Love in the Time of Vivisection – Sunny Moraine
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This is a question that is also goodbye, because of what it makes implicit. 
I am passing away; he may someday take another to replace me, and then he 
will—again—have to decide what to do. 

For a long time we merely look at each other. I love him; he must be able 
to see it. And I know that he loves me, because that was the entire point of 
this exercise.

He bends to kiss me, so light. And then his answer is the blade through 
my skull and into my frontal lobe, and goodbye is made final. 

He will do it again. Over and over and over.

Benediction
My one remaining hope, as I become an artifact of his extremely fickle 
memory, is that someday he will find someone stronger; strong enough to 
make a very different kind of deal.



Blue sky, fragile like glass

In the mornings after the rains he used to fish out of his bedroom window. 
Inside there was soft wood panelling and hanging silk lights, bamboo mats, 
high ceilings, an antique phone replica in brass and teak, low sofas, white. 
Outside the gardens were a swamp, the palm trees drowning. In the summer 
the goats came and ate the vegetation, but when the rain came the goats were 

curried away, which was a joke he 
liked to make, if only anyone had 
cared to listen. He fished with a 
bamboo pole and string, and baited 
it with house snails. The fish swam 
in the gardens outside, great graceful 

serpentine beasts like nagas, their colors silver and gold and the red of fallen 
leaves. The sky above his head in those mornings was the light blue of church 
glass. Sometimes birds came down from the sky and perched beside him on 
the windowsill and chirped, and sometimes he almost thought he could 
understand them. He bought a guide to bird watching but couldn’t recognize 
their species. They were flecked in dirty gold and the yellows of a cat’s eyes 
and their feet left marks in the dust of the windowsill that looked like an alien 
alphabet. They left different messages every morning, while below the fish 
turned this way and that in the rainwater, and their great tails rose into the air 

He sometimes saw a 
golden dragon’s head, 
as large as an old 
American car...

Fishing
By Lavie Tidhar
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and fell back to the surface and raised a foam of spray that fell on him, and at 
those times he felt most alive.

The girl in the That Dam

Also in the wet season he liked (though this was year round) to go to That 
Dam and have a coffee there. The coffee came from the hill tribes in the north 
and it was strong. He drank it kafe dam, coffee black, and watched That Dam 
in the harsh noon light, the black stupa stripped of all its gold, hiding inside 
it at least some of the mortal remains of the Buddha, an earlobe or a toe-bone 
or a piece of picked tongue. Weeds grew out of the stone steps of the stupa 
and no one ever came to clean them out. It was built over the cave-mouth of 

Marcos Garuti

Weeds grew out of the stone steps of the stupa and 
no one ever came to clean them out. It was built 
over the cave-mouth...
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the great naga of the city, and in the light of late afternoon if he happened to 
be sitting there still, he sometimes saw a golden dragon’s head, as large as an 
old American car, blinking at him with sleepy, rheumy eyes from behind the 
stupa. It was said that the naga could not leave its cave, and thus the city was 
sacked by the Burmese, or perhaps it was the Thais, all those years ago, and 
ever since the city had declined. Sometimes he ran into the ghosts of departed 
soldiers in the many mini-markets that littered the new city. Some were of the 
kingdom of Lan Xang, and some were of Kampuchea or Ayudhya or Nan-
viet, and just occasionally he saw an American, left behind from the Secret 
War. The soldiers seemed to get on well enough. There were many spirit 
houses dotted around the city, one for every family, and each night he would 
light a stick of incense and leave it in the spirit house with a shot glass of rice 
whiskey and, when he remembered and if he hadn’t already finished it with 
his coffee, a slice of poppy-seed cake.

He saw the girl on a day when he had in fact finished the cake. There was 
only foam left in his cup and it looked like rain clouds, and he rolled his spoon 
inside the cup and it made a sound like captive thunder, and he put the foam 
in his mouth. The girl was standing facing the stupa, as was respectful, and so 
he did not in fact see her face, but he noticed her bare feet, and that she had a 
gold ring on the toe of her left foot and also a tattoo of a snake nestled around 
her ankle. He put the spoon down harder than he intended and it hit the 
coffee cup with a sound like crashing waves and he looked down and when he 
looked up again she was gone.

Motorbike journey on Sokpaluang

When it wasn’t raining he liked to ride his motorbike, which was really 
just a scooter, down the wide avenue of Sokpaluang. Sometimes he’d turn at 
the end and follow the road to the 103 hospital and the fresh food market and 
the water tank that looked like a grey, eight-legged concrete insect marking 
the end of that road. He liked to ride the bike because it scared him. The wind 
shook the bike and made the tires wobble on the asphalt. Cars like mountains 
passed him by. Once a great naga slithered across the road and all traffic came 
to a standstill. He drove past the barbers and juice-sellers and sandwich stalls, 

Fishing – Lavie Tidhar
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the university and the temple and the local pool and the tuk-tuk stands and 
the lottery stands that, like mushrooms, only sprouted periodically, and the 
bike repair shops and the pool hall and the music shops and the mini-markets 
and soup places and beer places and all the spirit houses and the parked bikes 
and the sleeping dogs and the fat children and everyone else would be on the 
road with him on bikes of their own and in tuk-tuks and in cars like shambling 
elephants and his bike would wobble and he would grip the handles hard and 
when he got back and parked, he’d be shaking.

The nights were filled with rain and when the storm hit, sheets of water 
beat against the windows and the lighting was like pearls strung against the 
night or like a flashing blade in the sky, he could never decide which, and the 
thunder would drown the sounds of the world. He would stand facing the 
glass and look out at the fish as they rose to the surface and floated there with 
their pale eyes reflecting the lightning. In the mornings when the storm was 
spent he’d sit on the windowsill and fish, though he never caught anything.



98 Ianthe
By Robert N. Lee

You used to be in the band; now you work on the asteroid. People you have 
to work with, they ask about it all the time when they find out. And they 
always find out—somebody always tells them. They all want to know what 
that’s like. “You used to be in the band? And now you work on the asteroid?”

They always think they’re the first ones to ask. You can tell because they 
always start with “You must get asked this a lot…” and nobody really ever 
means what they say—they always mean the opposite. 

Didn’t you save any money? That’s the next question asked by approximately 
two-thirds of those who want to 
know what it’s like, being in the band 
and then working on the asteroid. 
They don’t really want to know 
that, though. They already know 
you didn’t save any money, or you 

wouldn’t be working on the asteroid, even if you weren’t still in the band. It’s 
not really a question, so much. 

What they’re really saying is I would have saved some money. It’s all over 
their faces, although they probably think it looks like concern. Or pity.

It just looks like reverie and scorn. 
Whatever, they bought the record. They spend their money on one hit 

wonders because the song was in the surprise hit feel good groovie of the year 

Einstein never said 
that. It doesn’t matter. 
Somebody said it, and 
somebody else copied it...
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and everybody everywhere played it all year long and there were kisses and 
fucks, and it was the last year of college. 

But sure, they all would have saved some money, some of the leftover-
after-I-go-buy-the-same-record-as-everybody-in-the-known-universe-this-
summer money. 

That money.

Things move so fast, here in the future. As humans age, so also goes humanity 
and as the peak of a race’s existence is hit and passed—time seems to speed up 
on the downhill slope. It’s inevitable. 

“It takes a thousand years to go from one to twenty-one, the rest is a 
rocket slide,” you saw in a burst yesterday. Attributed to Einstein. It had a date 

Anderson Cabral

“Great minds think alike,” Einstein said that, too. 
Or he didn’t. It doesn’t matter, no one ever says 
what they mean or means what they say...
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and everything. 
Everything is attributed to Einstein, especially online. Einstein said we 

only use ten percent of our brains and if we’d use the other ninety, we’d all 
discover Jesus through science, plus cleanliness is next to godliness. 

Einstein never said that. It doesn’t matter. Somebody said it, and 
somebody else copied it and used it to tag a burst, a unique quote to express 
their common individuality with 876,453,667,981 other humans throughout 
the galaxy using that quote to tag their bursts. 

The human race is well past drinking age. Humanity has already 
sobered up and is settling in for a soft descent into fading quietly into a 
good or bad night. Everybody knows it, like an old dog knows it: time to go. 
Past time, maybe.

“Great minds think alike,” Einstein said that, too. Or he didn’t. It doesn’t 
matter, no one ever says what they mean or means what they say.

The shifting slopes of language, the treadmills that render words 
blasphemous one day, innocuous half a generation later—they go faster, too. 
Here in the future. The name of the band was the name of the asteroid, and 
back then, all those months, mere days ago, that was a risk. 

The name of the band was the name of the asteroid was the name of the 
massacre. The massacre reigned in young hearts and minds, supreme and 
bright and loud. You didn’t know that would happen. It was just dumb luck. 
The band played that kind of music, dark and driving and angry about things 
to be angry about, and the singer was a wannabe Altairan and a poly sci major, 
so he heard about 98 Ianthe way before anybody else. He wasn’t that smart, he 
wasn’t a songwriting or music playing kind of lead singer, his boyfriends did 
all his homework for him—but he came up with a dilly of a band name. You 
had to hand him that. 

It worked. People asked about the name, found out about the massacre. 
The band started bursting at shows, infodumps with images of the asteroid 
branding them. The band raised consciousness. The band got on some 
politically-oriented festival lineups. The band got signed. The groovie 
happened, the same time another groovie about the massacre became very big 
for ten minutes or ten days or ten months. 

98 Ianthe – Robert N. Lee
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That was two weeks ago, or two years, or two decades. 
Now it’s just an asteroid again.

Wars are like bands. They come and go throughout your life, large and 
small. It’s impossible to remember them as they pile up, dragging behind you 
as you march toward the bright future when no bands play for no wars. 

Some very few bands and wars stick around, become legend. There are 
so many songs and so many groovies about them, people start making songs 
and groovies about how there are too many songs and groovies about that 
band or war. 

Most bands and wars do not stick around. 98 Ianthe was that kind of 
band, and that kind of war. You used to sing harmony on songs about the 
massacre, you co-wrote one of them, and now when you go out to the craters 
and look at the signs on the monuments, the basic details of the story seem 
new. Then you remember, oh yeah, and a piece of once-dear lyric, a shocking, 
bloody image emerges from the past and you smile or wince. 

I remember that. I remember dancing to that right before John or Jane 
got killed in that. 

Or I remember drinking to that a year or a hundred years before John or 
Jane came back from that and it was another thousand years before John or 
Jane ever danced to anything again. 

No wonder we forget so much, no wonder we speed the time along the 
longer it goes on. 

You would kill yourself, sometimes, under the crushing weight of all the 
dancing and wars and John and Jane you’re speeding away from. You have a 
weapon that would work. You could go out to one of the craters you first saw 
one day the last year of college, when another twenty-two year old with richer 
parents and surgically sculpted ears and eyes that almost looked Altairan 
passed you the pictures. You could use the weapon. It would work.

It would be appropriate. So appropriate you can’t, you can’t face the 
thought of 98 IANTHE MEMBER ENDS IT ALL ON 98 IANTHE. 
You didn’t even tell your friends and family you were working here for a year 
or maybe seventeen months or seventeen years, it’s the last thing you want in 
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your obituburst. 
The last thing you want to do is die here.

The third question that isn’t a question is: you must hate it when you hear 
the song. This one comes up close to one hundred percent of the time when 
the song plays at work or in a vehicle going to work. The song comes on, and 
you catch your breath and hope somebody who knows won’t say anything, 
but somebody does.

No, you don’t hate it when you hear the song. 
You hate the question. 
You don’t usually add the second part of that. When you do, they look at 

you like you were in a war, not a band. 

Out on the edge of one of the craters is a bench for sitting and reflecting. You 
are supposed to reflect on what happened in that crater four centuries or four 
millennia ago. Or four months. When you do that, you start seeing a giant bloody 
bowl full of baby Altairans who look like seals who’ve just become angels. 

The baby seal head pointy-eared angels, in your mind, are at first glance 
Altairans, and then they’re not really, they’re Altairan-shaped bits of breakfast 
cereal, soaking in blood instead of milk. Around the bowl are grinning 
human children faces, going YUM YUM! in what was at the time a very 
kitschy, retro typeface from a different war and band logo, eight hundred 
years or eight hundred days before. 

The drummer drew that picture, his girlfriend made it a poster, it became 
the first t-shirt, the first EP cover, the first thing that got the band yelled at in 
papers and extra-frisked and busses torn apart at border crossings. 

It was compared, famously, to toddler wall scribbles in poop and Warhol 
and Scooby-Doo and Guernica. Everybody burstargued about it all the 
bursting day long for ten minutes or ten weeks. 

The sprint to a groovie soundtrack was pretty much on the first time the band 
was compared to Hitler and Che in the same minute by 5,639,593,842 people. 

There are some Altairans working here. Not many, and they work on the 
other side of the asteroid. You have no idea what they do over there. They 
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come sometimes and stand on the edges of the craters, their silky seal-angel 
heads bobbing. They don’t talk to each other, but they are talking anyway, you 
know this. They may be pointing with those tentacles, they may not be. You 
can’t remember, and you used to know so much about them. 

The band had to meet some Altairans, once. The lead singer grilled all 
of you for weeks on what this or that meant. Or his boyfriends did while he 
freaked out and primped.

The pictures burst everywhere, with the manager-planted headline 98 
IANTHE OFFERS AID AND COMFORT. It was the end of the very 
short, short ride, and the government and the uber-nationalists you hoped 
would react didn’t have time to take the bait.

The pictures were faked, the band’s PR summit with the Altairans never 
happened. The Altairans heard the song about the massacre, apparently, or…
did something like hearing the song, and pulled out at the last minute. They 
didn’t like it. The label or the manager or the band decided that the meeting 
would happen, anyway. In manufactured burst pictures, at least. 

It came out.
A legend can survive martyrdom, even in these last days. Fake martyrdom 

and get caught, though, and the whole universe unbursts you. 
That’s true, anyway. 

A cluster of Altairans at the craters approached you, sitting on your 
bench, exactly once. They didn’t want to know if you’d saved any money or 
did you hate the song when you heard it—they wanted to know why you’d 
lied about them. 

They waved tentacles around and you didn’t know if they were pointing 
at you or not, and you didn’t know what to say, either. So you just stared and 
they waved tentacles and bobbed angel-seal heads with pointy elf ears and 
finally they went away sad. 

You thought they were sad. 
You were sad.
They probably don’t say what they mean or mean what they say with 

those tentacles, either. 
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•  •  •
A couple years ago, or maybe it was twenty, there was a tribute record 
and the current clump of college twerps named after some newer war on a 
bigger asteroid with even more pathetic and adorable alien victims wanted 
to cover the song. They flew out to the asteroid, the lead singer and guitarist, 
and they were not at all like you eighty thousand years ago. They were earnest 
and passionate and they were totally down with that old school vibe, but they 
wanted to take the old and mix it with the new, yeah? 

It was darker, it was harder, like all the new music you didn’t like 
anymore, and they changed the lyrics so they were about the new war and the 
new massacre and the new asteroid, and what a bunch of sellout assholes you 
were. They would never be like you, the song promised, their hearts were truly 
woven to thousands of babies who looked like talking Christmas trees with 
clown shoes, freshly dead in fresh craters. 

In their ironic, anti-retro t-shirt design, though, they were that band from 
twenty million wars and bands ago, they were dressed as you, force feeding 
bloody baby Christmas-tree-clown-shoes cereal to weeping children going 
YUM YUM? in the same typeface, which was now so un-retro it was retro. 

Again. 

Last week or last year, you exchanged private bursts with the bass player, 
and he said something you’d been thinking, but not saying. You said oh my 
god, I’ve been thinking exactly that. 

He said maybe ten million years ago, for the ten seconds the band and 
war lasted, you were, the band was, on the wrong side of that fight. Look at 
how things are now, they’re everywhere. They’re taking over. Did you think 
it would be like this?

You never thought it would be like this. 

That’s what it’s like when you were in the band named after the war named 
after the massacre, and now you work on the asteroid.

98 Ianthe – Robert N. Lee
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The Desire Of All Things
By Jordan Taylor

There wasn’t much to do on weekends, living way out with my mom and 
older sister in a single-wide trailer on the edge of Uwarrie National Forest. 
There wasn’t much extra money neither, not with Mom working two shifts 
at the Dollar General and Red’s Diner just to put food on the table, and me 
picking up what hours I could at the Five and Dime after school. Some kids 
partied in the woods on the weekends, or rode into Troy to make trouble at 
the strip mall. I stole.

It started out with little stuff—tins of lip gloss or glittery eye shadow 
I slipped in my pocket. I moved on to more expensive stuff right quick—

earbuds, shrink-wrapped CDs, a 
silver lighter for the cigarettes I’d 
started to smoke. The lighter had 
called to me through the glass 
counter in the jewelry section at 
Roses—more practical than earrings 

or a necklace, but beautiful too. Thorny rose vines were etched into its 
gleaming sides, making it easier to grip when I showed off the lighter tricks 
my friend Vic had taught me.

Soon I was sneaking clothes in my book bag and popping the safety tags 
off with the can opener. But Vic started asking me where I’d gotten such 
nice clothes, and Candie, my older sister, caught me popping off the safety 
tags, so I had to let them in on my secret. It was kind of embarrassing at first, 

I should make one 
thing clear straight 
off: I didn’t want to 
steal him...
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sharing my secret skill like that. Especially after Candie took to calling me 
“The Queen of Thieves,” like I was some character in a video game. I’d say it 
over to myself at night, when I was sure she was asleep in the other bed and 
couldn’t hear. The Queen of Thieves. Embarrassing as it was, I couldn’t help 
feeling a little proud, too.

After that, I stole Candie a pair of stilettos from Macy’s, to keep her quiet, 
and myself a pocket knife from the pawn shop. There was real bone inlay on the 
handle. The customer in front of me had left it lying on the edge of the counter 
when they were finished looking, like the knife was waiting on me to pick it up. 

When Vic’s latest boyfriend gave her a black eye, I skipped school to 
sneak over to his house and steal his brand-new stereo. Even Mom, who’d 
been turning a blind eye so far, raised her eyebrows at that one. Stealing gave 
me a high, like this adrenaline rush. Walking home with the stereo on my 
shoulder, I’d felt like I was on top of the world.

“You’re gonna get caught one day,” Candie used to tell me, smacking 
her gum as she swung her legs off the side of her bed. “One day, that luck’s 
gonna run out.”

What Candie and Vic didn’t know was that I stole from them too. I 
couldn’t help it. It was so easy to slip my fingers into Vic’s coat pockets when 
we linked arms, to pocket one of Candie’s favorite hair clips when I brushed 
her hair. I kept all the objects I’d stolen off a person in the bottom of my sock 
drawer and only rarely pulled them out, like if they were safe there, then 
nothing could happen to the people who’d owned them. But by far the most 
important thing I ever stole is my sister’s boyfriend.

I guess I should make one thing clear straight off: I didn’t want to steal 
him. If it was up to me, he’d still be out there in the forest. His name was Jesse, 
and he was this real slick tool with tight pants and long blonde hair that he 
pulled back in a ponytail. He and Candie had met at the library, back when 
Candie used to go to use the computer because we still had dial-up. Candie 
was always dreaming some prince would come sweep her off her feet, take her 
away from Troy and Uwarrie. I guess that’s why she liked Jesse. I knew that 
things never worked that way, that nobody never got nothing they didn’t earn 
by cunning or hard work.

See, Jesse was into all of this weird New Agey bullshit, and he got 
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Candie into it too. Before meeting him, Candie had been taking classes at 
the community college to get her nursing degree, and even on-and-off dating 
this thick redneck named Jake. Now, whenever I came home from school, 
Candie and Jesse would be sitting in our living room, smoking pot and 
“communicating with the spirits.” Sometimes Candie would try to get me to 
wear the crystals and join them, but I thought they were idiots. 

Vic, whose dad was one of the forest rangers, told me Jesse used to hang 
around up there at the ranger station, asking if they’d ever seen anything 
weird. He must have read one too many fantasy novels, and he had this 
idea that the fairies, or the spirits, or whatever, lived up there in the national 
forest. He’d even camp out overnight sometimes, hoping for what he called 
“a sighting.” Apparently, the fairies had this really sexy queen who was big 
on rewarding poets and musicians—neither of which he was. He was such a 
loser. And Candie was crazy over him.

They’d been dating for seven long months when he convinced Candie 
to come along on one of his camping trips. I couldn’t imagine Candie, who 
painted her nails religiously and had a phobia of spiders, camping out on the 
side of a mountain somewhere in the forest. But she went, dressing out in 
her furry fashion boots and a bright purple windbreaker. And I sure couldn’t 
imagine that Candie would drive Jesse’s Neon home the next morning, alone.

It was Sunday, and I had slept late, the house all mine. Mom had left for work 
around nine, and wouldn’t be home until late. When I heard the Neon pull 
up in the driveway, I sat up in bed and rubbed the crusted mascara out of 
my eyes. I listened to the front door close and footsteps walk into the living 
room. I kept listening for a second set of footsteps, or the sound of voices, but 
I couldn’t hear anything. The old recliner that sat in front of the TV creaked. 
I climbed out of bed, wrapping the pink afghan around my shoulders, and 
tiptoed into the living room.

Candie sat in the recliner, staring at the black screen. Her boots were all 
muddy and there were dark circles under her eyes. 

“What happened to you?” I asked. Through the window, I could see 
the Neon still parked outside. It didn’t look like there was anyone in it. 
“Where’s Jesse?”
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“Gone.” Her voice was hollow. Her eyes looked red, like she’d been crying.
I sat down beside her, on the arm of the recliner. “Gone where? Did he 

dump you?” I suddenly felt guilty for having spent most of last night giggling 
as I imagined all the things that could go wrong with Candie on a hiking trip 
and break them up.

She shook her head. “No. Maybe.” She burst into tears. “He’s still in the 
forest. He’s still with them.” She shivered.

“With who?” I draped the afghan around her shoulders. 
Candie pulled the afghan tighter around herself, wrapping us in a pink 

cocoon. “The fairies.”
I rolled my eyes.
They’d set up camp in a part of the forest Jesse had never explored before, 

she told me, pulling a wrinkled park map out of her pocket to show me. 
“We had just climbed in our sleeping bags and were, you know, busy,” she 

said. I made a face. “That’s when Jesse thought he heard music. We followed 
it for a long time. Up this trail, I think.” She traced it on the map with one 
purple fingernail. 

There had been these little bobbing lights, she told me, and the air 
had gotten warmer, and they’d seen what looked like a bunch of campfires 
through the trees. But it hadn’t been campfires—it had been fairies. This was 
when she started to lose me.

“They were at a feast, I think,” she said. “The queen was sitting at the 
end of the table, on this huge wooden throne. Jesse ran forward towards her, 
and I saw two of them step out of the trees and grab him. I didn’t want to get 
caught. I ran the other way. I,” she gulped, “I left him. I left him, and I drove 
his car back here.”

She looked up at me, her blue eyes wide. “You believe me, don’t you?”
Now, I wasn’t anything like Candie. I had short hair that Vic cut with 

a razor, and I wore Candie’s hand-me-down blue jeans, which were worn 
so full of holes that they weren’t even cool anymore. She dyed her long hair 
blonde and squeezed into the designer labels I’d stolen. Candie adored Jesse. 
I thought he was a world-class loser. Candie thought they’d seen fairies, and 
I thought they’d been out in the woods dropping acid, or walked up on a 
Wiccan commune. But she was my sister. What could I say?
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“Of course I believe you.”
Candie threw her arms around me. She smelled like dirt and leaves. “I 

knew you’d believe me. And you’ll help, right? You’ll steal him back.”

I crunched through the dark forest, shivering in my hoodie, my thighs 
burning. Fallen autumn leaves stuck to my tennis shoes, and branches whipped 
me in the face and caught in my hair. The light from my flashlight bobbed in 
front of me, illuminating only a tiny patch of forest, turning the trees into dark 
monsters. My breath steamed in the air. My silver lighter rode in my pocket 
beside my knife and Candie’s map. I would have murdered for a cigarette.

I’d been hiking for maybe an hour now, pausing every time I came to 
another glowing trail marker to check the route Candie had marked out on 
the map in glittery blue gel pen. I longed to stop for a minute and rest, but I 
was too scared to stay in one place for long.

 “You have to go at night,” Candie had told me. “Fairies don’t come out in 
our world during the day.”

 I’d rolled my eyes again, but I had agreed to go, out of guilt, mainly. But 
first I’d made her tell me everything Jesse had told her about the fairies, just 
in case, and give me the map, and promise to let me drive Jesse’s car up to the 
visitor’s center. 

“Why can’t you just come with me?” I’d asked.
Candie shook her head. “Oh no. I am not,” she said, “going back there.”
She’d circled the clearing on the map several times. Then, it hadn’t looked 

all that far from the visitor’s center—about three miles, Candie told me.
“I don’t know how to tell you to get him back,” Candie had said, “but I 

know you’ll think of something. Jesse told me they like games. But they’re 
tricky. If you try to win him back, you’ll have to beat them before they realize 
what’s going on.” She chewed her bottom lip. “Oh, and one more thing. Don’t 
tell them your real name. No way.”

No real names. I could remember that. But the only games I knew were 
the kind where you take a swig every time something happens on TV, and the 
only tricks I knew involved a lighter, and I told her so.

“So bring a lighter,” Candie had said, and glared at me.
 I’d left the house around seven thirty, an hour or so before full dark. Candie 
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had promised to tell Mom that I was spending the night at Vic’s house. The 
parking lot to the visitor’s center was deserted when I pulled in. It had been darker 
between the trees than I’d expected, and as I hiked, night had slowly settled in.

I didn’t like the thought of eventually leaving the trail to find the clearing 
where Candie had last seen Jesse. But I shouldn’t have been worried—the 
music found me first. It was so quiet that at first I didn’t notice it, but the closer 
I got to Candie’s clearing, the louder it grew. It was strange and wild, like the 
trance music that Vic listened to, maybe if it was played by those hillbillies up 
at the Acorn Festival. It threaded its way through the trees, and I followed it. 

So it’s the Wiccans after all, I thought, pushing through the underbrush. 
Orange lights went up a few yards away, and I followed the music towards them. 
It started to get a lot warmer, so much warmer that I peeled off my hoodie as I 
jogged towards the lights. I tied the sleeves around my waist. A fat yellow moon 
hung between the twisted branches of the trees, giving enough light that I didn’t 
have to worry about tripping over any roots. I couldn’t remember the moon 
being full when I’d driven to the visitors’ center. In the clearing, somebody 
laughed over the music, a high, tinkling sound like the top keys on a keyboard. 
It was just like Jesse to leave Candie for some weird party.

Fireflies bobbed through the trees like a bunch of fat drunks. One 
swooped past my face to rest on the trunk of a tree, and I glimpsed a sharp 
little face, twiggy arms, impossibly tiny fingers. It hissed at me as it passed. I 
froze and bit back a scream. Candie hadn’t been dropping acid. 

For a second, I wavered, leaning against a tree to catch my breath. I’d expected 
to waltz into a party and haul Jesse out on his ass—nothing fun, sure, but nothing 
really dangerous. But I’d come this far. I couldn’t let Candie down now.

There was a large oak tree at the edge of the clearing, and I tiptoed up to 
it, batting at the firefly fairies when they decided to cluster around my head. 
I pressed my body to the back of the tree and peeped around it, carefully 
parting the underbrush.

It was a feast, just like Candie had said. A long wooden table had been set out 
in a circle of blazing bonfires. It was piled high with dishes, fancy stemmed glasses, 
bottles of wine, fruit, baskets of acorns, and a whole pig. Seated on benches pulled 
up to the table was the weirdest group of creatures I’d ever seen. Some of them 
looked human, but some looked more like animals. Some were dressed like the 
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royalty in the storybooks that Candie used to read to me, but some of them had 
just come in their feathers or fur. From here, I could hear them talk and laugh, 
the clink of their forks and knives. I could even smell the roast pork and the sweet 
wine. My stomach growled. The crazy music I’d heard through the trees, I saw 
now, was being played by three little men with even crazier instruments.

I leaned farther out. The queen sat at the head of the table, where Candie 
had said she’d be. She was seated on a huge wooden throne that looked like 
it had been carved out of the base of a rotting oak tree. Lacy curls of flaking 
wood rose above her head. Everything about her was white—her skin, her 
long wavy hair that fell below the table, and her long, long dress, which shone 
in the light of the bonfires. A white jewel winked at the base of her throat. 
I thought I saw something move on the ground by her feet, and I stepped 
forward to get a better look. Strong hands clamped around my arms.

“Come to look at the queen?”
I yelped, twisting in their grip and kicking at their shins, but it was like 

kicking one of the tree trunks. They didn’t even grunt. I brought my heel down, 
hard, on one’s toes, but that got no reaction either. The two thugs dragged me 
into the clearing, where I stopped struggling and stood blinking in the lights. 
With their hands clamped around my arms, I couldn’t even reach for my knife. 
They were tall and thin, but each had the grip of a wrestler, and a smirk to match. 

When we stepped into the clearing, the entire feast went silent. Forks 
and goblets froze, and something like a violin screeched before its owner, 
a skinny man with feathery wings and round glasses, muffled the strings. 
Dozens of pairs of eyes turned to stare at me, some blinking owlishly in the 
flickering light. I held my breath.

The fairy queen stood up and walked around the table towards us, her 
gown dragging through the fallen leaves.

“Stop,” her voice rang in the sudden silence, and I realized the high 
laughter I’d heard in the woods had been hers. “Who is she? Bring her closer.” 

She waved a hand, and the thugs shoved me towards her and backed away. 
The fairies around the table giggled as I stumbled, and one dressed like a tiny 
princess smiled at me, revealing twin dimples and rows of long clear teeth that 
were pointed like needles. 

I straightened and stared past the queen, my heart pounding, afraid to look 
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her in the face. Something moved at the base of her throne again, and I realized 
it was Jesse. He’d been tied to the table leg with a vine around his ankle, like a 
dog. He was wearing hiking boots and a windbreaker like Candie’s, and there 
was dirt on his face. His hair had fallen out of his ponytail. I couldn’t decide if 
I was horrified, or glad to see him here. He must be even more miserable than 
Candie, I thought with satisfaction. He beamed at me when he recognized me, 
and I motioned for him to stay quiet. Of course he didn’t.

“I know her,” he hollered, raising one hand to point at me. “I know 
her! She’s—”

“The Queen of Thieves,” I gasped, raising my voice to drown out whatever 
he was going to say. 

There was a minute of silence, then the table broke out laughing. “The 
Queen of Thieves indeed,” the queen finally hissed. She circled me, her fingers 
curling at her sides. “You are no queen, human girl. And he,” she turned to 
point at Jesse, “knows you.” She turned back to face me. “So what is it? Come 
to reclaim your true love? Come to bargain with the Queen of the Fae?”

The table laughed again. Fists pounded on the wood. I held my tongue, 
biding my time as I raced to come up with a plan that would get us both 
out of here. 

The queen’s face softened into an innocent smile. “I am not above a bargain. 
Not at all.” She circled me again, her sharp face hungry. The sound of her gown 
swishing through the dead leaves grated on my nerves, and I tried hard not to 
cringe. The fairies at the table pounded gently on the wood in time with her steps. 

“I could take your voice; I’ve done that before. But there’s no beauty there, 
is there?”

The table giggled.
“Sometimes I take their hair,” she ran a slim, cold hand over my scalp, “but 

that’s not much of a trade either, is it?” She smiled at me. I suddenly realized she 
was no taller than I was. The jewel at the base of her throat was faceted like a 
diamond, but there was no diamond on earth that huge. It hung on a slim golden 
chain that looked barely strong enough to hold its weight. Her long white hair 
was pulled back off her high forehead with tiny combs studded with pearls. She 
was staring me right in the eyes. Her pupils were barely darker than her pale irises.

She leaned in close to me, as close as Candie when I brushed her hair, as 
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close as Vic when we linked arms to walk down the school hallway. She placed 
one slim finger on my chest. “Your loyal heart, I think. I would take that.” She 
stepped away to look me up and down. “A fair trade. I’d even let you live long 
enough to watch him leave.” She gestured towards Jesse. 

 “You’ll have to trick them before they even realize they’re being tricked,” 
Candie had said. I slipped my hand in my pocket and felt the smooth grooves 
of my lighter. I knew now was my moment.

“Who, him?” I asked. The queen’s face froze, and the fairies stopped 
pounding on the table. “Never seen him before in my life.” The confusion on 
the queen’s face made me want to laugh. I peered at Jesse like I was examining 
the goods. “But if you’re willing to trade him, there’s a contest I’d like to 
propose.” The queen cocked her head like a bird, and I smiled. “You know, 
winning queen-takes-boy?”

She raised her eyebrows. “I’m listening.”
“Well,” I said, wiping my sweating palms on my jeans, “I’ve heard some 

stories about y’all. You know, that you’re the shit with fire.” I gestured towards 
the bonfires. “That you can drink anyone in these hills under the table.” A furry 
beast with tusks raised his goblet and cheered. I dropped my voice. “That you 
can steal anything, anything at all, right out from under Satan’s nose.”

A sly smile spread slowly across the queen’s face. “You heard correctly, 
human girl.”

“Well,” I stuffed my hands in pockets again, where she wouldn’t be able 
to see them shaking. “I say it’s horse shit. I say,” I stared the queen in the eyes, 
“I can beat any one of you at your own game.”

The queen’s smile widened as the table behind us broke out into chaos. I 
held my breath, wondering if she was going to take the bait. 

“Then I say,” the queen waved her hand, “Bring it on.”

The rules of the game didn’t take long to hash out. There would be three 
competitions: tricks with fire, a drinking game, and a pick-pocket game. The 
queen reminded me she could nominate anyone to do a challenge for her, since 
I’d said I could beat any of them. After cursing myself for having over-done it, 
I agreed. I just hoped I hadn’t screwed up the game from the very beginning.

I sat down at the end of the table opposite from the queen, hoping I’d look 
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brave while I performed the first challenge. My hands were sweaty as I clicked 
on my lighter, and I hoped I wouldn’t drop it and send the entire table up in 
flames. The flame danced and the silver flashed as I walked it through my fingers 
the way Vic taught me, faster and faster, sending it circling back around when 
it reached my pinky. My thumb reached too far, and I could feel it blister. The 
smell of the charred hair on my knuckles made my stomach clench, but I kept 
going, until I couldn’t go any faster. As a grand finale, I slipped off my sneakers 
and put my feet up on the table, passing the lighter over my socks to burn off the 
fuzz. The fairies clapped politely when I was finished.

The queen smiled and nodded towards the edge of the clearing. Someone 
I’d thought was a collection of stumps stood up, enormous in the light of the 
bonfires. Branches and leaves grew from his shoulders and from the top of 
his head like hair. He broke off a branch from a nearby tree and dipped it in 
a bonfire before whirling it through his long fingers, faster than I’d ever be 
able to. Waves of heat and the scent of charcoal washed over the table. When 
he was finished, he smiled and set the tips of his hair on fire, blowing out his 
torch and settling back into the ring of bonfires. 

Fairies: one; Me: nothing. I was even more out-classed than I’d thought. 
For the drinking game, the queen chose the hairy beast that had raised his 

glass when I’d challenged her. He moved down the table to sit next to me, his white 
tusks and tiny dark eyes gleaming in the firelight. A little man in an old-fashioned 
coat set matching silver goblets in front of us, then filled them with something 
dark amber and frothy. Even from a distance, the smell burned my nose. 

The beast grinned at me and reached out to shake my hand. “Name’s 
Gnarl.” My hand was tiny in his paw. He had nails longer than my fingers. 
“Good stuff, this is!” He bumped my side and winked. He smelled musky, 
like the possums that came up to our back stoop at night. I smiled weakly. 

The little man cleared his throat. “On the queen’s command. The first 
to finish three goblets will be declared the victor.” Three goblets? I had this 
in the bag!

The queen smiled at me across the table. “Begin.”
The beast—Gnarl—picked up his goblet and started drinking. I picked 

up mine and sniffed. It smelled like apples and honey and beer. Really, really 
strong beer. I took a sip and gasped. Bubbles rushed up my nose to my brain. I 
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felt lightheaded. The stuff was so thick I could chew it, and sour, and I had to 
struggle not to gag. Beside me, Gnarl finished his goblet and banged it down 
on the table to be refilled.

The others fairies started chanting and banging their knives on the wood. 
The queen looked across the table at me and raised one eyebrow, a smile on her 
face. I picked up the goblet and knocked it back, choking. It rushed to my head 
and I grabbed the rim of the table to keep from falling out of my seat. The circle of 
lights swam, and I blinked. The fairies were cheering now. In the time it had taken 
me to down the one, Gnarl had finished his second and third goblet. I’d lost again.

My stomach sank, and I stood, dizzily, grabbing the back of my seat. I’d 
lost two challenges already. My plan had to work. I had no doubt the table of 
fairies would tear me apart in a second, if she wanted them to. There was only 
one game left.

The queen rose from her throne. Her dress was blinding. “Do you submit, 
human girl?” she asked. 

“No,” I shook my head.
The queen frowned. “You’ve lost two of the challenges already. There’s no 

way you can win.”
I shook my head again. It felt impossibly heavy. “I still want to finish. It’s 

in the rules.” The table buzzed with whispers, and I drew myself up, trying not 
to sway on my feet. “Or are you afraid I’m the better thief?” If she didn’t let me 
finish, I was never getting out of here alive.

The queen studied me, her long eyebrows drawn together. “Very well. 
Then I will be your opponent for the final game. Come sit by me, Queen of 
Thieves. Let me show you how easily a fairy can steal.”

I circled the table to sit warily by the queen, unsure how this game 
would work. “Roast pork?” the queen asked, cutting off a slice and placing 
it on the empty plate in front of me. Juice dripped into the plate from where 
she’d stabbed it with her fork. The smell made my mouth water. “Apple?” She 
dropped one beside the slice of pork, a perfect red sphere.

I struggled to ignore my rolling stomach. Step one, I thought, make the 
mark feel comfortable. “No thank you,” I said out loud. “I’m not very hungry.” 

“Very well then.” The queen gave a tight smile. I imagined her white 
hands twitching under the table like spiders, crawling nearer and nearer to 
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my pockets. She narrowed her eyes, and I reached out, lightning fast even half 
drunk, and smacked her hand under the table, just as she was reaching inside 
my jean pocket.

 Her face froze. The table turned to stare. I smiled, my head floating now 
from the fairy beer. “Not so fast, your highness.”

Every other time was the same. The queen would try to distract me, and 
reach out, but I was always ready for her. Truth is, the fairy queen couldn’t 
steal. Oh, I never felt those light fingers, but her face was all wrong. She was 
a terrible liar. She had no sense of value either, reaching for the old receipt in 
my back pocket as many times as my pocket knife. The more I caught her, the 
worse she got, her face white with rage, her hands shaking.

I smacked her fingers for the sixth time, and she hit the table with her 
fists, rattling the dishes. I jumped, and the table held its breath. “Fine,” the 
queen glared at me. “We didn’t need to go through this whole charade; you’ve 
lost already anyway. But you wanted to finish, human girl, so finish! Let’s see 
you do better than the Queen of the Fae!”

My stomach clenched. I stood up and backed away, reaching in my 
waistband, where I’d tied the sleeves of my hoodie around my middle. 

“What are you doing?” the queen hissed.
I pulled out the jewel that had hung around the queen’s neck and held it 

up into the light. The broken chain clinked in the sudden silence. “I’ve already 
done better.”

The fairies around the table were so still they hardly seemed to be 
breathing. Their eyes glittered in the firelight. The queen’s mouth hung open. 
“What have you done?”

I swayed, holding the jewel in the air with one hand, and pointed at Jesse 
with the other. “I propose a trade. A fair,” I gasped, “trade. Him for the jewel. 
Him, and our safety out of here,” I added, noticing the pair of thugs getting 
up from the table and inching towards me. 

The queen’s whole body was curled like one of those half-wild cats that 
lived under our neighbors’ trailer, her fists clenched at her sides. My heart 
hammered. I imagined her setting the whole table on me, or clawing my eyes 
out with her long nails. 

“Very well,” she spat, and I sagged with relief. She turned to the thugs. 
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“Leave her alone! And untie him!” They hurried towards Jesse and crouched 
down to begin working at the knots.

I stepped forward, shaking, to hand the queen her jewel. She licked her 
lips and smiled as she clasped it around her neck again, the broken ends of 
the chain melting together so that I caught myself staring. “That was rather 
clever, human girl.” 

The thugs marched Jesse over to us. He shook his head like he was trying 
to wake up from something.

A question squirmed inside me, pushing its way out even though I knew 
the safe thing to do was to hurry out of those woods. “Why did you do it?” 
I asked. I nodded to Jesse. “He’s such a loser. Why did you steal him?” Jesse 
rubbed his arms and glared at me.

The queen threw back her head and laughed, revealing pointed teeth 
at the back of her mouth. “Because he was asking for it. It was easy. He was 
practically begging for something more exciting than his human girlfriend.” I 
clenched my hands into fists. “But if we’re asking questions, then tell me,” she 
continued, “How did you steal my jewel? What’s the trick, Queen of Thieves?” 

I didn’t tell her. I couldn’t, because I knew she would use it. The trick is 
that everything wants to be stolen.

Back home, I left Jesse and Candie in the living room for their awkward 
reunion. The house was quiet, Mom’s bedroom door closed.

Jesse had become his old self again as soon as we left the clearing. “I knew 
Candie wouldn’t come herself,” he’d grumbled as we stumbled back through 
the woods, grey morning light just beginning to slant through the trees, “But 
why’d she have to send you?” I’d only smiled, confident now that Candie 
would know exactly what to do when we got home.

I squatted down on the shag carpet of our bedroom to open my sock drawer. 
I pulled the tiny comb out of my jean pocket, careful not to bend the silvery tines. 
Rainbows danced across the surface of the tiny pearls. I smiled as I buried it beside 
Candie’s hair clip and Vic’s blue nail polish, thinking about what Candie always 
said, how one day I was going to get caught. My luck hadn’t run out just yet.

And when it did? I wasn’t ready to be stolen, not the way Jesse had stolen 
Candie from Jake, the way the fairy queen had stolen Jesse from Candie. Not 
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yet. But I wasn’t worried. It would take a true thief, someone really in on the 
secret, to steal me.

Candie slid into the room as I was closing the drawer. I turned, covering 
it with my back. Outside, I could hear Jesse revving the Neon’s engine. She sat 
down on the floor next to me.

“I dumped him,” she said. 
“Good riddance,” I said, sucking my blistered thumb. “What a freak.”
Candie stared blankly out the window. “Yeah, I guess. Things will be 

boring again without him.” She turned back to me and smiled a little sadly. 
“If I knew how to steal like you, I could have a whole string of boy toys.”

I laughed, and leaned in to whisper in her ear, pushing strands of her 
blonde hair out of the way. “Let me tell you a secret, then.”



The Metaphor of the Lakes
By Yarrow Paisley

First Day
Evening…I am very excited to begin a diary! I found it underneath an old 

Fireman’s Hat in the attic, its pages yellowed but blank and therefore most 
receptive to the “elaboration of my thoughts,” I think—to use a phrase I’ve 

heard Mr. Menders employ—and I 
have spent all of yesterday and most 
of today in search of a pencil. Finally, 
I have one, and there are three more 
where it came from. Since I don’t 
know what day it is, I’ll begin as if 

today were the first of all days, the so-called “past” being murky and inessential 
to matters at hand.

To be clear from the outset because I believe in honesty, I am no longer 
certain whether I am living or dead; certain details elude me. Having spent 
so many spans inside this house, it is difficult to know anymore whether the 
outside world is forbidden me because of my “agoraphobia” or because I am 
a ghost fated to haunt only these rooms. There is little doubt at all, however, 
that I am a girl, a very pretty girl, although I can’t remember what I look like…
and even though there are things called “mirrors,” in which one might verify 
an aesthetical impression, I have not encountered one of those in this house. 
At least, I don’t believe I have. 

My brother, whose name for now I must withhold, possibly because I 

He often leaves these 
pieces scattered to 
their corners when 
bored with his play...



Shimmer – Number Seventeen 81

can’t remember it, is definitely alive. I’m almost certain he is not a ghost. 
I have seen him eating things, not just dust devils and stray tacks, but real 
broccoli, the kind that is grown in a garden and reaped and brought in by 
someone whose job it is to secure vegetables for repast. I’m not certain 
who that person might be; it can’t be Mr. Menders or Mr. Scatt because 
they would be offended by any expectation on your part or my brother’s or 
mine that they should perform a useful service even on their own behalf. 
(This is not to condemn them, only descriptive. Should Mr. Scatt chance 
upon this diary, I hope he will understand that. By the by, do you happen 
to know my name, Mr. Scatt? I would most appreciate your information, 
perhaps you could write it in the margin for me?) I don’t think I have seen 
any person in this house, other than Mr. Menders and Mr. Scatt and my 
brother (who is either my older brother or my younger brother), in all 
the time I’ve lived here, which is a very long time. There are days, weeks, 
months, and years in time, I know that much, and each of these measures 
may be applied in some magnitude to the spans I’ve traversed in these 
lodgings. It is possible I was born here, and if I’m a ghost, I suppose I 
must have died here, too…which amounts to pretty much the same thing, 
perhaps.

But as I was saying, someone brings the vegetables, and Mr. Menders and 
Mr. Scatt dine on them—uncooked, it must be said. Mr. Scatt prefers the 
“Natural State,” and Mr. Menders disdains to quibble. He has much weightier 
matters in his mind to consider. He is a very intelligent man. His mind is in 
his head, in fact, which is where Leonardo da Vinci kept his, and we all know 
how intelligent that man was. Very.

My brother eats the vegetables that Mr. Menders and Mr. Scatt 
disregard due to their dainty appetites. Usually, there are several morsels 
remaining on their plates when the gentlemen repair from table. My 
brother scavenges these, and I must admit I enjoy watching him bat 
them around the room. (It is possible my brother is a “cat.” I still can’t 
remember his name, however…Mr. Scatt, may I depend on you?) He often 
leaves these pieces scattered to their corners when bored with his play, but 
as mentioned he does maintain a fondness for broccoli and truly gnaws 
those florets to powder.
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This house is full of marvels, and I will commit myself to enumerating 
them in these pages. I am bursting to write them all down right now! 
Alas, I can’t remember any at the moment…I so enjoy my wanderings 
about, and yet it is difficult to remember most of my discoveries. Now 
that I possess this miraculous diary, I will finally be able to record my 
adventures, such as they are, and in reading back, relive them—or, if I am 
a ghost, “rehaunt” them.

I am growing so tired, I’m afraid, feeling that dusky-dust weakness I’m 
prone to, and I will have to delay any further composition until tomorrow. 
I am still very excited, though, to begin this diary! Thank you so much, 
Fireman’s Hat!

Second Day
Afternoon…Mr. Menders came at me with an axe this morning, hence my 

tardiness in attending to this diary. He encountered me in the pantry where 
I was tabulating the different varieties of Dry Goods, and as he happened to 
have the axe in his hand, he raised it and swung it with an agility that his 
lugubrious bones have rarely expressed. At least, I have not often witnessed 
such nimbleness on his part.

I scurried to safety under a shelf in the back behind the flour barrel and 
was terrified for a while as Mr. Menders continued to swing his axe at me and 
with his free hand reach about grasping with his rooky-hook fingers while 
foamy rivulets cataracted from his teeth and his crimson eyes glowed up like 
the winter sunset on twin lakes.

That is a very effective description, is it not? I am very proud of it. 
I hope if Mr. Scatt chances upon this diary, he will be very impressed 
with me. And I hope he will remonstrate Mr. Menders for his rudeness. 
I don’t know what I ever did to Mr. Menders to inspire this grudge, or 
what aspect in my nature it may be that offends him so ceaselessly, but I 
am weary of escaping his violence.

Fortunately, it is rare that Mr. Menders catches me off guard. I think I 
was a bit distracted this morning by all the excitement…my own diary! The 
object keeps rushing to my mind (which, unlike Mr. Menders, I maintain 
between my lungs, nestled cozily beneath my heart). Thus, I neglected to keep 
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alert to the sniff-sniff-sniff that always precedes his entrances.

Later…I meant to mention earlier that there are so many beans in the 
pantry, stored in such haphazard piles, I can hardly keep track of them all, yet 
the number of lentils is tiny indeed. I wonder what leads to such differences. 
And how are they replenished? For they do reduce, those piles, oh yes, but 
they also increase. (Meanwhile, the precious sardine tins stand in a solemn 
stack, untouched for ages. If only my brother knew.)

Evening…What a lovely time I’ve had! My brother mostly pays no attention 
to me whatsoever, but tonight he snuggled! It is possible he sensed my 
desolation, as I was still feeling very put out by my morning’s altercation with 
Mr. Menders. I was kneeling at the altar in the attic (hoping for some spiritual 
succor, which it’s said the object will provide, although I’ve yet to receive it, 
on which account I certainly won’t stop supplicating as there are ancillary 
benefits), when suddenly, I felt my brother’s curling caresses in the small of my 
back, and I kept quite still while he pressed himself against me in delightful 
ways. Finally, he took himself into my lap and allowed me to hug him to my 
belly for a span of time, which I cherished most devoutly! I love my brother, 
diary; I really do, even though his words are sometimes cruel.

Third Day
Morning…I wish I could record a dream, since it’s morning, but I never 

seem to remember my dreams. As a matter of fact, I don’t even remember 
going to sleep, nor do I remember waking up. I remember writing in this 
diary, however—just last night! And here I am, once again, expending such 
massive effort to draw these words upon this book, one by one. But as for the 
intervening span, I simply cannot account for it.

You must understand my frustration. I love my brother, and I love 
Mr. Scatt, and I even tolerate Mr. Menders, but this absence that persists 
in afflicting my memory makes it so difficult for me to formulate a history 
of my own existence. For instance, I can’t remember my mother nor my 
father. It is to be supposed—is it not?—that I, being a girl, and my brother, 
being…my brother…cannot have appeared in the world spontaneously, 
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but must have been given rise to by some set of parents. Mr. Scatt and Mr. 
Menders are both far too old to be my parents, and after all, that particular 
provenance is quite impossible for some other reasons that are not coming 
to mind. There are no other people in this house…indeed, no other people 
in the world…that I have seen.

I think I shall go weep somewhere. My tears will wet the couch cushions, 
and Mr. Menders will become enraged if he sits there…but I need to do it. 
I need to wail, also. It is called “keening,” sometimes, as in “Mr. Scatt, her 
incendiary and intolerable keening destroys my mentation once again.” Yes, 
“keening”—I like that word very much.

[Marginalis] My dear, you are Gracie, and it is Bob who adores the 
broccoli. Do forgive Mr. Menders—his is a delicate constitution and a volatile 
temperament, but he truly is a lovely man in most respects, and of course, 
brilliant. (And I feel I should clarify, you were not born here, and indeed how 
you came here is a mystery to me; although, I know nothing of your “parents,” 
so perhaps I am mistaken. You are a most enchanting girl, however, and 
always welcome in our home.)

Yrs., Scatt.
p.s.—I am most taken by your descriptions, dear! That is to say, impressed. 

I hope you carry on with this project. I think it is a healthy occupation for you.

Evening…I am grateful that Mr. Scatt has chanced upon my diary and 
elucidated some details that had escaped me. My name is Gracie; I must strive 
to keep that word to hand at all times! 

Is it possible, I wonder, to craft a chalice of some kind, into which the 
name might be poured, and whenever I needed to remember it, I could simply 
drink from the chalice to revive the word to my mind? Because it is already 
escaping me, and I must move my gaze to Mr. Scatt’s notation to retrieve it. 
Gracie. On its own line:

GRACIE.—G R A C I E—
This house is full of marvels, it occurs to me…and I wouldn’t be the least 

surprised if I should find a chalice among its many treasures! My brother’s 
name is Bob. 
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Bob Bob Bob. 
BOB.
I shall begin my search right away, and I won’t return to this diary until I 

have a chalice in my hand!

Fourth Day
Morning…As it happens, I have not yet found a chalice. In fact, I 

entirely forgot to search for it! Somehow, I got to counting beans again. 
I don’t know why I must tabulate the Dry Goods, but I must. I confess, 
although I had been reluctant to admit it, hoping perhaps that the activity 
of composing sentences in my diary might take the place of that other 
loathesome compulsion…I devote more than half of my waking spans to 
my performance in the pantry, which is to say, counting beans, but I cannot 
remember how many beans there are, nor even lentils, nor even blasted 
sardine tins, although I can see them all clearly in my mind right now, and 
if I possessed a finger in my mind, I would count them to the last one and 
write the number in my diary and be done with it once and for all! Not true, 
however, for the piles are always expanding and shrinking, aren’t they, the 
number is not fixed, I’ll never know the answer, a fruitless enterprise, and 
yet I am utterly obsessed to count them endlessly.

In any case, I believe it has been well more than a day since my prior entry 
in this diary, and it is possible it has been more than a week…has it been more 
than a year? I don’t know. But it is certainly the Fourth Day, as far as diary 
entries go, so I will not attempt to alter my diary’s calendar to accommodate 
vagaries of time, in which I have no discretion.

I have read back through my entries, and I am intrigued by the 
metaphor of the lakes, which I employed in rendering Mr. Menders’ 
demonic eyes during his most recent attack. Let me set it down again, 
so I may contemplate it in tranquility: “His crimson eyes glowed up like 
the winter sunset on twin lakes.” I don’t think I have ever seen a lake, 
much less twin lakes, and what is the difference, pray, between a winter 
sunset and a summer one? I have seen the sun through certain windows, 
at times, but never in its state of “setting,” regardless of season. I am at a 
loss as to how I developed that metaphor without having experience of 
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any of the images it comprises.
Bob. Gracie. Those are delicious words, aren’t they? I must find a chalice, 

so I may drink them over and over again.

Fifth Day
Morning…I am so very excited, but confused! I have found a chalice, 

anyway, that’s not confusing. But I have also found a little girl’s dress beneath 
the beans! It fits me perfectly, I should say, and I am wearing it now. In it, I 
feel myself, somehow, as if before I had been missing some critical member 
of my anatomy—an arm or a head, for example—and now I’ve resecured it, 
whatever it was.

I may thank Bob for the discovery. (And I may thank this chalice for my 
swift recollection of my brother’s lovely name!) I had found myself in the pantry, 
of course, counting everything up, and Bob joined me there, for a change. 
Usually, I must conduct my activities in the pantry all by myself. In fact, I don’t 
believe my brother had ever been in the pantry before this morning—at least, 
not in my presence, which is a thing that occupies the pantry a good deal of the 
time, let me tell you! Indeed, if I could relocate my “presence” from its overly 
persistent haunt in the pantry to more congenial locales, I surely would.

As I was relating, Bob joined me, and I must add that I was woeful at the 
time—in fact, I was keening. I believe Bob would like to console his sister, 
occasionally, even if at other times he’s cruel, and he did butt my shins a few times 
with his head as an overture, of sorts, to an invitation to affectionate snuggling, 
but he became distracted by the beans. Indeed, Bob became very interested all of 
a sudden in those beans! They are, it must be admitted, exceedingly conducive 
to productive scampering. A single swipe sends one winging to far-flung reaches 
of a room, and the only possible pursuit involves much leaping and prancing 
and posing, stimulations that my dear brother values to a high degree.

It so happened that on the first attempt, he lost his bean behind the flour 
barrel, and on his second attempt, the bean did skip up gaily onto a high shelf 
behind a row of pickling jars…and on the third attempt, and the fourth, and et 
cetera and so on! Ha ha ha! Suffice it to say, after a succession of these thwarted 
bean-captures, Bob adopted an attitude of pent frustration, which—after a 
few preparatory, side-to-side shakings-out of the hindquarters—he unleashed 
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most ferociously upon the main bean-pile by leaping frenziedly atop it, his body 
stretched out flat with all limbs askew (a most adorable position, I must insert!), 
and of course, the beans responded to this surge by immediately avalanching all 
over that little room! Bob continued to roll about ecstatically among the beans, 
somehow managing to assert his dignity even in such undignified array…and 
that’s when I noticed that he was indeed arrayed, and not merely in beans—
but in the most delightful blue dress I had ever seen! (It must be acknowledged 
that it was the only blue dress I had ever seen.) The dissolution of the pile had 
uncovered the garb to view, and Bob’s rolling among the beans had wrapped 
it around his head and forelegs to the degree that he was securely bound and 
struggling to remove himself. I tendered my assistance, and discovering that the 
beautiful little dress fitted my own body as if tailored especially for it, I of course 
donned the garment and even now I cannot prevent myself from caressing the 
fabric repeatedly (as if I would wish to prevent myself!).

The happy outcome of all this: I may confidently conjecture that I’ve been 
cured of my bean-counting! Time will tell, of course, but there is something 
different in me now that I am wearing this lovely dress. It is possible my 
attachment to the beans is much reduced, if not entirely severed. And I am 
feeling such a sensation of relief!

All the same, this effort of writing word after word upon the paper 
exhausts my energies, and I am currently too depleted to continue on to this 
narrative’s outlandish, and even more sensational, sequel—The Adventure 
of the Chalice. I will pick up again later, if it’s all the same to you (perhaps 
what I cherish most about you, my beloved diary—that it truly is all the 
same to you!).

And did I neglect to mention? Attend, but first, allow me regally to quaff 
from yonder chalice! Ahem. My name is Gracie! And may I introduce my 
brother Bob? Ah, my very own chalice…I can’t wait to relate the details of its 
acquisition!

[Marginalis] I, too, await eagerly this interesting tale!—Scatt.

Evening…After much needed rest and recuperation, I am now prepared to 
describe The Adventure of the Chalice.
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Having gained the little blue dress for myself, I found myself in exuberant 
spirits, and Bob behaving in a companionable manner, weaving among my 
steps and in general hewing near to me as I moved about the house, I decided 
the timing was auspicious for me to investigate a particular room, which in all 
other cases I have endeavored to avoid. For in my mind, just beneath my heart, 
an idea had been incubated some time earlier that possibly my best chance at 
finding the desired object of my searches would be had in the bedchambers of 
Mr. Menders. If anyone would keep a chalice among his belongings, it would 
be that man, whose tastes are so refined and exquisite, it may be agreed by 
all, even if his passions may become rather, at times, excessive. This being my 
diary, I sustain no fear of your disbelief, so I shall merely recount without 
exaggeration what happened upon mine and Bob’s entrance into that 
mysterious bedroom, as fantastical as the subsequent events may seem:

As soon as my feet touched beyond the threshold, I found myself, along 
with my brother, in a vast wintry field, its snowy expanses so blindingly white 
that they were actually a kind of blue. Strangely, my brother had taken on the 
form of a boy, still recognizably my brother by means of his scampering and 
playful demeanor, and yet lacking whiskers and paws, and also notably bulkier 
in mass. In the distance, I spied a spindly tree towering over a traveler’s trunk. 
I trod as best I could across the crispy snow, and found it strange indeed that I 
left no footprints behind me, whilst my brother, in the shape of a boy, trailed 
behind him the footprints of a cat!

On reaching the trunk, I saw that the lid was securely shut, and I 
despaired of opening it, except that my brother, without the least hesitation, 
made a running leap upon the top, and the weight of his landing enabled 
the lid to spring open with force—enough force that my brother was sent 
splaying at the foot of the tree. As he recovered himself and I saw that he was 
uninjured, I directed my attention to the contents of the trunk, which, to 
my initial disappointment, appeared simply to consist of a scattering of white 
bones. I would have turned away, but I noticed, nearly hidden beneath their 
helter-skelter mound…what do you think? A chalice!

Of course, I picked it up, and as soon as I did, a movement occurred in the 
vicinity of the tree that overhung this scene. I glanced there and saw that the 
tree was no tree after all, but Mr. Menders! (Had I been more alert, I would 
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have noticed the characteristic sniff-sniff-sniff that had begun to intrude upon 
my hearing some moments earlier.) He stood with his arms both raised above 
him—in one hand an axe, on his head a Fireman’s Hat, and behind him I 
saw two frozen lakes, the sun sinking into them and setting the ice ablaze, 
red flames stretching long, jagged fingers into the blackening firmament. As 
a matter of fact, I noticed that all was blackened, even including the field of 
snow—which, now that I was paying close attention, no longer was snow at 
all, but rather, velvet like the soft lining of the trunk in which I’d discovered 
my chalice and over which I still was bent, the poll of Mr. Menders’ axe 
nuzzling the back of my neck to provide an endpoint of the arc his swing 
would describe once he’d succeeded in lifting the weapon and flipping the 
blade to a severing angle.

I did scream, I admit, and perhaps it was this lapse of my courage that 
inspired my brother’s courage, for he leapt upon me and spilled me across the 
floor just as the blade swooped down—through that very space lately occupied 
by my head!—and smashed instead into the pile of bones within the trunk, 
and I am thankful that I retained enough sensibility to clutch my newfound 
chalice close to my chest as I rolled away and found myself not in any field, nor 
in any trunk, but in the hallway outside of Mr. Menders’ bedchambers. Bob 
was with me, returned to his proper shape and form, and he was even scraping 
away the tears from my cheeks with his pointy-peck tongue, which brought 
me to my senses by means of a giggling spate that seized me even as I fled away 
toward the attic, fearful (within my mirth) of pursuit even though there was 
no sign of Mr. Menders.

This chalice is an objet d’art, truly, as white as the bones among which it 
was stored, and so uniquely crafted! There is no stem nor base, but the bowl 
is broad at bottom so that it could be set upon a table without fear of tipping 
out its contents, and yet there are three finger-holes on one side for ease of 
carrying. Indeed, that is how I carried it as I sought out my diary, most eager 
to submit my newfound treasure to its fine utility. And so I took up these 
pages and from them read my name into the chalice, as well as my brother’s 
name, and indeed every word that I have written here, so that all is stored 
safely in that cup as a tasty wine of memory that I may drink whenever I wish 
to remember something that might have happened.
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The room grows dark…and I feel heavy and exhausted from this writing, 
but all the same, I have just got an idea that I might pursue tomorrow!…for is it 
not possible, it occurs to me, that my mind beneath my heart resides in merely 
temporary housing?…inadequate to hold a voluminous reservoir of memory, 
such as I require…and perhaps a more permanent and suitable shelter may be 
had within this strangely shaped, but copious, chalice I have found?

[Marginalis] Both Mr. Menders and myself have discovered a sorrowful 
loss this morning. I shall leave this note along the edges here in order to keep 
these pages blank…in the probably vain hope that someday a particular little 
girl will return from wherever she has been spirited away to…and write more 
enchanting words upon the paper of this book. This “chalice” (so delightful!) 
along with your diary, dear child, shall be safely ensconced inside the helmet, 
should you ever need them.

Yrs., Scatt.
p.s.—I promise, your heroic Bob will be cared for as he always has been; 

indeed, he will feast on those sardines!
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Romeo and Meatbox
By Alex Wilson

ROMEO
But crunch! What scent through yonder cranium wafts?
It is fresh meat and Juliet, the meatbox!
Arise, ye mostly dead, and cleave the skull
Whose cup o’erflows with that electric food
Which sparks our own undeadly minds to move.
I’ll be not gentle with that pretty flesh
Or vestal liver tempting freshly greens
Away from grayer matters. Spit it out!
We seek the brainstuff! O, the one true meat!
Let all she’s ever thought now spot our teeth.
[A yawn from above.]
She screams, her voice insipid and distracting.
(I’ll yet bite, though tongue’s a waste of gnashing.)

JULIET
Romeo. Hey. Didn’t you die?

ROMEO
She reeks!
O reek away, my stinky meatbox for
Thy smells—adrift so far above my head—
Inspire me to animate this flesh
In ways that crusty necromancer never
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ROMEO (CONT’D)
Dreamed! And if he did then let’s entomb
That wrinkly thought with all your other thoughts
Within the safety of my growling belly.
(And dear, denounce this not as ageist fear.
‘Tis but, um, necrophili-phobia...?)

JULIET
O Romeo, Romeo. What happened to you, guy?
Deny thy quest to feed upon this brain
Or, if thou wilt not, why not commit
To starting with my nursemaid’s? She prevents
Me even now from going out past bedtime.
If not for her, forbidden though it be,
I’d sure come down. And let you eat whatever.

ROMEO
A kind voice; I’ll tread lightly on her larynx!

JULIET
Please don’t greet excitement with incitement.
‘Tis what you are that scares me so;
Otherwise, I like you fine. Believe you me:
Most fellows so dislike a girl with brains,
I scarce believe their nibbles at my flesh
Have any plan or mindful destination.
What piece of me should spark the most desire?
Not hand, nor foot, nor arm, perhaps the breasts,
So long as eyes come first. Do I come first?
Is not the heart a metaphor for brains?
And what is in a brain? If salty thoughts
From any other skull would taste as sweet...
Then Romeo could, were he to eat another,
Think some cow’s mind is mine and mind it not?
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JULIET (CONT’D)
The balls on this one! Thinks me flattered
Just because in throes he’ll scream the name
Of my chef as he eats another’s stew?
Serve not this tasteless cock and bull to me!
Of my mind, Romeo will have no more pieces.

ROMEO
[Aside] I listen not to Juliet’s words, for though
Her voice be pretty, it is pretty much
The only meatless part of grass-fed woman.
Also her wrists. Kind of bony.

JULIET
My wrists?
What’s this he says? He’s wistful for my hand?

ROMEO
They are nice hands, less salty than the gardener’s,
I would gather, but prefer her armless:
No hands at all my diet does require.
[To Juliet] Dear dinner, I’ll ask for no hand but thine.

JULIET
About unfaithful limbs, I worry not;
It’s brain that tempts the tongue and such away.
Art thou not Romeo and a zombie?

ROMEO
I knew you’d throw that back into my face.
Look, all I want is dinner, nothing more.
I’d never use my special circumstance
To circumvent the death-do-us-part parts.
I swear upon my life—my grave!—baby.
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JULIET
O swear not beneath this inconsistent moon;
I know how incandescent appetites
Will come and go in phases. Are my brains
To you but midnight snackings lacking that
Simplicity preferred in breakfast foods?
For if night-animated only you might be,
Then hunger for me not by moonlight either!

ROMEO
My hunger tricks! ‘Tis neither moon nor night
But carrion which calls to me to dare
To carry onward at and through your eyes
And pick the pickled neurons just behind.
And if your eyes did fully stuff my cheeks?
‘Twould seem unseemly to expectorate
The blandest piece of Juliet! But then
As chipmunks surely must unload their stores
Before returning, pressing lips to eyeless
Slits, and sucking next the chestnuts out
(Oh and by chestnuts here I mean your brain;
Nuts to your chest! I am a gentleman
Lest, mealy one, I make your system nervous.),
Doubt not: there’s always room for Juliet.

JULIET
Although my heart is raptured to requite,
I cannot wrap my head around this bacon:
Would not it sour your sharp appetite
To know this brain could be so much mistaken
As to consent to be Juliet Julienne?

ROMEO
[Pause.] All right. Let me see the nursemaid again.



Like Feather, Like Bone
By Kristi DeMeester

The little girl is under my porch eating a bird. Her hair is matted. She did 
not bother to push it back before she began, and blood has clotted against the 
white strands. I try to ignore her, but she is crunching its bones, and the sound 
is like the ground cracking open. 

I creep under the porch, squat near her, but not too near. She still has her 
milk teeth, and they are sharp, a tiny row of pointed knives. Small feathers 
cling to her heart-shaped face. 

“You shouldn’t do that, sweetheart. It isn’t good for you,” I say.
“I want wings. Wings the color of the sky,” she says and slurps at the 

bird’s eyes. 
“What’s your name, darlin’?” 
“Momma said I don’t have one. But your name is Caitlin.”

“How do you know my name?” I 
say, but the little girl shakes her head. 

“It’s a secret,” she says and licks 
her hands, her small pink tongue 
darting in and out of the spaces 
between her fingers where the 

blood has dripped. 
I feel I should take her inside; put her in a hot bath, wrap her in the 

thickest, fluffiest towel I can find, but it’s her mouth that keeps me from 
taking her in my arms and carrying her into the house. She gobbles down a 

“Like losing him didn’t 
tear me open. Like 
you’re the only one 
allowed to mourn...”
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Katrina Sesum

My skin blossoms into goose flesh despite the 
warmth of the late September afternoon...
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slimy string of meat, and I look away. 
“Where’s your Momma?”
“Under the water, under the water,” she says, and her voice lilts up and 

down as if reciting a nursery rhyme. My skin blossoms into goose flesh despite 
the warmth of the late September afternoon. 

“She went under the water. Like your Jacob. The sky doesn’t go in the water. 
I want to be like the sky.”

I haven’t said his name in six months. Not since Colin left. 
I pretended to listen as he spoke. “I’m sick of your fucking judgment, 

Caitlin. Like losing him didn’t tear me open. Like you’re the only one allowed 
to mourn. My boy. My baby boy in the goddamn ground, and I kept thinking 
that it wasn’t right for him to be down there in the dark. He would be scared. 
Cold. It isn’t right. I can’t do it, Caitlin. I can’t,” he had said. But I was happy 
when he left. He didn’t know what it had been like to find Jacob, his eyes 
glassy, unfocused, his skin blue, his mouth filled with water.

“Jacob,” I say and my mouth is full with the sound of his name. The little 
girl cocks her head, watches me, her eyes glinting in the shadows. 

“Do you want wings, too?” 
I think of the heaviness of Jacob’s body when I pulled him from the 

water, my fingers scrabbling through his hair, dipping inside his mouth as if I 
could pull the water out of him. 

I kneel beside the girl and watch her pluck the feathers from the bird. She 
gathers them in her hand one by one, and she laughs. It is like music, and I am 
so tired. I lie down in the dirt. It is cold and damp like the fistful of earth I 
placed on top of Jacob’s small coffin.

The little girl hums, her voice high and quavering, and arranges the 
feathers around me. Her fingers are streaked with blood, but I do not care, 
and she places the feathers in my hair, tests their color against my eyes until 
she is satisfied. She pats my cheek, and her hands are sticky. 

“There. Now you’re like a bird, too,” she says and resumes her song. Her 
voice is delicate, fragile, a thing I could take in my hands and crush. So 
much like Jacob’s cold hands, tissue paper skin stretched across bone. So 
easily breakable.

Something flutters at my feet. A small sparrow hops toward us, its beak 
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opening and closing. 
“You’re calling them,” I say, and she snatches the bird, watches it wriggle 

against her grip before snapping its neck. The sound seems to echo against 
the slats of the porch, fills up the space. I think of screaming, but if I start I’ll 
never stop. 

She grins, her mouth all teeth and gore, and holds out her hand. The bird 
is still. I want to take it from her, breathe life back into it, but I remember 
Jacob, my mouth working to push air into his still lungs. 

“Look,” she says and turns, lifts her shirt to expose bare shoulders. 
“You see? It’s working.” 

Dotted against smooth flesh are small bumps, dark specks against 
pale skin. Tiny feathers beginning to sprout.

Something sharp gnaws at my stomach. I am hungry. So, so hungry, and 
the girl turns back to me, places the sparrow near my mouth.

“Don’t you want wings?” she says, and her voice is Jacob’s voice. There is a 
roaring in my gut, an aching, screaming to be filled, and I take the bird in my 
hand, bring it against my lips. It is so small. I do not think it will be enough. 

“I can get more,” she says. Behind her, small wings the color of the night 
sky unfold, flutter for just a moment before settling.

I bare my teeth, press them against warm flesh, tear at the soft feathers. 
It burns as I swallow. The little girl sits with me, sings her song into the 
growing night. Beneath my skin, my bones shift, and the dead make room 
for something new. 



Girl, With Coin
By Damien Angelica Walters

The girl who can’t feel pain is on display in the art gallery again.
Stitches bind her lips together, a cage to keep her voice prisoner. The seams 

of her costume feel as if they’ll split under the strain of holding herself in. 
She stares into the crowd with her back straight. In her hand, she clutches 

a straight razor, the blade glittering under the lights like a dark promise of 
blood, a pulse slowing to nothing at all. 

She doesn’t have a death wish. 
She isn’t suicidal. Suicide isn’t art. It’s 
cheap theater, not even off-Broadway 
quality. Anyone can do it. 

And she isn’t into kink. Her 
show isn’t designed to get anyone off. 

It’s about how much you can stand before you say enough, before you break.
Before you turn away. 

Title: A Study in Crucifixion
Medium: Specially cast nails patterned after those used in ancient Rome

Canvas: Wrists, feet
 

Olivia steps on the envelope as she’s heading out of her apartment. If not 
for the crinkle of paper, she might not have even noticed. It’s plain white with 
the sealed side facing up. When she sees her name scrawled across the front 

Was she not even worth 
the effort of making it 
neat? She taps the letter 
against her palm...
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in familiar handwriting with a distinctive O, the breath rushes out of her and 
her fingers tremble.

She scans the hallway but she’s alone except for the smell of burnt toast 
from the neighbors. Holding the letter as if it contains something toxic, she 
carries it back inside, kicks the door shut behind her.

The last time she saw that O, it was scrawled across a paper lunch bag. She 
was thirteen, her left leg encased in a cast up to her thigh, her left arm a series 
of scrapes and bruises, her ribs taped. Damage on display for everyone for see. 

She contemplates throwing the envelope away unopened (she’s 
meeting Trevor for coffee and doesn’t want to be late), but leans against 

Sandro Castelli

Her fingers seek the scar just above her heart. Once 
upon a time, it was faint, but she’s reopened it so 
many times...
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the door and slides her finger beneath the flap. No paper cut, no hint 
of red, but the letter hurts anyway with its very presence. It hurts deep 
inside where the bruises and scars don’t show. That’s the worst part. She 
should’ve put it behind her, moved on.

The envelope holds a single piece of paper, folded in uneven creases. She 
frowns. Was she not even worth the effort of making it neat? She taps the 
letter against her palm. Unfolding it will mean ending twelve years of silence. 
She exhales. Unfolds the paper.

I’m sure you don’t want to hear from me after all this time.
Olivia closes her eyes, thumps her head on the door. Her fingers seek the 

scar just above her heart. Once upon a time, it was faint, but she’s reopened 
it so many times (the way you open a favorite book—not for the purpose of 
art), now the scar is thick and ridged, easy to find even beneath the fabric 
of her shirt.

The rest of the letter is short: I know it’s been a long time but I’d love to talk 
to you. Maybe we could meet for coffee or you could just call me. I hope you don’t 
hate me too much. There’s so much I want and need to explain.

Thankfully, she didn’t sign it Mom, but with her first name—Marie. 
There’s a phone number, a local number. What’s missing is an apology. 
Surely Marie could’ve summoned up enough humility, even bullshit 
humility, for that. Olivia traces the scar on her chest again then crumples 
the letter in a tight ball. 

She remembers her mother sitting in the kitchen with the overhead light 
off and the small room awash in shadows. Olivia watched, hidden behind 
a half-open door, as her mother tossed a coin in the air. She let it sit on her 
palm for a long time before she closed her fingers. When Olivia woke the 
next morning, her mother was gone, but she left the coin, a quarter minted 
in the year of Olivia’s birth, on the kitchen table. A final act of cruelty, a 
strange coincidence, or the perceived worth of her daughter’s life?

Olivia’s chest tightens. Maybe, she thinks, parts of you never move on, 
away, no matter how much you want them to. Then again, her inability to 
feel pain affects her body’s ability to heal. Maybe it has the same effect on 
her heart. 

“Fuck you,” she whispers.
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She carries the letter outside and tosses it in the first trash can she passes. 
She chain smokes her way to the café and pretends the catch in her throat is 
from the harsh tobacco.

Title: Roses in Bloom
Medium: Wild roses, with thorns, on the vine, wire wrapping

Canvas: Entire body

Olivia watches Trevor’s face as he looks over her sketch. He’s chewing 
the inside of his cheek, as always, a habit she’s glad she doesn’t have. She 
wouldn’t know when to stop and walking around with a hole in her face 
would be unpleasant; it would turn her from artist into freakshow. While 
she waits, she rubs a scar on the back of her hand, the last remaining trace 
of her last exhibit. The scar is bright pink against the pale of her skin, but 
soon enough it will fade to match the rest of them. Her hands heal slower 
than anything else.

She reaches for her coffee cup, but hesitates and rests her hand on the edge 
of the table instead. She can’t tell from Trevor’s expression what he’s thinking, 
but she’s afraid she knows the answer. It’s too much. It’s too in your face.

Why did she contact me? 
Finally he slides the sketch back across the table and nods his head. “I like it. 

I like it a lot. It really pushes the envelope.”
She lets out a breath. “You don’t think it’s too…extreme?”
“No, I think people will love it. Some might freak out, but whatever. 

Anyone who’s been to one of your shows will know what to expect.”
She slides her coffee over. “Is this safe for me to drink yet?”
He takes a sip and nods. “Yeah, it’s good.”
(The tasting is a minor inconvenience. Far better than the helmet 

her father insisted she wear as a young child to keep from giving herself a 
concussion or worse, even when playing alone in her room. Once she started 
school, he allowed her to leave the helmet at home.) 

Why in the hell did she contact me?
Many people mistakenly think she can’t feel anything, but she feels 

textures, hunger, the pressure of an embrace, the pleasure of an orgasm. Only 
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her pain receptors are screwed up. The condition itself is rare and has a pretty 
medical term, but she prefers to call it genetic fuckery.

She cups the mug in her hands. The ceramic is warm to the touch, 
but it could be scorching hot and she wouldn’t know. Since she can’t sense 
extremes in temperatures, she has to check the weather each day so she 
knows how to dress. “Anything you want changed?” She peeks at her hands; 
her skin isn’t bright red.

“No, not at all. I’ll get everything squared away on my end. And you’re 
okay with the fifteenth? I’d give you the Saturday before but I’ve got the 
contortionists coming in again.”

“The fifteenth is fine.”
“Excellent. I’ll print up flyers.”
It’s her turn to nod and as she does, she traces her finger over the title of 

the sketch: Yesterday’s Girl.
“Are you okay?”
“Of course, why?”
“You seem, I don’t know, on edge.”
“No,” she says, putting on a smile that feels too small, too tight. “I’m fine.”
On her way home, Olivia hits a vintage shop filled with odds and ends 

in various condition. She doesn’t find any useful clothing. Sure, she could go 
online and order something in pinup girl style, but she doesn’t want anything 
made in the now. The prices are crazy high for what she requires and she wants 
the wear, the frayed edges, the split seams.

In a display case in the back, she finds a straight razor with a mother of 
pearl handle. Perfect. There’s a bit of rust on the razor’s blade but no nicks or 
dings and she knows it will sharpen nicely. 

She presses the tip against her finger and keeps pressing until her skin 
opens. It’s a small cut and won’t take long to heal at all. She turns and there’s a 
salesgirl standing with wide eyes, one hand over her mouth.

“Don’t worry,” Olivia says. “I had a tetanus shot last year.”
But she recognizes the look all too well. If she were within the walls of the 

gallery, she’d revel in it, and even though she shoves her hand in her pocket, 
hiding the cut, she has to fight not to press the blade against her skin again.

Girl, With Coin – Damien Angelica Walters
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Title: Stigmata in Repose
Medium: Whip, knife, skewer

Canvas: Palms, feet, back, forehead, side

When the moon is full in the sky, Olivia takes a paring knife from her 
nightstand. This blade will never be part of her exhibits; it’s hers and hers 
alone, a token from her childhood. She opens the scar on her chest and 
watches as the blood trickles down. Would her mother remember this? 
She had to, didn’t she? Or would it be another afterthought, a horror, like 
her daughter?

As a child, blood was a sign of danger: scratches on a cheek from a too long 
fingernail; glass in the ball of a bare foot; teeth accidentally biting through 
lips and tongue. Every family photo album was a symphony of wounds, major 
breaks and minor stitches. Now, blood is only a sign of possibility, of how far 
she can push herself. 

She threw out the albums after her father died. They were reminders she 
neither needed nor wanted. It was obvious, once you looked past the casts and 
the bandages, that her mother never stood close to Olivia in any of the photos. 
Her smile was always strained; her eyes distant. She couldn’t even fake it well.

Olivia wipes the blood from her chest and the realization that her 
mother knows where she lives sinks in. She can’t imagine her mother would 
knock on the door and invite herself in, but it leaves Olivia with an uneasy 
feeling in her gut.

Title: The Human Pincushion (Inspired by the movie Hellraiser)
Medium: Small sewing pins

Canvas: Entire body, including shaved head

She finds the right outfit in another vintage shop on the other side of 
town. It costs more than she wanted to spend, but it’s perfect. It’s a swimming 
costume, not a bathing suit, all sequins and ribbons with a short, ruffled skirt, 
and she bets the woman who owned it never set foot in ocean or pool. The 
fabric holds a ghost of perfume beneath the scent of old fabric. It isn’t a exact 
fit, but with a few nips and tucks, it will be. In the dressing room mirror, she 
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stares at herself for a long time, the scars on her body a patchwork of lines that 
intersect, tiny road maps leading nowhere.

The delicate designs of a puzzle box hiding a monster, but, unlike a 
Cenobite, the sensory overload of her ritual mutilation will never come.

Halfway home, she feels the weight of unseen eyes on her. She stops on 
the sidewalk. All around her are shops and people walking. No one looks 
familiar. No one is paying her any attention. Still, she cannot shake the feeling 
that someone is watching.

Title: Why Don’t You Love Me?
Medium: Paring Knife

Canvas: Chest, directly above the heart

A second letter arrives via the regular mail with a local postmark. She 
throws it out unread. 

Title: The Ghost at the Table
Medium: Salad fork

Canvas: Arms

Olivia wakes in the middle of the night with traces of a dream still playing 
through her mind—her mother’s face, the shiny blade of the knife, the blood 
on skin and silver. She sits up in bed and lights a cigarette. Blows smoke into 
the air. Finally she gets up and starts sketching ideas for the next exhibit, but 
every idea becomes a crumple of paper littering the floor.

Then, she sketches a woman with the skin of her chest peeled to expose 
her ribcage and the heart beneath. She writes Changeling across the top of the 
paper. It’s something she overheard her mother say once, along with freak and 
monster. Did she know Olivia was listening?

Olivia smiles, small and hard. She supposes she was hard to endure. It’s not 
as if there were manuals on what to do when your teething child chewed the tip 
of her pinkie off, and the disorder was too rare for any sort of support groups. 

She slides her finger over the sketch. It’s an impossible design. She might 
as well call herself Kafka’s darling and wither away in a cage, forgotten by all. 
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Fuck that. 

Title: Attention Lure
Medium: Fish hooks

Canvas: Arms

The week before the exhibit, she sharpens the razor and replenishes her 
first aid kit. She has surgical glue, bandages, thread, a curved needle. A 
prescription for antibiotics is filled and ready to go, and she’s been taking 
extra iron. The alterations to the bathing costume are complete; the poses 
practiced and practiced again. There isn’t anything else she needs to do but 
the performance itself. 

Another letter arrives two days before the exhibit. She burns it in 
her ashtray.

Title: Shake, Rattle, and Buzz
Medium: Beehive

Canvas: Arms, legs, face 

At what point did she decide her mother’s horror and revulsion were 
emotions to be desired? Invoked? Was it the derogatory names she heard 
whispered? The refusal to touch her? Perhaps the young Olivia thought it a 
game: Look what I can do, Mommy.

But what good is a slap if a small face turns red but the mouth doesn’t 
twist and the eyes don’t fill with tears? What help is a boundary if crossing 
it carries no fear? What price do you pay when a coin means nothing more 
than goodbye? 

At the age of thirteen, when Olivia stepped into the street, she knew the 
car was moving too slowly to kill her. After the impact, when she was on the 
ground with a bone protruding from her calf like an exclamation point, she 
watched her mother’s face, certain this time would be different. This time her 
mother would pretend to care.

Her mother remained expressionless, her eyes blank.
Two nights later, Olivia went into the living room and slid the paring 
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knife across her chest. Her skin split like delicate silk, spilling out a 
crimson worm. 

Look what I can do, Mommy.
Her mother didn’t even blink.
Maybe Olivia should have cut deeper and pulled out her heart. Held it 

in her palm while the beats counted down to nothing. Maybe that would’ve 
made her mother happy. See? I was real after all. 

A week later, Olivia watched her flip the coin and make her choice.

Title: Toddler Interrupted
Medium: Shards of glass

Canvas: Soles of feet, fingers

The gallery is packed, everyone standing shoulder to shoulder. Olivia stands 
before them on a small raised platform, the base covered with white butcher 
paper, her mouth sewn shut with heavy black thread. She makes a few poses 
of the cheesy, pinup girl variety. She is rewarded with a titter of laughter. Faces 
show confusion, but that’s to be expected. There’s no blood yet and her other 
exhibits have been static.

She lifts the straight razor, cuts through the stitches, careful not to draw 
blood. Brows crease; mouths twist; whispers emerge. 

Her lipstick becomes a smear across one side of her face with the back of 
a hand. She twists her fingers in the careful rolls of her hair, pulls them out of 
shape and keeps pulling until they’re a tangle. She tears one of the straps of her 
costume, and sequins fall like iridescent fish scales.

She gives the crowd a wide smile as she draws the blade across her forearm. 
Several people gasp. The wound curves, another smile, and the red it reveals 
matches her lipstick. Drops of blood patter on the butcher paper. She knows 
how to wield the blade for maximum effect with minimal damage.

She watches their eyes. Even when their mouths twist in revulsion or 
disbelief, their eyes reveal the truth. A glint here, a shimmer there. Hunger. 
They’re waiting for her to slip and open a vein. They come for the shock factor, 
but it’s not what they really want to see. They’re vultures, waiting for her to fall 
so they can pick at her bones. 
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For several long moments, the red dripping down onto the white is the 
only sound. Then someone exhales loudly. A grey-haired woman in the front 
holds her mouth tight, but she can’t lie away the excitement in her eyes. Olivia 
meets her gaze and the woman looks down. Another woman, younger, with 
flushed cheeks, covers her mouth with a hand. 

Olivia switches the blade to the other hand and slices a twin cut on 
her other arm. Two more cuts and she can hear whispers, voices too low to 
decipher into words. 

A man in a suit shoves his hands in his pockets, his eyes revealing disbelief, 
perhaps a touch of disappointment at Olivia’s lack of response. She’s a sadist’s 
worst nightmare.

None of the reactions surprise her. At this point they’re a guarantee, made 
mundane by their predictability. What she notices most are the empty eyes. 
The blank canvases that say nothing. She’d like to chip away their façades and 
peek inside. She’d like to break them into pieces.

She makes another cut, then she sees the woman standing in the back. 
Twelve years have added grey to the hair and lines around the eyes and 
mouth, but the face is immediately recognizable and far too like Olivia’s 
own for her liking. 

Olivia makes another cut and another, until her arms look like railroad 
tracks. Her mother doesn’t blink, doesn’t move. All the years she watched 
Olivia, she never did a damn thing. Somewhere inside Olivia there is a little 
girl who wants to throw down the razor and scream; who wants to know 
why. Why didn’t her mother understand why Olivia did the things she did? 
Why didn’t she know that all Olivia wanted was one reaction, one fucking 
reaction, to let her know she cared?

Why didn’t her mother stop her?
Olivia clenches her jaw, tugs her top aside to reveal the scar on her chest, 

and draws the razor down to reopen the half-healed wound. From the gap, she 
wiggles a quarter free, breaking the tenuous grip her flesh has on the metal. 
She turns it so the lights reveal the tarnish of time beneath the slick of blood. 

The crowd doesn’t understand the significance, nor do they need to. It’s 
another macabre parlor trick and, gauging by their smiles, one they like. But 
her mother’s face pales and, finally, she breaks free from the crowd and heads 
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out the door without a glance over her shoulder. Olivia’s own shoulders sag, 
and something inside her crumples, like a paper cup beneath a boot heel.

A woman near the front sways. Silence shatters into murmurs of concern, 
a bit of laughter from the unbalanced woman. Olivia curls her fist around the 
coin and gives a small nod.

Yesterday’s Girl is over.
When the applause fades and almost everyone is gone, she plucks the 

ends of thread from her lips and wipes away the lipstick smears. Some of the 
blood has already dried on her skin, but instead of cleaning and disinfecting 
the cuts, she wraps her arms in gauze, shrugs on a jacket and jeans over her 
costume, and slips out before Trevor notices. She knows he’ll be upset; they 
usually get something to eat after an exhibit, but she doesn’t have the heart for 
it. Not tonight.

Across the street, she sees a figure standing beneath the yellow glow of 
a streetlamp. Olivia pulls the quarter from her pocket and bounces it on her 
palm. Such a small, insignificant thing. Such a heavy price.

Heads, she’ll cross the street. Perhaps they can have coffee at a diner. 
Maybe her mother will finally tell her why. 

Tails, she’ll head home. Sketch a new exhibit, something less extreme. Let 
the cut on her chest heal for good this time, throw the quarter in a fountain, 
a gutter. Give herself permission to let everything go. 

She stares into the shadows for a long time, waiting, hoping her mother 
will walk away, but she doesn’t. She stands and waits.

Olivia touches the cut above her heart and flips the coin.

Girl, With Coin – Damien Angelica Walters
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River, Dreaming
By Silvia Moreno-Garcia

I think about you, my love, late at night when the neon light filters through 
the curtains, tracing shadow animals upon the floor. I feel your absence like 
a phantom limb.

Sometimes I pull on my jacket and walk the streets, stopping at every 
bridge to stare at the river. Alabaster fish swim in its green waters, along with 
the corpses of the suicides. Ghosts and stones whisper their stories as I lean 
against the railing.

I look for you among the pale corpses. There I see a maiden in a white 
shift and a wrinkled man in his shabby corduroy jacket. But you are not there, 

my love. Oh, no.
The river snakes and curls 

through the city and I follow its 
course. It trickles into streets and 
licks the foundations of tenements. 
It spreads under a starless sky.

A fog sometimes covers the river, cocooning it. I cannot see the suicides, 
but I can hear their laments, like the splash of a stone into the water. Like the 
splash of blood against cold glass tiles.

I think about you, my love, when I see an eye flash open under the 
river’s waters, when a scale catches the light, when a murmur floats up 
toward the night. 

I hold my lantern high, to try to see better, to try to see you...but you 

A fog sometimes covers 
the river, cocooning it. I 
cannot see the suicides, 
but I can hear...
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are not there. You are gone before the amber glow of the lantern can reveal 
your face, your body, yourself. You are gone, melting like a sigh into the 
green of the river. 

I walk home, dragging the lantern behind me. I climb the steps to our 
little apartment and lay upon the cold sheets. 

Sometimes, in the morning, there are muddy footprints outside my door 
and the scent of something damp and gone. 



The Fairy Godmother
By Kim Neville

Childhood Wishes
When the Fairy Godmother is small, she can only grant small wishes. She 

turns buttons into pennies and makes gummy bears appear in coat pockets. 
She recovers socks lost in dryers. She vanishes bunions and mild rashes and 
embarrassing body hair. As she grows so does her power. The pennies become 
pearls. The socks become kittens.

No matter how many times she tries, she can’t make her father well.
The other children at school love the Fairy Godmother, mostly because 

of the gummy bears but also because she can make their paper airplanes fly 
in formation. She has a purple wand 
with a star on the end of it and her 
classmates are always stealing it at 
the playground. They swirl it around, 
trying to conjure up chocolate rivers 
or giant robot dogs. The wand emits 

puffs of gold glitter but their wishes never come true.
The Fairy Godmother’s wings tend to get in the way on the monkey bars. 

She prefers the teeter-totter.
 

But It Doesn’t Work That Way
Sometimes the Fairy Godmother would like to fill her own pockets with 

gummy bears.

For a long time he has 
only had one wish. 
The Fairy Godmother 
carries the weight of it...
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First Love

Ben pulls into the driveway in his dad’s Lexus. Her mother stays upstairs 
in her bedroom and her father is in the hospital so the Fairy Godmother 
answers the door herself. The theatre is in a bad part of town but the movie is 
Spirited Away. Once, in math class, the Fairy Godmother told Ben it was her 
favorite scary movie.

She doesn’t have to remind Ben about her wings. He takes her straight 
to the back row in the balcony. The Fairy Godmother is worried Ben might 
try to hold her hand when the No-Face Monster comes on screen. Instead he 
throws a piece of popcorn at her head.

Later Ben drives her to a park next to the river and they walk along the 
bank. He shows her how to skip stones. She turns shards of bottle glass into 
fireflies that circle above them, glowing amber, green, and white. They sit side-
by-side on top of a picnic table, feet swinging and shoulders touching. The 
Fairy Godmother wonders if Ben knows that this would be a good time to 
take her hand.

“I was wondering,” Ben says. He leans into her. Their pinky fingers are an 
inch apart. His honey-licorice smell is masked by expensive aftershave. “Do 
you think you could get me into Yale?”

 
First Failure

She and her mother sit on opposite sides of the hospital bed. Each of 
them holds a bony hand. They are the hands of a stranger. Her father has been 
saying goodbye for years. For a long time he has only had one wish. The Fairy 
Godmother carries the weight of it with her always; it feels as if with every 
breath he takes, she swallows another stone.    

She isn’t aware of the moment when her father draws his last breath. She 
only realizes he is gone when she looks up and sees her mother staring at her 
with accusing eyes.

 
Wings, Part I

Late at night the Fairy Godmother flies as high as she can, through wet 
clouds to where the air stretches thin, to where her skin burns and her lungs 
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ache and all the wanting of the city fades away.
 

Never Enough
The Fairy Godmother builds her mother a castle made of glass. It has a 

movie theatre, a gym with a steam room, and a ten-car garage. She replicates 
Oprah’s closet and fills it with Versace. The pool has a swim-up bar. She gives 
her mother new breasts, size five feet, and a vintage Harley in mint condition.

Her mother only calls when she wants something. She asks for a swan 
pond in an enormous golden cage. The Fairy Godmother says no.

On a rainy day the Harley slides out on a tight corner. Her mother’s 
legs are crushed under the wheels of a semi-truck packed with chickens for 
slaughter. She bleeds out before the ambulance arrives. The Fairy Godmother 
doesn’t go to the funeral.

 
First Princess

One day the Fairy Godmother is on a crowded train heading downtown. 
The girl sitting next to her is wearing a black skirt and coffee-stained sneakers. 
Her hair is piled up in a bun. She smells like bacon. In her lap is a creased stack 
of paper. A script. The girl is mouthing the words. An elderly man gets on the 
train and she is the only one who offers him a seat.

The Fairy Godmother taps the girl with her wand. “What’s your name?”
The girl blinks, slides her jacket open to reveal a plastic nametag pinned 

to a white button-down shirt. Teal, it reads.
The Fairy Godmother says, “You’ll do.”
 

The Ascension of Teal Corinthian Bell, Part I
Teal sits radiant and golden under the lights. The studio audience is rapt. 

The Fairy Godmother sits on her couch at home, half-watching the television, 
half-focused on splitting open pistachios with her fingernails.

“It’s incredible,” the talk show host is saying, “how you came out of 
nowhere. Your story reads like a fairy tale. From penniless waitress to 
Academy Award winner in less than five years. How do you account for your 
sudden success?”

The Fairy Godmother looks up at the screen. She sees Teal smile and 

The Fairy Godmother – Kim Neville



Shimmer – Number Seventeen 117

press her left hand to her chest. The Fairy Godmother mirrors the action. It’s 
their secret signal.

“I’m not sure how I got so lucky,” Teal says. “Sometimes I wonder if I 
deserve all this. I feel like kind of a fraud. I mean, why me?”

She tries for a laugh but there’s enough of an edge in her voice that the 
audience doesn’t join in. Teal lowers her gaze but the Fairy Godmother has 
already seen the fear she’s trying to hide.

“Teal, please.” The talk show host’s smile is wet and shiny. “You’re an 
inspiration. Your story reminds us all that there’s no telling what you can do 
if you work hard and stay true to your dreams. Isn’t that right, audience?”

The audience erupts into applause. Teal laughs again and raises her palms 
toward the crowd. Please, no, stop, her hands say.

 
Wings, Part II

The Fairy Godmother does not want to be married, although she often 
brings men home with her for the night. No matter how high she goes she can 
never out-fly her own desire.

 
The Importance of Specificity

People are always wishing for the wrong things. It makes the Fairy 
Godmother grumpy.

She sits in a café across from a man who won’t stop shaking his knees. It’s 
making the table vibrate. She can feel it through the mug that’s wrapped in 
her hands. He says, “I just need enough to pay off my credit card.”

The Fairy Godmother tucks her wand into her purse and stands to leave. 
“That’s what you said last time.”

On the way home she runs into a former client at the supermarket. She’s 
wearing a wide brimmed hat and sunglasses. “When I said I needed some hair 
removal,” she hisses, “I didn’t mean from my head.”

The Fairy Godmother just shrugs.
 

The Ascension of Teal Corinthian Bell, Part II
The Fairy Godmother learns the news on Facebook. Teal’s body has 

been found in a Paris hotel room. A toxic combination of prescription 
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drugs, the reports say.

A Complication
The pregnancy is an accident. The father could be one of three men. She 

doesn’t look for any of them. The baby is a girl. The Fairy Godmother’s heart 
contracts when she sees the tiny furled wings on her daughter’s back.

At nine months the girl’s hummingbird wings already lift her toes off 
the floor. By two she can fly into treetops and transform chestnuts into fat 
ripe apples. They sleep in the same bed, her daughter’s warm body curled 
against her chest. Sometimes her wingtips tickle the underside of the Fairy 
Godmother’s chin, but she doesn’t mind.

At five the girl comes home crying from school because the children are 
afraid of her. They think she might use her wand to turn them into toads.

“Let them think you’re dangerous,” says the Fairy Godmother. “It’s better 
that way.”

 
Transformations

The Fairy Godmother changes bus boys into basketball stars. She changes 
interns into CFOs. She tucks tummies and reverses receding hairlines. She 
eliminates acne, erectile dysfunction, horrifying burn scars. She fills bank 
accounts. She puts food on empty plates and turns cardboard boxes into split-
level homes. She rescues brittle, sharp-eyed children and builds them new 
lives in safer places.

 
How It Works

The Fairy Godmother and her daughter move into the glass castle. 
They keep the movie theatre but replace the pool with a vegetable garden. 
The Fairy Godmother is digging up carrots. Her daughter is jumping on 
the trampoline. She’s grown tall. Her legs are lean and muscled and her hair 
streams out behind her with each bounce.

“Why do you do that?” the Fairy Godmother asks. “You can fly.”
Her daughter does a back flip. “I like that helpless feeling you get on the 

way down.”
The Fairy Godmother pulls off her gardening gloves and wipes the sweat 
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from her brow. “Don’t make yourself sick.”
Her daughter spreads her arms wide, falls forward onto her belly and 

bounces slowly to a stop. She rests her chin on her forearms.
“Hey Mom,” she says. “Check your pockets.”
The Fairy Godmother reaches into the pockets of her skirt. Her fingers 

touch something warm, soft, sticky. It’s a wad of gummy bears.
 

Wings, Part III
The Fairy Godmother flies low over the tops of buildings, wings whistling 

like wind through the crack of a door. Her wand sparks and snaps between 
her teeth. She listens to the pleas below, sifting, searching. She could touch 
any one of those voices. Or she could keep on flying.



We Were Never Alone in Space
By Carmen Maria Machado

Last, it was Adelaide, up to her chest in the inky water, waiting as the light 
dropped away.

Before that, the sky went from peach to violet to almost black. She could 
barely distinguish it from the horizon. There would be no stars, not with the 
clouds. She could not tell if she was moving toward the shore or away from it. 
Terror sluiced through every mile of her veins. Was that the outline of a person 
bobbing in the water near her, or was she imagining it?

Before that, it was still Adelaide, running to the water, the hard tidal 
sand knocking her footsteps up into her kneecaps. It hurt, but she kept going. 

She could see it. The jetty. The sea 
beyond it, its frothy curls and unseen 
currents. She hurtled into the water 
and nothing but its increasing depth 
could slow her down.

But before that, there was a 
woman in the dead-end street, an old woman who had just been in the red 
city where she had felt so young, but now she was back, she was back. Her 
body ached like it hadn’t in the other place. She distantly remembered how 
she had fallen here, in this street, before. She remembered the sound of her 
cane chattering on the cobblestone as it rolled down the incline toward the 
beach. As her eyes followed where her cane had once tumbled, she saw a 
teenaged girl streaking over the sand like a greyhound.

He found her sitting 
next to her desk, not 
looking at the screen full 
of ghostly human faces...
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But before the old woman in the street, with her aches and her confusion, 
there was a little boy, aged seven, hair dreadlocked from the saltwater, who 
climbed out of the crawlspace beneath the pier where that man had left him 
so long ago. Adelaide saw him come out, remembered the stories that she’d 
heard about the pier, about the boy whose body was found there before she 
was born. This child looked a little cold and a little wet but alive, he was alive.

Before that, Adelaide left Emily standing in the kitchen. “I have to go,” 
she said through the slamming screen door. She walked fast and then jogged, 
then broke into a run, going faster and faster.

Before that, a woman on the television, bright lipstick on her teeth, talked 
about the people who were appearing. “All over,” she said. “The dead, they are 
coming back. Appearing where they died.” She tore the microphone from her 
lapel and stumbled off the set, the camera still rolling on an empty chair as 
Adelaide stood up from the couch. She could not feel her legs.

Before that, Amal was calling her boss, leaving voicemail after voicemail. 
When he finally got there, he found her sitting next to her desk, not looking at 
the screen full of ghostly human faces. “It’s us,” she said in a raw voice. “It’s us.”

Before that, a silver rover rumbled over the landscape, blindly touching 
the shadowy figures that drifted through the red city. When it touched them, 
there was a delicate popping sound: less than an undone soap bubble, even 
softer than the wet oah of a lover’s mouth opening for the first time. After 
the touch, and after that sound, they vanished from the surface of Mars and 
reappeared in the last place on earth where they had been afraid.

Before that, Adelaide watched her father lay on the couch in a darkened 
living room, his toenails an electric green where he had permitted Baby 
Margaret, who was not such a baby anymore, to paint them. He was asleep, 
his hand open, the remote resting upon it like an offering. Baby Margaret 
was curled up next to him. Gentle snores ripped through the rubble of 
her stuffy nose. In front of them, the TV continued its breathless report. 
“This is what we’re looking at now,” someone was saying, as they showed 
the black-and-white footage. “There’s never been anything like this before.” 
Adelaide could see, through the snowy haze of static, the outline of a city in 
the Martian dust.

Before that, Adelaide walked into the kitchen and dug around for Cokes 
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Sandro Castelli

The air conditioning chilled her wet hair, but her 
body was still so warm...
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in the fridge. The air conditioning chilled her wet hair, but her body was still 
so warm. She pressed one can against the back of her neck and dropped the 
other into Emily’s hand. Adelaide’s heart was knocking behind her ribs like 
it wanted out. Emily had already cracked the top of another Coke and was 
sucking foam from the metal rim. Adelaide couldn’t stop watching her. The 
TV prattled from the living room. Something about the Mars rover. “You see 
this?” Emily said from the doorway. Adelaide shook her head. She hated all 
this talk about Mars. She had read years ago that once an object is launched 
in space, it will keep going forever and ever. A person in space, floating away 
from everything, would do so until she died. And even then, she’d still keep 
floating through nothing. Emily looked back at her, and the inconstant light 
from the television created a kaleidoscopic aura around her body. “Adelaide, 
are you seeing this?”

Before that, many millions of miles away, a rover rumbled over a 
previously unexplored hill on the surface of Mars. The red city was peaceful. 
No one realized how far the living could really come.

Before that, Adelaide found the mouth of a girl named Emily, the 
daughter of a summer family who was leaving at the end of August. She 
tasted salty with sweat and bitter from bug spray, which was layered over her 
mosquito bites. Seized by the heat of them, Adelaide kissed each bite, the 
string of them moving down her neck like a constellation. Kissing Emily 
made her feel twitchy, like she needed to run down the shore until all the 
nervous energy was pounded away. They sat on the strip of beach outside of 
the house. Adelaide dug a rut for her feet. It was too narrow and she had to 
fold one foot over the other. The great numbers of jellyfish that had strayed 
ashore glittered like polished stones across the sand.

Before that, Adelaide got older. She found breasts beneath her shirt. Her 
hair grew long. She developed a snarl so fierce that she went at it with a pair 
of scissors, and ended up giving herself a haircut. Her hair grew long again.

Before that, Adelaide’s mother woke up in a heap on a bright red 
street on a distant planet, the fear sliding out of her body like hot oil. 
Others helped her to her feet. For the first time in recent memory, her 
mind felt clear. She understood.

Before that, Adelaide’s mother walked into the water near a jetty at the 
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northernmost part of town. She drowned. She had left a long trail around the 
house of all her dried goods—wild rice, wheat flour, white flour, sugar and 
lentils. A riddle for her daughters to solve. Those smart girls, those wonderful 
girls, they would figure it out. When she was sinking, horror shot out through 
the cloudy haze of her mind like a sunburst. As she died, she thought, a puzzle 
for them, upon their waking, my girls, alone, my girls, alone.

Before that, a woman named Amal was put in charge of the biggest 
project of her career—an unmanned rover to Mars. Her boss told her this 
from her office doorway, smiling with a piece of kale in his teeth. The night 
of the announcement, she came home to her husband with a bottle of 
wine. “Let’s do the bear thing,” she said, pushing him down into the couch. 
“Whatever you want, let’s do it.”

Before that, Adelaide’s father told her that her mother was very sick. He 
pressed a can of soda against the lump on the back of her head and kissed her 
hair. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry,” he said.

Before that, Adelaide came home to her mother standing with her 
forehead pressed against the solid oak bathroom door, rolling it over and 
over like she was in pain. When Adelaide said, “Mom?” her mother cried, 
“Does he think he can salt my earth? Does he think he can salt my earth?” 
and Adelaide ran to her mother, grabbed her hand, and her mother pushed 
her into the far wall. Her mother kept rolling, screaming louder and louder, 
and Adelaide would hear those words for the rest of her life, burned into the 
place where she dropped off to sleep, does he think he can salt my earth, salt my 
earth, my earth, mine?

Before that, Adelaide’s mother was sitting on the porch facing the ocean, 
weeping when she thought that Adelaide couldn’t hear.

Before that, Baby Margaret was born. She was the color of the midday 
sky and all folds. A doctor knocked life into her tiny chest. Adelaide’s 
mother showed Adelaide every inch of the baby. “You were this small, 
once,” she said, lying. No one was ever that small.

Before that, Adelaide’s mother was as round as a planet, again.
Before that, Adelaide was little.
Before that, Adelaide was littler.
Before that, Adelaide’s mother gave birth. She howled and whispered in 
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alternating waves. “I feel like an animal, I’m an animal!” she screamed, yanking 
on her husband’s hand. Then, quiet as a secret: “The cosmos are coming.”

Before that, Adelaide’s mother was as round as a planet. She and 
Adelaide’s father listened to her belly in the still of the early morning. “She’s 
come from somewhere else, this one,” Adelaide’s mother said, touching the 
curve of her stomach.

Before that, the woman who would become Adelaide’s mother sat 
up beneath the sheets, making a tent. She straddled the man who would 
become Adelaide’s father. He said he loved her. He didn’t, not yet, but he 
would one day.

But first, it was Adelaide, unborn, floating through a city as red as dirt.



The Herdsman of the Dead
By Ada Hoffmann

When you die, love, you will walk the path between our world and 
the Herdsman’s. It will be cold and very dark. Pull out your own eye—
gently—and it will give as much light as a candle. You will still see only a 
few paces ahead.

Keep to the dry, smooth stones. Do not touch the white hill of salt to your 
left: it will wither your heart with thirst. Do not drink from the black lake to 
your right: it will make you forget too much. Do not stop walking, even when 
your legs feel hollow from strain, or you will become one of the stones.

There will be dogs with the nubbly heads of vultures. Ignore them. They 
cannot touch you unless you look into their eyes. They will caw out questions, 

asking why a man like you bothers 
to walk this path. Ignore them. You 
must speak only to the Herdsman of 
the Dead and his daughter, and you 
will know them when you see them.

If you do not meet the dogs’ 
eyes, they will see no difference between you and the other dead—though 
you will not see other dead. At most, you will see a brief flicker, gone before 
you are sure you saw it.

I wish I could walk by your side, but that is forbidden. Even if we both 
took the potion and swooned to sleep the same instant, you would walk alone 
on one path, and I on another. I will think of you. Fix your mind on life and 

I remember your eyes, 
eagerly forward while 
you worked, like a cap-
tain launching a ship...
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the ring in your pocket, and remember me.

You never cared for myths or other worlds. You were like me: you 
nodded to the gods on their holy days, then carried on with more 
interesting things. Like economics. I remember you years ago, gazing 
into a screen, with numbers reflected icelike onto your smiling face. You 
didn’t see me sneaking up the stairs to your home office, peeking in just 
to sate my eyes.

You had oceans of equations for supply and demand, for the interaction 
of industries and for the guiding hands of acquisitive gods. Priests could 
sing their portents, but your numbers made a better sort of prophecy. They 
could be tested. Revised. Set to work. You loved to put numbers in their 
right places. I remember your eyes, eagerly forward while you worked, like a 
captain launching a ship. An ocean of equations and you at the helm, ready 
for anything.

You often smiled back then.
I’m not sure when things changed. Certainly icebergs lurked in our life—

layoffs, sick relatives, dead friends. The children we never managed to have. 
But our couch matched the coffee table, our kitchen smelled of cinnamon, 
and by and large I thought we were happy.

I mainly remember a settling. A slow mist gathering over you while I 
fought my own icebergs. Until I realized with a start that you had stayed in 
bed for two days, unshaven, barely speaking.

There was no cough or fever. No source you could name. I ignored the 
dread in my gut, the feeling that this had been looming for a long time. I 
coaxed you to breakfast and to the paper avalanche of your office.

Hours later I looked in on you. No smile. No numbers. Your monitor was 
dark and you stared unmoving at the wall.

You will walk long enough to recount your whole life. A step for every 
heartbreak. A step for every sweetness. Faraway nightingales will taunt you 
with the songs you loved in life.

You will come to a place where the white hill flattens, the black lake rises, 
and they merge into a gray moor. You can put your eye back in its socket: the 
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moor has its own faint light.
The Herdsman’s daughter sits on a boulder, kicking her legs in the breeze, 

her shepherd’s crook thrown over her shoulder. Her hair curls thick, the 
blackest wool, and below her boulder crouches a jagged steel frame that moves 
like a dog. Its scalpel-toothed mouth grins with hunger: Can I have this one? 
Can I? Can I? Can I?

The Herdsman’s daughter will say, “Stop.” At that moment, and no earlier, 
you should stop. Her dog will drool something that hisses when it touches the 
ground. The Herdsman’s daughter will smile. This is a game to her. “What do 
you have to say for yourself?”

Look carefully at her eyes. From a distance they seem unfocused. Up 
close, there is metal in them, or something like it: a mirror that refracts light 
in thousands of fragments. She watches a multitude of pilgrims on other 
paths. Do not mistake this for inattention.

You know the words to say.
“My Lady, let me pass. I have been good to the gods. I have had no part 

in violence. I have not stolen. I have not borne false witness. I have made none 
to weep.”

At that she will raise her crook and rasp:
“Liar.”

I wept for you when I could ignore the mist no longer. I have wept since. 
You remember, don’t you? I pushed too hard, trying to drag you out of the 
house, to shops and gainful employment. You shouted and called me terrible 
things, and afterwards I wept in the shower, so you couldn’t see.

I won’t let the Herdsman’s daughter take you for that. You were in more 
pain than I ever was.

Hence the ring I’ve wrapped up with this letter, bigger and bluer than 
our wedding ring. Grasp it while you drink and it will follow you into the 
afterlife. Hold it close and know that I forgive you everything.

The dog will leap at you. Hold the ring out like a shield. Imagine a flash of 
light and the ring will be blinding.

The Herdsman’s daughter will blink and scowl until the spots clear 
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from her eyes. Then she will smile. “Go on in, then. But first you must 
give me your heart.”

It will take courage, letting her reach into you. Unbutton your cloak 
and bare your chest. Her shepherd’s crook seems blunt and harmless, but 
when she draws it lightly across your chest, it will slice you open, ribs and 
all. It will hurt; she will not think less of you if you scream. The thing she 
draws out of you will be black and dead, weeping a sludge that used to be 
blood. You will feel lighter without it. You will wonder whether to demand 
it back or slump in relief.

Walk on. You may notice that the eye you took out and replaced is not 
working. Cast it into the lake: there is no need here for useless weight.

After three weeks I sought help. I swallowed my indifference to gods and 
abased myself before the Lady of Mercy and Discipline. I took vows—a 
week’s fasting and exercise, a week disinfecting hospital floors—and the 
Lady’s handmaidens followed me home. They wore white veils over their 
hair, and held shining steel tablets on which they ran diagnostic programs. 
They chanted, typed, conferred over your star chart, and fed two of your 
hairs into a handheld machine. They spoke to you. You confessed that you 
had thought of dying: shucking yourself like a coat and spending eternity 
browsing the starlit moor.

They conferred for another week after that, while I tore out my hair with 
impatience. Then they brought someone else, unbidden: a figure shrouded in 
black gauze and a midnight-colored mask.

They had brought an acolyte of the Keeper of the Deepest Dream.
This was too much. The Lady of Mercy and Discipline was a god 

I could understand. She had clear precepts and worked in the open, 
benevolently. But the Keeper was the worst of them—a shadow at best, 
a maze of initiations and dark rituals. No one knew the Keeper’s goals, 
laws, or even gender—or at least I didn’t, and I could not fathom what 
such things had to do with me.

I blocked them at the door. “I didn’t ask for this. This isn’t necessary.”
“But it is,” said the handmaidens.
At last I swallowed my misgivings and stepped aside. The acolyte made 
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a three-fingered sign to me—a blessing? a curse?—and glided to the living 
room, where you lay on the couch, pretending to read. She sat watching you 
for three-quarters of an hour.

The handmaidens and I stood by in silence. She ran no diagnostics. She 
drew no charts. Whatever she did, I couldn’t see.

“Were we correct?” the Lady’s handmaidens asked when she stood again.
“Yes.” The acolyte’s mask muffled her voice. “The problem is in his soul.”
“What?”
The eldest handmaiden glanced at me with eyes as hard as the steel in 

her hand. “She means it is not a physical ailment, nor a simple environmental 
trauma. Our Lady can do nothing. One in every twenty cases is like this and 
we do not fully understand why.”

I had longed to know why. Surely the Lady’s handmaidens had equations 
like yours. I wished they would plug you in and spit out instructions.

I stared at the Keeper’s acolyte. “You understand.”
She faced me and said nothing.
“Don’t play games with me. This is my husband, do you see? Whatever 

it is, I need to know.”
The acolyte was silent a while longer.
“There is a cure,” she said at last.
“Tell me.” My voice cracked.
“It is not easy, and not quite what it sounds. But he desires death: let him 

go there for a while.”

At the center of the moor a great wedge of stone rises and each of its wind-
carved crevices shrieks a name. Here, if only in flickers, you will see the 
herds go by like bleating banks of cloud. One or two goats will glance at you, 
unafraid—but when you look back, they will be gone.

This is where the Herdsman separates the dead into two great flocks. To 
his right, the sheep, who browse the moor in deepest peace. And to his left, 
the goats, who frolic, fight, and love. The Herdsman will tell you to choose 
one flock for eternity. He will gesture left and right as new souls join the 
flocks—though you will not see them.

The Herdsman’s boots are sheepskin. His cloak is coarsely knitted, and 
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his tunic is the finest cashmere you have ever touched. His eyes are like his 
daughter’s eyes, but darker, and the reflections that glance from them are like 
the night sky.

Do not choose. Do not move to the right or the left. Work your fingers 
into the stone’s crevices and climb to him.

Say, “I will not choose. I wish to be tested.”
He will smile. For a little while—as far as you can see—he will be fixed 

on you completely.
“Very well,” he will say. “I will test you. Sleep in my hovel, eat at my table, 

and in the morning, we will play a game. If you win, I will give you whatever 
you ask. If you lose, I will choose your fate.”

His hovel itself is made of gray wool, or perhaps of wires fine enough to 
be wool: it is not quite tall enough to stand in, but if you lie down, the wool 
will move of its own accord to wrap you. Do not be afraid to sleep there. The 
Herdsman will ask to join you, to share the once-alive warmth of your body. 
He will not force you, but I do not mind if you agree. His fingers will be very 
cold, but his breath will be sweet like the moor’s summer flowers.

You know better than to eat from his table, of course.
In the morning, he will ask what you desire. Ask for anything: gold, 

spaceships, wisdom, world peace, a thousand other lovers all prettier than me. 
Work out what you want above anything else. But the Herdsman will not 
give it to you. No one ever wins his game.

I almost cut my fist on the Keeper’s acolyte’s teeth. I think she noticed: her 
mask turned a fraction of an inch. She did not raise her voice.

“You misunderstand. This potion gives a temporary reprieve from life. 
He will walk the path of the dead, and if all goes well, he will come home. 
There are no guarantees, in death as in life. But most who go there improve 
markedly; some are cured. Nothing else works in these cases.” She set down 
the vial next to the photography books and the vase. “I will not press. You 
both can wait as long as you like.”

I looked at you, love, and found the faintest glimmer in your eyes. I had 
not seen you smile in so long.

It was not a smile of surrender. Not a smile that would give in to death 
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and be done with it. I could hardly believe it, but that captain’s spirit smiled 
somewhere inside you, and it relished the challenge.

The Herdsman’s game is one you have never seen before. He will explain 
the rules as many times as you like. There will be tiny, precise clockwork 
men who crawl up and down in a sort of scaffolding. It will look to you like 
a chessboard in three dimensions, but there are really many more, and the 
Herdsman, who can see in every direction, will constantly be sneaking his 
pieces through the other worlds.

Try your best. Commit the rules to memory, even the ones you can’t 
understand. He will not mind the time it takes. Clump your pieces defensively 
and he will cut through them like water. Make a bold attack and it will glance 
off of him like air.

Eventually you will realize you cannot think your way through this. Try 
other methods. Flirt with him. Tell long tales of life, of wool exports, of love 
and murder and the moors of the living world, to distract him. This will make 
him smile.

He will beat you just the same.
If you have flattered him and let him lie with you, he may smile kindly 

when he wins. If you have been rude, he may say it sharply. But your fate will 
be the same whatever you have done. The Herdsman likes the rhythm of 
inevitability, soul after soul falling into his arms just the same.

“You have challenged me,” he will say, “which takes courage; so, although 
you have lost, you will have the thing you need most of all.”

By now you will have seen creatures stranger than sheep or goats. Iron-
horned rams, guarding the herds from the monsters at the moor’s edge. 
Woolen messengers and other servants, nearly human in shape. There are 
really many more than two flocks to choose from. The souls who challenge 
the Herdsman are the strongest and he honors them; he gives them work 
and purpose according to their deepest needs. But only the dead need to 
work in the afterlife. You are alive, after a fashion. And the Herdsman, in 
the moment of his victory, will see it.

He will hold something out to you, a dark and burnished jewel. Take it 
from him, though you do not recognize it. It will thrum in your hand. It will 
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warm you. It will make you want to weep, though you have not done so in 
months.

But the Herdsman of the Dead will still be talking.
“You have challenged me, and so you will have this. That is the custom, 

and even I am bound by it. But you have come here dishonestly, while alive, 
and this does not please me. So you will have it for only a moment. Then you 
will forget. You will join my flocks now as the smallest-horned sheep, the last 
to feed at the troughs. Eternity will be a solemn migration, gray as the mists 
of the moor. This is my choice. Kneel and accept it.”

But you will not kneel. You will not go gently.
I know because of the light in your eyes when the Lady of Mercy and 

Discipline’s acolytes spoke. Because of the Herdsman’s daughter cutting out 
your heart. Because of the jewel in your hand melting what has been frozen 
inside you. Because when you lay with the Herdsman you remembered my 
face and knew your deepest longing was for life. If you wanted oblivion, you 
could have given yourself to the path, the cawing things, the lake, the dog. But 
you have come this far.

He will overtake you with a shepherd’s weathered heels. Fight him. Hold 
the stone in your closed fist. Hit him if you like, but do not open that hand. 
He will hurt you, of course; what mortal could fight a god and win? But you 
need not win. You need only hold him off long enough.

Remember you are here because you drank the Keeper’s potion, which 
lasts an hour—though it feels much longer.

He will think he has you, his knee on the small of your back, his hands 
around your throat. But you will melt away underneath him. He will howl 
with frustration and fall to the ground.

The potion will slowly lose hold. You will find yourself in a pastel haze, 
not sleeping nor waking, as a healthy heart grows within you. (Your eye, I am 
afraid, will not grow back.) It is essential to keep the memory of what you have 
done. It is a matter of life and death.

Take the dark jewel and swallow it, though it scratches your throat. It 
will hurt more than you can bear, going down, but the jewel is Truth and it 
will free you.
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•  •  •
I need to tell you one more thing.

I did not want to let you do this. The Keeper’s acolytes have cured worse 
cases than yours. But I worried that you could not survive it. I felt selfish 
asking so much of you. Who but the ill in soul are made to do this, closing 
their eyes and diving into their own depths? They asked you to make the 
journey alone and that was not fair.

Yet we all walk that path alone, in the end.
So I bought a second vial with another week of fasting. While you 

stared at the bedroom wall last night, I crept to the living room, made 
myself comfortable, and drank. I walked the smooth stones and plucked 
out my eye. I gazed straight ahead and avoided the cawing things. I would 
not have believed until I saw it for myself.

Oh, love, I remember how brave you are. How could I have doubted? 
You told me once that you’d lost hope in yourself: you might never have the 
strength for the ocean of numbers again. I could not give comfort, for there 
were days when I lost hope in you, too. That is my sin. Believe me, love: I told 
the Herdsman’s daughter I had made none to weep. She took more than my 
heart for that lie.

But I lived in the end. I found the Herdsman, bargained with him, stole 
from him, and I made my way back to this living world. It is both the hardest 
and most natural thing one can do.

Feel the jewel rasp its way to your belly. Know that you fought the 
Herdsman and came as close to winning as a mortal can. You made it out 
alive and with a part of him. You fought, sweated, and hurt yourself to live. 
Your life is worth all of this from both of us.

Know that you are loved, and worthy of love, and I have waited for you 
all this time.

Then come home to me, love, at long last.
Come home.

The Herdsman of the Dead – Ada Hoffmann



Paris, 1889: a time when the world looks to a future of revolutionary 
science and extraordinary machines. Archaeologist Eleanor Folley 
looks back to Egypt's ancient mysteries and her mother's inexplicable, 
haunting disappearance. Dangerous marauders and revelations from 
beyond the grave are part and parcel of adventures in the desert, but 
Eleanor doesn't count on crossing paths with the guardian of the 
underworld—Anubis himself!

E. Catherine Tobler
The debut novel from

Buy the ebook:
www.masque-books.com/rings-of-anubis-gold-glass
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The Mostly True Adventures of Assman & Foxy
Katherine Sparrow lives, writes, makes soup, and 
has frequent spontaneous dance parties in Seattle. 
She’s a Nebula nominee as well as a Clarion West 
graduate, and has had the good luck to have her short 
work published all over the internet and in print. 
She’s currently working on a book about outcast kids 

with weird super powers. More info at: katherinesparrow.net

How Bunny Came to Be
A.C. Wise hails from the land of poutine (Montreal) 
and currently resides in the land of cheesesteaks 
(Philadelphia). Her fiction has appeared in previous 
issues of Shimmer, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, and 
the Best Horror of the Year Vol. 4, among other 
publications.In addition to her writing, she co-edits 
Unlikely Story, which publishes, among other things, 
The Journal of Unlikely Entomology. The author maintains a blog at www.
acwise.net, and has been known to guest-blog for Apex and SFSignal. She can 
also be found on twitter as @ac_wise.

The Moon Bears 
Sarah Brooks lives in Leeds, West Yorkshire, where 
she is plagued by the ghosts and fox spirits who keep 
trying to escape from her PhD thesis on classical 
Chinese ghost stories. She’s a graduate of the 2012 
Clarion West Writers’ Workshop.

Contributors
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Sincerely, Your Psychic
Helena Bell is an occasional poet, writer, and 
international traveler which means that over half of what 
she says is completely made up, the other half is probably 
made up, and the third half is about the condition of the 
roads. She has a BA, an MFA, a JD, and Tax LLM which 
fulfills her life long dream of having more letters follow 
her name than are actually in it. Her work has appeared in Clarkesworld, Brain 
Harvest, and Daily Science Fiction.

Out They Come
Alex Dally MacFarlane (www.alexdallymacfarlane.
com) lives in London, where she is pursuing an 
academic life. When not researching, she writes 
stories, found in  Clarkesworld Magazine, Strange 
Horizons, Beneath Ceaseless Skies, The Mammoth 
Book of Steampunk and The Other Half of the Sky. 

She is the editor of Aliens: Recent Encounters (Prime Books).

Love in the Time of Vivisection
Sunny Moraine is a humanoid creature of average 
height, luminosity and inertial mass. They’re also a 
doctoral student in sociology and a writer-like object 
who has published fiction in a variety of places, including 
Strange Horizons, Clarkesworld and Ideomancer. They 
spend most of their days using writing to distract from 
academics, except for the occasions when the two 
collide, which is actually pretty often. Their first novel Line and Orbit is available 
from Samhain Publishing
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Fishing
Lavie Tidhar is the World Fantasy Award winning 
author of Osama, of The Bookman Histories trilogy 
and many other works. He also won the British 
Fantasy Award for Best Novella, for Gorel & The 
Pot-Bellied God, and was nominated variously for 
a BSFA, Campbell, Sturgeon and Sidewise awards. 

He grew up on a kibbutz in Israel and in South Africa but currently resides 
in London. His new novels, Martian Sands and The Violent Centuries, are 
both out in 2013.

98 Ianthe
Born in New Jersey, Robert N. Lee has lived all over 
the place since, including Vietnam, Hawaii, the Pacific 
Northwest. He now lives in Florida with the love of 
his life. He has held somewhere around fifty jobs, 
ranging from commercial hot tar roofing to cooking 
in restaurants to designing software and web services 
for SAP, Microsoft, McAfee, the World Health Organization, and Planned 
Parenthood. He has seven cats, two dogs, and two human children. His first 
novel, Them Bones, will be out from Print Is Dead/Creeping Hemlock real soon 
now. His Xbox gamertag is Vee Ecks and he is robertnlee various places online. 
He does not do Facebook.

The Desire of All Things
Jordan Taylor grew up in a small town in the 
American South, where she was raised on equal parts 
Jesus and fairy tales. She is a recent graduate from 
North Carolina State University, where she received 
her bachelor’s in Creative Writing. When not writing 
or working as a librarian, she can usually be found in 
the bathtub with a fantasy novel and a cup of tea.
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The Metaphor of the Lakes
Yarrow Paisley lives in the Pioneer Valley of Western 
Massachusetts. His fiction has appeared in magazines 
such as  Gargoyle,  Sein und Werden, Collective 
Fallout, and Pulp Modern, and anthologies such 
as Dadaoism (Chômu Press), For When the Veil Drops 
(West Pigeon Press), and Bibliotheca Fantastica (Dagan 
Books). He has been nominated for the Pushcart Prize, contributed to the 
collaborative web project The Step Chamber, and served as guest editor for the 
online journal Gone Lawn. His website is yarrowpaisley.com.

Romeo and Meatbox
Alex Wilson is a writer and actor in Carrboro, NC. 
His work has appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction, 
Writers of the Future, Outlaw Territory II (Image 
Comics) and Shimmer #10. He won the Eagle 
Award in comics in 2012. www.alexwilson.com or 
Twitter @ alexotica

Like Feather, Like Bone
Kristi DeMeester lives, loves, and writes dark 
fiction in Atlanta, Georgia where she serves as the 
fiction editor for Loose Change Magazine. Her work 
has appeared or is forthcoming in Daily Science 
Fiction, Niteblade, Fear and Trembling, PANK!, and 
others. Growing up both Southern and Pentecostal, 

she has witnessed traveling preachers cast out demons. These demons still 
haunt her writing.
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Girl, With Coin
Writing as Damien Walters Grintalis, Damien 
Angelica Walters’ short fiction has appeared in 
magazines such as Beneath Ceaseless Skies, Strange 
Horizons, Interzone, Fireside, Lightspeed, and 
Daily Science Fiction, and her debut novel, Ink, was 
released in December 2012 by Samhain Horror. A 

collection of her short fiction will be released in spring 2014 from Apex 
Publications. She is also an Associate Editor of the Hugo Award-winning 
magazine, Electric Velocipede, and a staff writer with BooklifeNow. You can 
find her online at www.damienangelicawalters.com or follow her on Twitter 
@dwgrintalis.

River, Dreaming
Silvia Moreno-Garcia’s stories have appeared in 
places such as Imaginarium 2012: The Best Canadian 
Speculative Writing. She operates a micro-press, 
Innsmouth Free Press, in her spare time. This Strange 
Way of Dying, now on sale, is her first collection. You 
can find her on Twitter @silviamg or at silviamoreno-garcia.com.

The Fairy Godmother
Kim Neville lives near the ocean in Vancouver, 
Canada with her husband and daughter. Her writing 
obsessions include fairies, spirits, disappearances and 
rundown theme parks. She is a graduate of Clarion 
West, class of 2012. Her stories have appeared in On 
Spec and Leading Edge. www.kimneville.com
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We Were Never Alone in Space
Carmen Maria Machado is a fiction writer and 
essayist whose work has appeared or is forthcoming 
in AGNI, The American Reader, Tin House’s Open 
Bar, Five Chapters, Best Women’s Erotica 2012, 
VICE, The Paris Review Daily, The Hairpin, The 
Rumpus, Los Angeles Review of Books, and many other 
publications. She is a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop and the Clarion 
Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers’ Workshop. She lives in Philadelphia. You 
can find her on Twitter @carmenmmachado or at carmenmariamachado.com

The Herdsman of the Dead
Ada Hoffmann is an Aspie computer scientist 
from Canada. Her work has appeared in Strange 
Horizons, AE, and Imaginarium 2012: The Best 
Canadian Speculative Writing. You can find her 
online at http://ada-hoffmann.livejournal.com or 
on Twitter at @xasymptote.
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Front and Back Cover, Page 27: The Moon Bears, Pg 101: Girl, 
With Coin—Sandro Castelli

Pg 97: Like Feather, Like Bone—Katrina Sesum is 
a student, illustrator and occasional writer of myth, 
folklore and fairy tales. Her main inspirations include 
the English countryside, where she currently lives, and 
her part Slavic heritage. www.katrinasesum.com

Pg 2: The Mostly True Adventures of Assman & Foxy—
Kurt Huggins lives in Brooklyn and if you’re 
nice to him he will draw or write things for you. 
TeeteringBulb.com.

Page 59: 98 Ianthe, Page 122: We Were Never 
Alone in Space—Born and raised in São Paulo, 
Brazil, Anderson Cabral had his first contact 
with the graphic arts as a teenager, making comics 
fanzines. In his career as art director, he held jobs 

at several local advertising agencies. Currently he works as a freelance 
illustrator and comic book artist/colorist.

Artists & Illustrations
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Page 55: Fishing—Marcos Garuti was born and 
lives in São Paulo, Brazil. A self-taught artist, he 
ilustrates for magazines, newspapers and children’s 
books. He received the 1999 HQ Mix Award for 
best illustrator. He enjoys using strong colors in his 
idiosyncratic and elaborate artwork - usually a mix of techniques including 
drawing, collage, stamps and textures. www.facebook/marcosgaruti

Page 41: Out They Come—Rhiannon Rasmussen-Silverstein is an 
Oregonian printmaker from Hawai’i who uses 
the ancient craft of woodcutting to explore 
giant robots, things with claws, and the 
boundaries of the human. But mostly claws.
email: mechacharibdys@gmail.com
website: charibdys.cleanfolio.com
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Shimmery Staff
Beth Wodzinski’s (Publisher) fiction has appeared 
in Flash Fiction Online, Apex Science Fiction and 
Horror Digest, and Fictitious Force recently. She 
tests software for a living and admits to a fondness 
for reality TV. She’s @bethwodzinski on Twitter.

E. Catherine Tobler (Senior Editor) lives and writes 
in Colorado–strange how that works out. Among 
others, her fiction has appeared in Sci Fiction, 
Fantasy Magazine, Realms of Fantasy, Talebones, and 
Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet. @ECthetwit on 
Twitter.

Stacey Janssen (Managing Editor) moved to Seattle in 
2006 and worked for a series of magazines, including 
Aeon and The Internet Review of Science Fiction. She 
graduated from Seattle University in 2009 with a BA in 
Creative Writing and now writes video game content by 
day. She also juggles, to the amusement of her coworkers.

Sandro Castelli (Minister of Art) was born and 
raised in São Paulo, Brazil, and has been working as 
a freelance illustrator for the last 10 years. His local 
clients include some of the most relevant magazines, 
newspapers and book publishers. He collaborates 
with institutions, companies and international 
presses as well.
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Matthew Barron (Minister of Layout), known 
as iambarron to most, has been a graphic designer 
for over ten years. He’s honed his skills in product 
development and packaging design deep within the 
fantasy world of the adult novelty industry. When 
not exploring the deep hallowed halls of design, 
Matthew is writing epic Dungeons & Dragons 
adventures and building what he hopes to be a 
working TARDIS. Find out more about him or just say “hi” by following 
him on twitter @iambarron or visiting his website, iambarron.com

Keffy R. M. Kehrli (Editor) graduated from 
Clarion in 2008 and has published fiction in 
Apex Magazine, Fantasy Magazine, and Talebones. 
He currently lives in western Washington, where 
he is plagued by a traveling morning glory and 
somebody else’s cats. He affords his extravagant 
tie collection by doing various forms of alchemy 
for pay. He knows both stuff and things, although 

stuff no longer returns his calls and things is on a permanent vacation in the 
Bahamas. Check out his website at keffy.com.

Grá Linnaea (Editor) is often writing, bouncing 
around the world, facilitating writing groups or 
making really really loud music. He’s a winner 
of Writers of the Future and attended the 2008 
Clarion Workshop. He also sometimes makes 
art and designs stuff for money. He lives in an 
intentional community in the Northwest United 
States. Read his fiction: www.gralinnaea.com
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Shalene Gupta (Associate Editor) is an omnivorous 
reader with a serious addiction to speculative 
fiction. Her writing has appeared in various venues, 
including Thought Catalog. She can be found on 
various corners of the internet ingesting k-dramas, 
manga and Victorian literature. You can visit her at: 

www.owlreads.blogspot.com

Sophie Wereley (Associate Editor) currently attends 
the University of Chicago, where she studies English 
literature and the death of fun. Weak fingers kept her 
from pursuing a career as a punk rock guitarist, though 
they haven’t stopped her from daydreaming about it 
on the weekends. She’s worked at Fantasy Magazine, 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and a telefund, the last of 
which has left her with a crippling fear of phones. You can bother her via Twitter (@
sayitwhirly) or www.sayitwhirly.wordpress.com.

Selene O’Rourke (Associate Editor) lives in the 
foothills of the Canadian Rockies, where she narrowly 
dodges avalanches of speculative fiction from her own 
library. She has studied mathematics, machines, music, 
magic, and the mind, and tries to use them to weave a 
yarn worthy of her mythological (and astronomical) 
namesake, which she hopes to visit someday.
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Kristi Buckel’s (Associate Editor) writing has 
appeared in a notebook hidden under her coffee table 
and pretty much nowhere else (yet).  She’s an MFA 
student that owns far too many YA & speculative 
fiction books for her own good and desperately prays 
that her house will not collapse under the weight 
of her ever-growing collection.   Kristi hopes that 
eventually she will see her name on a book – and the free bound copy of her 
thesis doesn’t count.

Marcia Felts (Associate Editor) would love to be a 
professional know-it-all, but hasn’t yet figured out how 
to monetize unsolicited advice. In the meantime, she 
takes pictures, writes stories, and occasionally draws 
things. Every once in a while she has things published—
her illustrations have appeared in Tetrahedra and she 
has a couple of creative writing awards from another 
lifetime. She even has a tiny IMDb entry, of which she 

is very proud. At present, Marcia lives near Nashville, Tennessee with her family, 
a furry menagerie, and the sincere hope that her overflowing bookshelves never 
turn over on her. If that happened, she would never be seen again. Find her while 
you can on Twitter: @siansa

Nicola Belte (Associate Editor) lives in Birmingham, 
U.K, and is a part-time barmaid, part-time MA student, 
and an in-between time writer of increasingly weird 
fiction.   Her work has been published by Spilling Ink 
Review, Flash Fiction Online and Paraxis Magazine, 
amongst others, all of which you can find at her blog, 
here: http://nicolabelte.blogspot.com



148

Pam Wallace (Associate Editor) loves stories that 
take her on a journey—maybe because she’s not much 
of a traveler.  When not reading or writing or kissing 
her grandsons’ adorable cheeks, she loves gardening, 
especially creating miniature gardens so the fairies will 
have a place to live.  Although currently living a cat-less 
life, she will always consider herself a cat-person.

Cory Skerry (Copy Editor and Associate Editor) 
lives in Bellingham, WA, where he peddles (and 
meddles with) art supplies and dreams of moving 
to a remote Alaskan island. He would need a non-
fishing-based income, however, since he mostly 
just throws rocks into the water and yells, hoping 
to frighten the fish out. Perhaps someone will buy 
one of his off-the-wall novels or comics, but if that 
doesn’t pan out, he’s going to use a time machine to become a highwayman in 
the 1700s because Johnny Lee Miller made it look hot.

Sean Markey (Editorial Assistant) Sean Markey’s 
fiction has been published in Strange Horizons, 
Fantasy Magazine, and Sybil’s Garage. Sean, a special 
education teacher, lives in Salt Lake City, UT. When 
not writing or teaching, he enjoys playing the drums, 
watching videos of baby owls, and dreaming of life as 
a storm chaser. You can follow along with his adven-
tures at seanm.co.
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Ferrett Steinmetz (Webmaster) has been published 
in Asimov’s (twice!), Beneath Ceaseless Skies, GUD 
Magazine, Andromeda Spaceways InFlight Magazine, 
and (most happily of all) Shimmer, among others. He 
spent twenty years locked in an ugly writer-hibernation, 
getting nowhere, until the Clarion Science Fiction and 
Fantasy Writers’ Workshop provided the cheat code to 
his secret writer-power. Later on, he picked up a magic mushroom boost at the Vi-
able Paradise Workshop. He lives in Cleveland with his wife, a game of Rock Band, 
and a friendly ghost. He blogs entirely too much about his life at The Watchtower 
of Destruction. theferrett.livejournal.com
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“The stories themselves, for the most part serious or even 
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on established ones. Their fantastical elements range from the 

overt—mermaids and magic portals—to the mere shimmer of 

possibility hovering just beneath their surfaces.”

— Jessica Barnes, The Portal

Number Seventeen


