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Editors’ Letters 

 

Dear Reader, 

 

The release of Volume III marks the one-year anniversary since Déraciné’s debut, and we 
couldn’t be more thankful for how much we have grown since then. In only one year, we have 
published over one hundred pieces of poetry and fiction from emerging and seasoned writers 
alike. 

We are deeply grateful to our contributors, who have entrusted us with their stunning poetry, 
fiction, and artwork every issue, and who are truly the lifeblood of the magazine. Thank you for 
helping us achieve our goal of showing another side to literature: the side that is darker, more 
shocking, or difficult to swallow.  

So whether you have been with us from the very beginning, or are just now discovering what we 
are all about, thank you for being such an integral part of our journey. We would also like to give 
special thanks to Thomas Vaughn for his generous donation. 

We are excited to continue for as long as we can, with your support driving us forward. 

 

Victoria Elghasen 

Editor 
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Dear Reader, 

 

Our third issue is here. It’s hard to believe that only a year ago we published the first volume of 
Déraciné Magazine. We feel so welcome among the writing community, and were thrilled to have 
received such a high volume of submissions—more than ever before. It was a joy to read them all, 
and I truly love every single piece published in our Winter 2018 issue. 

From beautiful, evocative art to chilling and deeply moving poetry and prose, each piece 
resonated with me. The works presented here explore a range of themes and issues, including 
nuanced examinations of anxiety and grief, isolation and otherness, and familial ties. These are 
pieces I could relate to, pieces that left me thinking, emotionally unsettled, and sometimes even 
disturbed (in all the best ways). As such, I want to thank each and every person who submitted to 
us, with a giant thanks to our contributors. Your stories, poetry, and art inspire us endlessly. I’m 
so grateful for the chance to publish your amazing, haunting works.  

I would also like to say a special thank you to Thomas Vaughn for your kindness and generosity. 
Your donation means so much to us. 

As the winter season sets in, bringing with it coldness and darkness at early hours, I hope you 
will find something special in these pages while you keep yourself warm. Whether it’s a sense of 
cathartic relief, or feeling less alone if you relate to the words within, or even just the thrill and 
wonder of reading compelling, challenging literary pieces, I hope Volume III will truly resonate 
with you.  

May you have a safe and warm winter, a fantastic holiday, and a life filled with hope, no matter 
what struggles you’re facing.  

Thank you for reading, and for embarking on this literary journey with us. Your encouragement, 
support, and readership keep us going. Working on Déraciné Magazine is so fulfilling and 
enriching, and I enjoy every moment of it, thanks to all of you. 

 

Michelle Baleka 

Editor 
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ELISABETH HORAN 

Carl Sandburg’s Fog 
 

Grey stalls for sad people— 
like the hunched cat; 
he sits stoic— 
letting the mouse think 
she has found safety; like 
the idle often justify  
the overuse of blankets; like 
a boat to pier crashes inevitably; 
erased its bearings in the silent fog— 
and the grey does not move on. 
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SETH JANI 

Midwinter 
 

This far out there is 
Flame and Distance, 
There is someone coming 
to and from the dark, 
There is transformation  
turning the green wind 
into a prism of light. 
Winter moves in  
as a beautiful addendum, 
A black scrawl across the earth. 
We enter its radius  
like begrudging ghosts 
called back to their haunting, 
To the place where memory etched 
its crucial wound.  
Afterward, the ink spills 
and we call it nighttime, 
We call it shipwreck in the hearts of trees. 
We look out over the purple ruins, 
That great edge we fear. 
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PATRICIA HUGHES 

Loss 
 

I hold my hurt in both hands. 

A nest of wasps. 

This bruised womb 

a bloodstone. 

These sheets stained 

with babies 

not fully made. 
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Recovery by Lily Bell. 
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YI WU 

Walk Up 
 

like how giants do, holding up against many rainy days, 
when rats have eaten away those pale mushrooms your brother 
once used as a refuge, hiding from one deluge after another. 
 
He’s always alarmed by the familiar bell, 
one that tolls and wails much like the fall 
of cannonballs from an English naval war. 
 
When the air smells like suffocating cake mix, there’s a certain charm 
in closed paper boxes that leave little pickles shrouded, covered 
in a cloudy confusion during sunset. I know you would never 
allow small images of yourself harmed, so you never stop, 
or turn away from, a light-hearted endeavor. 
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ANNE CASEY 

Leonora is grieving 
 

they used to dig up shiny things in her backyard 
now they bury threadbare things there 
that wore out long before they 
dug their shallow furrows and 
laid them down one by one 
in their burnished chests 
things they let die 
slowly 
under the glaring sun 
light leaching out of them 
from holes worn by hopelessness 
holes you could see right through 
holes boring into you when you looked into them 
holes in their arms and stomachs 
their legs and necks, a dark 
hole where their 
mouths 
once talked, once smiled 
empty and silent 
for the longest while 
holes they tried to fill in 
with forgetting and shallow shiny sands 
slipping through their hands 
like the red dust 
spilling from 
her cuts 
to fill up  
            another son's  
                                 parted     lips 
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Not Yours to Keep by Fabrice Poussin. 
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KAYLA KING 

Something Once Heard in the Bone Garden  
 

Annihilation  
the limitations of thought, 
too late to go back.  
 
You whispered the words,  
remembering is a bone 
to build upon. But there is nothing left now.  
Toe over grass as it grows back  
across dirt, and you imagine my hair  
like roots spread below. Oh, how you loved  
my hair long. Finger the strands,  
settle face to crown, smelling for 
flowers and apples and only  
sweet things. Scent memory  
before sour of embalm;  
florals to mask nature null. 
 
I’d like to tell you to find someone 
you can share all your truths with.  
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Afterthought 
  

Air slips thin 
through your lungs. 
Your marred lips  
learn meaning, and tell me,  
sometimes song provides an invocation,  
permitting a penance in the 
universe. 
 
We both take time  
that isn’t ours. 
You refuse to use your voice. 
We find fluency in silence, 
and I don’t notice when you stop 
breathing. Barter 
your breaths away until eyes speck  
with sky, no pollution from city 
lights.  
 
You are not yet dead— 
  
but close. 
  
And I have a thought as 
you choke on the galaxy  
inside. And when I give you  
mouth to mouth, you taste 
of salt; dead stars flare before 
falling. 
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REBECCA KOKITUS 

prairie fever  
 

the house he’ll build me  
will lock from the outside  
in some beige suburbia  
that blends in with the winter ground  
 
I’ll smother the seeds with  
my velvet guts  
flush them into the sewer  
and the ones that rip their way out  
 
will scream, and I will scream  
but the wind will always 
scream louder.  
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self defense 
 

hairline fractures in porcelain,  
scratches from a lover that never existed 
 
there’s briar patches I’ve dreamed up 
that catch my ankles, my thighs  
in that way the tangles of nature cling 
 
thorn of sleek metal and pink handle  
my father bought me for self defense 
 
without thinking about what  
“self defense” could mean  
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Crows by Jim Zola. 
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TUCKER LIEBERMAN 

Past Prediction 
 

Poor Richard's Almanack 
was your favorite. 
You shredded pages 
and dissolved them in Hennessy. 
The drink was 
stronger than the grave. 
You could see the future. 
 
Snow melts in pieces 
like washed eyes of marble statues, 
a tree casts blue shadows, 
geese take a lap, 
things don't belong. 
It is dark and late. 
You don’t belong. Not here. 
 
You didn’t do it.   
 
But the sword prods your back 
as you step onto the scaffold, 
a rope hangs from a branch. 
Through a chink in your blindfold 
you see the blaze, 
the other-neighborhood, 
not too far off now, 
where demons bright as suns 
leap into reflective pools 
and shrink away under the surface. 
Does it bother you 
to think what may be awake 
and stirring in that tinderbox?  
 
A ripple becomes 
a wave, a tide, a storm.  
A bolt of lightning 
splits the tree in two. Forgiven. 
You will not be hanged tonight. 
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SARA MATSON 

oracle 

 
exuberant visionary of 
bold technique 
her inky wings unfurled 
revealing frosty smudges 
in the bedroom mirror 
requisite metallic shadow  
morph 
 
parlor tints in the  
flashbulb rainbow 
acid shock recalls 
prismatic off-duty 
evolution within 
a vivid kaleidoscope  
 
spin me across iron 
bulk shavings and 
scratch the 
undisputed reign 
spectrum of time 
into my chest 
(futuristic justification) 
intense bullets under 
every pillowed cheek 
ensure a clever execution 
 
formica monitors 
elliptical poster 
goddess your eyes 
are explosive veins 
across muscles in 
customary or compulsory  
visions 
 
spit your crystal 
into waiting hands 
so that the nurture of 
belief can sigh into 
a delicate garden 

 

 



 

POETRY | ELIZABETH DICKINSON  17 

ELIZABETH DICKINSON 

Hold Tight to the Luminous Orb 
 

the clasp of a necklace holds  
glistening rhinestones licked with hunger.  
on those nights lights dim, 
city lamps refract through windows,  
casting shards of ice  
like shattered winter.  
i take a sliver, prick my finger, 
let drops of blood mix 
with gin. 
  
the convenience store  
on the corner will hear  
a scream, blood thin. the air,  
thick with carbon prints  
a letter, salve sealed.  
i’ve got to go. 
collapsed lungs  
cry down the street. 
i step off the curb, gut hollow. 
cars file through the shell.  
 
hope for a moment  
when a stranger’s words temper 
hunger for a sparkling noose, 
time the ebb of a shadow.  
lambent colors from the horizon 
fan their grace. 
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Alley by C.R. Smith. 
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NOELLE SCHMIDT 

crescent 
 

fingernails inject quiet into lightning-struck skin 

in darkness split by moonlit slivers, bloodless trenches 

quench gasping lungs, the antidote to sleepless nights 

and twisting minds, the alchemy of anxiety, transposition 

of claws from brain to body, no razor blades or 

glinting knives, no trickling rivers red, 

just hips and fingertips in warming navy sheets; 

you tell yourself it’s not self-harm  

when crescent shapes will fade by morning 
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KRISTIN GARTH 

Elixir 
 

A fuzzy thorax, freshly squeezed, an ooze  
of fluid, fourteen bees. A massacre  
mélange, minute, a concoction infused  
with booze inside a champagne flute. A stir  
a blur of bubbles, blood; tears, virgin, five  
siphoned from last year’s flood. A recipe  
researched, for months, you found, college archives, 
hometown to road trip hunt. Pale pet, pretty,  
you must possess. A cut of crinoline,  
a vintage wedding dress, you make a sieve  
so she’ll believe, a sip, love, first sight then  
no risk, reprieve. Liquid through lace, must breathe, 
then serve. A year of toil to make her swerve. 
It boils a week this love you don’t deserve. 
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TARA LYNN HAWK 

The Disenfranchised Book of the Dead 
 

I. 
And then   we     

walked away  
Towards the sands of our collective hell 

Grey stinking water  blood-tinged 
Make of me what you will 

I am myself even in   us together 
This is the question we will 

both put too much   play to 
Instead of just enjoying this dangerous time without 

the prejudice    of social form 
And then 

it will be all over and we   will wonder 
what happened? 

 
 
II. 
Under the maze of milky water pools 
In drug-induced dream, the sting 

of the smothering quadrant pulls us back 
In absence of some other mortal, thought  

provoking question 
Things promised 
Never provided 
Point to point  
A new map emerges of such darkness and  

dismal reality 
That one wishes,  

one wishes 
  nothing 
 
 
III. 
Hell is bad coffee 

and bad wine 
It is the A5 at 8am and the Strand at  

pretty much any time 
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And when you leave, it will be that, also 
Bordeaux 

loneliness    espresso and 
 a knife to the wrist   only in jest 

The house now burning, building up a 
new damnation, and it is 

       exquisite 
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DS MAOLALAI 

The tour 

 

on the river 
the rain falls 
like silver coins. we pass 
drains 
pumping out  
the fresh smell of chemicals, 
metal 
and dead fish. 
 
ahead  
on the prow 
a man who intends to drown me 
points out sights of interest 
to my wife. 
though that's unfair—  
he doesn't  
at this moment 
intend anything 
so definite as that. the decision  
will come later, 
in a flurry of sudden impulses; 
throwing the lifebelt 
just out of reach 
and just a little further  
than I  
can swim. 
 
like snow 
showering 
on a sunny day 
or the jerk you get  
to jump 
just 
as your train  
is pulling in. 
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TIANA COVEN 

The Gong 
 

My father, two sisters, and I traveled there together. 
Where is my mother? 
A large mound of dirt stood in my way, too large for me to see past it. 
I called out to my sister: 
“Jenna, help me up!” 
She reached her hand down to me, but when I jumped to intertwine my fingers with hers, 
twice I missed. 
Now I’m sitting in my mother’s car, she’s driving, my sisters are in the back. 
Where is my father? 
Stepping out of the car, we see a field filled with birds with mismatched bodies. 
A seagull’s breast with a toucan’s head, pigeon feet with a flamingo neck. 
I looked at my mother as she said: 
“This is Heaven.” 
Eyes wide, I reply: 
“I would rather go to Hell.” 
Offended, she walks away and I toward my sisters. 
Taking comfort in the field, they laugh and play. 
I want to escape. I attempt to climb over the metal fence, 
one leg successfully out of Heaven, the Gong starts. 
The noise drowns my whimpers out, 
then I see him: 
A man with a gray suit/gray hair/gray beard, tall as a clocktower. 
My eyes widen as the scene changes— 
I am a young man, possibly fourteen. 
The house is my grandmother’s, in real life, not fantasy. 
I hear a struggle from the back room, a shuffle of feet, a desperate attempt to breathe. 
I creep toward it, hesitantly. 
The door is open, but just a crack—my heart thumps uncontrollably,  
The Gong has not stopped ringing. 
I push it open, the man in the gray suit, now normal size, 
has his hands around a bald man’s throat, pushing him into the corner. 
He can’t breathe and his eyes glance towards me in the doorway. 
The man in the gray suit turns quickly, eyes searching mine. 
I run from the room, and then the house. 
Knocking on every door in the cul-de-sac, I’m invisible. 
I get to the last door, I hear someone inside, but they refuse to answer. 
As I continue to pound at the door, I turn my head and see the suited man rush toward me: 
The Gong stops. 
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ROBIN WHITE 

Shaftway 
 

y parents keep a cabin in the mountains. I came here because it has just one room, 
where my children sleep, and my wife sleeps, and where I watch them every second. 
Every five minutes, I ring a bell. The bell is there to keep me awake. My daughter shares 

a mattress with her brother. I hear them tussling for the blanket in their sleep. My wife curls up 
in our bed and waits for me to kiss her awake. I do, every morning, when the sun comes up. 

We’ve been in the cabin for four months, and I haven’t left in all that time. My wife 
sometimes suggests that we leave, but our fear is enough to keep us here. I’ve infected her with it, 
and she carries it like a tick beneath her eyeball. So my family does everything one at a time. One 
of them always stays with me. My daughter showers, dresses, eats breakfast, and takes a walk. 
My son does the same. My wife and I shower together and eat breakfast in sight of the kids. In the 
afternoon, we play games, eat dinner, and one-by-one, they each go to sleep. My daughter asks 
questions sometimes and I do my best to answer. But I don’t know what honesty is, and I don’t 
know if it’s the right thing for her.  

What are we doing here? she says. 

And I tell her the truth. Surviving, I say. 

And what happens if we leave? she says. 

We’ll be split apart.  

I haven’t slept since we’ve been here, which is possible. I know that it’s possible, because 
I’m awake. My eyes stay open, locked on one of them or the other, no matter who, just so long as 
I’m never alone. None of my family wonder why I don’t sleep. They never wonder why I don’t eat 
much, or why I barely talk. My skin is tight across my body, and I can see how thin my face has 
become. My hair pouts over my forehead at odd angles, like the alarming thatch of a broken old 
roof.  

I spend an evening looking at myself in the reflection of a window, one eye always on the 
shifting body of my son on the floor beside his sister. There’s nothing outside our cabin, just dirt, 
and airborne dust that seeps through the holes in the cabin’s old caulk. My wife found a rifle in 
my father’s fishing closet, and I keep it by the front door. None of us has ever fired it, or any gun 
at all.  

I let my kids invent new words when we play scrabble. My son likes this a lot. My daughter 
throws her head back in disgust, but secretly misspells words on purpose, to get extra points. A 
triple word score on the word ‘operator’ spelled with two ‘r’s. I take the Scrabble letters and 
apply glue to their edges. I spell messages on the window, facing outward. One says: Leave us 
alone.  

It happens to my wife one night. She steps outside for a moment, for bravery’s sake, or 
desperation’s, or hatred’s, and I see her float into the sky. She can’t hear my screams to come 
back, to please never leave me, and her ascent is so serene, so lovely and pure that I can’t resent 

M 
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her before I slam the door shut. My daughter asks me where her mom has gone. My son has 
forgotten her already, but I know I never will. 

Will we see mom again? my daughter says. 

No. 

Any of us? she presses. 

No. 

 

 

The next morning, I make pancakes. The ingredients are there, like it was my idea, and I flip them 
like a magician. My son looks sicker every day, and my daughter’s growing stern, stubborn. She 
has none of my weakness. For a second, I can’t hear either one above the sizzle of frying batter. 
When I turn, I can’t see them either. I throw myself to the floor, and hunt for them beneath the 
bed, between the sheets. I tear blankets to shreds, pull them apart thread-by-thread and rip up 
the floorboards with my fingernails. The walls are already bare, and I dismantle what we have, 
yanking out saucers and bowls, tearing through old calendars. I hear my daughter’s laugh 
outside, and sprint for the door. There she is, beneath trees I’ve never seen before, and I set off 
after her. My son is already gone, floating on the breeze like a dream. He’s holding a chipmunk, a 
little thing that he thought to save, and I scream at him that he’s a coward.  

When I reach my daughter, I beg her not to go. 

I won’t ascend, I say. I can’t. 

I’m too thin by now to stop her by force. She could grip my wrists and throw me to the 
floor. She could crush my chin into the dirt, until I taste dust through holes in my cheek.  

What are you so afraid of? she says. 

If there was one of her, maybe I could stop her. But I see a dozen. Each of them is holding 
my rifle, cocky and assured like she’s held it a thousand times. She knocks me over with the butt 
and drags me to the cabin by my feet. The words on the window aren’t mine and I won’t believe 
that they’re true.  

It’s time to start again, my daughter says. 

In a moment, I won’t remember, and my family will be here again. Until then, I’m cursed to 
know that the rapture has already come, and my uncertainty is Hell. 
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OLIVIA FITZSIMONS 

Malodorous Dust 
 

 grew up without fear, in a place where I walked the roads and fields at night. Strange 
interlopers, who could not be trusted, were pointed out like exotic birds who visited us with 
such rarity that I could smell the filth on them, like wounded animals.  

I lived then.  

I did not realise that some around me knew that smell and tasted it, were covered by it and 
lived in it. I did not realise the strangers among us. Who hid that scent and coveted it, masqueraded 
as fathers, brothers, friends.                                                       

         Lovers.  

I did not look closely enough.  

I did not listen to stories or catch the glimpse of a bruised iris, snap, just a flicker of 
discomfort at a throwaway remark, which revealed a trace to the map of hurt and brokenness 
contained from years ago.  

Weeks ago. 

A day ago.  

An hour ago. 

Minutes ago, patched up just beneath the surface, wary and alert to every possible presence 
of that essence.  

He smelled sweet at first, and I did not taste the bile and rancour. I did not sense the 
dripping sourness that burned through him when he touched my skin. I thought we were a 
perfumed fairytale, but I was a tourist in a foreign country then.  

When the first hint of that odour appeared, I pushed it away. I masked it with other 
fragrances. I made sure it was prettified and hidden, and I covered it up with excuses and bouquets 
of love and duty and disbelief. I turned all the aroma to dust and believed it was enough.  

I trick myself. I mislead. I am lucky. I am silent again and so utterly alone it takes my breath 
away. I feel myself crumble as if I am dust, a pile of dust in the bright sun ready to be spread over 
the dirty floor by the running, still carefree feet of my children.  

I was scattered then swept up and settled together in a dirty little pile, and then I am spilt 
all over again, dragged, rubbed around the floor, lost to dark corners under chairs and crumbs 
beneath mats and specks against skirting. Filament. Fragments. 

The particles dance in the sunlight, not ready to be put back together. Floating and beautiful 
in the dusty air, rising above everything for a moment’s movement before they settle back down 
to their familiar place.  

He is changing my children and making them stink, too. The stench of fear, it spreads and 
stifles them. They give it off and others come to find them; their perfume draws them in.  

I 
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It torments me.  

I am dust now. The stains of my bloodied head mashed into the boards at the bottom of the 
stairs is fading. I am fading to them, malodorous dust. 
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A Light in the Parlor by Christopher Woods. 
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EMILY MURMAN 

Pink House  
 

ou tell him that Natural Clay and Summer Wheat are hideous colors to keep him from 
wanting to repaint the new house. Pepto-Bismol, bubblegum, and rose rush through your 
head when you try to find the words to describe the pink siding burning in the August heat, 

but something about it is deliciously uncomfortable. No, it’s not like candy or flowers or tubes of 
creamy lipsticks. This pink is fleshy, like the veined inside of the lower lip you spent ten minutes 
staring at after he bit you too hard, grinning after the taste of your blood hit the tip of his tongue. 
He takes a few steps back to be next to you and you turn to watch him squinting in the sun. 
Sprinkler spray whips your ankles and wets the concrete blocks surrounding the backyard 
fountain. The drone of next-door yardwork creeps up the back of your head, crescendoing further 
and further from comfort.  

 The master bedroom glows purple as toothy rows of beige houses are swallowed by the 
dusk outside your window. You trace circles on the carpet with your index finger and smile; this 
house is the only one that stands out. A raw, unoccupied space of red gum in a row of molars. 
Unfolding your legs, you lie down to stare at the ceiling. Footsteps break the trance and you whip 
your head to the side to see who’s there, briefly forgetting it’s only the two of you. He peels his 
sweat-stained shirt off over his head quicker than he can get both feet in the bedroom doorway, 
and sex is written all over each cocking of the head and stretch of the torso when he suggests 
“christening” the house. You grin wide and shiny, laying there in a T-shirt and running shorts, 
blooming like a hothouse flower.  

 When you fuck, he’s more violent than usual. He doesn’t look at you this time, so you stare 
at the pull chain hanging from the whirring ceiling fan, swirling in circles with each rotation. It’s 
at least ninety degrees, and you two are on your bare mattress, a flower-patterned island in a sea 
of empty room. You try to lose yourself in it, rake your nails against his sunburnt skin as he 
moves in and out of you, but the feeling of being close to coming only stays a feeling of being 
close, a lurch in the pit of your stomach, a knot deep in your pelvis.  

When he comes, you roll off the mattress, stumbling as you stand to pull your running 
shorts back on. He offers to finish you off, but you don’t say anything. Instead, you’re staring at 
the dirty mattress, stripped of sheets. A cold, clammy feeling breaks your knees and turns your 
stomach to water as you notice blood, sweat, semen, and other stains with renewed repulsion; 
they’re the markings of however many years you’ve lived together, soaked into some stupid 
symbol of housewarming. You think you hear him mumble something about putting up the bed 
tomorrow, but what really sends the shock through your scalp is the drop of water that falls from 
the ceiling to flick your forehead. You dip your index finger into the water. It reeks of chlorine.  

 

 
 

Dead flies sit in swarms of crinkled corpses on the glassy surface of the backyard fountain. There 
are dozens of them, having fallen out of a tree, perhaps. Sunlight burns your neck, but you look up 
to check anyway. Nothing but a bright blue sky sliced by airplane trails. You lean over the 

Y 



Déraciné  31 

fountain to pluck each soggy fly from its chlorinated graveyard and the summer hum grows 
louder, a weary drone of airplanes, lawnmowers, sprinklers, and cicadas. The base of your head 
starts to ache, throbbing with each blinding ribbon of light, each droplet scattered across the 
water’s surface. Now you know why they call it heat stroke. You squeeze your eyes shut until 
reds and yellows spatter your view, and when you open them up again, everything looks infrared. 
Noise grows louder until a sudden gush of water coughs into the fountain, gurgling and growling 
loud enough to disrupt whatever droning drilled the inside of your head. Red swims through the 
water, silky and translucent as it dissipates, but you aren’t sure if it’s there or just a product of 
your fucked-up vision. Rubbing your eyes, you open them as slowly and deliberately as a cat 
does. The red is real, but it dissolves into the blue before you can call him out to look.  

He thinks it’s just rust coming up from the pipe or a defective filter or something and tells 
you not to worry, that you’re too paranoid, but for some reason you can’t unsee his shut-eyed 
groans and violent thrusts to make him soft and gentle again. He’s been with you for four years, 
you tell yourself. He’s probably just been stressed. Maybe it’s the heat. 

That afternoon, you two reassemble your bed amongst half-unpacked boxes. At least it’ll 
feel less uncomfortable in here, he says. You hope it will. When he screws the last few slats into 
the frame, you two pull the nasty mattress up off the floor and shove it where it belongs. He 
smiles at you, yellowy light sitting in the dog-eared corners of his eyelids, and a familiar warmth 
swells up inside you, moving from between your thighs all the way up to the high points of your 
cheeks. He’s himself again, you think. Abandoning still-folded sheets, he tumbles backwards, 
pulling you up on top of him. Hair falls heavy around your face as you bend closer, slamming both 
hands on either side of his shoulders. Something thick and hot pools around your hands and half-
dressed, you pause, paperwhite, to press them further down. It squelches viscous out of the 
mattress like soap from a sponge, and sitting up, you realize that the substance trickling down 
your wrists and dripping into the corners of his mouth is blood.  
 

 
 

He doesn’t know why you haven’t fucked in weeks, and you don’t know why he doesn’t notice 
anything. You both decide to sleep on the couch like two drunk teenagers, but as soon as he 
thinks you’ve nodded off, he climbs upstairs to the room, rubbing his eyes and running fingers 
through his curls. Chlorine hangs cleanly in the air, and you cannot sleep all night because of this. 
You peel off your pajama shorts and then your underwear and spread your legs, digging your 
toes between couch cushions, but before your hand makes its way between your thighs you hear 
a voice cry out, trapped in the poorly ventilated pink house. It is female, a sob muffled as if 
suspended in water. Let me see him, the voice wails. Let me see my lover so I know what you have 
done. You think you might be overtired. You think you heard somewhere that lack of sleep drives 
people crazy, but your head is so murky that the fact floats away, irrelevant. Staying still on the 
couch, you stare at the vague outlines of your living room because you can’t bring yourself to go 
upstairs to wake him, lean and long, lying naked on that blood-sponge mattress. The red maggots 
forming alarm clock numbers blare in those slow, strange hours between blue dark and dawn, 
and at last your lids, heavy and dry, close and you descend into uneasy sleep.  

 A slit of sunlight sears through the sliding glass door, casting white boxes on the television 
and coffee table, when the water hits your head again. It comes slowly at first, then speeds up 
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into a steady spatter, casting dull taps onto couch cushions. You don’t bother to peel the clothes 
off the surface of your salty skin, instead sliding the door so hard it bounces back a little. The 
patio burns your bare feet but you’re too focused on blinking up toward the roof to care, 
searching for a source of the fluid. Across the yard, the fountain gargles again. When you look 
across the span of grass, you see her bent over the edge of the fountain, her head nothing but 
ripples submerged completely underwater. In the broad daylight, framed by aquamarine sky and 
the pink house, she jitters like a marionette, chest heaving as arms go limp and her torso slouches 
ever closer to the water, right before she fades into wavering heat, the red veins illuminated by 
the sun when you shut your eyes. 
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CHARLOTTE NEWMAN 

The Box 
 

t was in the soft lap of morning with you still cradled and me just waking. I got lost in your 
legs—you know what they’re like at that angle, curved and tender as swan necks. Swan necks 
aren’t tender, you’d say, but you were asleep, so you couldn’t say. I slotted into them, your 

legs, with one of mine, then two, and smiled the smile of the sated. The morning light like butter. 
And that’s when I saw it, beneath the sling of your arm: a box. 

 I laughed at first. When and where did you get that from?! You were unstirring, deep in 
your commitment to sleep that day. I looked at the box and thought I should forget it.  

I wanted to join you, but I couldn’t get my head to rest. I kept thinking about the box and 
craning up to see it. I didn’t like it there. A sharp-edged box, with a beaten-up scrap of whatever 
covering the—it had a lock. I grew angry. It had no business having a lock! Why was it closer to 
you than I was? 

 The morning no longer felt golden, but sour. Pregnant with unseen germs that threatened 
to make us both ill. 

 I grabbed your shoulder and gave you a shake. A little shake, then a bigger shake. You 
didn’t move. The box did though—it shuddered as if I’d hurt it. I tried to shift your arm, but you 
clung to that damn box with the resilience of the dead.  

 Well, if you weren’t going to open it, and with no key at hand, I’d need something to break 
the lock. Screws, picks, levers, and jemmies presented themselves like game show contestants.  

The consequences? No, I didn’t focus on those. 

 I unfurled from your legs and—not my finest hour—didn’t replace the duvet. Let you be 
cold, I thought. I went downstairs to the drawer of best help. 

 In that drawer lived Chinese menus, batteries, and for some reason, balled-up clods of 
Sellotape. There! At the back. A hammer. 

 Back upstairs I came, not taking care. 

 You were sitting up in bed, rubbing sleep from your eyes. Yawn-smiling. The box was 
gone. 

 Morning, you said, you look sweet! Full of the day’s intentions. Shall we have tea? What’s 
that you got there? 

 Nothing, I said, hammer behind my back. 
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RACHEL NEWSOME 

The Zoo 
 

 still have the photograph from that day at the zoo. In it you are wearing a matching floral 
headscarf and skirt alongside the white peasant blouse embroidered with two girls watering 
a pot of flowers you loved so much. Your brown Clarks shoes possessed no such charm, and 

you would have gladly buried them in exchange for walking barefoot, which was something you 
liked to do as often as you could get away with.  

It is easy to talk about your clothes because, although the years have faded them, they are 
the most substantial thing about you. The photograph gives an impression of you—a pale, 
kneeling shape twisted to one side in order balance your new baby brother in your lap without 
falling backwards—but no more. The dark band of shadow beneath the hem of your skirt, inside 
which your legs are tucked, makes you seem to levitate as if you are not on the gravel path where 
your mummy had instructed you to sit, but floating effortlessly above it. In fact, you seem no 
more real than a trick of the light passing for a paranormal aura in the photographs Victorian 
spiritualists claimed were of ghosts.  

You look like a ghost partially because of the way your body is drenched in sun. And 
partially because the photograph is old. There is a gap of almost forty years between when the 
photograph was taken and now. The darker colours have retained a certain depth; the green of 
the grass, the brown leather of your shoes, the yellow of the marigolds in the flower bed behind 
you, the red ribbons in the hair of the girls watering flowers on the chest of your blouse. But 
everything else is faded, the details dissolved into inscrutable patches of light. Balanced in the 
crook of your arms, toes splayed and eyes squeezed shut, your brother appears to recoil from 
something unspeakable and horrific just beyond the photograph’s frame. But you hold him and 
smile, fading into the marigolds and miniature roses in the flower bed behind, giving nothing 
away.  

You had been looking forward to that day all week, drawing pictures of panthers—your 
favourite animal after reading The Jungle Book—and writing stories about them. You couldn’t 
believe the size of the zoo. It was like a thousand gardens all stitched together into one giant 
patchwork you could run freely between. Not so long ago you had been too afraid to go in the 
woods at the bottom of the hill near your house because of the Big Bad Wolf. But although you 
could sense the distant flicker of tails and grunts of cavernous throats, you felt secure knowing 
that they were on the other side of the tall iron railings of the zoo’s enclosures. You were safe 
from the abyss of their maws.  

The zoo had the same smell of sawdust and hay and sweet, earthy droppings as the 
wooden box where Sammy the tortoise lived back at home. Behind this smell was the scent of 
wet fur, boiled bones, and the dry chalk of the path, which scuffed the toes of the shoes you didn’t 
like anyway and turned your ankle socks grey. By the penguins, the briny smell of fish was so 
intense you could almost taste it. You pulled a face because it reminded you of the chewy dry cod 
your mummy made that tasted like glue and was full of bones. It was almost as bad as the 
clammy, sulphurous smell of the boiled egg your mummy produced when you said you were 
hungry. You didn’t like boiled eggs any more than you liked fish. They tasted exactly as they 
smelled, and you held your nose as you ate so you wouldn’t be sick.  

I 
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Newly sprung from the darkness of your mummy’s tummy, your brother seemed closer to 
the unfamiliar world of the zoo animals and their snuffles and smells than any recognisably 
human one. The same milky aroma emanated from the gaps between his toes and his squashed, 
pimple-covered nose, which you took every opportunity to kiss. Your mummy had a similar 
smell, but beneath it was something more pungent. Her breath was rich with the almost meaty 
aroma of the skin on milk when it’s about to turn. Her smell plumed from her wiry, red hair and 
rolled off the small mound of her tummy, which stuck out from beneath her waistband as if 
something was still growing there. You had no idea, of course. No one did.  

The mound of your mummy’s tummy was eye height. Wherever you were in the zoo, it 
was always there on the periphery of your vision. You saw her tummy as possessing the same 
mysterious powers as the wand-like horns of the zoo’s gazelles or the papery toiles of snake skin 
left in the sand. From above her mound, your mummy’s voice filtered down to you as she read 
from the information plaques about the weight of an Indian elephant at birth or the fastest 
recorded speed of a cheetah. Yet, beneath her enthusiasm, your mummy sounded shrill and 
offended, as if everything she read out was an esoteric defence against some vicious accusation 
she felt compelled to rebuff. In the shadow of her mound you were vaguely aware of your 
mummy talking to you and not talking to you at the same time, as though your presence was 
required mostly as a buttress. At school your teachers couldn’t understand why you never asked 
for help, but you had already learned it was safer not to. When you wanted to know why there 
was no ice in the polar bear enclosure, you didn’t ask your mummy. You made up your own story. 

 You told yourself that the whole zoo was ruled over by the Sun Queen. The Sun Queen 
was graceful and kind and loved by all the creatures of the zoo, great and small. Such was her 
generosity that to each new arrival, she granted a wish. When the polar bears first came to the 
zoo they spoke with great misery of freezing temperatures and ice floes so thick they had no 
hope of feeding on the fish swimming beneath. The polar bears’ wish was for their new home to 
be filled with warm plunge pools in which they could dive for fish to their hearts’ content. It went 
without saying, of course, that the fish would be without bones. Unlike her sister, the Ice Queen, 
no one was afraid of the Sun Queen. Every evening at dusk she would do her rounds of the zoo, 
reading the animals bedtime stories until one by one they fell asleep under the stars, and no 
beast ever had nightmares.  

As usual, there was a lot of fuss when your mummy decided to take a photograph. She was 
in charge of the camera, and under her auspices a photograph was never a simple, spontaneous 
event. You had all stopped at a corner by one of the ornamental gardens, whose grassy island 
formed part of an archipelago around the mansion-style visitor information centre. There must 
have been a sign reading keep off the grass because at first, she wanted you to stand on the gravel 
path that ran alongside it. Then, for reasons unknown, including perhaps to herself, she had you 
sitting on the gravel with your brother on your knee. You understood your brother was not a doll 
who could be held upside by the ankle or accidentally dropped on the path, and you were 
nervous that if you didn’t hold him correctly his head might snap straight off his neck. Although 
your knees hurt from the gravel and your back ached, you leaned into him, determined to hold 
him up straight. 

The late afternoon sun floodlit the ornamental garden, encasing you in its glare as a 
butterfly in a glass paper weight. You squeezed your eyes shut, but instead of darkness, your lids 
swam with a swirling mass of red blotches as if a beadlet of sun had been dropped from a pipette 
into their corners. More pleasant was the delicate perfume of miniature roses that floated over 
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the warm, buttery smell of your brother’s scalp as a soft gurgling noise rose from him like 
bubbles through water. Somewhere just ahead, you could hear the crunch of your mummy’s 
sandals on the gravel. Whatever she was doing, it seemed to be taking forever.  With each minute 
that passed, your brother seemed to increase in weight, crushing your legs harder into the gravel. 
You had no idea that such a tiny thing could be so heavy. But because you wanted to show how 
good you were at holding your new baby brother, you took it as a challenge to be perfectly still, 
like in a game of hide and seek, except the object of this game was to hide in plain sight. You 
found that if you concentrated on keeping your brother’s head upright against your chest, the 
digging pain in your legs seemed less. Although, with your eyes closed it was harder to balance, 
and it took all your effort not to keel over into the flower bed.  

Through the blood-spotted dark you could hear your mummy telling you to look at the 
camera and smile. On the surface it was a simple enough request. But the difficulty of trying to 
hold up your brother, and the pain of the gravel digging into your shins, alongside the additional 
challenge of looking straight at the sun in whose path your mummy had placed herself—all the 
while smiling—displaced her instructions from the realm of the reasonable into that of the 
impossible. What your mummy had asked of you felt no different than if she had instructed you 
to walk a tightrope across the lion enclosure while blindfolded. Or than if she had ordered you to 
spin straw into gold.  

Valiantly, you opened your eyes and did your very best to look at the camera and smile, 
but the sun was so fierce you could only manage to squint. Through the searing spiral of light 
pouring into your eyes, you could hear your mummy speaking to you in the cross voice that made 
her sound as if someone had deliberately stamped on her foot or yanked at her hair. If you don’t 
smile, young lady, there’s going to be serious trouble. Am I making myself understood?  

Although you could hear your mummy perfectly clearly, all you could see was blotches of 
blouse and flames of sun shooting out in fiery red points from her hair. You tried to explain you 
were doing your best and that you didn’t mean to squint. You tried to say that because of the sun 
and how bright it was and how much it hurt you couldn’t help it. But it was like your mummy 
could neither see nor hear you, and was instead shouting at some other girl who was not looking 
at the camera and smiling just to be deliberately naughty. Along with the stinging in your eyes, 
and the ache in your spine and arms, and the throbbing pain in your legs, you felt something hard 
and jagged drop from your chest into your stomach, as if you had swallowed a large chunk of 
gravel.  

Although it sounded like your mummy was talking to the wrong girl, you knew there was 
only you. You also knew that grown-ups were never wrong, only children, and that one day, a 
very long way off from now, you would be right, too. By this logic, you understood that you were 
the naughty girl your mummy could see. You were the girl who was spoiling the photograph and 
ruining the day. The thought made you afraid, but you knew you could not cry because that 
would make everything worse.  

Was this the moment you learned to mask your fear? Was it the beginning of your 
fading—who you were, in and of yourself, folding inwards, diminishing to nothing? Clever you. 
Devastating you. I wish I could reach through the photograph and touch you.  

All you wanted was for your mummy to say it’s okay, don’t worry, I’m sorry I lost my 
temper, come here, let me give you a hug.  But it was as though she and the sun had merged, and 
the fury of one had become that of the other. It was then that your mummy began to scream. It 
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came towards you in a barely coherent stream. SMILESMILESMILE. She howled the word like a 
curse, spitting it violently from her mouth. SMILESMILESMILE. Although you were familiar with 
your mummy’s cross voice, this new screaming voice seemed to come from nowhere. It tore into 
your chest, a claw with a venomous tip, slowly releasing its poison into your blood. You felt it as a 
strange bloating in your chest and lungs, as if whatever had got into your arteries had made them 
swollen and raw. The pain was unbearable, but your survival depended on being able to smile.  

Sensing your mummy coming towards you, you held your brother tight and lowered your 
head. Her footsteps dragged across the gravel as if she were carrying a great weight. Everything 
suddenly went cold as her shadow fell across you. You could feel her breath on your neck, its 
meaty smell putrefied into something more like the stench of a rotting carcass. A drop of 
something slimy and warm fell on your shoulder and your stomach heaved. You could feel your 
mummy as something solid and dark wrapping itself around you as her fetid breath filled your 
ear with a hoarse, guttural grunt that may or may not have been the word smile. Terrified of what 
might happen if you did not obey, you swaddled your brother to your chest as hard as you could 
and looked up. In the place of your mummy what you saw was a dark, shifting mass, whose edges 
seemed to spill over the grass and onto the path with no end.  

You didn’t hear the click of the camera’s shutter. You were already gone, leaving behind 
only a trace of you, like the free-floating grin of the Cheshire Cat, forever chilling the air with your 
smile.  
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M. STONE 

Nice Night for a Drive 
 

 car horn sounded outside my friend Katie’s house, but it wasn’t Dad’s usual polite beep-
beep. The insistent blare made me spring from the couch and hurry to the door.  

 “Tell your mom I said thanks for supper,” I called to Katie over my shoulder. The horn 
blasted again as I stepped onto the porch and saw Anna waiting in her old Chevy.  

“Get the lead out, Mindy!” my sister shouted from the open window.  

I ran to the car and slid into the passenger seat. “Jesus, Anna, you didn’t need to lay on the 
horn like that. Where’s Dad?” 

Anna backed out of the driveway. “He’s working on his truck and asked me to come get 
you.” 

I searched her face. “He’s never asked you before.” 

“Well, he did tonight, okay?” She reached the highway and picked up speed.  

The breeze coming through her window felt like a soothing palm on my skin, and I rolled 
my own window down. All that air rushing into the car stole my breath, but I grinned, strands of 
hair lashing my cheeks.  

Anna looked at me and grinned too. She had scrubbed her face clean of makeup, and her 
outfit, normally chosen with care, consisted of old sneakers, jeans, and a t-shirt she often slept in. 
Even with the windows down, I smelled a strange odor coming from her, a tang of sweat mixed 
with something I couldn’t identify. 

“Are you excited about starting high school in the fall?” she asked. 

“I guess,” I said, surprised by her attempt at conversation. “I’m worried I won’t have any 
classes with Katie.” 

“You need new friends anyway.”  

I fell silent and tried to think of a topic that would hold Anna’s interest. I missed the 
closeness we shared when we were younger, back when the four years between us hadn’t 
stopped her from acting like a silly kid with me. 

 We reached the road leading to our house, but instead of slowing down to make the turn, 
Anna kept going. 

 “What are you doing?”  

 She shrugged. “It’s a nice night for a drive. Besides, Dad’s in one of his moods.” 

 I rolled my eyes. Anna and Dad were like the components of a powerful chemical reaction, 
the kind that required me to wear goggles in science lab. When I once asked her why she was so 
angry with him, she had only said, “I know things you don’t.” 

A 
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During a recent fight with Dad, Anna screamed that she hated it at our house and hated 
him too. Dad threatened to put her out on her ass as soon as she turned eighteen, but I didn’t 
think he would, not when she had no place to go.  

 Dad was often impatient, even harsh when he’d had a bad day. But at least he took care of 
us after Mom divorced him and moved three states away to live with a man she called the love of 
her life.  

 Anna drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. I froze when I noticed that her nails, 
always clean and manicured, were stained the color of a healing scab.  

  I stared at Anna’s profile, desperate to know the real reason for Dad’s absence. Horrifying 
images raced through my mind, creating a gruesome flipbook I couldn’t stop viewing. Tears 
flooded my eyes and nose.  

 Anna heard me sniffling and scowled. “What’s wrong with you?” 

 “It’s my allergies,” I said, but the words came from a well deep in my stomach.  

 She returned her attention to the road. “I gotta stop for gas.” 

 “You have enough to get us back home.” My heart pounded in my ears, the way it did when 
I ran the mile at school, and I felt like I was going to throw up.  

 Anna banged her hand on the steering wheel. “I thought we could spend some time 
together, Mindy.” I swallowed until my throat was full of tears. She shot me a dark look before 
pulling into a gas station on the right. Two middle-aged men chatted outside the entrance.  

 Anna parked alongside one of the pumps. “I need to pre-pay.” She cut the lights and the 
engine, and we sat in deepening shadows. As my sister turned to face me, I tried not to flinch. 
“You gonna be okay while I’m inside?” She drew out the question like a piece of taffy.  

 I made myself meet her stare. “Of course.” 

 She chewed on the inside of her check, then got out of the car. I watched her cross the lot 
and enter the store, passing the men who nodded at her and went on talking. I could make a run 
for it, I thought, tell those men that something horrible had happened at my house and I needed 
help.  

 I gripped the door handle. As the metal grew warm against my fingers, I peered into the 
side mirror, but all I saw was darkness swallowing the road Anna and I had traveled.  

 “He’s okay,” I chanted. The words sounded like a prayer, though I’d stopped talking to God 
after Mom left. Now I imagined Dad at home, looking up from his truck and realizing how late it 
was, wondering where Anna and I were. I snapped that picture of him, safe and whole, into a 
frame in my mind, then nodded once, as if confirming a deal God and I had just made.  

Anna came back outside and smiled when she saw me still waiting. She jogged to the car 
and tossed a candy bar into my lap. “Got your favorite,” she said.  

While she filled the tank, I opened the wrapper with trembling hands and took a bite. The 
candy melted on my tongue, its sweetness turning metallic, like the taste of fingernails gnawed 
down to the quick. 
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VAL RIGODON 

Night Vision 
 

aul did not like driving at night. He had poor night vision. Even as a passenger, it made him 
clutch the assist handle with crocodile-jaw pressure. Visions of crashing through the 
windshield or shattering his teeth against the dashboard while swerving to avoid a deer 

played on his nerves. 

The sun was in its orange phase, dunking itself into the horizon, and Paul was partially 
content in his front passenger position. The back seat was filled with the gentle noise of mouths 
smacking around lollipops and the voices of twelve-year-olds creaking, cracking, and popping to 
one another. Paul was still clutching the assist handle, but that was to lean his head against his 
arm as he stared out at the dying trees, wilting shrubs, and dirt-clogged grass fields. Everything 
was murky, as if it had been dunked in melting snow, but the pocked highway was dry. Winter 
was ugly, especially when 7/11 Big Gulp cups and greased paper bags punctuated the limp 
weeds.  

He would have liked to close his eyes and sleep, if not for the previous day’s frantic 
warnings from the car’s driver, Clarissa. Clarissa, who had asked Paul to help chaperone her 
younger sister’s small birthday celebration at IHOP, was unreliable and high maintenance. Had 
Paul met her later in life, she would have been on his New Year’s list of things to avoid. 

New Year New Me, No Drama. 

She had called him in the middle of the night, begging him to come over to stop her. Stop 
her from doing what? She didn’t know, and that’s when Paul went from confused, wary yellow to 
faded, sleepy blue. Interrupting his sleep with her various fears was nothing new. Usually she’d 
send cries for help disguised in dinner invitations, and he would gently talk her down from 
whatever ledge she was standing on and remind her that she had survived her life so far, she 
would be okay until his TV program ended. 

But last night had been only a little bit strange. Apparently leaving the apartment and 
driving her younger sister to IHOP was going to require every last bit of her strength. It was all 
just becoming too much, and every bad thing she had ever done in her life was going to culminate 
that afternoon. She was frightened of and for herself. Paul told her he would call her back. 

When they were younger, Clarissa would set the tips of her fingernails on fire until they 
were charred brown, and then she would chew them off and laugh loudly until everyone around 
her joined in. The smell of burning would cling to her well after that, in the ends of her hair, the 
cuffs of her shirts, the bends of her elbows. It was like a perfume, or perhaps a warning 
pheromone. 

When they got older, and she was better able to express her feelings through words, she’d 
tell Paul how she couldn’t see past forty-six years old, or that she was sometimes so terrified of 
being hit by a car, she couldn’t bear to leave the house. He was never sure what to do with 
information like that, so he just nodded and told himself that grown women needed matches for 
emergencies like blackouts, birthdays, stove issues, and to take even one of the dozens of 
matchbooks lying around her house would be hypocritical because he would be devastated if 
someone ever took his $116 Collector’s Edition licensed Studio Ghibli Zippo lighter.  

P 
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That morning, after he had his coffee, Paul called Clarissa and told her to be calm. IHOP 
was not too far from her home; the GPS would take her wherever she needed to go, the children 
would entertain themselves, she didn’t have to do anything but drive, and she was very good at 
that.  

Later, when they reached IHOP, he congratulated her with a crinkled stick of bacon. 
Afterwards, they drove back in fuzzy silence. Paul wanted to give her a reassuring glance, but she 
was already staring at him, or rather, at his corner of the road. She looked away. He pulled 
himself up from the slouch he was in.  

She looked over again. 

It definitely was not at him this time. She was looking at the side of the road, where the 
ground would eventually give way to lake water. For the next few yards they’d be driving over 
air, then they’d be home free. The golden eye of the sun was halfway down. 

Everyone, even the most experienced driver, got nervous around bridges. She would be 
okay. He turned to the window and saw tiny brown shapes moving up the hill. Clarissa switched 
lanes, but he still could not get a better look. Stray dogs or deer?  The car jerked straight. He 
realized that she had not stopped switching lanes on the two-lane freeway. In the side-view 
mirror, he saw her looking again. She was glaring at the impending water. The sun was glinting in 
her eyes, making them shimmer, or maybe fill with tears. 

  He wanted to tell her not to worry, that no deer would jump in front of her car, but that 
would disrupt the floating white noise. He wanted to ask, “Are you ok?” but he didn’t like driving 
in the dark.  

The kids in the back giggled and he straightened in his seat. It was a short, bridge, mostly 
empty. They’d be over it in a second.  

Clarissa’s hands were clenched so tightly around the wheel he saw the purple pulsing of 
her veins. Her eyes were skittering across the deep expanse of the Raritan River that was so far 
below them. She was trembling.  

Paul wanted to tell Clarissa to keep her eyes on the road, but he figured she knew that 
already. Someone in the backseat yelped as the car straightened yet again, and then they all 
broke into exhilarated giggles. 

They were almost home. She was okay. He had said so, and when had he ever been wrong 
about her? She was okay, and they would proceed with life as usual. She was okay, everyone 
knew she was okay; he wasn’t the only one who thought so, so it couldn’t be wrong. She was 
okay, she just needed to calm down and grow up. As soon as this was over with, he was going to 
talk to Clarissa, really talk to her, and start asking her questions.  

He was going to get a better prescription on his glasses. 

They were almost over the bridge, and Clarissa was fine with driving in the dark. He was 
going to be okay.  

The engine revved. 

“Pull over.”
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Clarissa did without a word. Paul pulled out his glasses from his shirt pocket and opened 
the car door. The air was cooler as the sun sunk lower behind the bridge. They switched sides, 
and Paul started the engine again. 

“What happened?” one of the children asked. 

“Shut up,” Clarissa’s younger sister hissed.  

“Nothing,” Paul said as he turned back onto the road. He flicked the high beams on. “It’s 
nothing.”  
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MEAGAN ARTHUR 

Noise 
 

oday at 9:03 am, a dead rat. Sidewalk. On my way to work.  

On the morning bus I usually watch dramas. The exaggerated moments and long 
pauses fit well within the monotony of sitting among strangers, and even if they have a bit 

too much melodrama, I like the voices. The characters’ inflections intermingle like the people 
crossing the street, like my gloved fingers folded tightly against the cold and the pressure to fold 
in on myself. My tablet jostles against my knee and sometimes I pretend each bump is a touch on 
the arm, a pat on the shoulder: one from the archetypal doctor on my screen, one from the main 
character’s best friend. Occasionally someone really does pat me, ruining my rhythm, and I 
switch shows.  

Gerard, the therapist I see for one hour every other week, once told me a story about the 
prisoners in Guantanamo that were tortured by being forced to listen to the same Van Halen song 
over and over, at top volume, with strobe lights flashing in their eyes. The ones that held out the 
longest actually became accustomed to the attacks on their senses, and only when the torture 
stopped did they start to lose it.  

10:45 am, a wasp. Linoleum floor outside my cubicle. Sprayed with pesticide. “If you don’t 
wipe down the area, more of them will come,” says Linda from HR. “They can smell the death.” 

I write emails. I like sentences like that, with doing verbs, with me as the subject. I do this 
thing. I do that thing. I like thinking of me doing things more than I like doing them. But the 
emails I write are for work, so I have to do them. The client we’re writing for right now is 
marketing a drug for insomnia. “You’ve never rested like this before!” I write.  

My cubicle is on the end, and during the winter I usually watch crime shows, because it’s 
cold outside and I want my heart to race.  

“Click here to unsubscribe from similar messages.” 

While I’m working, I watch men in vests surrounding a house with chipped paint and a 
chain-link fence. I scratch the insides of my ears. The men hold their guns and signal to each 
other, kicking down the door. The scabs are itching. “FBI!” they shout. The earbuds rub against 
my cartilage at a certain spot—I don’t think my ears were made for the noise. I alternate, taking 
one earbud out and scratching, then the other. I cringe when I break one of the scabs open.  

In the break room I wash my hands, where Linda and the receptionist, Margaret, talk 
about their yoga instructor. “You can tell from his butt that he comes from money,” Margaret is 
saying. I think of the show with the four women in New York City. They must have gone to yoga 
at some point. I try to remember which episode.  

At Gerard’s suggestion, I’ve tried three times to attend a meditation course at a studio 
down the street from the office. They served cucumber water and the men all wore joggers, 
which reminded me of the reality show that takes place in some famous person’s beach house. 
We did some communal humming, and then everyone sat down with their knees crossed over 
each other, like the docu-series about the Buddhist monks and mindfulness; but when it came 

T 
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time to be mindful, there was no background music or camera pans across the Himalayas. The 
last time I was there, I withstood the silence for the length of three whole deep breaths.  

When I return to my desk, there’s a post-it stuck to my computer screen—I notice because 
it’s covering the face of the character with the alternative haircut that does forensics. I can’t 
remember what show. The note is from my boss, Glenn, asking me to come to his office. The day 
Glenn hired me, I wore a pencil skirt and practiced breathing exercises in the elevator with that 
working girl show from the 90s playing on my phone in my pocket. I took off my sneakers and 
put on my heels before the door opened for me to step up to reception and ask, please, could they 
let Mr. Beckett know that I was here for my 11:00 am interview. Like I’d seen on the show. Now, I 
pull out my earbuds and walk down the hallway without doing breathing exercises.  

“Where’s Kimberly?” Glenn asks before I fully pull open his door. I shake my head and 
open my mouth, but Glenn cuts me off with a lecture about the importance of showing up when 
you say you’re going to. I try to listen through the sounds of the fourteen-wheeler driving by 
outside. Glenn left his wife and children and is currently living in an apartment near the auto 
mall, on the seedy side of the highway. He tried to get a dog, but it ran away after two weeks. 
11:52 am, Glenn’s two-week dog. Highway. Smeared across the pavement by a trucker convoy.  

Kimberly usually brings Glenn his coffee, which is probably the only reason he’s trying to 
track her down. I’m hoping that Glenn doesn’t ask me to go out and get him a coffee. My phone’s 
battery is already halfway depleted, and I need to save it for my break and my walk/bus/walk 
home.  

When I get back from lunch—zombie show, one of the less gruesome ones—everyone is 
clumped around the television set in the conference room. I join them, but they’re just watching 
the local news tell us about the winter storm that’s been raging for the last two days. “Three 
people are missing near Pierce County”—Does everyone have extra water? Canned food? People 
mumble as the weatherman talks about air pressure—“We strongly encourage everyone to stay 
inside”—people are turning to each other for reassurance, and I twitch—“This is going to be a big 
one”—1:58 pm, three strangers. Buried in the snow. 

“When was the last time you had a full, uninterrupted night’s sleep?” I write. 

On my walk home from the bus stop, a car almost hits me. I’m smiling to myself at the 
crude animated series that’s playing in my purse, but the driver of the car thinks I’m laughing at 
him and shakes his middle finger at me. I think for a moment of apologizing, but he’s already 
driven away. 

In my kitchen, I watch a show on the home channel as I chop bell peppers for a stir-fry. 
The two ladies on the screen are teaching me how to make Christmas ornaments out of old toilet 
paper rolls. They use scissors to cut new shapes into the cardboard, dipping them in red glitter 
and arranging them in various patterns, fitting smaller pieces together to create the illusion of 
intricacy. I’m mesmerized, and I accidentally slice the side of my pinky finger. I watch my hand 
bleed onto the cutting board and think of how my fingers would look on an operating table, or 
hanging off the side of a gurney. The blood looks like red glitter. I imagine dipping the bell 
peppers in it and hanging them from my Christmas tree.  

For the most part, Gerard tries not to look alarmed by what I tell him. He fails when I talk 
about how I sleep. It’s why I can’t spend the night with anyone, I explain to him. I want to talk 
more about sex, but he tells me to get back to the sleeping. It started with insomnia, sure, and it’s
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common for people to listen to sounds or music while they sleep, I say. Sitcoms are the best for 
sleeping because there is a sort of music to the way the voices hit their cues, a rhythm replicated 
over and over. Deadpan, deadpan, inflection, punch line, laugh track. And again. The voices of all 
the characters, show after show, began their own pattern in my mind, a familiar voice here, a 
familiar joke there. Happy people. Playing the shows became the road that my mind could follow 
into sleep, the divots and tracks I could trace like the needle on a record player. Without the 
pattern, I would scratch. 

After dinner I clean every dish, wipe down the counter with bleach, walk around my 
apartment four times, and then take an extra blanket out of the cupboard before turning on the 
light in my bedroom, twisting the knob on the lamp on my bedside table, and plugging the night 
light into the outlet across the room from my bed. I climb under the extra comforter, hit the 
button on the remote, and turn on the voices by clicking “Play All.” Winter is cold, I repeat to 
myself. Winter is cold. That’s why I’m cold.  

I turn up the volume.  

 

 

 
“Okay, hold on a second. Serial killers don’t get cool nicknames. I don’t care how innovative their 
methods are.” 

“It’s in his teeth, Dennis. You can’t deny the craftsmanship.” 

“That’s disgusting.” 

“Well, I’m a coroner. It’s supposed to be disgusting.”  

“Are you listening to me?” 

This last voice is less familiar; I look up and sense an annoyed Linda staring at me over the 
back of my cubicle. I hit pause.  

“So you haven’t heard from Kimberly?” She isn’t actually looking at me. Just near me. I 
shake my head.  

“Just great.” Linda mumbles something about sick days. I catch the words ‘bitch’ and ‘Palm 
Springs’ before she flurries away, storming over to complain to someone else. Jeremy from print 
sales tries to make eye contact from the cubicle next to me, but my earbuds are already back in 
my scabbed ears. 

It’s colder today. People shuffle along the sidewalks, hurry into stores. The storm was bad 
last night, but it’s not supposed to pick up again until tomorrow. Still, people like to be cautious. 
Gerard tells me I should pay more attention to people, but when I do, I see them hurrying away, 
trying to take shelter from the snow. 

 At lunch, I go to a café to watch the detective show full of beautiful people in a rainy city. 
Someone’s gone missing. The slush beating down outside is turning into snow and ice, and I think 
about how many days it would take for people to find me if I went missing.  
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Gerard and I don’t talk about death. We talk about television; every so often we talk about 
cold; we talk about seasons, we talk about hair being pulled out of follicles and skin being 
scratched. I think it’s some kind of technique of his, but I don’t mind. It feels like watching a 
sitcom about a therapist. When I was younger, and I saw someone else before Gerard, all she 
wanted to do was talk about death. It was her enemy, I think. Gerard isn’t afraid of death, and 
that’s why we avoid the subject. He doesn’t want to encourage me. 

“Wake up feeling refreshed and re-energized!” I type as the two main characters in my 
soap opera are having sex. There’s some kind of commotion I feel around me, a vibration I pick 
up on though my ears are occupied, and at first, I mistake it for the gyrating and moaning on the 
screen. I look around and see Linda turning down the hall, moving so quickly that her hair swings 
out in a circle for a second as her head revolves, just as the romantic lead finishes.  

“You haven’t heard?” Linda stops her high-heeled shuffle at my cubicle just as I manage to 
store my earbuds in my desk drawer. I shake my head as Jeremy and Naomi pop their heads out 
of their cubicles, like they’re meerkats on the nature channel. And Linda is a warning bird.  

It takes me a moment to notice that Linda’s face is in an unfamiliar state. During the time 
that I process this, Jeremy and Naomi are both out of their chairs, touching Linda’s shoulder, 
holding Linda’s hand, asking her to tell us what’s happened. I try to think of a show to reference 
on how to comfort someone.  

“It’s Kimberly,” Linda says, and her eyes are red with grief and yet bright, frenzied, alight 
with excitement. “The storm knocked over the big tree behind her house on Friday. Squished, like 
an animal, in her sleep. No one even knew until she was already—" 

She chokes on her words and I hear soft coos of sympathy. I put my head down on the cold 
plastic of my desk in what is plainly passing for a show of remorse, and think. 3:42 am, Kimberly. 
Frozen, limbs sticking out from under the bark. Or 3:43 am, Kimberly. Trunk to the back of her 
head, tongue lolling. Or 3:44 am, Kimberly. Strung up within the branches, arms out like a 
crucifixion.  

Almost every visit, Gerard and I talk about light and noise. I tell him that winter is the kind 
of dark that feels like you’re fainting, a slow roll out of consciousness instead of just blacking out. 
Like a dimmer switch, but with clouds, and my mind. When he asks me what I mean by this, I tell 
him that love feels like someone coming into your bedroom to turn on the light. “And noise?” he 
asks. Noise is the guts, I explain. It keeps winter’s heart beating. 

It’s decided that everyone in the office should go home early to cope with the tragedy, and 
to prepare for the storm to get worse. The snow is swirling around me, and as I walk to the bus 
stop, I can feel the wind deep in my bones, the kind of cold that isn’t the absence of warmth but 
something else entirely, its own entity. I think of the murder show, the one that takes place in the 
north. I think of the blood in the snow. 4:23 pm. 

“You’re a lucky one, you know,” says the speckle-faced bus driver as he opens the doors 
and I carefully step up the wet stairs. “They’re shutting down the buses tonight. This is the last 
route.” 

On the bus, I watch a political show until my phone dies. I flinch as the screen goes black; 
but the bus is noisy. I breathe deeply as I look out the windows, imagining them as pixelated 
screens, the noise of the strangers around me as audio. My window is foggy, blurring everything
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outside so that it is all a mesh of white, with small inkblots of color. Nothing comes into focus. 
The window next to the seat in front of me is clear; someone’s probably wiped it off, sick from the 
opaque deluge of blurred images rushing by. I watch the gap between the window in front of me 
and the one next to me, watch as the ground and the road and the sky all move into the blur. It’s 
prettier in the fog. Brighter, somehow. I breathe on the window to push the image even more out 
of focus.  

Walking a block from my house, I see the same rat, but in the ice his fur is wet and slicked 
back in streaks. I can see his skin. Someone has moved him; he’s no longer on the side of the road, 
but laying right in the middle of the sidewalk, his teeth visible and his tail curled, an offering up 
to the winter. I imagine the animal that picked him up and spat him back out.  

My house feels cold. The sun is setting outside, and I turn on all the lights. I put a sweet 
potato in the oven and turn on the TV in my room, the one in my kitchen, the one in my living 
room. I set them all to the same channel, the one that plays reruns of the family comedy with too 
many siblings, and I turn the volume up. I listen to the cascade of voices.  

“There must be something you can do,” says the little sister. 

“There isn’t,” says the big sister. 

“But you don’t understand—” 

I wait to understand, but am left in the middle of the sentence, because all at once the 
lights go out. For a moment I sit in the dark and watch through the sliding door as the snow 
moves outside, in spirals. I close my eyes, for some reason thinking that if I move my eyelids, I’ll 
be able to see the light again. I flick them up and down. Nothing.  

I press play. Winter is cold, I repeat to myself. Nothing happens, so I press play again. 
Nothing. Play all. I press twice. I get up, flick the light switch up and down. 6:52 pm. 

My phone is dead. I know this, but I try to plug in my earbuds anyway. I jam them into my 
ears, waiting. I rip them out and I find my tablet, but the screen is blank. Nothing.  

At this point I realize the hopelessness, but I don’t stop. Methodically, as if in a 
prerecorded set of motions, I ghost through the house, checking every switch; I try to turn on the 
television in my living room, the one in my kitchen, and the one in my bedroom; I plug my phone 
into its charger, waiting for the blank screen to flash white; I plug my tablet into the wall; I try to 
turn on the DVD player, the stereo, the kitchen radio.  

There are no battery-operated minds, I think as I aimlessly search the house for a 
generator that I’ve never bought. I check the cupboards for flashlights and find none. I move 
around the house until I am no longer looking, just moving.  

I open my oven and pull out the cold, hard, uncooked sweet potato. 7:14 pm. I look out the 
window at the killing snow.  

 

I should probably tell Gerard about Kimberly, I think. But my phone is dead. I wonder if 
Kimberly saw the rat. I imagine trying to act out a sitcom. I know all the parts, all the characters. I 
could dance around, use my hands. But I want to stop moving.
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I sit on my living room floor in the dark and try to meditate. There is no track for my mind 
to follow. I breathe three times, then stop. I never learned how to continue. I think of breathing 
exercises, but nothing comes. I put my hand up and point my finger at the ceiling. Of the desire to 
mutilate, I think it is less evil when the only pain inflicted is on the self. I always need to keep that 
control. I wonder if this applies to things that are already dead. I wonder where the 
experimentation begins to go awry. 

 

Winter is cold, I repeat to myself. 9:09 pm. “I breathe,” I say aloud. I like verbs but thinking 
about doing things won’t make me do them. Violent silences spiral around me like the snow. 9:10 
pm. I think about speaking aloud, but I don’t remember the sound of my own voice. 9:11 pm. I 
spin around on the floor, making snow angels, snowflakes to hang on a Christmas tree, stark 
white. 9:12 pm. Kimberly stands atop my tree, an angel covered in red, asking me to look at her. I 
refuse. 9:13 pm. It is a noble cause to acknowledge there is no ownership of flesh. 9:14 pm. 
Peeling and pecking. 9:15 pm. It is humane. 9:16 pm. I spiral myself out.  

 

I think I’m finally warm. 
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Sinners & Stains by Chris Beckitt. 
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JAMES EZRA 

Steel Jesus 
 

t starts with a chip in his finger. 

Popped out of the red plastic of his debit card, Alec buries the gold square like treasure 
into the pad of his index finger. He uses a piece of dental floss and a sewing needle to close the 

wound. The minty dip covering the strand burns his skin. 

Alec takes a picture of the fresh implant and uploads it to a website that specializes in 
technological body modification—Upgrades. 

He had stumbled upon it by accident. The unfamiliar link was one of many cluttering his 
screen one evening when searching for any android porn he had yet to see. Alec expected wires 
woven intricate and seductive behind artificial skin peeling from a naked body. Instead, he was 
presented images of real people, not CGI, with robotic limbs and other metal additions to their 
bodies. 

He spent hours exploring the site where outlandish fantasy met sleek reality. He watched 
a video of a man paying for groceries with a swipe of his finger. He scrolled through photo 
albums of steel jaw replacements. He skimmed over diagrams detailing how to replace bone with 
artificial components.  

It’s aesthetic, purposeful, genius, dumb.  

He adds the caption, first of many! to a picture of thread pulling his bleeding skin tightly 
together. 

Alec skims the forums of more complex modifications as he awaits comments on his first 
implant. There are as many lengthy threads about repairs and programming as there are about 
aesthetics and extravagance.  

All Alec has to do to pay for anything now is swipe his finger across a sensor, but User 
8878’s implant can change his eye color. 

8878 demonstrates his newest implant in a video spanning only thirty-eight seconds. He 
taps a subtle bump on his left temple. His irises go from deep green to vibrant orange. He hits it 
again. Bright yellow. Again. Neon purple. 

The users in the comments are amazed. 

User 6112: No way! 

User 4093: That’s amazing 

User 7775: This is one of the best things I’ve ever seen 

User 1312: How exactly did you hook this up?  

The answer comes in a pretty blue link the same shade as his irises. 

I 



Déraciné  53 

The video is titled ‘IMPLANT #8.’ Beside it reads warnings of, ‘GRAPHIC’ and ‘REAL 
SURGERY.’  

Alec presses play.  

A shirtless man wearing a surgical mask stands in a dimly lit bedroom. He holds up a rope 
of wires and what looks like an LED fiber optic in front of the camera. He presses a button—the 
tip turns blue.  

Fluorescent green.  

Blinding white. 

User 8878 sits in a desk chair with his head leaned back. He stays completely still as the 
masked man edges a blunt, steel tool between his eyelid and eyeball.  

Alec grinds his teeth together almost as harshly as 8878 does. His own eyes water as the 
instrument lodges deeper. 

Alec turns halfway from his monitor, his fingertip throbbing and his stomach twisting, but 
he forces himself to watch until finally the white orb pops from its socket. It dangles from 8878’s 
skull by the organic wires of veins and a stringy optic nerve. 

In the disgust and shock the video inspires within him, Alec realizes an intense 
hopefulness. 

None of these people are different from him. 8878 has done something amazing, but he 
hasn’t done anything Alec himself is not capable of. They’re all people with a passion to live as 
their best selves.  

He watches as the other eyeball is exorcised from 8878’s skull and decides the future will 
be exciting. Sexy. 

He sends 8878 a private message.  

User 6676: Im new to this. Teach me how. 

It takes an hour before he gets a response. 

User 8878: You stitched too tight. 

 

 
 

Alec is healing well. 

His stitches are no longer tight and his skin is a little less hot to the touch. He expresses 
the pus from the still-healing wound regularly, squeezing inflamed flesh until it stops spitting 
yellow and starts drooling red. 

On his tongue, the creamy liquid tastes sour. 

Alec sucks on his finger as he scans the inside of the coffee shop. Students do homework, 
women read thick novels. A man leans against the front counter, tattered jeans and an oversized
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hoodie hanging liberally off him. Beneath the edge of a black beanie, Alec spots a bump on his left 
temple. 

“Eight, eight…” Alec tries as he approaches. The other man looks up from the donuts 
behind the glass. He smiles. 

“Seven, eight, yeah. But George works.” He stretches out his hand. “Alec, right? Or do you 
prefer 6676?” 

“Alec’s all right.”  

Alec takes his hand. His finger is still wet with saliva but George doesn’t mention it. 

George orders a latte. Alec orders a hot chocolate and says he’ll cover the cost. The gesture 
is less about being polite and more about using his new implant for the first time. 

“Four-eighty,” the cashier says. 

Alec glances at George, whose irises glimmer holographically for a brief second. Alec 
thinks that if this doesn’t work, he’ll curl up under one of the surrounding tables and die. 

He presses his finger against the sensor on the counter.  

Beep. 

“I—It went through.” 

George smirks. “Of course it did. It’s a chip implant.” 

Alec’s still buzzing with the victory as they sit down at a table against the far wall. He taps 
his finger against the side of his drink. The movement catches George’s attention, those strangely 
luminescent irises shifting. 

“Your first implant will always be your favorite.” 

George raises his own hand. A bump resides at the center of his thumb under a thin, white 
scar. 

“I got the eyes,” he says, “but this is still my number one.” 

“I could get eyes too,” Alec says.  

George shrugs.  

“If you got the money, the time, the damn pain tolerance, you could get anything you 
want.” 

Alec has many questions. George is an expert. 

He talks about implants and attachments, how they work, who makes it all possible. He 
downplays talk about hacking and infection, calling them overblown rumors and rare 
occurrences. Listen to your body, don’t push yourself too hard; that’s as much as George gives 
him before he moves onto a light-hearted story about how airport security had detected his 
upgraded scapula.
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“Just tell them you had surgery,” George says with a roll of his now-turquoise eyes and a 
wave of his hand. “It’ll save you the headache of hours of questioning.” 

Alec drinks half of his hot chocolate and drools the other half on the table over stories that 
strike him full of awe.  

“You’ve done so much,” He mutters with a bead of chocolate wavering on his chapped 
bottom lip. 

George leans in so his elbows are on the table in front of him.  

“If there’s anything you need to know about upgrading, it’s that there is no limit,” he says. 
“This is the world we’ve created for ourselves. We’re the first to evolve to something greater.” 

George tells Alec of a shared dream within the upgrading community, the idea of replacing 
the entirety of the body with upgraded components, leaving only portions of the brain to pilot a 
purely mechanical shell. 

 They call it ‘Steel Jesus.’ 

“Everyone wants to be Steel Jesus.” George’s eyes shimmer silver. “Even those with 
nothing but a chip in their finger.”  

 

 

 

Femurs go for twenty-eight thousand. Livers, forty-two thousand. A heart, one million.  

A penis costs eighteen thousand and Alec doesn’t think that’s too bad. He might consider it 
even though his dick works fine. 

Alec chews at the line of slowly forming scar tissue on the tip of his finger as he stares 
down body parts available on an underground marketplace George refers him to. 

Every shiny and sturdy metal piece seeps promises of future perfection with a steady blue 
glow. Upgrade Yourself, reads the tagline at the top of the website. Beside it glimmers a pixelated 
cross. 

Alec adds a shiny silver molar to his shopping cart. 

 

 

 

Brian is the name of the shirtless surgeon in George’s video.  

Brian will be Alec’s dentist for the next twenty minutes. 

He stands in Alec’s bedroom with his shirt off, and he wears no shoes or gloves, only a 
surgical mask over the bottom half of his face. His scarred torso glows blue where his liver should 
be. 
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From where he sits on Alec’s desk, George assures him that rubber gloves only get in the 
way. That’s why it’ll work, why any of this will work: they’re willing to take risks regular doctors 
aren’t. 

Brian taps the tip of a pair of pliers against Alec’s lips.  

“Ready?” 

He clamps down on a tooth in the back, squeezing so hard Alec is almost sure it’ll bust as 
violently as a fluorescent light bulb swung at a brick wall.  

George’s hands hold his head still against the back of the computer chair as Brian’s biceps 
strain. Brian brings a foot up on the chair and narrows his eyes. He tugs harder, harder, harder. 

Alec groans as finally the tooth breaks free with a flood of blood across his tongue. 

The next few minutes blur in a torrent of pain cascading sticky and wet over his bottom 
lip. Unclean fingers probe his mouth, depositing a smooth pebble of titanium inside the hole in 
his gums. 

There’s a quick flash as George takes a photo.  

“Looks great.” 

George turns the phone so Alec can view the image displayed on the screen.  

It’s difficult to see what his new tooth looks like when there’s so much blood in his mouth, 
but Alec nods anyway. 

 

 
 

 “Maybe you should pace yourself.” 

Alec’s back on Upgrades, looking at a femur for twenty-eight thousand. He doesn’t have 
much money, but he can take out a loan or another mortgage on the shitty one-story house, no 
bigger than a trailer. 

George sits on the bed, biting his nails. It’s only been three days since he was last here. 
Alec’s mouth still tastes of metal, but he can’t decipher if it’s from the new tooth or the blood 
leaking from the edges of the sore socket at all hours of the day. 

“People usually wait months or years between each upgrade,” George says. “Your body 
needs time to recover.” 

The femur is laced with shock absorbers for running long distances. Alec adds it to the 
shopping cart. 

“Alec,” George says, “if you get another upgrade this soon, your body won’t be able to keep 
up.” 

Alec places his order for overnight delivery. 

Brian is back the next evening. George hasn’t stopped chomping away at his nails. 
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Two hours later and Alec has a fresh gash on his leg, stapled shut and wrapped up. The 
pain is hot, but he mostly feels light and gorgeous. 

“Slow down now, all right?” George says as he swipes through pictures he took of the 
glowing blue wound. 

“Is that how you become Steel Jesus?” Alec asks. “Slowing down?” 

George clenches his jaw.  

 “Steel Jesus can’t exist,” George murmurs. “He can't be here.” 

Blood soaks the bandages wrapped tight around Alec’s leg. “But He could.” 

 

 
 

Alec lays on his stomach atop a steel table and stares at his new spine. 

Jagged titanium vertebrae glow and pulse aquamarine on the table beside him. The curl of 
the tailbone is seductive. The bright blue crucifix engraved into the sacrum is awe-inspiring. 

A spine has never been attempted before.  

The new body part costs Alec a little more than half a million dollars. He takes out another 
loan, deals some prescription pills that he kept for years in his medicine cabinet, and sells the 
collection of expensive watches left to him by his deceased father. 

In an impromptu operation room rigged up by Brian in a warehouse on the edge of town, 
Alec thinks he will be the first to ever truly attempt to become Steel Jesus. 

“Were you knocked out?”  

The question only comes to him now that the IV pushed through the skin on the inside of 
his elbow trickles something thick and delicious.  

“When you got your eyes, it didn’t look like you were out. You were grinding your teeth 
and moving and, and...” 

George approaches him with a plastic mask. He positions it over his nose and mouth.  

“I was a little out of it,” George says. “This is different. It’s a lot more complex. You’ll be out 
for this one.” 

Alec’s mind trips. He stumbles over broken sentences and falters through incomplete 
thoughts. He asks them where they'll put his old spine. Will they throw it in the trash or will they 
hang it on the wall? He suggests they use it as a Halloween decoration.  

They say they will bury it at an undisclosed location. 

“Please don’t do this,” George says quietly. “You’ll probably die on this table if you do this. 
Please, Alec.” 

Alec’s voice is muffled by the plastic mask secured to his face.
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“Have faith.” He smiles sleepily. “When I’m out,” he slurs, “you better not take out my 
kidneys or somethin’.” 

George trudges to the tripod set up next to the operation table and pushes the button at 
the top of the camera. The red light is fuzzy in Alec’s vision. 

“Why would we?” George mumbles. “You didn’t pay for a new kidney.” 

 

 
 

Recovery is shoddy, but both George and Brian told him it would be.  

They give Alec a ride home after he eludes death and wakes from the twelve-hour surgery. 
They help him into bed and leave him with a bottle of strong painkillers and a few morphine 
drips. 

This time he is advised to stay put and recover.  

Brian has other surgeries to do. George has to get back home. 

George makes sure to say how he would have taken time off of work and found someone 
to watch the dog so he could help Alec out for the next week or two, but that’s impossible now 
given it was a rash decision with no prior warning.  

He says all of this without eye contact before leaving. 

No one can take care of Alec but himself. 

Alec doesn’t know if the dosage of his painkillers is right. However many he’s taking now, 
it isn’t working. He doesn’t know how to inject himself with morphine either.  

He peels himself from sheets sodden with blood, gasping and panting and dripping a trail 
of O negative across the room as he shuffles on weak legs. 

Alec stands in front of the mirror for the hundredth time since the surgery. Initially it was 
for long bouts of admiration, but now he’s inspecting it, trying to make sense of the purple-black 
ink blotch consuming most of his back.  

Alec sends George a private message detailing the darker shade of blood on his sheets and 
the consistency of the sour-smelling pus oozing from every centimeter of the stapled wound.  

George finds time to mail him the strongest antibiotic in the world, same day delivery.  

It’s illegal, something about how if everyone on Earth were to use it, the subsequent 
superbug created would end the human race.  

He has great trouble taking two pills. Swallowing has suddenly become incredibly 
strenuous. 

Constant pressure arises from where his ribs are nailed to his new spine. Alec’s whole 
back throbs in agonizing waves from his neck to his ass. Breathing is harder and his hair drips 
with sweat, but he’s staying awake.



 

Déraciné  59 

He just has to wait until the antibiotics kick in. It’ll be fine once they kick in. 

Alec tries to distract himself with the forums. The forums speak of the end of days. 

Under astounding images of mechanized fingers and glowing tooth implants is talk of 
rejection, a legitimate worry.  

Flesh swells and metal migrates out of the body. Infection poisons the blood; faulty 
installation rips open surrounding organs.  

If he shifts just right, Alec can feel the knobs of his new spine catch on other bones and dig 
into soft intestines. He swallows, stays completely still, and vows himself not to move that way 
anymore.  

The threads committed to the subject of rejection were always there but are only relevant 
to him now. The sudden lack of ignorance makes him that much woozier. 

He tries not to think about how his body wants to spit out its new spine onto the floor. 

Alec sends a private message to George after not hearing from him for five days. 

User 6676: Why didn't you tell me about the rejection rate?? You knew I was new to this why 
didn't you tell me? It hurts me it’s hurting me 

He stumbles down the hall, hands wrapped around his torso as he tries to hold his rib cage 
inside his body. Something audibly pops as he steps into the kitchen. He turns his head just in 
time to see another staple clatter to the ground.  

It’s the third one in the past day. 

With one arm still around his torso, Alec shakes the ice box free from the freezer and 
carries it to the bathroom. Cold water rushes out of the bathtub faucet. He waits there stupidly, 
icebox between his feet and arms around his trembling body.  

Alec empties the ice into the tub, slips inside, and relishes the rush of freezing water 
blanketing his overheated body. There’s no thought of superbugs or missing staples or the 
tremendous weight of the crucifix hanging inside of him. 

Chunks of pus float in a film of body oil atop the water turned a cloudy rust color. He 
tongues at the piece of metal in his mouth and wonders if Steel Jesus was ever achievable. 

 

 
 

George isn’t answering. 

Alec sends him message after message but receives no response. It’s eight staples now 
that dig into his feet whenever he walks to his desk from the bed. The sheets are stiff with blood 
and pus, but he’s just too weak to change them. 

Sometimes he can’t even summon the energy to go to the restroom and instead pisses off 
the side of the bed, turning the carpet sodden with increasingly dark urine that is nearing red.
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Alec downs handfuls of antibiotics at a time, nearly choking on them from the lack of 
moisture in his mouth. He pants his pain into the stuffy air of his room. 

He’s never felt so sick. 

When George still doesn’t answer another day later, Alec resorts to asking the forums for 
help. He makes a post with no pictures, only a single statement: rejection and i dont know what to 
do. 

Suddenly he’s a leper. The usual current of fanboy comments turns into a litany of harsh 
reprimands. They chide him for being so reckless, so ambitious, so fucking stupid.  

User 2293: I bet whoever your doctor was didn't even wear gloves if you're this sick and 
dealing with rejection >:/ 

The users who watched the full twelve-hour video of his spinal replacement surgery and 
who are sending him private messages have all killed someone at some time with just a few 
strings of code implanted remotely into their enemy’s upgrades. 

Alec fumbles with his phone and selects George’s name from his contacts. He calls him and 
is sent to voicemail for the thirty-second time.  

He hangs up, calls again. The forums are still going on about their newest upgrades and 
how stupid he is and George isn’t answering and the carpet is sopping wet. 

The ringing stops.  

“George.” Alec’s gravelly voice is heavy with thick mucus. “I need—I need help. I'm bad, 
I'm doing really bad.” 

Silence. 

“I've been taking those pills but they're not helping anymore and it's like, slipping out or 
something—the spine. It's taking my ribs with it, please, help me.” 

Alec can hear George’s steady breath on the other line. 

“What did I tell you about pacing yourself?” George murmurs almost inaudibly. “I told you, 
Alec, and look what’s happened.” 

Alec shivers. The harsh movement shifts something within him the wrong way, one of his 
vertebrae jutting out and catching on another staple. 

It falls to the ground. 

“My spine is falling out of my fucking body! Help me!” Alec yells, voice shredding, bloody 
phlegm hanging off his bottom lip. “I need Brian! Call Brian! I don’t want to be Steel Jesus 
anymore, okay? Do something! Fucking help me!” 

“I gave you the pills,” George says. “There’s nothing else anyone can do.” 

The line dies. Alec’s old spine is buried somewhere deep in an unspecified location and 
will never return to his body. He tries to ease the overwhelming feeling of separation anxiety 
with the thought that all he needs is a cold bath.
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Alec slinks down the hall almost on all fours. He keeps his spine parallel to the floor to 
keep gravity pushing it into his body. The squish of his lungs makes water dribble from his 
sinuses and onto the floor. His heart visibly beats against his sternum where it’s pressed up 
against it. 

His head hits the walls as he makes his way down the hall. He headbutts the bathroom 
door open. 

The three-day-old water is dark brown. Like silt, the filth of blood and dirt sinks to the 
bottom of the grimy porcelain bath. His feet stir it up as he steps inside, tiny scabs swirling and 
making the freezing water cloudier. 

Alec sinks down, breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth as he shuts his 
eyes, staying still for what might be hours judging by how pruny his fingertips are. 

He tries to sit up, but there’s a tug at his neck and tailbone as his too-heavy spine remains 
in the tub, separate from the rest of his body.  

Like ripping a row of buttons, the pressure of gravity triggers a domino effect of popped 
staples. The only things keeping him together tear from his skin and hit the bottom of the tub 
with a series of muted clicks. 

Alec falls back down with a whine, hopelessness blooming throughout his pained body. 
There’s a loud bang as his tailbone finally slips out of his body, crucifix kissing the bottom of the 
tub.  

Like Jesus leaving the tomb, his spine has decided his body is the example of mortal 
limitation.  

The water turns more red than brown. The mixture of pain and shock and fear is mind 
numbing. 

Alec blinks slowly, internal heat like Hell melting his senses.  

He picks at the scar on his finger and thinks his first upgrade will always be his favorite. 
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LOGAN NOBLE 

Atmospherics 
 

, at the first sound of thunder in the distance, lit all the candles in my apartment. In the 
flickering firelight, my apartment took on the appearance of a primordial den propped up by 
a roaring blaze.  

(Amen) 

 Now it was a waiting game. I checked my phone. It was nearly five. Cleo would be off work 
at any time and would be headed my way, perhaps racing a dark thundercloud, a wall of rain. I’d 
checked the weather forecast this morning, just like I always did. Clear skies, from here until the 
weekend. But that was the way of the weather. Always changing. Always shifting. 

(Your will be done) 

 I went into the bedroom and looked over everything. My bed was neatly made, the spread 
pulled tight, my two pillows lumps beneath the fabric. I opened my closet door next, peeking 
inside at all my shirts. Polos and button-ups. T-shirts and an odd blazer or two. Most of them 
thrift store finds, pulled from dusty-smelling racks in those rank spaces. The whole idea of thrift. I 
shopped there only because I had to. I couldn’t afford much else. Freelance blog positions, while 
artistically satisfying, didn’t pay much. A couple of shifts every week at the McDonalds in town 
helped patch the bleeding up. Feeling a bit sick at the organized rack of faded cast-asides in my 
closet, I shut the door. Maybe it was time to crack open the wine. 

(Remember all that I have done in my life. He never cared for the way I talked about you. He never 
cared for me. Allow me to see him as you do.) 

Fredrick LeQuang ‘83. I’d had to walk all over downtown to find it. Cleo, while just as poor 
as I was, had a taste for wine. She had rich parents. She’d spent her summers in the Bahamas. Her 
senior years abroad in Europe. An Italian ex that she tried not to talk about. (let your wretched 
shape feed) Cleo had expensive tastes.  

 (changing) 

 But, as much as over-priced booze sounded good, I knew she’d be pissed if I cracked it 
without her. I walked back toward the kitchen, hearing another tell-tale rumble far off. I paused 
in the living room just long enough to look out the window. Beyond the sidewalk, past the line of 
stout little apartments across the street, the sky was burning orange. The sun was setting. I 
squinted, my feet firmly planted. Dark clouds were pressing down. Deep, swollen lines 
crisscrossed the engorged masses, adding depth in all the wrong places. I was suddenly aware of 
the carpet beneath my toes, soft to the touch. The clouds were moving. And below them, on that 
sidewalk, a woman was turning my way. 

(I feel it happening I’m) 

 I cracked a beer. No import. Not tonight. Red Mule, the kind of cheap skunk beer my Dad 
had drunk every night. I took a long swig and dug my phone out of my pocket. It was well past 
five now. Before I locked my screen again, I took a second to look at Cleo and I in the background 
photo. Our faces were pressed close together, both grinning like fools. Her brown hair, wild and 

I 
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curly, framed her face in her own little way. And then there was me beside her. My thin face. My 
thin lips. My— 

(You speak through static. Static in the air. Static in my eyes.) 

 A mood was creeping up on me. I tried not to be negative. In a lot of ways, I had nothing to 
complain about. Still, it was hard to shake the feeling. An intense pressure, closing in on my skull. 
Dragging my shoulders down. Trying to claw my eyelids shut. Something was off. I blinked hard 
and stomped back into the living room, looking back out the window. The storm was forever 
closing in. The sun was long gone now. A single lamppost, one of many on my street, had burst to 
life. I started to lift the can to my mouth before I saw a woman. Have I seen her before? 

 She was a vague candle-flicker there in the thickening darkness. She danced and blinked, 
her lines, while present, never finalizing. I took another step forward. My television, far behind 
me, blinked on. Static crackled. Though I couldn’t see it, a shape was forming on the air waves. 
Thunder growled at me, above and below. The flicker woman was walking closer. Every step was 
agony. I could see that. The asphalt jumped with her steps. Beer ran down my chin. The flicker 
woman was laughing, tears streaming down her static cheeks. I was laughing too. Right before I 
flickered— 

 Cleo stirred beside me, turning her back to me. My phone, charging by the far wall, gave 
me enough light to make out shapes in the darkness of my bedroom. I could see Cleo’s form. Her 
hair stretched out across her pillow. I resisted the urge to reach out and feel it. Instead, I sat up 
slowly. I pushed the blanket aside, suddenly feeling very warm. 

(I like your shape hiding there, between the lines) 

 It’s much later now. When had Cleo come in? I glanced over my shoulder at her before 
swinging my legs out of the bed and standing up. My muscles felt worn and sluggish. It felt like I 
had slept. The question was for how long. 

(I’ve seen you before) 

As quietly as I could, I snuck over to the bedroom door and pushed it open. It creaked, the 
sound cataclysmic in the stillness. I cringed and looked at Cleo. Nothing. No movement. 

 I felt my way down the hallway, the steady sound of rainfall guiding me toward my open 
living room. It smelled of night rain and the lingering scent of the candles I’d lit earlier. Standing 
there, with my eyes fully adjusted, I could see the signs of a night I did not remember. Two wine 
glasses on my coffee table, both empty. A beer can beside them, slightly dented from the way I 
had been holding it. Cleo’s coat laid over a chair. I racked my brain, trying to remember anything 
from the hours before. When had she arrived? How many glasses of wine did we have? I didn’t 
feel drunk. In fact, I felt painfully sober. The old pressure had returned. I pictured a cloud hanging 
over me, bearing down, a face pressing against a veiled bank. 

 From behind me, drifting down the hallway, I heard Cleo talking. Sleep-talking? Muffled 
words. Those words, though indistinct, felt false. I turned down the way I had come, opening my 
mouth to call to her. I suddenly had to hear her voice, her real voice. 

 “…God…I wish I was…”
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A lightning flash ignited the hallway in white light. Cleo stood there, arms slack, head bent 
back, eyes rolling.  

 “God!”  

 I stumbled backward, my leg catching the couch. I went down hard, rolling. My hand 
caught something, something hard and cold. I yelped, fear grasping at my muscles. I scurried 
away from the couch, my hands finding the cold object once again. I closed my fingers around it, 
recognizing the glass neck. I kept hold of it and climbed to my feet, hazarding a look down the 
hallway. There was nothing. No outline. No shape. I brandished the wine bottle like a club, 
listening. The rain was steady. Heavy drops pelting glass. I was close to the big picture window. 
There was no more talking. Cleo is still asleep. I chastised myself for my behavior. Squealing in 
the night at imaginary ghosts.  

 I made my way back down the dark hallway, the image of my girlfriend, head ripped back, 
eyes white, never fully leaving my mind. 

(I’m not done yet I pray to you because I have no one else) 

 When I got back to my bedroom, I resisted the urge to hit the light switch. I glanced back 
to the bed, looking for her shape beneath the covers. The sheets had been cast aside. The bed was 
empty.  

 The bathroom light flicked on, a chunk of light striking the disturbed bed. She’s in the 
bathroom. The door was nearly shut. Cleo, just barely in my view, was grinning. Time is jumping. 
Wavering. She has too many teeth. Doesn’t she? The vile urge to count them crept into my brain.  

 Cleo stepped away from view, further into the bathroom. 

(Every day I dream about ending myself Ending us. But) 

 I know what lays inside. I reached out, my eyes tracing down my arm as my hand met with 
the cheap wooden door. (I wish I was) The door creaked as it swung, the images I already had in 
my head lining up. I’d done this before. Recently. And yet… 

It felt new. The shower curtain brushed aside. Cleo’s discarded panties beside the toilet. 
Her white shirt she wore to bed crumpled beside them. Beside them, pooling out slowly, blood. I 
blinked, tears welling. Waves of static danced in the dark pool. I walked further in, my legs being 
pulled by a force I didn’t fully understand. Not again. Why am I here… Why am I here… Pale, naked 
flesh. Pointed toward the ceiling. Dead eyes. Blue lips. Crimson welled. A razor, flat and cold on 
her palm. Two long cuts buzzed into the cold air. I could hear, beyond it all, the sound of dead air. 

(And I’m dying. I’m not sick. At least, not in any physical sense) 

It’s nearly five. Again. I’m back in my living room, lighting the candles. Cleo is gone. She’s 
not coming home from work. And yet, here I am. Lighting candles. Checking to see if the wine is in 
the fridge.  

(My name is Cleo) 

(Dear whoever will listen) 

 Outside, clouds are forming. A woman, made of static, takes another step forward.
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include making cheesy Shakespeare jokes and convincing small children that she is a vampire. 
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CHARLOTTE NEWMAN is writing her first novel, which was inspired by art, loss, and an 
accidental trip to a taxidermist. She has had work featured in Reflex Flash Fiction, Litro Magazine, 
The London Magazine, Rockland Lit, Popshot Magazine, and Spelk Fiction. She is based in South 
London. 

 

RACHEL NEWSOME is a writer and academic. She is a Lecturer in Critical & Contextual Studies on 
the Fashion Styling & Image Making programme at The University of Salford, Manchester where 
she is also a PhD candidate in Creative Writing. She is currently working on a collection of short 
stories about trauma, terrible mothers, and the journey in. 

 

LOGAN NOBLE is a horror writer who happens to include a dash of humor and sci-fi if the literary 
recipe calls for it. He spends his days thinking about more interesting places from his home in 
Ohio, reading, and wasting time with his wife, Elizabeth, and his two dogs. His short fiction has 
appeared in a number of anthologies, most of which can be found on Amazon. A novel should be 
coming soon, assuming he's not writing something else at the time. Follow along his daily 
adventures on Twitter @logan_noble, or on his website, logannobleauthor.com. 

 

VAL RIGODON is a jack-of-some trades in Brooklyn, NY who also doesn't like driving in the dark, 
over bridges, over 65, on highways, on tight streets, in small cars, with other people, in snow or 
rain, or in other people's cars. But put her on a mildly lit residential road and watch her fly. You 
can find more of her work @valdritch on Twitter. 

 

M. STONE is a bookworm, birdwatcher, and stargazer living in the foothills of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. Her poetry and fiction have appeared in San Pedro River Review, UCity 
Review, formercactus, and numerous other journals. She is the author of the micro-
chapbook Evolving God (Ghost City Press) and the chapbook Lore. Find her on Twitter 
@writermstone and at writermstone.wordpress.com. 

 

ROBIN WHITE is a twenty-nine-year-old writer and writing teacher who currently lives in 
Manhattan. His work has appeared in over a dozen publications, and his first collection will be 
available in early 2019. 

 

PHOTOGRAPHY/ART 

 

CHRIS BECKITT is a Product Photographer, Freelance Art Photographer, husband, and father of 
three living in Greensboro, North Carolina. He loves to pull inspiration from his everyday life, 
finding beauty in the ordinary. His work can be found at Behance.net/ChrisBeckitt and 
Instagram.com/ToBleachTheirOwn. 
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LILY BELL resides in Seattle and is an artist, poet, and singer/songwriter for Aquamarine Space 
Unicorns. Her works have been featured in Moonchild Magazine, Rag Queen Periodical, and The 
Rumpus-Spotlight. Lily's focus is on domestic violence, trauma, and women's issues. Her goal is to 
provide a message of resilience and hope to all survivors of abuse. You can follow her on Twitter 
at @Lily_Bell82 and her blog at muse87.com. You can also view selected artwork at 
lilybell82.deviantart.com. 

 

A writer from India, PHANTASMAGOTHICA has been heavily inspired by Gothic literature since 
the age of 13. She draws inspiration from VC Andrews and Stephen King. Her work can be found 
online at phantasmagothica.wordpress.com, on Twitter as @phantasmagothic, and Instagram as 
phantasmagothica. 

 

FABRICE POUSSIN teaches French and English at Shorter University. Author of novels and 
poetry, his work has appeared in Kestrel, Symposium, The Chimes, and dozens of other magazines. 
His photography has been published in Front Porch Review, San Pedro River Review, and more 
than 300 other publications. 

 

C.R. SMITH is an artist and writer living in the UK. She has been published by Ellipsis Zine, Spelk 
Fiction, Visual Verse, Ink In Thirds, The Cabinet of Heed, and has fiction and poetry in several 
anthologies. 2019 will see Fourteen, her first poetry collection, published by The Hedgehog 
Poetry Press. Twitter: @carolrosalind and Instagram: instagram.com/smith.cr. 

 

CHRISTOPHER WOODS is a writer, teacher, and photographer who lives in Chappell Hill, Texas. 
He has published a novel, The Dream Patch, a prose collection, Under a Riverbed Sky, and a book 
of stage monologues for actors, Heart Speak. His work has appeared in The Southern Review, New 
England Review, New Orleans Review, Columbia, and Glimmer Train, among others. His 
photographs can be seen in his gallery christopherwoods.zenfolio.com. 

 

JIM ZOLA is a poet and photographer living in North Carolina. 
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