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At Your Service
	    Kelsey Yoder

     Big, black Iggy filled my two-wheeler with tampons and pads as 
he spoke sarcastically to me. “Girl, we’re so glad you stayed. We got 
something special for you.” 
     I wheeled myself to aisle 7. The shelves were empty. Bitches in this 
city are synched-up, I thought. Blood red sewer system. 
     I’d stayed after my help-line shift was over. Stocking shelves 
wasn’t my forte, but the bills were due and the night stock fellas 
liked having somebody to push around.
     When he had come in today, I’d felt something, something 
different than my normal malice towards the human race. Maybe 
that’s the real reason I stayed. There’s not much difference between 
drinking yourself to sleep at 11 p.m. or 1 a.m.
     We first met four years ago. I was working at an inexpensive and 
quickly serviced restaurant. We had a discount for active military 
officers in uniform, half-price combo. He had approached my 
register, ordered his sandwich and an upsize of fries and drink, as I 
was forced to offer. He then said it: “I’d like the military discount.”	
     He was in his mid-fifties and no longer built for service. He was 
short, stout, and not happy. His face was bronzed like the war heroes 
of his time, but scowling in that timeless shining manner when one 
would steady their gaze and gun, killing their enemy.
     My sixteen-year-old face smiled the smile that had won me this 
job. I stated our policy. “I’m sorry, sir, but you have to be active and 
in uniform to receive our generous discount.”
     I held the smile plastered across my face like a walking billboard 
for teeth whitening as he sized me up.   
     “I served in Vietnam,” he said. “I fought for this country.” His 
voice grew progressively louder and his face redder. “Do you know 
what it’s like? I fought for you. You want military identification: 
How about the shrapnel in my leg?” He picked up his leg with both 
hands like it was dead and set his calf and foot upon my counter.
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     His face was so red I wondered if he hadn’t been taking some 
pulls off the bottle before, a little self-meditation for shell-shock and 
a decomposing life.
     I stood in front of him, stunned. Two months of work had not 
prepared me for such an encounter. He began pulling up his pant 
leg.
     Dude, I would love to give you a discount for your struggle and support 
of the nation during its troubling times. However, I’ve learned that Vietnam 
was a huge mistake, and I totally would have been a hippie. Plus, I’m not 
willing to break the rules at this upstanding establishment.
     Katie, the most motherly twenty-three-year-old on crack that I 
had ever known, came up behind me. “Is there a problem?” she said, 
wearing the same corporate issued smile.
     Katie took care of the little fiasco as any crack head working for 
a large corporation would when the boss is out. She gave his food to 
him free and forced me to deliver his extra-large sandwich and fries 
directly to his table. I set it down on the table, gave him a once over 
with my eyes, and held my head higher than a soldier’s as I marched 
back behind the counter.
     Katie’s decision to let him slide by had its repercussions. He 
thought he was above me now. Give in once and they’ll think you’re 
easy, like my ex-boyfriend told all his friends. For the next year, he 
regularly came into the drive-thru restaurant and demanded the 
military discount. 	
     It didn’t take me long to figure him out. He occasionally came 
through the drive-thru in his shitty, rusted blue Tercel. Rarely did he 
have his Papa John’s delivery sign removed from the roof of his car. 
Papa John’s—he dealt with prank phone calls and drunken college 
kids all night. He lived on the west side of town, three blocks from 
the park I used to drink wine in regularly, before the bars were an 
option. I’d walk myself right down his street, all juiced up, even 
though it was out of the way. He was always alone.

*
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     I sat outside his house once. I was bored, had been drinking, and 
needed to go outside to have a cigarette. Getting into my car and 
driving over to his house made perfect sense. Why not drive all the 
way across town to sit in my car and watch my cigarette burn while getting 
a little bit closer to a man who had made me feel like a complete fucking 
corporate powered asshole? 
     His house was white. The Tercel was parked in the driveway 
without a garage. Just another rundown rental on the street except 
his had a nice big window for me to peer in. The blinds on his 
living room window were still tilted from letting in the afternoon’s 
sunlight. I watched him. The lights striped him as he glowed from 
the colors on the TV. I’d already seen him red. But this man in blue, 
green, yellow, and gray, seemed sickly, sad, and boring.
     I stayed out front of his house only long enough to finish my 
cigarette. I’m no creep.

*

     I graduated high school, seventh in a class of 78. I stopped seeing 
high school friends. I stopped seeing high school boys.
     After two years of fast food, I changed jobs. My favorite 
coworkers had moved on. I couldn’t stand the couple who split a #5 
every Saturday night at 9:50 when we closed the lobby at 10. And, I 
was sick of coming home smelling like cooked beef and horseradish. 
I moved to a grocery store. A real strong step up in the world. I 
worked at the after-sales service desk paying electricity bills for old 
ladies who had forgotten its due date, going home to cold, dark 
houses. I sold lottery tickets and best of all, refunded customers for 
their rotten chicken they threw down upon my counter. You’re right, 
it needed sterilizing, you fuck.
     My second week on the job, he came in. Fresh off of work and 
still in his Papa John’s uniform, he handed me his power bill. Then, 
he threw down his money on the table, a quarter rolling under my 
register and a penny spiraling to the floor. He kept his head raised 
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high, haughtily. Our eyes met. He attempted to invade my space, 
pushing and probing to get behind my friendly gaze. It was clear I 
had made a lasting impression on him. I smiled.
     “How are you today?” I said, overly perky.
     He held my gaze and nodded his head sharply.
     “Would you like to add a dollar on to your bill to help those of 
lesser fortune this winter season?”
     He grunted. 
     “OK.” I began to pick up the change that had sat motionless 
on the counter. One at a time I placed the coins in the palm of my 
hand, smiling all the while. I moved meticulously and deliberately 
slow. I hoped he was on his way to work, and I could make him late. 
I wanted to slam his change back on to the counter and watch him 
pick it up. I wanted him to bend.
     But he held out his hand for the change. Never before had I seen 
hands like these. Never before had I noticed. His hands were plump 
and the skin tight around his chubby fingers. His palms were white 
and hard. They weren’t callused. They looked scratched endlessly by 
tiny needles and sandpaper. I hated to hand back his money and see 
that stiff out-turned palm. My nails grazed his damaged hands as the 
vibrations ran through my body.
     The next lady in line approached as he stalked off, “Must be 
having a bad day.”
     “No,” snapping back from my study of his motions. “I’m quite 
fine, thank you.”
     “Oh honey, not you. Him. I suppose he just had a bad day at 
work, but you did a good job of trying to cheer him up,” she said, 
“and I’d be glad to donate a dollar.” Thanks for donating to the needy—
me. I smiled at her but the thought of his hands and the ignorance 
of this woman made it difficult.

*
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     “Thank you for calling your local Food Lion. How may I help 
you?”
     “Oh, hi.” The lady on the other end of the receiver sounded 
confused.
     “Can I help you with something?”
     “I’d like your opinion. Do you think it’d be okay to microwave 
cornbread?”
     “Well . . .”
     I’m twenty-years-old, lady! I don’t bake. Did you read the directions? Ask 
Google. Don’t you have a mother you could call? Don’t you have southern 
relatives?
     “Ma’am, I think that could definitely work. I don’t know if it will 
rise exactly how it’s supposed to, so you’re going to have to keep an 
eye on it.”
     I recommend covering it in tinfoil before you nuke it. 
     “You think so?”
     “I do. However, I’m going to connect you with the bakery for a 
double check.”
     “Oh, than—”
     I never waited for “thank you” on the phone. I just park ’em and 
page someone who cares.
     A line had formed behind my counter, and I began the task of 
dissolving these pitiful patrons into empty space.
     He was the third person in line.
     “Sorry about your wait, sir. What can I get for you?”
     “I need three money orders. One for $313.21, another for $63.67, 
and one for $194.35. I also need Lotto, Mega, and Powerball tickets 
and three stamped envelopes.”
     What the fuck man? Like I can remember and ring up this shit when 
you rattle it off like your Christmas wish list.
     I stood in front of him smiling, as usual, not moving towards the 
cash register. Slowly, I turned to the register and said deliberately, 
“OK. Now, how much was that first money order for?”
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     I was happy. I can make you go through your little list as many 
times as I want.
     Over and over, I attempted to exert my power over the sheep 
of Food Lion. At least once a month, he walked in. We fought for 
command. We wreaked havoc upon each other until one gave out.
     If he was in a hurry, he would be forced to repeat whatever I 
asked so he could leave. If I had customers behind him, I was forced 
to finish our battle in a timely manner and move on. Our wars, 
unknown to all, were the highlight of my work day—of my life.

*

     Let the ladies of this domain rejoice, for I alone have restocked the 
feminine product shelves.
     I didn’t speak to anyone for hours. I had been trapped inside the 
past while stocking Midol and extra-large pads with wings.
     Earlier that day, hat pulled down over his face, a man had 
handed me his power bill without a word. He never looked up. He 
set his money on the counter, and I picked it up. This man was 
passive. Passive people pissed me off the most because they gave me 
no room to vent. It was wrong to push them. There was nothing left 
to break. He moved like a man in great physical pain, dragging his 
limbs across the tiled floor to my counter. I typed the numbers into 
the system and as usual, checked the name on the bill.
     This was the man who pisses me off with the drop of a coin?
     I looked back at him over my right shoulder. Could it be? It’d 
been a month, tops, since I’d last done battle with him. He had 
to hurry away to work; another win for number one. But even the 
thought of the last match made smiling pointless; he wouldn’t see 
it. His face was still turned down, covered by the hat. He had lost 
50 pounds. His sweatshirt and jeans hung off of him and his head 
looked like it wanted to roll right off his shoulders and rest on the 
counter.
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     I returned to him with the receipt. His hand opened and before 
that point, I didn’t believe it was him. Yet his hands were the same, 
rendered insensitive by time and care. 
     He turned to go and lifted his head only enough to see in front 
of him. I saw his face. The skin seemed to be melting off of him. His 
eyes were nearly closed. He looked drained and delicate. The hands, 
scratched, scarred, inflexible, no longer fit the body. Hands that had 
fought in wars.
     “Have a nice day,” I said more out of habit than a peace offering 
but with that tinge of sympathy one has when they slay their greatest 
enemy. With the enemy dead and the battle won, another war must 
be found.
     I stood in dismay, watching him slowly slink away. As he went 
out the door, he wrapped his coat tightly around his body for 
security. A walking casualty.
     My head too wanted to rest upon the counter. There was no 
battle to be fought when one was as weak as him. How could I have 
never shown him how sweet and understanding I could be?
     The thought of him dying entered my mind. I would see his 
name in the newspaper obituary. I would attend in one of my classic 
black dresses I hoarded for such occasions. I would weep by his 
coffin and repent of my sins while my mascara dripped down my 
face and off my chin.

*

     I went home and opened a beer. I walked to the bathroom and 
set my beer upon the sink. 
     Recently, every time I sit on the toilet I feel as if I’m asleep or in 
a dream. It’s disturbing to sit there and feel as if you’re pissing in 
your bed but you can’t wake up. 
     I removed myself from the throne and stared down upon the 
remnants of my last meal. 
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     What did I have for supper?
     I couldn’t remember. I could remember every wrong this man 
had committed upon me.
     Get over yourself. 
     “No,” I said as I stared into the toothpaste-dotted mirror. 

Kelsey Yoder is a senior at Western Illinois University, where she majors in English and 
minors in Creative Writing and Women’s Studies. Kelsey is the President of her Sigma Tau 
Delta chapter. She plans to pursue an M.F.A. in Creative Writing. Kelsey’s dream is to ride 
a unicorn one day.
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Variations on a Large Hadron Collider
	   Meredith Harper

I. Adagio

     Over one hundred meters below the earth, where the rumbling 
of tectonic plates makes a distant symphony amid an orchestra of 
stone, there is a man-made ring of worming tubes that run in a 
rabbit’s warren 27 kilometers around. This is the Large Hadron 
Collider, the opera of particle physicists. With all due deliberation, 
they have rehearsed this moment for years: the moment when the 
lights will dim and the first beam of protons will shoot through the 
structure, racing on opposite courses until they collide in a quantum 
frenzy. The physicists hold clipboards and take readings, tuning their 
instruments one last time. 

II. Andante, con moto

     Louis Gestaut stands alone in the men’s lavatory, combing 
his hair. At 35, he has already begun balding, and his process of 
combing his hair to minimize this reality is a lengthy one indeed. 
After ten minutes of careful grooming, he washes his hands and 
leaves the well-lit lavatory for the gray of the corridor. 
     Down the corridor he goes: Two doors stand before him. He 
takes the door on the left, which leads to a small kitchen and a 
coffee-pot. Had he taken the door on the right, Louis Gestaut would 
have found himself—after several more twists and turns and choices 
of doors—confronted with what he and his colleagues refer to as “A 
Large Ion Collider Experiment.” ALICE, for short. This experiment 
is a vertical rabbit-hole, a chamber to monitor the creation of 
quantum goo, something in which quarks and gluons—funny little 
particles, those—manage to deconfine themselves. 
     But Louis Gestaut chooses the scalded coffee in the pot behind 
the door on the left, and he drinks two cups, ignoring the bitter 
taste. He is waiting for the moment when the control room will 
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sound a high-pitched tone, like the tinkling of a bell, to announce 
that the switch—the giant black switch—will be turned on. Of course, 
there are many, many switches—some blue, some yellow, and even 
some green—that must be flipped in special sequences. 
     Of course, Louis reflects, returning to the dim corridor, they did 
not make any red buttons. There are never big, red buttons, and it 
makes him wish, in a faint sort of way, that there could be, the way 
science is done in the movies.

III. Presto

     If there are many possible worlds, existing at this very moment, 
propagating unto and into themselves, in at least one possible world, 
there exists a scenario in which—
	
IV. Dolce ma non troppo

     Katherine Sundall walked down the street to her hotel. She had 
taken a taxi from the CERN headquarters on the Rue de Meyrin to 
the Quai Gustave Ador, getting out in front of the Jardin Anglais. 
As she handed her fare to the taxi driver, she wished she had 
remembered more of her French. But French was so long ago, before 
she had fallen in love with particle physics. The university had been 
more than kind in sending her to Geneva to witness the debut of 
the Large Hadron Collider. 	
     She could hear music coming from the Jardin Anglais as she 
walked—a symphonic band, rehearsing for an open-air concert—and 
she lay on the grass in a park on a summer evening, 20 years ago. 
The memory startled her in its violence, and she swayed on the 
street corner, recalling:
     The band-shell in the park was turning to gold as the sun set, and 
Katherine lay on the grass on her stomach with her hands folded 
under her chin. The piece was slow, and her eyelids were starting to 
droop until a sudden crash of cymbals rocked her from her lethargy. 
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Awake, she rolled onto her side and watched as the insects of the 
evening, the mosquitoes and the fireflies and the midges, floated 
upward from the ground and mingled in the air to the soft crooning 
of the horns. Another crash, and the flying things whirled madly. 
     It was like an atom, Katherine thought, like a macrocosm of the 
smallest piece of matter, a snippet of the fabric of the universe—the 
flights of insects on a summer evening, the drifting of dust motes 
catching the light of a window. This was, she felt sure, the moment 
when she had fallen in love with particle physics. 

V. Cantabile, con misterioso

     If there are many possible worlds, existing at this very moment, 
propagating unto and into themselves, in a least one possible world, 
there exists a scenario in which we know what happens in another 
world and not in our own. And there exists a scenario in which we 
only know what happens in our own world.

VI. Scherzo

     Nine thousand six hundred and eighty kilometers away (giving 
or taking a decameter or five), a physicist sits in his office in Japan 
(it is a bright afternoon) with the windows open, finalizing his 
calculations. According to his theories and his numbers (which are 
happily complemented by his theories), the Large Hadron Collider 
should try to destroy itself upon initialization, because the universe 
cannot allow the discovery of—
     A knock on the door. A woman comes in, bearing a tea-tray. 
“Tenki ga yoi,” she says. (The weather is fine.)
     “Arigato,” the physicist says, as she places the tea-tray on his desk. 
(Thank you.)
     “Doushita no?” (What is the matter?)
     The physicist shrugs and takes his tea. “Saa dou kana?” (Who 
knows?)
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     Certainly not him. According to his theories and their 
corroborating numbers, the Large Hadron Collider seeks to destroy 
itself because the discovery of what physicists intend for it to 
discover is abhorrent to the universe. At least, that is how it seems. 
     The woman collects the tea things and leaves his office, careful 
not to slam the finicky office door (which always slams itself shut 
when the windows are open because of the draft). The physicist 
glances at his watch and recalls that soon the switches will be turned 
to their on positions and the initialization of the Large Hadron 
Collider will take place. Very soon, actually—moments—and then he 
will see if his theories are correct, if the thing they seek (the Higgs 
boson) will reveal itself, drop its pretenses and bathrobe and stand 
before them all, naked and alive. But, at the same time, the universe 
could be playing a game, and find the naked form of the Higgs 
boson so ugly, so appalling that— 

VII. Alla marcia maestoso

     Speaking statistically, it is highly improbable that the Large 
Hadron Collider will signal the end of the universe. Not impossible, 
but highly improbable that the Large Hadron Collider is the agent 
of the apocalypse, as some might choose to believe. The physicists 
have made the necessary calculations, and are assured that the Large 
Hadron Collider is perfectly safe. Statistically speaking. 

VIII. Calando, a tempo moderato

     “Mummy?”
      The mother pauses, and looks up from the book.
     “Mummy, can you really fall down a rabbit-hole?”
     “I don’t know—but it happens in this book. Maybe you can, 
though I wouldn’t suggest you try it.” The mother searches with her 
finger for the place where she left off reading. Her daughter frowns 
and twists the bed sheet in her hands.



126

     “But rabbits aren’t that big.”
     “Anything can happen in a story.”
     “Anything at all?”
     “Yes—anything that you can imagine can happen in a story.”
     “But what about—?” The little girl frowns again. “What about 
when it isn’t a story?”
     The mother leans forward and kisses her daughter’s forehead. 
“That I don’t know.”
     She turns down the corner of the page they are on in the book 
and goes to the door of her daughter’s bedroom, turning off the 
lamp as she does so. Another window in Geneva goes dark. “Good 
night,” the mother says, as she turns down the dim corridor to her 
own bedroom, where the lights are still on. She sets the book on 
her nightstand, undresses, puts on a dressing gown, and brushes 
her hair. Then she flips the light switch, and another window in 
Geneva, another yellow beam of light shining over the black outlines 
of the city, goes dark, 100 meters above the cold ring of the Large 
Hadron Collider.   

Meredith Harper is a graduate of the University of Alabama and is currently pursuing an 
M.F.A. in creative writing at the University of Mississippi.
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The Cellar
	   Stephanie Ruesch

      When I was nine, I went into my grandparents’ cellar to pet the 
cow.
     I had heard about the cow all my life. Everyone knew about the 
bovine down below ground, and every adult swore to having seen 
her lurking among the canned preserves and Christmas decorations. 
Encouraged by the tales passed down by my mother and father, 
aunts and uncles, grandmother and grandfather, I would descend 
into the cellar to gleefully scavenge for the legendary animal. 
     In those days, we all lived on the old farm about 15 miles south 
of town. My grandparents had given each of their three daughters 
a piece of the farm on which to build a home when they married, 
and all the land was farmed communally. I was in my teens before I 
realized how unusual my living situation was, but hints of it would 
crop up now and then. I remember being irreparably fascinated 
when I opened one suburban friend’s refrigerator and found store-
bought white eggs in cardboard cartons rather than scrawny brown 
eggs in wire baskets. 
     My cousins and I were known at school as those red-headed kids 
who barely lived within the school district limits, who stood at the 
top of a dirt driveway so long that no houses were visible from the 
road. I had three sisters and was the only boy, and the cousin closest 
in age to me was Jeremy.  
     Jeremy was older than me by four years. He kept his hair shorn 
short and had the thickest freckles of us all; he perpetually looked 
liked someone had attacked him with a brown Bingo dobber.  
Because he was older, Jeremy was delegated to tend the sheep with 
his brother Luke. One rutting season, he took a bad knock from a 
particularly worked-up ram, which landed him in the hospital for 
a night. Us younger kids were put in charge of the fowls, chickens, 
ducks, and turkeys. As I mucked stalls and scraped coops, my eager 
eyes were on alert for the cow. I knew she dwelled in the cellar, but 
she surely had to come above ground sometimes, and nothing was 
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going to stop me from catching the cow. 
     “Jeremy!”
     I had been lost in quiet reverie on the floor of my grandparents’ 
living room when he ran up behind me and knocked me over. As I 
righted myself, he snatched up Wolfie, my favorite stuffed animal, 
who had fallen from my grip.
     “Jeremy, give him back!”
     He held Wolfie up above my head and smirked devilishly. 
     “What are you still doing with this thing? Are you ever going to 
grow up?”
     “Jeremy—”
     “None of the other kids cart around stupid stuffed animals, 
except for the girls. Is that it? Are you really a girl?”
     “Jeremy, give him back!” I implored once more, tears of worry 
beginning to well up in my eyes.
     That devilish smirk spread wider across his lips.
     “Maybe it’s time you grew up some, cuz.” He pulled a cheap 
yellow lighter from his pocket. With a sinister snap he flicked on the 
orange flame and inched it near the end of Wolfie’s bushy tail.
     “Jeremy!”
      He held my beloved friend high out of reach as I frantically tried 
to snatch him away to safety.
     “Jeremy, please, don’t!” I was really crying now, as Jeremy inched 
the flame closer and closer.
     I shut my eyes and screamed.
     “What’s going on?”
     I opened my eyes to see that Jeremy had dropped Wolfie, the 
lighter now clasped behind his back. Grandpa stared down at us, 
his shirtsleeves rolled up and his powerful arms folded across his 
broad chest. I snatched up Wolfie, inspecting him frantically for 
singe marks. Assured my friend was unhurt, I clutched him tightly, 
burying my face in his soft fur.
     “Give me what you have hidden behind your back, Jeremy 
Andrew.” It was a marvel how he could command a person without 
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raising the tone of his voice. There was barely the suggestion of 
force, but there was something in the timbre of his words and the 
edge in his eyes that put the fear of God in us all.  
     With a hesitant hand, Jeremy held out the lighter. Grandpa took 
it, causing Jeremy to flinch.
     “We’ll talk about this later, Jeremy,” he said, dropping the lighter 
into the breast pocket of his plaid flannel shirt. “But know that I’m 
not happy.”
     “Yes, sir,” Jeremy muttered weakly.
     A curt nod dismissed him, and he ran off, the slam of the screen 
door telling us he had gone outside.
     In the silence, I became aware that Grandpa was looking down at 
me. I glanced up from the refuge of my stuffed animal.
     “Wash up for supper.”
     “Yes, sir.”
     Like every supper, we ate the meal at our grandparents’ house. 
The dining room was the longest room in their home, and it had to 
be to hold all 15 of us. Grandpa had modified the table with extra 
leaves of MDF in order for us all to sit together. If I close my eyes, I 
can see the dark wood paneling of the walls, the black wood burning 
stove at the far end of the room, and finally the table itself, covered 
in a thick plastic tablecloth patterned with nasturtiums. 
     I remember Jeremy sitting across the table that night, glaring 
at me for the duration of our meal. I focused my eyes on my plate, 
poking at whatever food was there, as the laughter of my aunts 
and uncles lilted around the room. Suddenly, their boisterous but 
indiscernible conversation sharpened in my ears. They were talking 
about the cow.
     It was Aunt Florence, my mother’s eldest sister, recounting with 
great zeal and many giggles her encounter with the cow. All the 
adults were smiling and laughing—another one of those topics that 
was only fully understandable past a certain age.
     I waited for her to stop speaking before saying, “I can’t wait til I 
find the cow.”



130

     “There is no cow!” burst Jeremy, slamming his fist on the table. 
The laughter died. The air stiffened. Everyone turned to him.
     “There is no cow,” he repeated, quieter, but still with firm 
frustration. “You all talk about this stupid cow, but I’ve never seen 
it. There isn’t even a cow on the farm. It’s just a lie you all tell. It’s 
impossible.”
     “Why do you say it’s impossible, Jeremy?” asked Grandpa 
patiently.
     “Because it is,” he retorted automatically. “Every time I’ve been 
down there, I’ve never seen it. It’s not there.”
     “Remember, Jeremy, what Our Lord said to his disciple Thomas: 
‘Have you believed because you have seen? Blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have believed.’” 
     “That’s different.”
     “There are more things in this world than you will ever see, and 
things you cannot see, but that does not mean they do not exist.”
     I was grinning triumphantly as Jeremy’s shoulders drooped in 
resignation.
     “And you,” whispered Grandpa in my ear, causing me to jump, 
“blessed are the meek.”
     After our plates had been cleared, everyone returned home. But I 
stayed behind, waiting to see if Grandpa would go downstairs to his 
workroom or relax in his chair. 
     It was an agonizing wait. He seemed to purposely be taking an 
eternity to dry the dishes. Finally, he went to his chair with the 
newspaper. When he was settled, I approached quietly, my mind 
filled with recollections of Jeremy’s outburst at the supper table and 
his earlier attack on me.
     Standing at his knees, I asked, “Grandpa, why is Jeremy the way 
he is?”
     He folded down the top of his newspaper to expose his 
scrutinizing blue eyes. I straightened up.
     “He’s just at that age,” he replied at length.
     “What age?”
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     He leaned forward, and from behind my ear pulled a silver fifty-
cent piece, or Kennedy Coin as we called them. Between us cousins, 
we had dozens of these coins that always materialized mysteriously 
from behind our ears.
     He held the coin in front of me between his calloused thumb 
and forefinger. Even though I had seen the trick before, I was 
smiling in awe. He was smiling too.
     “The age when the magic starts to disappear.”
     I had skipped home that night, clutching the coin in my fist, as 
crickets serenaded my journey, not really understanding what he had 
meant, but being perfectly content with knowing that somehow I 
was right in the end.
     The next day, my mother sent me up to fetch Grandma’s recipe 
for pineapple horns. I was in the breezeway about to take off 
my shoes when Grandpa came in through the backdoor. It was 
midmorning, but he was already covered in a light sheen of sweat.
     “Don’t take off your shoes.”
     I straightened up immediately and faced him. As he pushed his 
cap up off his forehead, a grin began to sneak across his lips. 
     “Before you go in the house, go down to the cellar.”
     “Why?”
     “Just go on.” 
     The stairs leading down to the cellar were behind him, and I 
nearly knocked into him in my haste to leap down them. At the 
cellar door, I paused briefly to take a deep breath, then slowly 
pushed it open.
     The cellar was a long hallway with rooms built off the main aisle. 
Immediately to my left was the washroom and store of preserves, 
while to my right was Grandpa’s workroom. The aisle was cluttered 
with boxes and seemingly endless shelves filled with endless things 
that no one knew how to successfully navigate or organize.
     The door slammed behind me on its spring. I waited, letting my 
eyes adjust to the dark. I had just thought to find the light switch 
when I noticed a dark, unfamiliar shadow about halfway down the 
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length of the cellar. It was big, much bigger than me, with a long, 
thick, boxy shape. It resembled very much the silhouette of a—
     “Whoa.”
     Trying not to make any noise that would startle the creature, 
I stepped forward. My fingers were shaking as they stretched out 
towards this impossible, but wonderfully real, thing. I felt them graze 
against the coarse hairs of the shadowy monstrosity.
     It was all the confirmation I needed or wanted. Too scared to 
scream, I bolted out of the cellar, tripped on my way up the stairs, 
and shot out the back door.
     Jeremy and Luke were walking to the far field with their mitts 
and bats. Out in the open air, I found my voice, yelling for them to 
stop. When I caught up to them, I forcibly dragged Jeremy to the 
cellar. But the thing I had seen was gone. 
     The triumph of my validation propelled me home, sending me 
bursting into the house and shooting into my eldest sister’s room. 
She sat on her bed with a group of friends, and they all turned to 
me in surprise at my sudden appearance. Before my sister could tell 
me to go away, I breathlessly recounted my adventure, knowing it 
would spark instant jealousy.
     They laughed. I could feel my ears burn with shame. 
     “You really believe all that, don’t you?” asked my sister, once she 
had stopped laughing.
     I tried to say, “It’s true,” but the words wouldn’t come. I left the 
room quietly, slowly, accompanied by the echo of their mockery and 
weighted down deep in my stomach by the very first seed of doubt.
     Like the child who hears his first whisperings that Santa Claus 
isn’t real, I searched for proof. For years afterwards, I would steal 
away into the cellar, jumping out around corners in hopes of 
catching the beast unawares. But I never found my proof. The cow 
disappeared.
     At major holidays now, when my cousins and I are reunited as 
adults, the conversation never turns to the cow when it reaches 
a lull, like it had always done with our parents. If it should come 
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up by accident, the laughter is mocking and cruel, not the warm 
music from my childhood that danced in the dining room. There is 
nothing special or worth remembering about two stacked sawhorses 
with a fur coat thrown over them. To us, the joke isn’t funny.
     I moved to town after school, which would have been devastating 
to my family if all my cousins had not done it before me. Jeremy 
went away the farthest of us all—he married, settled with a wife we 
never met in Albany, and had a baby. I found work as a bank teller 
and filled my fridge with store-bought white eggs. But twice a week 
I drive down to the farm for supper after work; the last child to be 
sent into the cellar after the cow, and the only one to still come 
home. 
     When I stepped out of my car, I spotted a note taped to the 
front door of my parents’ house, saying they were waiting up at 
Grandma’s. I plucked the note from the door and started walking. 
As I walked, I unloosened my tie. The breeze picked up the old 
odors of manure, ripening hot peppers, and the faint perfume of dill 
and thyme. I could hear the cornstalks rustling down in the lower 
fields, and the short, low quacks of a gaggle of ducks as they snaked 
along back to the barn. I added my own music by jingling the 
change in my pockets and felt one of the Kennedy Coins bouncing 
around with the rest of my money. I took it out of my pocket and 
clutched it reverently in my fist.
     Nudging the chickens out of my way and ducking under the 
clothesline, I reached the backyard. In the grass at the backdoor was 
a pair of Grandpa’s boots, cobwebs covering the openings, standing 
like silent sentries, deluded into thinking he could still come along 
and put his feet in them.
     I wiped off my shoes on the mud rugs in the breezeway. Glancing 
around, I didn’t see my parents’ boots, and when I poked my head 
into the house I was greeted only by the smells of our meal.
     “Grandma? It’s me,” I called out but received no answer.
     I went back into the breezeway. Thinking she might have gone 
into the cellar for peaches to eat with our dessert, I went downstairs.
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     “Grandma!” I called as I pushed the door open. With a quick 
step I walked into the cellar and looked into the empty washroom.
     I heard falling nails tap the cement floor. I turned around to 
Grandpa’s half of the underground space to see what had caused the 
disturbance. 
     Peering into the little workroom, I stared in quiet awe at the 
mysteries manifested. The cow swished her tail before letting out a 
low, contended moo, then knocked another box of nails to the floor 
with her wet, pink nose.
     I tiptoed out above ground to find out what was for supper. 

Stephanie Ruesch is a recent graduate from the State University of New York College 
at Oneonta, where she received a B.A. in English. She has returned home to Buffalo, 
New York, where she is farming, reading too much Sherlock Holmes, and creating public 
spectacles with her mother.
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The Farthest Shore
	   Bryce Mainville 

    Balaena anaerobia was what we named the creatures found 
swimming in the mesosphere above Alpha Centauri B’s third 
planet, designation Proteum. They looked nearly identical to 
Earth’s bowhead whales in size and shape, except the flippers were 
larger and the skin a dusky blue-black that made them stand out 
against the brown and white contours of the planet below. But how 
could this be? Convergent evolution: The acquisition of a similar 
biological trait in unrelated lineages. Birds and bats both have wings, 
but they are only distantly related through phylum—they came to 
possess their similar forms of locomotion by occupying the same 
ecological niche. How then, does an animal floating 85 kilometers 
above a planet, four-and-a-half light-years away from Earth, just 
happen to look the same as a plankton—eating Arctic cetacean? 
Part of our research was to find out why. When I first heard about 
Proteum and the new possibilities for biological research it would 
have to offer, I was elated. But this was just before data started to 
come back from the first expeditions. Proteum was nothing but vast 
mountain ranges and plateaus with the occasional pool of liquid 
methane dotting the landscape. The atmosphere was not breathable 
by Earth-dwellers, and the only life forms seemed to be microscopic 
organisms in the methane pools. This was before anyone had 
noticed the balaena anaerobia. But you might think, Alaine, aren’t 
alien life forms always interesting? To tell you the truth, microscopic 
organisms bore me to tears. I recognized the opportunity—
prestigious study of new life forms in Alpha Centauri—but was not 
excited by the news. Then I heard about the space whales. 
     We’ve been calling them “space whales” colloquially, since using 
a scientific name all the time can get annoying, even to a researcher. 
Besides, we don’t even know if balaena anaerobia will stick once the 
more senior biologists begin to arrive.
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      “I wonder if they absorb rays from the star somehow, you know, 
some kind of weirdo animal photosynthesis?” Laura peers through 
the porthole in the side of the observation room, watching a whale 
float serenely through a dust cloud of tiny asteroid particles. “There 
just aren’t enough microorganisms at this level of the atmosphere to 
power a body that big.”
     Laura was with me during undergrad, where we met in Biology 
II because everyone else already picked their partners for lab. What 
did I fall in love with first? The sweep of her strong forearms and 
calves, tanned yellow-brown from soccer practice in the sun, the 
heavily-lidded eyes, sleepy and blue like kingfisher plumage, or the 
shock of blond hair cut punk-rock short and flecked with purple 
highlights like pomegranate juice? All of them at once, I’m sure. She 
was quick with a jest—I thanked her for that; it was a time in my life 
when jests were few. Her athleticism attracted me, the mystery of it. 
She was not foreign but seemed to display a startled interest in the 
world around her, as if seeing it for the first time. I spent most of 
my youth turning over rocks in the backyard to look for pillbugs and 
millipedes. Hers had been spent near a beach where the waves broke 
high along the sand. Do opposites attract? Or is the magnetism of 
one too greater than the other? Perhaps I was too stricken with lust 
or love or whatever they’re calling it these days to notice what must 
have been obvious. 
     A few months later as I rounded the corner of the library I saw, 
at length, two figures walking towards me. My mind refused to catch 
up to what my eyes were seeing. I said, “Hey there,” as I passed, and 
she said “Hi,” with a terrible strain, eyes wide with—shock? dismay? 
realization? The basketball girl she was holding hands with did not 
notice me, preoccupied by a text on her cell phone. After a few more 
steps I stopped in my tracks and bit down on the peppermint I had 
in my mouth, shattering it and chipping a molar.
     “Well, we know they have to be getting nutrition somehow. We 
haven’t seen them open their mouths, so they don’t seem to be filter 
feeding—or perhaps we just haven’t observed it.” I scribble on my 
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notepad, little figure eights with my pen.
     “Perhaps there’s some kind of, I don’t know, symbiotic 
relationship thing going on. Maybe they have microorganisms living 
in them that keep them going.” She turns to me, opens her eyes 
wide and says, “Or maybe they’re spaceships for tiny little super 
smart aliens that are planning to destroy us.” She mock gasps at the 
thought. 
     “Oh yeah, they’re just biding their time until they can attack us 
in their whale ship.” She chuckles. I chuckle. 
     The intercom buzzes on and the voice of Shoshanna, the pilot, 
echoes through the tiny room. 
     “Tycho has the suits all fueled up for whenever you guys are 
ready to go check out the pod.”
     Shoshanna had made a pass or two at me during the long 
flight to Alpha Centauri, but I ignored them. No sense in mixing 
business with pleasure, especially when you’re inside a tin can 
the size of a townhouse for the next year. I was plagued by bouts 
of nausea and dizziness that flooded my senses at random. Just 
your body acclimating to space travel, they said. The low grav, they 
said. Sleeping in a steel chamber the size of a closet with breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner packed into toothpaste tubes—perhaps a tenured 
position at an Ivy League when I get back to Earth for my trouble? 
Doctor Alaine Erstwhile, Chair of Space Whale Studies. Sounds 
delightful, I’m sure.
     “You think it’s a good idea to go out with them again?” I ask 
Laura.
     A week before we had approached a pod of the creatures just as 
a dawning Alpha Centauri B crept over the horizon of Proteum and 
washed the whorls of brown mountains in gold and vermilion. Our 
suits are tethered by long O  and life support lines to the hull of the 
ship. Small jets on the boots and hands of the suits offer a degree of 
movement in the vacuum. Our third researcher, Michael, had tried 
to approach what we guessed to be a young female. They seemed 
docile enough, surely? The creature bucked as he came within a few 
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yards of it and the right flipper smacked against his suit, sending 
him spiraling off until the tether jerked him to a violent stop. He 
had been in bed with bruised ribs since the incident.
     “We just need to be more careful. Just stick to basic observation 
until we get a better handle on how they respond to stimuli,” Laura 
says, drumming the end of her pen against her chin.
     She has two freckles, evenly placed, on her right jaw line. She 
lost the pomegranate highlights when we went to grad school, 
University of Maine. Thought they might cost her a job opportunity. 
Her dissertation was on sperm competition in north Atlantic right 
whales; mine was on deep water feeding habits of basking sharks. 
Two of the sharpest young researchers at UMaine, the director had 
said, of course you would love to go on a once-in-a-lifetime research 
trip to Alpha Centauri? He had said. Of course we would. Of 
course.
     “Let’s roll out,” says Laura with cheer, springing up from her 
crouched position at the porthole. 
     I rise, my knees popping and creaking as they go. My joints 
had already sounded like clicking door latches back on Earth—I 
couldn’t blame it on the gravity. I push off the wall and follow Laura 
through the door into the close hallway. The walls are bright steel 
and white corrugated plastic of high-tech construction, cramped like 
an eighteenth-century mine shaft. In a perverse way, I was looking 
forward to the commencement of mining operations on the 
planet—if they started building on the planet’s surface, I might 
actually get to walk through hallways wider than a foot across. 
Methane-dwelling microorganisms be damned.
     We duck through a low hanging door into the “docking room,” 
where we would leave the ship in our suits. Tycho is pulling at lead 
lines and tethers, lower lip protruding from the tobacco dip he just 
can’t seem to kick. He looks like the fellow who used to work the 
ovens at Antonio’s Pizza back in my home town. My brother called 
their pizza, “Guidza,” since race and ethnic jokes were just about the 
only kind our high school knew. 
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     “No Michael today? I forgot he had a previous engagement with 
the board of directors,” says Tycho in unaccented English as he 
twists a valve on Laura’s O  line. 
     Laura jibes back, “he’s been very busy with the investors from 
Tokyo. Probably bringing them to a show.” She steps into the legs of 
her suit.
     The fall of undergrad senior year, what had the movie been? 
I can’t recall. It must not have been very good. But there was the 
pumpkin festival that night in town, a celebration before Halloween 
when the main streets pack with bundled families and college 
students taking in the rows upon rows of carved jack-o-lanterns 
lining the sidewalks, and staring up in awe at the five-story-tall 
scaffolding in front of the church—just one of four others like it on 
the street—a thousand glowing gourds rising high in the dark. She 
had never seen the festival before, or the towers. She said, “It’s very 
pretty in its own way, isn’t it?” And I had said, “Yes. It is.”
     I slip into the suit legs first then arms, Tycho zips up the back, 
and then buckles it, then another zipper, and another, then a special 
putty that seals the suit and must be removed with a chemical. 
Inside the helmet, the world is tinted black. I had never been 
claustrophobic, but the suit always inspired slight fear in me. Is it 
the loss of peripheral vision? The shading? The thought that, once 
we step out the docking door, beyond the glass is a negative 148 
degrees Fahrenheit void?
     Once we’re both suited up, Tycho hops over the lead lines and 
heads into the observation room. The radio in my helmet snaps on, 
and I hear him say, “All right, depressurizing the room. You guys 
ready?” 
     “Ready,” I say.
     “Ready,” I hear Laura say. 
     There is a hissing noise like helium leaving a balloon as air leaves 
the chamber. I feel the gravity start to drop. Tycho says, “Opening 
the doors.” There is a pop and a whirr as the heavy gate before us 
starts to slide open. I feel myself pulled forward very slightly as the 
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remnants of air are sucked out into the emptiness of space. It never 
fails, every time I wonder, will the pressure somehow go screwy, and 
will we be sucked out into the blackness, our tethers snapping, our 
bodies reeling?
     But we do not, and the doors open to reveal the dappled form 
of the Milky Way. Laura pushes off the lip of the door first, like 
someone stepping off a sidewalk. I follow. 
     If I hold up my arms and cup my hands, I can hold the entirety 
of Proteum between them like a big beach ball—the swirling brown 
and white like a delicate glass bulb in my hands. One hundred, 
maybe two hundred yards away, the pod is floating through the 
heavens, backlit by a far off orange nebula which frames their 
massive forms. There is a large one out in front, probably the 
dominant male or female, five medium-sized individuals, and two 
young. We had never observed them breeding or birthing and had 
yet to collect a body for dissection—no corpses could be found on 
the planet in the early sweeps by other research groups since they 
probably burn up on entry—so who’s to say they are even male and 
female in the same sense that we are?
     I hear Laura’s voice say, “Let’s go slow now,” over the radio.
     I buzz back, “Roger Roger.” I see her shake with a quick snort of 
laughter inside her suit.
     We push towards them, jet boots making my feet sweat, hands 
held out in front to keep myself from simply shooting forward into 
the pod. Slowly, slowly. One of the questions we’re trying to answer 
is if they somehow vocalize to each other. Since sound cannot 
travel in a vacuum, how do they communicate? Was body language 
enough? I once read a book on body language that said the left side 
of our face is more active when we lie, since lying comes from the 
right side of the brain. Therefore, whenever you fake a smile, the left 
side of your mouth curves up more than the right. But I’ve always 
smiled with the left anyway—even when I was being sincere. Had 
that been my undoing?
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     I see the pod shift and say, “They’re turning, Tycho, tell 
Shoshanna to keep us alongside them.”
     “Gotcha.” 
     We swim alongside them, letting the drift take us. We push 
through a small patch of meteoric dust shining coral blue in the 
open expanse, the particles hit by visor with a noise like gently 
falling sand. A member of the pod breaks off from the group and 
starts gliding in our direction.
     “Uh oh,” I hear Laura say.
     “Stay cool,” I reply. “It might just be curious.”
     I hold my drift, but my heart starts to race. The whale corrects 
its position when it is a mere four meters away and starts to swim 
alongside me. Its eye is big and glossy and in the brassy-black reflects 
a tiny man in a space suit and a tiny ship behind him. I push 
forward a meter.
     “Alaine, no—”
     “Shh.”
     I hold out a hand. Another meter. No violent response. Another 
meter. I see the pull and twist of the heaving muscles underneath 
the layers of blubber, the crags and bumps of skin worn rough by 
radiation or asteroid chunks or the cold, the curving mouth just 
slightly agape, filled with baleen, surely baleen, what else could it 
possibly be? I touch the skin. I’m sure Laura takes a sharp intake 
of breath inside her suit. The only time I had ever felt whale skin 
before was on a beach on Isle au Haut off the coast of Maine. It 
was a humpback that had beached itself the night before. It died 
before it could be pushed back into the sea. It had felt like a smooth 
wetsuit still warm with life. This is different, rockier, but the heat 
is unmistakable. I look into the eye. It looks back. I think it says, 
“What are you waiting for?” I push myself up onto its back. 
     “What the hell are you doing!?” cuts over the radio 
simultaneously from Laura and Tycho.
     “Trust me.”
     I grip the skin gently, expecting to be thrown or crushed by a 
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flipper at any moment, but it does not come. The creature kicks off 
with two quick flaps, falls into an easy cruise. 

I guess this makes me a pioneer? I see another one break off from 
the pod and pull alongside Laura. I say, “Do like I did.” She reaches 
out. 
     Seven years before, on May 5th, at the close of our junior year, 
two weeks after that miserable Rachel dumped her for no apparent 
reason, I asked her if she wanted to go get a bite of dinner at a 
restaurant 20 minutes to the south of school. We had only ever 
dined before in the cafeteria, or at fast food joints. In the restaurant, 
we talked of classes, of majors, of grad school ideas of recent movies, 
of lousy professors, of dorm oddities, of soccer, of politics, of travel. 
When we got back to the car, she turned to me and it all came 
rushing out.
     “Listen, thank you for taking me, and I’m really happy, but please 
understand—”
     “It’s all right.”
     “You’re really great, and I want you to know that, but it isn’t me, 
I just can’t, and—”
     “It’s all right, really”
     “I’m sorry, I am, but you’re wonderful, but I can’t, it’s not 
possible, and I wish I could try, God I wish I could try, but it won’t 
work—”
     “Please, it’s all right. It’s all right. I know. I understand.”
     “You do? You do?”
     “Yes, it’s all right.”
     Proteum stretches out below us like a canvas, ready for the people 
of Earth to come to claim it, to leave their mark. Will the hills and 
valleys still look the same from up here after they have been stripped 
of ore? Will the clouds that look like spiraling feathers still flutter 
once we’ve bent Proteum to a more agreeable shape? I look forward, 
and I see Laura, head high, hands gripping the crags of the whale’s 
back. She is laughing, and I hear Tycho cheer over the radio. The 
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pod moves in around us, sweeping through the aether, avoiding our 
ship tethers, skimming above and around us. Playing.
     A young one crosses above me. I reach up and feel it push across 
my glove and kick off towards the front of the pod. The whales 
ahead of us begin to do graceful rolls, singularly at first, and then, as 
one. 
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USPS Standard
	   Jordan Monroe

     Someone writes a letter. They fold it up and slide it into a 
standard 3 ½” by 6” commercial envelope, making sure the front 
of the letter faces the front of the envelope, the part where you put 
the stamp. They print the address with a black marker, put on the 
postage (a spray of purple flowers with a 37 under it), and only then 
do they lick the flap and seal it.
     The mail collector collects it with dozens of other letters and 
takes it to the local post office, where it is sorted and shipped away.
     Two weeks and a hundred miles later, a post office employee 
marks it as undeliverable and sends it to a mail recovery center.  
     A dead letter is this: officially it is mail that cannot be delivered 
to the addressee or returned to the sender. Usually this happens 
because (1) both the sender and the addressee move before the 
mail can be delivered, (2) the sender didn’t comply with postal 
regulations and failed to give a return address, or (3) the sender, who 
invariably didn’t provide a return address, sent mail to an address 
that does not exist.
     This is what happens to a dead letter: it gets sent to an MRC 
(read: dead letter office) opened, examined, and if the addressee is 
still unknown, destroyed. Any valuables (jewelry, art, money, etc.) 
found in dead letters, besides pornography and firearms, are saved 
and sold at auction. 
     This is what happened: a dead letter, marked “Undeliverable,” 
arrived in a box of other undeliverable mail at the desk of Gloria 
Maryellen Sickinger, and instead of destroying it, she folded it up 
small and stuffed it down her shirt where it remained hidden against 
her stomach until she got home that afternoon.	

     



145

The letter said this:

     Dear baby,

     Sometimes when I’m not thinking of you, I can still feel you  
     asleep on my chest. If you were here now, I would sit you in my lap and    
     teach you how to write your name. Not with an I, but with a Y. I would
     teach you how to hold a pencil properly. I worry that there’s nobody who
     loves you enough to do that where you are.

     Sincerely,
     [unintelligible signature]

     Gloria read the letter three times. Then she put it back in its 
envelope, folded it in half, and shoved it into her wallet. Gloria’s 
wallet was one of those giant, clutch-type items with a hinge and a 
snap at the top. Whenever she closed it with a jaunty click, she felt 
strangely satisfied, so she used the wallet often.
     Gloria had received the wallet for Christmas the year before 
from her parents, and it was the only gift she had liked. The others 
(an emergency car first-aid kit, thermal underwear, a small vacuum, 
and a set of frying pans) were thoughtful yet functional, but she was 
not a very thoughtful yet functional person. The vacuum and the 
pans were stashed unopened in her closet, the thermal underwear 
was given to charity, and the first-aid kit was under her bed. The 
wallet, however, was shiny and much more appreciated. It’s not that 
Gloria didn’t comprehend the usefulness of cookware and vacuums 
and safety; she just preferred pretty things to useful things.
     This line of reasoning may have been why she had dropped out 
of college. She had studied to be an lawyer because she was good 
at arguing and heard that lawyers made a lot of money, but she got 
bored of the constant reading and writing and memorization when 
she realized there was nothing glamorous about law school. She 
thought she would try to be a writer instead, and then a musician, 
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and then an actress, and then she got a job at the post office a few 
years ago out of desperation and never left it.

     The day after she intercepted the dead letter, a Wednesday, she 
went back to work at her little desk in the MRC. She spent her time 
at work reading the undeliverable mail of unknown people, trying to 
find a name or an address or anything that could identify the sender 
or the addressee. When she succeeded, she relabeled the letter, 
slapped an MRC seal on it, and threw it back into the stream of 
deliverable mail. If not, she put the letter in a pile to be taken to the 
shredder. Dead letters were destroyed to protect the privacy of the 
non-recipient; she knew this. She also felt heavier with every letter 
added to this pile.
     There were days when she read the love of complete strangers, 
days when she read someone else’s good news, days when she looked 
at photographs of people she’d never met. There were days when 
she knew she was the only person ever going to read the words 
intended for someone else, words the sender entrusted with the 
USPS, believing they would get to where they needed to go. They 
never imagined the fate that awaited their letters, carefully typed out 
or handwritten, licked and stamped and sent out like soldiers on a 
battleship, handkerchiefs waving, Goodbye and good luck.
     These were the sort of letters Gloria destroyed every day (except 
federal holidays) from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. (with a lunch break 
from 1:00 to 1:30). At least a boxful. That first letter she shoved 
down her shirt was the first one she ever saved—the only one she 
had ever risked her job to save. Dear baby, she recited in her mind 
as the sorted, Sometimes when I’m not thinking of you. . . .
     She paused over an envelope. A 3 ½” by 6” standard commercial 
envelope with a purple stamp. The address read:

     316 Abby Hunter Lane 
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     Concorde 
     No name, no state, no zip code. 

     Concorde, spelled with an E, was a city in Luxembourg; Abby 
Hunter Lane didn’t exist anywhere.
     The letter in her wallet had been addressed the same way. She 
put aside her sorting and focused on the one in her hand.
    
     Dear baby, (in black ink)
     I frequently change my mind. 
     Sometimes I think I’m writing to a ghost. I feel that you’ll never    
     read these words and I don’t know why I bother.
     Don’t worry. Even if you aren’t substantial, I won’t stop loving   
     you.
     There was no signature on this one.

     Gloria’s stomach hurt with each word. It was a good feeling, but 
it was a bad one too, like when you hear a song or read a poem and 
you choke on another person’s emotions.
     “God,” she said out loud. She stuffed the new letter in her wallet. 
After five years of reading the dead words of strangers, she had never 
been so affected. Maybe, she thought, I’m just hormonal.
     It would make sense. The week before, a few days before the first 
letter, she had been dumped by her boyfriend, a med student from 
Atlanta. He had taken her out to dinner at a family restaurant and 
invalidated almost a year-and-a-half of emotions she could’ve saved 
for something else. After that sort of thing, no wonder she was 
getting hysterical.
     Well, there were other things, too. Like the little blue line on 
the pregnancy test she saw the morning before she went to work the 
day she found that first letter, and the fact that she still had no idea 
what to do about that. Hormones explained all of it.
     Knowing the problem did little to help her. She lay up nights 
thinking about the letters. Who could’ve sent them? And where 



148

were they supposed to go? Why would the sender address them to 
somewhere that didn’t exist? Didn’t they want the letters to get sent? 
They said they were worried that the recipient would never read 
them, so why wouldn’t they put a state and a zip code to make sure?
     At work, she read mail with half of her brain; the other half was 
turning the mystery over and over. And she found five more letters 
in a period of six days. She was amassing quite the file.
     She worked in a kind of frenzy, never stopping for lunch, waiting 
until the last possible moment to leave, every day saying she would 
turn out the lights and lock up. Every day she expected a letter, and 
when she found one she would save it. Then she would work even 
faster. It was possible to get two in one day, right? The more mail she 
went through, the more of a chance she had of finding another one. 
     After work, she went home and read them. She lined the letters 
up in chronological order and went through them once; then she 
read them slowly again, memorizing every word. Then she put them 
back in her wallet, which had been emptied of everything else to 
make room. After three weeks, she had 18.

     Dear baby,
     It’s hard to imagine you living in this world. You’re so small.

     Dear baby,
     I wanted to live in the mountains where it snows every winter. I   
     wanted to take you with me. 
     You could climb trees and fish in the summer. I will teach you
     how.

     Her supervisor wasn’t as observant as he could have been. He 
was a tall, heavy man of fifty-something years called Patterson. He 
never noticed the letter theft or Gloria’s new state of agitation until 
Belinda, the woman who worked the counter, told him Gloria 
wasn’t going to lunch anymore.
     The day Gloria found the nineteenth letter was the day Patterson 
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decided to check on her. He ambled out of his sectioned-off cubicle 
15 minutes before lunch was scheduled to begin and, keeping a 
polite distance from Gloria’s desk, asked her for a moment of her 
time. The wallet was in the little cove above her knees, a corner of 
it peeking out from where she shoved it in a second before; she was 
keenly aware that Patterson was standing only five feet away from it. 
The best thing to do would be to encourage him to leave the area.
     “Certainly,” she said and hurried to get out of her seat.
     As she stood, catching her foot on the leg of her chair, she swiped 
the wallet out of the desk with her elbow. She could only watch in 
mute horror as it hit the linoleum floor and caromed off a wall. The 
poor, abused hinges burst open immediately and the letters, still 
in their envelopes, slid out like a fan. Patterson picked one up and 
read the front where “UNDELIVERABLE” was stamped huge and 
obvious in red ink.
     Time slowed to half its usual rate. He took forever to read, and 
Gloria, in the clarity of her panic, saw every line, every pore, every 
shadow on his face shift in realization.
     “What is this?” he said. All the saliva had left her mouth, leaving 
her speechless. Her heart pounded in her brain.
     “Why are you keeping these?” He bent down in slow motion 
to get another letter, and then Gloria was moving. She flew over 
her chair, hit the ground on her right foot, took a flying leap, and 
tackled him. Mr. Patterson wasn’t a small man, but Gloria had 
surprise and momentum on her side. She knocked him as far as the 
wall, and they both slid down it and landed in a dazed heap.
     She snatched the letter out of Patterson’s hand before he could 
regain his grip on it and gathered the other fallen letters. She held 
them close to her chest, cradled them like a baby, and glared at Mr. 
Patterson as he lumbered to his feet.
     “They’re just letters,” she said.
     He was understandably upset but was more willing to be shocked 
than mad. “What’s the matter with you?” he said.
     “They’re just letters!” She was visibly shaking. “Let me have 
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them!”
     And now he was concerned. “Gloria,” he said, his hands up in a 
sign of supplication. “It’s alright. Let’s just calm down.” 
     “Can I have them? They’re just letters. There’s nothing important 
in them.” She was backing toward the exit. Belinda behind the 
counter and Greg at the other desk were watching, eyes wide. Greg 
had gotten half out of his seat when Gloria tackled Patterson, and 
now he was frozen, his backside poised above his chair.
     “Please.”
     They all looked at Patterson. Nobody moved. A bead of sweat 
trickled down his hairline.
     “Okay, let’s just talk about this,” he said, but Gloria was gone at 
the word “okay.” 
     There was no Abby Hunter Lane, but there were people 
named Abby Hunter, and at least of few of them lived in a place 
called Concord. Gloria looked it up some time ago; there was no 
Concorde with an E, but there were cities called Concord in the 
states of Massachusetts, New Hampshire, California, and North 
Carolina. None of those places were located in the mountains, but 
the one in North Carolina was relatively close to the Smokies. It was 
a bit of a stretch, but she thought it was better than nothing.
     Maybe someone named Abby Hunter would know something 
about these letters. Maybe whoever wrote them was confused and 
the letters were for Abby Hunter or by Abby Hunter. She didn’t 
know if she would get any answers; there was a huge chance that she 
would find nothing, but she had to do something. The thought of 
going back to her empty apartment was unbearable.
     She got in her car and locked the doors, sure that someone was 
chasing her down, even though she could see nobody had followed 
her into the parking lot. She stashed the letters in her glove box, 
moving aside napkins and receipts and bottle caps. 
     She consulted her road atlas (another gift from her parents that 
she kept under the driver’s seat of her car and never thought about 
using until now). North Carolina was at least in the same general 
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direction as Atlanta, she thought. She could stop by Concord on 
the way (sort of, it was a kind of a large detour). At least she had 
a reason to go south besides a wild goose chase for the mysterious 
writer of mysterious dead letters. Two birds with one stone and all 
that.
     She shifted the car into reverse and exited the almost empty 
parking lot. 

Jordan Monroe is a junior at Western Carolina University in Cullowhee, North Carolina, 
where she majors in English with concentrations of professional writing and Spanish.
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He Did Warn Me
	   Nicole Pieri

     There would come a time, much later, when I would stand 
before my Almighty Maker and be expected to answer for every 
indecent thought, meaningless infraction, and the thousand and 
one tiny heresies that made up every one of my mortal days. You 
will do it too. You will probably stand with your head craned back 
as far as it will go, trying to force your mind to think in numbers 
big enough, trying to find some piece of it small enough for your 
eyes to focus on, trying to remember how to breathe and speak and 
stupidly forgetting that you gave those both up not too long ago. 
You’ll babble and stutter and probably drool a bit but that won’t 
matter because it isn’t like He hasn’t already seen it all, doesn’t 
already know not only every action but every intention, and how 
many times you’ve lied on your tax returns and every “Goddamn” 
you let fly and exactly how much, to the nearest teaspoon, you 
wanted it to hurt that time you slammed the door in his face. You 
know you’re just as screwed as those guys on Cops that try to talk 
their way out of a full set of fingerprints, six months of wiretapping, 
and some parking garage surveillance tapes that caught the whole 
deal from three different angles. Except you know you’re even more 
screwed because He assigned you that set of fingerprints, and those 
guys didn’t have their testimonies screaming in size 72 Courier 
New font on the insides of their skulls, which for reasons unknown 
is suddenly constructed out of plastic wrap and scotch tape. I’m 
sure you see that the theme here is transparency, and while I was 
discovering new and horrible meanings of the word naked He spoke 
in a voice that sounded like solar systems spinning and said, “He did 
warn you.”
     The fun thing about the Almighty Maker is that He is not
capable of lying. (This negation—“not capable”—is a silly 
construction of our language that describes a second negative, a 
negation of truth, meaning that the entire thing forms a double 
negative and really only means that he is infinitely capable of 
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telling the Truth with a capital T. There is nothing that He can’t 
do. Nothing. Don’t think about it too hard.) So, I had to admit 
that I had been warned. When I first met him I was a skinny and 
over-eager undergrad.  Way before I was to give up or hand over 
everything that made me loveable or human or worthy of the 
Infinite Grace, he looked at me straight-faced and told me exactly 
who he was and why I shouldn’t associate with him. 	
     He introduced himself as Tom—or maybe someone else did—and 
after he gave me my first hug since being dropped off on move-in 
day, we sat and talked for hours, still sitting after all of the rest of the 
crowd had left. And there had been a crowd—that was the first thing 
you noticed about him, that people flocked to him. They gathered, 
chatted, formed sub-groups of side conversations around him, ate, 
drank, partied, all in a nebulous fuss of talking and laughing with 
him at the apex. About 20 minutes into the conversation, he said to 
me with a straight face, “I am the devil.”	
     I laughed in the nervous, mousy way that I had at the time 
because I was still getting used to blasphemy, and it seemed like the 
type of thing someone might say if they were trying to be funny or 
trying to justify in that unapologetic way how many terribly cool and 
dangerous things they’d done. Like when you make a Helen Keller 
joke and close it with, “I’m going to hell.” He smiled but he didn’t 
laugh and I laughed in an offhand way because I was supposed to, 
because he knew I wasn’t supposed to take him seriously. But I was 
an English major and I had been well-trained enough in recognizing 
narrative patterns to detect irony, even where it probably didn’t 
exist. Which meant that I saw his smile and instinctively wondered 
if it was because he was in on a joke that I, the main character, was 
not. And because I was just Baptist enough to believe in a Satan, 
I thought about how ironic it would be if he really was the devil, 
and that he could be smiling because he knew by the simple act of 
announcing himself as such that it would ensure that I couldn’t 
ever believe that it was true. Hence the irony. You can already see 
what terrible things happen to students who spend too much time 
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in meditative, existentially ambiguous thought and not enough 
time doing things like laundry. We all did at the time. We loved 
progressive politics, pretentious thousand-year-old debates and 
words that had the prefix “meta.” I didn’t like to be outside of any 
joke, but I didn’t say anything because I had recently kicked up a 
fuss when a friend rolled a page of the Holy Bible into a joint, and 
I didn’t want to make any more waves. Apparently the high quality 
and thinness of the paper is perfectly suited to joint construction, 
and it was cool to be an atheist since it proved that you were too 
smart for that sort of thing and not a sheep, so I kept my mouth 
shut here. But it would come up again.  
     For the three years that we attended that school together, he 
never once retracted, amended or qualified that initial statement. 
Not once. I tried to catch him at it, but he was just the sort of guy 
that would stay in character for years to make a joke that much 
funnier. Of course, there were plenty of hanging out occasions 
where it didn’t come up at all. But not long after I told the 
Corinthians-smoking kid that he was a douche it happened that 
Tom and I were alone together. 	
     I believe the subject came up when I called Tom an asshole for 
encouraging the kid who liked to refer to me as Tits McGee. Tom 
answered the way he had answered many such accusations before: 
“You know why I did that? Because I’m the devil.” Since blasphemy 
didn’t send me into wide-eyed apoplectic stutterings anymore, I 
shared with Tom my initial conclusions.	
     “You know, Tom, it would be incredibly ironic if you were 
telling us this because it was actually true. That’s the thing—if 
you are actually trying to steal my soul right now, that is how you 
would do it. You would say it up front, knowing that I would never 
believe you, so that when you eventually succeed, I can’t say that I 
didn’t know any better, because you already told me. It would be 
completely fair. I’d be damned.”	
     “First of all, I’m not trying to steal your soul. I’m willing to buy 
it.  And you’re right, maybe that is what I’m doing. But maybe it 
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isn’t. Maybe I’m just a dude that thinks it’s really funny to screw 
with you and watch how far you’ll go if you believe I tempted you. 
Maybe I really will get you to start sinning. But, if I succeed, will it 
even matter if I really am the devil or not?”	
     No matter how many times I’ve justified it to myself since, I truly 
can’t blame him for what happened. And even if I’m not entirely 
convinced, The Eternal Lord and Savior is. Generally, He’s the only 
person whose convictions matter. But I think I still want to believe 
that I don’t really deserve to be here, that there’s been some sort of 
mistake? I don’t know. There are no mistakes with Him. But even if 
I could just believe that I were a martyr or a lamb that had gone to 
play with wolves because the shepherd couldn’t be bothered to stop 
me. But being able to believe that I was a lost lamb would require 
that I had been naïve and unaware of the consequences and left 
with an inadequate shepherd. Being unaware of something and not 
believing in it is not the same thing. 	
     The Truth, the kind with a capital T which I haven’t seen since 
I was allowed to stand for a moment in His Holy Presence, is that I 
knew that he was just a tall, funny, charismatic poli-sci major who 
was just as terrified of telling an unfunny joke as the rest of us. I let 
myself believe his joke because I was just waiting to give up until I 
could say I was being tempted.  God is supposed to forgive you for 
being tempted. Except I think He’s looking for a different kind of 
“sorry” than what I had to offer, and it’s funny how you always run 
out of time for things like asking for forgiveness, no matter how easy 
it’s supposed to be. Sometimes I even think I still could. 	
     One day when we were together, I pulled out a tape recorder and 
asked him for an interview. He was greatly amused and accepted my 
request congenially.	
     “So—tell me about humans. You hate them? Are you jealous of 
them? You want our souls, yes?”	
     “Do you hate your pet dog? Lower life forms such as yourself are 
not worthy of my hate. This is a big contest between me and Dad for 
the dog’s love. You see, we don’t really need it, because you are too 
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stupid to love either of us out of any appreciation for who we really 
are and the endless sacrifices and gifts that have been given in your 
name. You only see a pair of knees and a hand holding your food 
dish. We are both calling to you, but here’s the beauty of it. You 
don’t even need to come to me. You just need to not go to Him. If I 
call you, and you come, I win. If I call you, and you wander off, walk 
in a circle and pee on the rug, I still win. It really is just to screw 
with Him. But I think He only wants to get your love to spite me, so 
I don’t even feel bad doing it.”	
     He had struck upon a chord that I had never dared to play out 
loud. But I continued.	
     “What are your plans for my particular damnation?”	
     “Your what?”
     “My damnation. How are you going to convince me to turn my 
back on God?”
     “Oh, that’s painfully simple. I’m just gonna make it so you can’t 
have kids. I’ll put some random nebulous spot on one of your 
ovaries that the doctor can’t fix, and when you do finally marry 
Brandon, you’ll be so distraught that you won’t get to cook and knit 
and sing lullabies to your nonexistent kids that you’ll come to me in 
a heartbeat.” 	
     I didn’t laugh as sincerely, because I did love Brandon and I did 
want to have his kids and I did dream about cooking and knitting 
and Susan B. Anthony did not fight for my rights so that I could 
go and choose to be heterosexual and a stay-at-home mom. It was 
almost as cool to be gay as to be an atheist.  But I still laughed so he 
wouldn’t notice me thinking all of this. I had one last question. 	
     “Did the devil really go down to Georgia?”	
     “Lies! I did go to Georgia and meet Charlie Daniels. I gave 
him a golden fiddle for killing a man. But there was no contest. I 
wouldn’t have lost to Charlie Daniels. I invented fiddling. Any more 
questions?”	
     There weren’t. He had already given me all the prompting I 
needed to believe that I had lost God’s grace and could stop trying 



157

to live as though I had it. I was completely prepared to buy into the 
conviction that I didn’t have to hate the fact that God was a tyrant 
and cruel and arbitrary because He didn’t have to exist. We were 
stupid. People who don’t actually believe in sin don’t feel compelled 
to do it as often as we did. I know exactly when I decided to come 
here, and it happened a long time before I died, when I could have 
had all of those things that he told me he would take from me. Tom, 
I mean. He didn’t, because I did marry Brandon and I was perfectly 
fertile. God actually gave me all of those things, and I still gave them 
away. 	
     I remember the exact moment that I was damned in minute 
detail. The sun was going down and it looked weird because the 
light was slanting into the kitchen through the screen door in an 
artificially bright way in the few moments before twilight and the 
long shadows made the moment seem more final than it was. The 
moment came when we were fighting and our voices had risen 
steadily and we each pushed each other farther and farther because 
we wanted the other to break first and he put it all in my court when 
he asked whether or not I had ever really wanted the life that he had 
given me with the house and the kids and the dog and I could have 
said yes, I could have told him that I loved the sweet slavery of the 
cooking and the laundry and the sounds they made when they were 
asleep because all that ever fulfilled me was for those three to be 
happy. I could have said all of that and he wouldn’t have felt guilty 
that I left the job in Salt Lake City when we moved here and that 
I got pregnant so soon after and that we’d struggled since then to 
keep afloat when I could have had something so much different and 
we would have hugged and I would cry and he would have kissed 
me when we woke up in the morning. But instead I lied and refused 
to believe, just for a moment, that their happiness and mine could 
be the same thing and let myself actually believe that I could want 
more and I ended up saying exactly what wasn’t true and slammed 
the door. I even convinced myself that if he made a mess of it with 
the kids when I was gone it was his own fault and that they might 
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understand the plight of their overqualified and underpaid mother 
when they were older. 	
     But I know now that he wasn’t really the Unholy Dark One who 
caused my fall. Because obviously he had never made good on his 
threat. But I also know that it was all his silly lie because he isn’t 
here.    
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Moss
	   Alyssa Gillon

     “Did you quit yet? You know I heard about cancer at school,” 
Maureen said, looking down at her muddy black sneakers and then 
at the dog. The dog sat next to the weedy stoop where Maureen’s 
father had propped his fishing poles. She avoided eye contact with 
her father and glared at the dog. The shoes on her feet were Vinny’s. 
They fit loosely and gave her blisters around the ankles, and they 
were still muddy and wet on the inside from crabbing the day 
before. The dog had peed on her foot when she was first introduced 
to him, and he wasn’t fixed, so he was always jumping up and 
thrusting on her. Maureen’s father’s face was pock-marked, and he 
had broken blood vessels around his eyes and on his nose; his hair 
was smoke-yellowed and gray, and his blackened teeth were filled in 
with dulled silver, giving the impression that he perpetually had a 
spinach leaf lodged there.
     “I quit. Don’t smoke any more,” Maureen’s father said, as he 
lifted her up onto the squeaky bicycle seat, “How can I, when you 
throw all my cigarettes in the trash?”  He glanced over at his friend 
and roommate Tommy, lifting his eyebrows and laughing hoarsely. 
“I can’t believe your mother hasn’t taught you how to ride a bike.”  
     “Push me please,” Maureen said, the tips of her toes aching 
against the road. Her father’s leather boots didn’t quite reach the 
cuff of his jeans, and Maureen looked at his white cotton socks. 
Tommy took a long drag on his cigarette and looked up toward his 
bedroom window, where a poster of a redheaded, nipple-pierced 
woman hung on his ceiling directly above his pillow. His dresser was 
nearly empty inside, its surface stacked with orange pill bottles and 
rubber bands.
     “You have to learn to get started alone.” Maureen’s father looked 
mildly sick. He and Vinny’s mother had fought the night before, 
and later in the evening, Maureen had rubbed her smarting back 
and sat by the space heater, which buzzed throughout the night and 
created a circle of warmth on the kitchen floor. For the 15 minutes 
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that Maureen had spent in the bathroom with her father, Kelsey had 
stayed in Maureen’s bedroom as instructed, listening to the radio.
     “I know. I will,” Maureen said. 
     “Don’t ride too close to Mr. Cooper’s,”  Maureen’s father said.
     The bike should have been purple with a basket for collecting 
chunks of moss and stones strapped to the front, but instead, the 
bike was rusty, red in some spots and blue in others, and its seat was 
too high. Gripping the handlebars, Maureen watched Kelsey ride 
in circles, waiting for her. The night before, Kelsey had huddled 
with Maureen under a torn blue blanket, drinking sugar-water and 
listening to Maureen’s father and Tommy snore. By the light of 
the space heater, they had looked through the snapshots of naked 
women that Tommy kept in a shoebox under the bathroom sink.
     Vinny raced up and down the street, popping wheelies, leering 
and giving the girls the middle finger. He mouthed Fuck you and 
stopped in front of his driveway across the street. He stared at 
Maureen from under the deeply bent brim of his baseball hat.
     Maureen’s father called, “Knock it off, Vinny,” got behind 
Maureen, and pushed, his hands stiff against her back. He smelled 
like shaving cream, morning breath, and cigarette smoke, and 
Maureen winced; the dull pain in her back sharpened. The hair 
and freckles on her father’s arms were both faded orange. Maureen 
struggled to match her pedaling to the speed her father’s shove had 
given her. Maureen looked back, but her hands started to shake, 
her arms noodling to every curvature and pothole in the road, her 
legs uncertain and feet slippery on the pedals. Maureen’s throat and 
lungs tightened and her vision blurred with impending tears. 
     “Reen, you OK?” Kelsey was close by, pedaling steadily.
     “Re–en.” Vinny sped by, leaving Maureen with a distortion of 
her own name stretched through the air.
     Maureen’s head snapped up; she looked ahead and her leg 
muscles began to tighten and work. Maureen glanced at Kelsey, 
who waved her hand and smiled nervously. Maureen’s elbows were 
locked and her palms ached.
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     “Slow down, Reen!” Kelsey called. Maureen tried to turn her 
pedals backwards, to slow down, but she started to lose her balance. 
She pedaled evenly and eased into the right turn at the corner; 
she could no longer hear her father and Tommy laughing as they 
stretched the dog’s jaws apart, their hands on his wet black gums, 
the dog’s yellow teeth snapping.
     Just as Maureen began to gain stability, Vinny looped back 
and cut her off, spraying gritty sand with his back wheel. Maureen 
skidded and swerved badly in the sandy gravel; the left side of her 
body went numb and limp, expecting impact. She shut her eyes and 
imagined scraped skin, ripe and fresh in the second between the 
flesh’s clean lineation and the blood that comes, obscuring the view. 
Maureen’s leg was a fish on a gutting table—slit open, the insides 
spilled out for passersby to see.
     She opened her eyes wide, because as she was beginning to fall, 
Maureen imagined her mom at home in the brick house wiping 
the kitchen counter dry, waiting to scold Maureen for hiding her 
portion of macaroni and cheese under the checkered padding on 
her chair. Maureen’s arm muscles tensed, straightening out the 
handlebars. The end of the street was in sight, where the asphalt was 
wide enough for Maureen to turn around without pausing. 
     Mr. Cooper lived on the corner of the street, and Maureen’s 
father and Tommy rented a house from him. Maureen knew that 
Mr. Cooper’s hostility toward her father involved money, and 
understood that if she saw him, she was to smile but not talk. 
Maureen began to make a slow arc back toward her father and 
Tommy, looking toward Mr. Cooper’s, squinting past his sun-faded 
blue curtains and into his living room.
     As Maureen leaned forward, craned her neck, and squinted to 
see past the glare on Mr. Cooper’s window, Vinny bumped into 
her, and she fell on the gravel, arms still stiffly reaching, fingers 
shaking. Her right arm, knee, and both hands were grated with fine 
rock particles, and the neat pink fish meat under Maureen’s skin 
was visible for a second until her blood filled in the deepest cracks, 
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engorging and oxygenating the gills. Maureen began crying loudly as 
she watched Vinny’s billowing t-shirt shrink down the block. Kelsey 
expertly rotated her pedals backward, jerked to a stop, and swung 
one foot to the ground. She agreed to ride back and get Maureen’s 
father, to tell him what happened, to get him to come and push her 
home.
     Maureen pulled her legs into her chest and touched the little 
stones that were lodged in the gills on her knee, positioning her 
head so that her dripping tears would mix with the blood. Mr. 
Cooper had two wizard’s ball lawn ornaments, one purple and one 
silver, and they sat up on concrete pedestals. They reflected his rocky 
lawn and Maureen and the bicycle, stretching out their images so 
that Maureen looked small in one, large in the other. She looked at 
the trees and noticed a blue jay, and she thought about the car ride 
game she and her father would play, where he would give her a sip 
of his beer if she correctly guessed an animal he described. 
     “I am an arthropod with a million quick-moving legs,” he said 
once, taking a swig from his can. “Do you know, Maureen?  It’s 
a millipede. Arthropods have an exoskeleton.” Maureen never 
understood what his words meant, but she memorized the sounds 
and repeated the correct answer whenever she was asked about 
arthropods.
     Sitting in the gravel, Maureen fingered the tiny wet stones. She 
began to worry that Mr. Cooper would come outside and yell at her 
because he didn’t like Maureen’s father, and because she was sitting 
out in front of his house, looking at his lawn ornaments. Maureen 
pushed herself up with her scraped and rock-embedded palms and 
moved slowly towards the bike. Maureen bent to lift the bike but 
couldn’t hold it steady.
     Maureen squinted to see Kelsey riding back down the block 
towards her.
     “Uncle John said you have to learn to ride back on your own. 
He’s not coming.” Maureen’s cuts felt sharp and dirty, her knees still 
stiff and numb. 
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     “I’ll meet you back there. Go ahead,” Maureen said.
     “Are you sure? I’ll wait for you.”  
     Maureen shook her head.
     Kelsey rode her bike slowly away, looking over her shoulder and 
circling once back before rounding the corner. Perhaps Maureen’s 
father had refused to come because a woman was over. Maureen 
hoped that a woman was the reason, so that someone would know 
how to remove the coating of concrete and black-pepper pebbles.
     The walkway to Mr. Cooper’s front door was overgrown with 
moss and grass, and Maureen walked stiffly forward as not to disturb 
the blood clouding in her knee. Reaching the door, Maureen sat on 
the concrete slab that was covered with a straw Welcome mat, crying 
loudly so that someone inside would hear. She listened to the pitch 
of her crying and studied Mr. Cooper’s concrete squirrels. Kelsey 
and Maureen had come this close to Mr. Cooper’s stoop before to 
see if there were real squirrels under the concrete coating. When 
they had asked about the squirrels, Maureen’s father had told her, 
“Mr. Cooper doesn’t want your dad and Tommy to live here any 
more. If he makes us move out, we won’t have a place to live, and 
you won’t be able to visit.”  He hadn’t told her whether or not the 
squirrel figurines were concrete all the way through.
     The rock squirrels looked suspiciously real, frozen in the action 
of reaching for a nut, their heads all turned to varying degrees, their 
faces in mutual shock. Maureen heard footsteps approaching from 
behind her and turned to see Mr. Cooper looking down through his 
screen door, like a beekeeper through his costume.
     “John’s daughter? Maureen?” He held the door open for 
Maureen and let her inside. “Are you alright?”
     “I fell off my bike, but if I could have a drink?”
     “Sure. I’ll call your father.” Mr. Cooper’s hair was whiter than 
Maureen’s father’s; his lips and skin were the same peachy tone. 
There was a pair of dirty gardening gloves on the radiator, warming 
and drying, in the hallway inside Mr. Cooper’s.
     “No, not yet please.”  
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     “Alright. Just sit tight for a minute and relax.”
     Mr. Cooper brought Maureen a glass of skim milk and a wash 
cloth with dishwasher liquid bubbling on top of it. Sitting on Mr. 
Cooper’s orange wooly couch, Maureen drank the milk and worked 
out a few stones from her leg with the wash cloth, and Mr. Cooper 
brought a box of Band-Aids. 
     When Maureen stood up and began to pull up her shorts, 
Mr. Cooper stared. Maureen wanted Mr. Cooper to see what was 
there: the deep-down blood that had leaked from its veins but 
was still caught inside. Did Mr. Cooper have a washcloth for that?  
Mr. Cooper’s eyes moved over the purple blotches rimmed with 
yellowish-green and tiny veins spread like spider webs toward her 
lower back, but he did not look long enough; he had not seen it 
all. Maureen stared at Mr. Cooper’s wiry eyebrows, glancing back 
to her upper thigh, trying to draw his eyes back to the area beneath 
her shorts. Mr. Cooper’s open mouth made a wet clicking noise 
and he turned and walked quickly into the kitchen. He plucked the 
telephone from the wall, its long coiled cord clicking against the 
linoleum, and jabbed at the numbers. The phone gave a green glow 
to his face, and Maureen could hear the buzzing ring from the other 
end. Maureen stood with her shorts pulled up as far as they could 
go, but when she saw that Mr. Cooper wasn’t looking, she sat down 
on the sofa again.
     “John? Rob Cooper . . . Maureen is here.”
     Mr. Cooper led Maureen out to the slab, down the walk, over 
the chunks of moss, and left her by the bicycle to wait for her father. 
Maureen watched Mr. Cooper’s face, but he kept his eyes on the 
moss in the cracks of his walkway, and when they approached it, he 
looked at the bike. Mr. Cooper went back into his house and locked 
the door, and he went to his desk and found the folder where he 
kept prospective renters’ phone numbers.
     Outside in the sun, Maureen’s scrapes seemed smaller now, 
puckered at the edges, and they looked empty without the stones 
and sand; they weren’t worth complaining about at all. Maureen’s 
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father walked slowly toward her, and when he saw the cuts, he bent 
down to give her a terse hug. The brick house had a clean yellow 
bathtub and green soap with sand flecks. Maureen looked down at 
the bicycle.
     “I didn’t mean to go inside,” she said. He nodded, patting his 
front pocket. The pocket was empty, sticking out into the air like an 
inquiry, shaped by the cigarette box that usually sat there.
     “You’re scared of those squirrels,” he said nodding and, without 
looking down at what he was doing, Maureen’s father flicked a 
cigarette butt onto the gravel and crunched it out under his boot. 
Maureen noticed the movement and smoky smell, but she stared 
only at his cratered cheek. Maureen’s father grasped her arm and 
pulled her toward the closest of Mr. Cooper’s concrete squirrels.
     “Pick it up,” Maureen’s father said, but the squirrel was anchored 
to the ground with a rusty metal stake, and Maureen could not lift 
it. 
     Maureen’s father kicked the squirrel with his boot, leaving it 
cock-eyed, its rusty stake exposed. He let Maureen’s arm fall to her 
side, up-righted the bike, prepared to push it home.
     “You tell your mother you fell off the bike this weekend, learning 
to ride, Maureen.” 
     Maureen nodded, thinking about the chunks of moss that she 
had dislodged from a fallen tree trunk early that morning. The moss 
had taken weeks to affix itself to the cooler, shadier side of the trunk 
and spread to a considerable sponge, but it had only taken Maureen 
seconds to peel it away in wet, broken clumps.

Alyssa Gillon is a senior at The College of New Jersey, where she is completing her English 
major and Creative Writing minor. After graduation, she hopes to begin a career in 
publishing and eventually pursue an M.F.A. in Creative Writing.
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The Tragedy of the Little Red Chaperon
	   Steven Moss

    THE PERSONS OF THE PLAY

GABRIELLE, a widow and former wife of the late Prince 
Landry (Prince of France) 

BRUNO, her male mistress, later disguised as a beggar
 and Queen Landry

QUEEN LANDRY, Queen of France

ALICE LANDRY, heiress to the throne and daughter
 of Gabrielle

		             1.1
	 Enter GABRIELLE and BRUNO
GABRIELLE      So little are thy manless limbs of flesh
     That shake the bowels that was formed of thee;
     Withholding the pursuit of a worthy wealth,
     Prizèd above all that is to be prized.
BRUNO     The high sun that rises and breathes breath
     Is the most prized amongst my lying roots2.
     In good time* do deeds rot by those you care,        *indeed	                                                                                                   
     ’Tis value lying to the roots thou knowest?	
GABRIELLE     If my troth* is not buried, yea.	 *good faith
BRUNO    Hide it not, behold I shalt see it done.
     Give this red chaperon to thy daughter,
     For it is a mark of my devotion 
     Of the weakness in my heart for thee. 
			   [They embrace and kiss]
					     Exeunt GABRIELLE
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BRUNO     A seed does live at the depths of earth
     To spot a day the lengths of its girth.
     Our core purpose4 lies deeply within;		
     Great worth such as this, is worthy of sin.                                
								        Exeunt
					      
			 
 			   1.2
	 Enter QUEEN LANDRY and ALICE 
QUEEN LANDRY     You are the one daughter never bred
     To whom my blessings I most freely give.
     I am proud to pronounce thee princesse5 	
    Of France, give me thy hand my fair daughter.
			   [places a ring6 on her finger]
   
   

1. Chaperon: a fifteenth-century versatile burgundy hat warn in all parts of Western Europe
2. Lying roots: sexual organs
3. Relatives or family tree
4. core purpose: a purpose that “contains corpses” (shakespearswords.com)
5. French for princess
6. Foreshadowing and puns on eye-socket (shakespearswords.com)
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Let this be a token of which shall come,
    France shall laud1 and leap for the likelihood!
ALICE     O my Mamie2! I love thee so! 		
     ’Tis my dearly honour to court* thy path.		           *follow		
				            
	 Enter GABRIELLE
QUEEN LANDRY     Thou art lately come my daughter’s mother. 
GABRIELLE       Other matters of importance stole my willing.
ALICE       Look! Is it not precious Gabrielle? 
GABRIELLE       Most precious3 I’ve yet to see. 	
QUEEN LANDRY     What dost thou hold in thy bosom?
GABRIELLE     A sign of love for the state of affairs.
			   [gives the red chaperon to ALICE]
ALICE     It holds a most lovely shade of cherries4,   
     Doth it not Mamie?
QUEEN LANDRY     Truly spoken. 
GABRIELLE     Young madam, come be about our business;
     And trouble our ill-resting Queen no further. 
     Rest for now, till thy wellness returns. Farewell.
ALICE     Farewell Mamie.
QUEEN LANDRY      Fare thee well, Princesse.                   Exeunt	                         

			   2.1
	 Enter GABRIELLE and BRUNO
BRUNO     The bitter* pastry and pot of butter                   *poisoned               	
     Is for your own wisdom. 
GABRIELLE     I shall think to’t. Do not fret the hour
     Of her coming; the moon shouts forth at night, 
     She will light the path with a crimson hue.        
 BRUNO     Alas, she comes hither.
     Graces be with thee, my love. 
				          	 Exeunt BRUNO
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Enter ALICE
GABRIELLE     Daughter, I have received word that Mamie 
     Is darkening in her complexion 
     Carry along a portion of butter and pastry,
     I bid thee, go.
ALICE     I will!
GABRIELLE     Hang your red chaperon about you 
     For Mamie t’note with gladness of heart thy coming. 
     Speed my young child. 			                          Exeunt             

			 
                                                   2.2
Enter ALICE and BRUNO, hiding among the forest disguised as a beggar
  BRUNO [aside]      Passes the yarely dame5 staining the set. 
      Stars shall fall and bid their homely welcome	

1. Praise or honour (shakespeareswords.com)
2. French for grandmother
3. Good-for-nothing (shakespereswords.com)
4. Metaphor for lip (shakespeareswords.com)
5. Yarely dame: lively girl (shakespearswords.com)
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     To the earthy ground before the lune1 lapses, 		
     Calling the sound to bear death’s-head*. Come, after          *skulls
     T’night shall thy import* be mine for ‘er more.  	       *importance		
	      			    
				    [BRUNO coming forth]
ALICE      What art thou?2 		
BRUNO     A wolvish man that hath not a hovel*            *poor shelter
     Wherein to lay his head.
ALICE         In the dreadful ill-favouredly* weather,         *unpleasant          
     Wouldst be a crime to leave thee where you stand.
     The abode of my Mamie is not long,
     For my own pleasing you may bear* me there.              *accompany
     And thou shalt have a place within. 
BRUNO     I will not sit right in this. 
ALICE    It is a great merit to assist thee,
     Let us be off.      
BRUNO     Blessings be upon thee. But I must aver*	             *provide
     The engagement of other advancements,	  
     Then we shall pleasantly meet at grandma’s.
     Though, how long off?
ALICE     I do but say beyond the mill ‘tis found.
BRUNO    Very well. Speed my young child; the night has come,
     It is not well to be amongst the brush. 	  Exeunt
			      
			   3.1
	 Enter GABRIELLE  
GABRIELLE     Soon at the brisk of morn’, a brazen*         *powerful
      chair Shall strike off the walls encircling it.
      I’m justly justified in my pursuits,
      And for what use does my tongue quiver?
      The end for gold will give us means,
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 But do the means goldenly give us end*?  	                        *results
      The light will hold an excellent feel,
      But to what purpose plays the nighted night?
      Surely, to give hope to the mornin’s sun! 
      Sun! Sun. Sun. Thy stand was clear in the beam*,	           *balance		
      Racking thoughtfulness’ race in the clouds3,   
      Why so young, so young, so ever young. 
      Leafs begin t’ fall at times taking times time4

      With the point to wage* at the moments fine.   Exeunt    *risk  		
        				                 
       			          3.2
	 Enter BRUNO and QUEEN LANDRY
QUEEN LANDRY     Who knocks there?
BRUNO      Mamie, it is I, the princesse! I arrive to attend thee; 
     My arms packed with pastry, my mouth with butter,

    

1. French for moon
2. What art thou: Who are thou (King Lear 1.4.9)
3. Racking . . . clouds: being suspicious he didn’t pause to be thoughtful and kind. (shake-
speareswords.com)
4. times time: life’s age (shakespeareswords.com)
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    And heart galled* with grievance in thy behalf.     *swollen; battered                                                                 
QUEEN LANDRY      Glance the bobbin and free the latch.
BRUNO     I thank thee Mamie! 
				    [enters inside with a sword]
QUEEN LANDRY      I am dreadfully tricked! 
    Fie, Fie! Vie fatal visit! O, my young daughter,	
    Tread not upon this path, I pray thee! 
	 BRUNO [stabs the Queen of France]
 BRUNO     Vex thyself no further with marred knees,
    For it is Gabrielle that grants thee
    With a gift graved in life, vacant of all 	
    Treasure and fruit to satisfy raticles1

    And tender you with losses fashioned 
    To a vanishing ghost distrained from orison*.                      *prayer	
    The little red chaperon is attending thy page* *following like a page	                                                                 
    What will come is to be and what will be
    Is surety, none have utterance in part.
    Fare thee well, Mamie! 
QUEEN LANDRY     No. Granddaughter.	                     [She dies]	                    	
		
		                             4.1
	 Enter ALICE, at the door and BRUNO, in bed dressed as the 
Queen of France
ALICE     Mamie! It is I! I arrive to attend to thee,
     I carry pastry, and a pot of butter
     In thought from Gabrielle of well-wishing.		
BRUNO     How do I suppose ‘tis my granddaughter?
ALICE      For I dress in a red chaperon and
     A heavy loop made of thy metal. 		
BRUNO                   Precisely spoken.
     Glance the bobbin and free the latch.
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ALICE      Mamie, a shadowed cast has edged thee; 	
     Hast thou eaten in any recent times? 
BRUNO             I am pained of the thinking. 
     Please, draw the pastries, I am unable. 
ALICE     Speak not in ill-rooted* manners, 	                      *unsteady	 	
                 In the morrow will speedy strength allow—
BRUNO     Of my portion take! 
ALICE     I partake not in waning thy visage 	
     Or deepening the taste* of your illness. 	                      *degree	
	
     		      [placing the pastry and pot of butter on the chair2]	
     Grandmother?
     Unproper* are thy limbs, eyes, and t—	      *shared with another	    
               Enters GABRIELLE screaming
GABRIELLE      Stop you fiend and beastly being!
[BRUNO releases his sword from ALICE’S eye socket]
      

    

1. The first root that comes from a plant
2. Chair: the throne seized by Gabrielle



174

 No! No, no! I have come too late!
BRUNO                              Silence! 			           [Alice dies]
     Unproperly unproper were her limbs, eyes, and throne!
     Do not utter thick* 
     speeches of ignomy*.                                *Clouded/dishonor; shame
	                                                                
GABRIELLE     I wish to not speak at all. 
     From both here and hence* I am of naught!    *In the next world		
		  [She eats a portion of pastry and butter and she dies] 
BRUNO                      Fare thee well my love.
      For I did fully entreato thee of furtherance*   *persuade/assistance
      In revealing the corner-cap of plans.				  
      For no petticoat inherits the chair,
      It awaits a codpiece to enter its chambers!	           Exeunt 

1. corner-cap: cap with three corners (shakespeareswords.com); indicating that Bruno had three stages of 
his plan and Gabrielle was the third

Steven Moss is a student at Utah State University, where he majors in English and Vocal 
Performance. He is the current Secretary of his Sigma Tau Delta chapter and works for the 
university as a rhetoric associate. He plans to pursue a career as both an English and voice 
teacher.
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Tale of an Alchemist
	   Matthew Mercuri	

 Charleston
1890s

     Beneath the brick skin of that holy city, Leer Von Kertzel set his 
hands to work. A professor of natural science at the College, Von 
Kertzel lived in an apartment near the harbor, his personal domicile 
comprising three narrow floors and a spacious attic. Until the late 
hours of the night, Von Kertzel toiled within his residence at a 
table cluttered with papers, glass tubes, and odd metal trinkets, the 
peaks of his vertebrae visible under the cloth of his shirt. If German 
phrenologists were to mark a man’s intellect by the thickness of his 
spine, then Von Kertzel would rank among the species’ greatest. 
Poring over pages of weathered notes and diagrams, mania penciled 
in the lines of his forehead, Von Kertzel sought a genital power 
yet hidden from man: to create, by a series of physical mutations, 
value from the valueless to direct the transformation of detritus into 
precious ore.
     Von Kertzel chose to conduct his work at the greatest possible 
elevation, which, in this case, was the thin-shingled attic of his 
residence. To access the study, he would ascend three flights of steep 
stairs that groaned with every footfall. Once situated in the attic, 
the ambitious professor would remove all but his undergarments, 
crouch on a cleared space of floor near the center of the room, and 
bend his body into a series of unnatural positions, to the point 
where his head pulsed from deficient circulation and his ability to 
think almost vanished entirely. It was only then, in the circumstance 
of those strange contortions, that Leer Von Kertzel’s greatest ideas 
came to mind. Numbly, he would relocate to his workbench, 
stepping carelessly over candle stubs, test-tube racks, and empty 
liquor bottles, and there let instinct guide his hand.
     From the attic window, circular in shape like the porthole of a 
great vessel, Von Kertzel sometimes observed the harbor where barks 
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nodded lazily in the surf. In the profundities of his soul, he felt an 
attraction to the dark waters that stretched into the horizon. Since 
the time of his youth, he had enjoyed the mysteries of the sea and 
had suffered a terrific wonder at the prospect of thousands lost and 
entombed in the gardens of the deep. Moreover, he felt an unlikely 
kinship with the brutish sailors of the fishery, those heroes of the 
water who, by their voyaging, brought distant worlds into being. 
     Enough, however, with philosophizing. Like the masons of 
Rome, whose ionic temples endure to this day, Von Kertzel prayed 
that his work would leave a permanent mark on civilization. Yet, to 
whom or what he prayed is uncertain. Baptized a Roman Catholic, 
Von Kertzel lived in faithful observance of the tradition until 1886, 
when the ground beneath his feet quaked violently during a saint’s 
day service. Upon leaving the congregation, he observed in the street 
one of the many chasms that had opened throughout Charleston on 
that day, pulling the cityscape from under itself. This phenomenon 
so rattled the faith of our protagonist, who interpreted the event as 
a preternatural warning, that he never again stepped into a house of 
God.
     Now, for fear that our story should continue without full 
accuracy of detail, remove the crucifix that you might reasonably 
presume hanging upon the wall in the stairwell (for Charleston was 
home to one of the country’s largest Christian populations) and 
replace it with a tapestry of the Zodiac, for Leer Von Kertzel, after 
his near 20 year engagement in the Church, began to meddle in 
astrology. Not unlike his fascination with the sea, Von Kertzel felt 
a sense of oneness when observing a star-laden sky, whereupon he 
believed were written the codes of human conduct and the laws of 
destiny. From the expanse of space, he drew the notion that those 
suns were blinking for him and him alone.
     Nor did this man—scholar, scientist, dreamer—nor did he live in 
solitude. Think not that Von Kertzel toiled uninterrupted through 
the night, the only sound the scrape of his pencil, the hiss of 
chemical mutations, and the intermittent moan of aging timbers in 
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his apartment. Rather, hear through the floorboards the keening 
of an infant whose parent was lost to what the public regarded a 
passing fable and to what the publican deemed the idle fancy of an 
unrobed scholar who spent too many hours twisting his mind in the 
corner of a drinking hole. (Suddenly, the aspect of Professor Von 
Kertzel that you envision grows a bit more defeated; the hair upon 
his temples is grey and receding, the bags under his eyes profound 
and discolored.)
     Von Kertzel’s wife, Lydia, was a lifetime resident of Charleston 
and daughter of the local fire chief. Like her mother, who gained 
renown during the Civil War for her treatment of soldiers on both 
sides of the battleline, Lydia attended nursing school. She then 
worked at the medical college until her marriage in the winter of 
1893. Aside from conjugal duties, matters of religion were the prime 
concern of Lydia Von Kertzel’s bridal life, and she undertook them 
with unbending formality. In weather fair or foul, she attended 
church twice every Sunday and as often during the week as there 
were devotional services.
     The marriage of Leer and Lydia persisted peaceably for 12 
months, during which time Lydia bore a son. However, when a 
trenchcoated gentleman began to visit the apartment repeatedly 
with a request to speak in private with the professor, cracks began to 
form in the plaster of Leer and Lydia’s union. The frequent callings 
of this unidentified figure, one who stood upon the threshold in 
a derby that shadowed his face, struck a change in Von Kertzel’s 
demeanor. Although he never, under normal circumstances, 
divulged details to his wife regarding his experimentation, Von 
Kertzel became mute at this time toward any and all references to 
the state of his work, assuming a temperament best described as 
melancholic. In addition to adopting irregular eating habits, he 
threw hygiene to the wayside, bathing seldom and ceasing to shave. 
Moreover, his gaze no longer seemed to fall fixedly on his infant 
son, who, when enwombed, demanded the professor’s utmost 
interest. Most strikingly of all, Von Kertzel resigned his position as 
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an associate professor at the College. In the days that followed, he 
would disappear in the late hours of the morning and return after 
nightfall with a liquored tongue. Upon eating a cold supper, he 
would ascend to the attic and work through the remainder of the 
night, the masts in the harbor invisibly nodding him onward. 
     When questioned by his wife as to the identity of the visitor, 
Von Kertzel never cared to provide a consistent answer. On some 
days the gentleman was an associate from the department of natural 
science, on others an old friend from elementary school, still on 
others a man from the press. Irked by blatant falsity, Lydia resolved 
to pursue the mysterious caller after one of his visits. She waited in a 
dark corner of the foyer while the man descended the stairs, donned 
his coat and hat, and exited the front door. Lydia then wrapped 
herself in her warmest attire and followed the stranger out into an 
abnormally cold morning. She looked upward at the frozen sky and 
marveled at the snow that fell steadily around her, siphoning sound 
from the air. The ground was blanketed such that she could identify 
the footprints of the man in question and follow his path into the 
heart of the city. 
     It is here, however, that accounts differ. Some say that Mrs. 
Von Kertzel lost the footprints almost immediately upon leaving 
the apartment. Others contend that she followed the trail to an 
abandoned building, which, despite its boarded windows and 
doors, issued from its chimney a plume of black smoke. Still 
others maintain that the footprints vanished in mid-step, and 
when Mrs. Von Kertzel looked up to assess her whereabouts, she 
found herself in an unrecognizable and vacant area of the city and 
nervously retraced her path. All accounts agree, however, that Mrs. 
Von Kertzel did not, on that snowy morning, come any closer to 
identifying the gentleman whose recent presence so disturbed her 
husband’s state of being. She thus resolved to repeat her pursuit on 
the next viable occasion.
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     The following day in Charleston proved equally as frigid. In the 
evening, Von Kertzel returned earlier than was usual from his daily 
outing, during which he had traversed the frosted walks in a black 
slicker and a bicorn hat. The city was still glowing orange in the late-
day sun. Upon entering the parlor, Von Kertzel stumbled toward 
each of the bay windows, throwing closed the curtains and filling 
the air with dust from within their folds. Amid the dimness, Von 
Kertzel towered over the hearth, silhouetted there like Prometheus 
at Heaven’s forge, and trembled with severest intoxication. Lydia 
dared not speak. Rather than inquire as to her previous day’s 
pursuit, she backed slowly out of the parlor and undertook with 
industry the dinner preparations. 
     Early the next morning, an awful odor descended upon the 
apartment. It was a reek of natural decay, of the kind that permeates 
the ward of a lying-in hospital. Soon thereafter, Lydia heard the 
attic door opening and her husband’s footsteps proceeding quickly 
down the stairs. As he passed wordlessly through the foyer, his chin 
angled downward in anticipation of the morning air, she saw him 
slip a lustrous item into the pocket of his slicker, something that, for 
a brief moment—that is, until her mind expelled the notion—seemed 
to her a leaf of hammered gold. 
     When the door slammed shut, Mrs. Von Kertzel removed the 
apron from her waist, slung it over her forearm, and began to search 
out the origin of the unsavory aroma. As she climbed the groaning 
stairs, the odor grew more pungent, forcing her to mask her face 
with the apron. In his hurry, the professor had failed to latch the 
attic door, which his faithful wife now pushed open with her palm. 
     From inside there issued a faint hiss, but the dimness of the 
room prevented her from seeking the source, a black sheet having 
been draped over the circular window. What Lydia Von Kertzel 
beheld upon pulling down the sheet was, without question, a scene 
of disaster. The light beamed hard on the black-topped workbench, 
whereupon were scattered what appeared to be the links of a broken 
chain, twinkling altogether like a constellation. Beside the bench sat 
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a brass basin, which she identified as the origin of the sibilance. She 
approached it hesitantly, half-expecting to see a serpent lying coiled 
in the bottom. Yet, what she witnessed instead, after mustering the 
courage to peer inside, were two clods of a substance like clay, black 
as peat and sending a malodorous white vapor.
     Had she appreciated the powers of the possible, Lydia Von 
Kertzel would have seized this moment to attune herself to the cause 
of her husband’s preposterous behavior and deteriorating physical 
condition. However, rather than inspect with curiosity the work of 
her husband’s hands, Mrs. Von Kertzel gathered the contents of the 
basin into a bag and sent them duly to the street-side trash heap. 
She returned to the study with rags and a bucket, cleansing the attic 
from its top to bottom and discarding items of no apparent value. 
From the chaos of her husband’s work, Lydia Von Kertzel brought 
order. All of the furnishings were taken to their proper places, tidily 
and logically arranged, until the space resembled any other attic 
wherein a child at play could safely uncork his imagination. She 
looked proudly on her work and then moved downstairs to stir the 
baby from his nap, to prepare supper, and to await her husband’s 
vulgar return. Moreover, she resolved to announce that evening her 
distaste for his recent affairs and to demand that he reassume his 
position at the College or else witness the departure of his only wife 
and son.
     However, professor Von Kertzel never returned that day 
after hurriedly leaving in his afternoon attire. To no avail, Lydia 
checked the local pubs and thereafter directed her steps to the 
police department, encountering on the way her husband’s bicorn 
abandoned in the walk. Several hours later, Officer Carroll of the 
Oyster Point patrol found the drunkard professor sitting in the 
crotch of a barren tree. His feet were shoeless, his soles shredded. 
Most notably, his pockets were empty. Carroll transported Von 
Kertzel to the Charleston asylum, where he was temporarily 
admitted for evaluation. Designated not an immediate threat to 
himself or others, Von Kertzel was released in several days’ time with 
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a recommendation of bed rest and close supervision.
     On the first day of his homecoming, the professor spent the 
afternoon seated at the hearth, a genial fire glowing in the grate, 
a glass of warm milk on the stand beside him. An infant’s babble 
sounded from the adjacent room. Three floors above, the door 
to the attic was fastened shut, everything inside untouched since 
the day Lydia searched out the stench and brought the attic to an 
ordered state. With icy fingers, Von Kertzel clutched the arms of 
his sitting chair, his feet tapping the floor without pattern, his jaw 
hanging open, sour breath passing warmly from his mouth. And 
his eyes, like two black holes, gazed beyond the cracked walls of the 
room, as if indulging some unearthly recollection, a time before that 
thing of darkness had displaced him.

Matthew Mercuri is a recent graduate of The University of Scranton, where he majored in 
English and philosophy and minored in biology and biochemistry. He was also the Editor-
in-Chief of the University’s literary magazine. Currently, Matthew is a first-year medical 
student at New York University School of Medicine.
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Tall Tales of the Appalachian Mountains
	   Patricia Graham

Chapter 1 
 The Sin-Eaters

(This tale is based on an experience of Verna Crowe Humphrey 
and is situated in the small town of Kingston, Tennessee)

     I reckoned my first experience with the sin-eaters was when my 
sister, Elizabeth, had died. I was only about eight or nine years old. 
She had been sick for several weeks, and she continuously worsened 
to a point to where the doctors could not help her anymore. She 
died from typhoid fever. 
     Several hours before her death, an omen appeared at my 
mother’s window. It was a bright red fireball. My brothers and I 
were sitting on the porch, while my mother tended to Elizabeth’s 
fever, and it was then, when we seen it. Down Buckcreek Road sits 
our family cemetery and it was almost nightfall. First, the ball began 
to appear as a mist, and then it began to take on this glow. It grew 
brighter and brighter until it was all shades of yellows, oranges, and 
reds. Next, it began to lift off the ground and move down the road 
toward our house. Well, we were all astonished. We thought the 
devil himself was coming after us. Faster and faster it moved down 
the road toward our house. And as suddenly as it got to our house, 
it stopped right in front of my dying sister’s window. It just levitated 
there for a moment and then extinguished itself. My sister died a 
couple of hours later. 
     It should not have seemed strange, because on the preceding 
night the family had heard screams and cries from the woods. It 
appeared that all of nature knew that death was lurking. A screech 
owl had been hollering for a week. But this sound was so eerie. 
My brother and I looked into the woods with our lanterns to see if 
we could determine what critter was making this awful noise. And 
much to our surprise, we would soon have our answer. A mountain 
lion exited from the darkness and ran toward us on the porch. My 
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brother grabbed his rifle and we turned around to shoot it, but it 
had vanished into the darkness. Needless to say, we were on guard 
the rest of night. 
     Word had got around the hollow about Elizabeth’s death. One of 
the tasks that my family felt necessary to do was to prepare my sister 
for her journey in her afterlife. My parents hired a sin-eater. Not 
many people know about them now. But, we believed then that the 
soul lingered with its body for three days before it was buried. I was 
told that a Negro man, named Silas Jackson, would be coming to 
our home to help Elizabeth prepare for her journey to heaven. I had 
only seen one or two Negroes in my whole life, and Silas Jackson was 
one of them. Silas was a former slave and used to sit on the porch 
of the general store. He was always there on a Saturday afternoon 
when my family would come to town. He would buy a candy that all 
of us folks called “nigger toes.” It was a chocolate drop with crème 
filling. We meant nothing by the name. That what were folks called 
black people back then. He would always offer me some candy from 
his nickel paper bag full of goodies, but I was scared to death of 
him. Little did I know he would be at my house two weeks later as 
Elizabeth’s sin-eater.  
     The custom in those days was to pay a person to come in and 
eat and drink as much as possible, so the sin-eater could take on 
any sins that a deceased person might have incurred before going 
to meet their maker. I did not believe that my sister could have that 
much sin; after all, she was only sixteen. However, my family argued 
that this would give Elizabeth a better chance of getting through the 
pearly gates. 
     Silas Jackson showed up our house on the second night of 
Elizabeth’s “sitting-up,” and he stayed with us, as so the custom 
goes, until the fourth day. My family called them “sittings,” because 
members of the family would take turns sitting with the body until 
a proper religious service was given. Silas ate and ate and said some 
chants and sang over Elizabeth in a language which I had never 
heard before. I never saw a person that could eat so much as Silas. 
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     There was another practice of sin-eating, which my family did not 
observe, but others in Dogwood Hollow practiced.  The sin-eater 
was paid a sum of money, but the amount was not disclosed to the 
rest of the family. The amount was agreed upon between the eldest 
male of the family and the sin-eater. This chore required the sin-
eater to sleep in the deceased’s bed for three days in order to take 
on the sins of the deceased loved one. Beds were so scarce and hard 
to come by, so they were never thrown away.  The belief was if the 
sin-eater slept in the bed of the deceased, then no harm would fall 
upon the person(s) who would sleep in the bed in the future.  Silas 
Jackson stayed with Elizabeth until the preacher-man spoke his first 
words over her; then Silas’s task was complete until someone else 
died in the community and needed his services.

Chapter 2
The Conjuring Rock

(The setting is at Shuler’s Point in Whittier, N.C and is based on a 
day in the life of Cousin Clinton)

     When I was just a young boy, about ten years old, I was told by 
my pappy that I was becoming a man. “In order to become a man, 
you need to become self-sufficient,” says pap. My first task was to 
master the “conjuring” rock. Times were poor then, and my family 
could not afford bullets, so we utilized what nature provided us. The 
conjuring rock is not just any old rock, but a very special rock that 
glides in the air with direct precision and weighs virtually nothing.  
My dad and I gathered up our flour sacks and baling twine and be-
gan hiking up the mountain to Shuler’s Point.  Shuler’s Point was a 
secret place for hunters to hone their skills as a huntsman.  All types 
of game wandered those parts, and I was going to learn how to use 
my first rocks on some rabbits. My pappy would use to tell me about 
the special powers that a conjuring rock possessed. I had always 
heard stories about this rock growing up, but I had never seen one 
until then. The legend goes that when Mother Earth created her gar-
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den on the mountain top, everything was connected. Trees, flowers, 
animals, and the streams could communicate to one another. But 
the rocks were not permitted to speak to no-one except to man.  As 
the hunters began to search for their quarry, they used the rocks as 
tools to build, to cook, and eventually to kill. The rock became very 
powerful and Mother Earth became very angry. So she put a curse 
upon the rock where the rock could no longer speak to man. Man 
would have to decide which rock would be appropriate to use from 
that time forth. I was becoming a man and this was a task I had to 
undertake to prove myself.
     But, I had to learn how to choose my own rocks for the hunt.  
There are several things that I needed to gain knowledge of before 
I could hunt with rocks. First, I needed to know how to find these 
special rocks.  The rocks had to be gathered from the Tuckasegee 
River and it should not sparkle when the sun hit it. The reasoning 
was when I threw the rock it would attract sunlight and it would 
alert the rabbits. The stone also had to be dark and round in color; 
slate rock was the best choice to use. The weight was no more than 
a pound and about four inches in diameter. Once I found me two 
or three of these rocks, I put them in my flour sack and was ready to 
proceed. 
     The second thing I had to learn was to become skilled at throw-
ing the rocks. This was probably the hardest thing I had ever done. 
My dad would line up pinecones on top of boulders and I would 
try to knock them off. When I mastered this undertaking, my dad 
would throw the pinecones up in the air, and I would have to knock 
them out of the air. These were the three things I had to learn be-
fore I could hunt. You could not throw a rock over handed; it had to 
be under handed and fly in a straight pattern. Eventually, I learned 
to throw my rocks with a spin and/or at a curve if the rabbit decided 
to turn or hop at the last minute.
    As I was saying, I am at top of Shuler’s Point, and this was the 
first day of my hunting adventure, a ten year-old boy turning into a 
man. My father and I camped in a nearby clearing where he knew 
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rabbits would come out before the sun set. There we stood, in our 
slyness, behind a great oak tree, waiting for our prey.  From the 
corner of my eye, I spotted my first opportunity to claim my trophy. 
I crawled through the grass as my father watched patiently. Slowly, 
I moved five feet at a time toward tonight’s supper.  As I stood up, 
I took out one of my conjuring rocks from my flour sack, took in a 
deep breath, and begin to take aim at the rabbit’s head. I let it fly. 
Wham! The rabbit jumped in mid-air as my rock battered his head. 
The rabbit lay motionless and it did not move. I killed my first liv-
ing, breathing creature. As I look down at its bleeding skull, I began 
to cry. I did not feel much like a man. My pappy told me that it 
was okay. Drawing blood, no matter how small, should have an act 
of remorse.  My pappy explained to me that this rabbit sacrificed 
himself for us so that the family might eat and live another day. I did 
become a man that day, but it was not because I had killed a living 
thing. I began to understand there were always sacrifices done by 
others when raising a family.

Chapter 3
The One-Pound Grasshopper

(This tall-tale is placed at Clinch River in Kingston, Tennessee and is 
told by Cousin Kenny)  

     I had just recuperated from the chicken-pox and my brother, 
Clinton, was awful angry at me. My maw had told me in order to 
get rid of the chicken pox, I needed to go and stand in the chicken 
lot everyday for an hour and the pox would jump off me and they 
would leap onto the chickens. So I did and the chicken pox disap-
peared. What I did not know was that my brother was collecting 
eggs every day after school while I was resting in bed. Sure as shoot-
ing, my brother come down with those pox too. Those dang nab 
chickens did not want them pox, so they gave them to my brother. 
He was sore at me for several days.
     I thought I would make it up to him by taking him fishing on the 
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Clinch River. It was a beautiful sunny day and the paddle boats were 
running and ferrying their passengers to town. While he was recov-
ering from the pox, I decided to gather some bait for our fishing 
trip. I collected worms, mole crickets, and grasshoppers. Every day I 
would ask him if he was ready to go fishing, and he would say, “No!” 
Well I was not about to let my bait die because he was angry at me. 
I fed my bait faithfully with all kinds of vegetables. I gave my ground 
crickets some mushrooms, my red-worms had vegetable scraps mixed 
with dirt, and my grasshoppers were fed spinach from my maw’s 
green patch. 
     One day my brother asks me if I still have the bait to go fishing. 
I told him that I did. Clinton gathered up our cane poles while I 
retrieved all the bait, which was living in their own containers, and 
then we proceeded to walk toward the river. We had an ole wooden 
bateau moored off to a Poplar tree. We climbed in, being careful 
not lose any of our bait, and pushed off to fish for largemouth bass.  
When we got to a well known fishing hole, in which largemouth 
bass were spawning, we decided to bait our hooks with our critters. 
Clinton always used ground crickets and earthworms on a medium 
black hook. I preferred to use small black hook and the bait of my 
choice was grasshoppers. Much to my surprise, when I open my box, 
there stood inside five one-pound grasshoppers. I thought my bait 
felt a lot heavier. I figured I was still weak from the pox.  Nope, it 
wasn’t the pox. I had raised one-pound grasshoppers. I could hardly 
believe my eyes. I shook Clinton’s arm to tell him about these giant 
grasshoppers, but he did not want to hear it; all he wanted to do was 
fish and for me to leave him alone. 
     I set there and thought, “I am going to need a bigger hook!”  
I searched my tackle, and I found a large, old, catfish hook. If I 
remembered it correctly, it was rusty too. Those grasshoppers were 
a slippery sort. I fought to put the first grasshopper on the hook. 
He had spit all kinds of tobacco juice on me and squirted me in the 
eye. I was thinking, “There is no way a bass is going to jump on a 
grasshopper as ugly as this.” I was wrong! My line began to tighten 
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and then my reel began to spin out of control. I do believe smoke 
was coming out from that reel. I yanked on that pole to show that 
fish who was in control. By this time, Clinton was in hysterics and 
hollering at me. He had set there for twenty minutes and did not 
even get a nibble. I fought and fought that mighty beast. He swerved 
under rocks, pulled my line underneath some submerge trees and 
jumped in mid-air, but I would not relinquish my authority over 
him. Clinton was still yelling, “You have caught a monster! Cut the 
line!” After one hour of fighting with this bass, I finally landed him 
in our Jon boat. It was a largemouth bass and he was over twenty-
five pounds and two feet long. Even the boat sunk an extra three 
inches deeper into the water because of the fish’s weight. 
     If I thought Clinton was mad at me before over the pox, I had 
not seen anything yet. He stared at the fish and looked at my extra 
big hook and began to question me what I was fishing with. I told 
him, “I tried to tell you about my grasshoppers. They are over a 
pound each.” Well he did not believe me until I opened up the box. 
There stood four more one-pound grasshoppers. Well, Clinton was 
turning all shades of red and he got so mad that he flipped the boat 
over with all of our fishing gear, my one, twenty-five pound bass, and 
the other four one-pound grasshoppers. We had to swim for shore. 
Clinton accused me of not purposely sharing my grasshoppers with 
him and trying to outdo him once again by making him look bad. 
We walked back home, on our dirt road, sopping wet, and nothing 
to show for. When we got home, maw questioned us on how well 
did we do on our fishing trip. I did not say a word, but Clinton 
told maw about my five one-pound grasshoppers and the twenty-
five pound bass that I caught. And would you believe that she said, 
“Well, if you did not catch any fish today, just say so. You don’t have 
to make up a fish yarn to fool your old maw.” Clinton did not speak 
to me for two months after that.



189

Chapter 4
An Appalachian Shivaree

(This story is set in Oak Ridge, Tennessee and told by Uncle Walter)
     I remember my wedding day like it was yesterday. I was going to 
marry the prettiest girl in Rockwood, Tennessee.  I was determined 
that none of my buddies would find me on my wedding night. Most 
folks don’t know anything about an Appalachian Shivaree, but it is 
not something a groom wants to face on his first night of marriage. 
It is like a bachelor party that has gone hay-wire. 
     Lucy Mae Adcox was her name, and I was the luckiest man in 
the world because she said “yes” to my proposal of marriage. Her 
cousins and I had been childhood friends all my life. But they were 
known to pull many a prank, and I was not going to fall victim to 
their shenanigans. I was determined that they would not find me or 
Lucy Mae on our first night of marriage.  
     I am here to tell you that it was the worst day of my life. Not 
because of the wedding, but what followed later that evening. Unan-
nounced to me, Lucy had told one of her first cousins, Sally, where 
we would spend our honeymoon for the next four days. My uncle 
had a cabin about five miles from our future home, and he gave me 
the keys for us to consummate our marriage. I felt very confident 
that I had succeeded in my task, and her cousins would not find us.  
Was I wrong! Sally told everyone.
     Lucy and I were married on a hot summer day at Lawnville 
Baptist Church, at four o’clock, on a Saturday afternoon, during the 
month of June. We followed the traditional ritual of jumping over 
the broomstick, to prove that we were man and wife, and no longer 
considered single folk. We done the customary things that a newly 
married couple do. We open our gifts from the community, and had 
some wedding cake that my Aunt Jane had made for our wedding.  
     Our horse and buggy was already hitched, and some of the local 
people had tied some tin cans to the wagon in order to rouse up 
anyone in Bentwood Hollow. Lucy and I had only traveled a mile 
down the road when I stopped the wagon.  I untied those cans, 
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because I did not want anyone following us to my uncle’s cabin. It 
was already eight o’clock in the evening and the sun had already set. 
I took Lucy Mae from the carriage and picked her up to carry her 
over the threshold. I looked around one more time to assure my-
self that I would not be aggravated by any mischief. I could not the 
shake the feeling that I was being watched by something from the 
woods. I figured it was just my imagination. Lucy and I entered into 
our temporary refuge. I kissed her so gently on the lips and looked 
into her eyes, oh how they sparkled. I suggested that we should make 
ourselves more comfortable. We didn’t have running water back 
then, but there were several pails of water that had been placed in 
the bedroom for us to clean up from the dusty journey on the road. 
Lucy went into the bedroom to dress in her nightgown as I waited 
patiently for her. 
     Suddenly, I heard a strange sound from outside the window. It 
sounded like a wounded animal. I went to the window to see if we 
were in danger, and the sound continuously got louder. I ran to 
the kitchen to search for a gun, but I could not find one. All kinds 
of knocking on pans, banging of cow-bells, and lots of hollering 
were going on outside my uncle´s door. I ran to lock the back door 
when it suddenly flew open. There stood all of Lucy Mae’s cousins 
and other men from the community. I knew I was doomed. Big Joe 
had a tote bag and wrestled me to the ground. While Joe held me, 
George pulled the tote over my head; Billy Ray tied up the tater sack 
with me in it. I remember Lucy screaming, “Please! Don’t do this!”
     I don’t remember exactly how I ended up in the woods, but it 
seemed that I was driven around in the back of a farm truck for 
hours. As they untied the sack, I tried to fight all of them, but they 
disappeared into the darkness. There I stood in my long-johns, all 
covered with red clay, and other kinds of debris. I looked around to 
try to gather my bearings. They had taken me down the road, about 
three miles from my uncle’s cabin. Well it is not as bad as I thought; 
they could have thrown me in the Little Tennessee River, and it was 
even further from my uncle’s cabin. If I recollect correctly, I began 



191

walking back to my uncle’s house, and I heard something that I did 
not like. It was thundering in the distant. Here I was standing in my 
long-johns, in the middle of woods, with all kinds of critters, on my 
honeymoon night, and now it was fixin to rain.
     It come a big ole storm that evening. By the time I reached my 
uncle’s cabin, well let’s just say, I have seen hogs cleaner than what I 
looked like that evening. My wife was not there at the cabin either. 
Once again I heard the cousins approaching the cabin and right 
before my eyes, they were pushing Lucy Mae around in a wooden 
wheelbarrow. They grabbed me and put me in the wheelbarrow with 
Lucy, and then wheeled us to the front door. I was so angry! I was 
ready to kill George, Billy Ray, and Big Joe, and any other man who 
approach me and my bride. 
     Lucy Mae and I entered into the cabin and I heard the prettiest 
sound coming from outside. All of the townsmen began to sing, 
“Let me call you sweetheart.” Big Joe played the fiddle while George 
strummed on a guitar. My night of “shiveering” was now complete. 
Lucy Mae and I can laugh about it now, but it was not so funny way 
back then.

Chapter 5
A Sharecropper Daughter’s Tale

(The setting is Kingston, Tennessee, around the 1940’s)

     My father was a sharecropper and as a child we were always 
moving from farm to farm. When I was in the fourth grade, we 
moved to a community far from any town. It was seventeen miles 
from the closest town, and I had to walk three and half miles to 
school.
     The house we lived in was two stories and with a big wraparound 
porch. The dining room had one wall that was entirely made of 
windows; and it the yard directly behind the dining room was solid 
boulders of rocks. At certain times in the afternoon it would sound 
like every glass pane in those windows had fallen out onto the rocks 
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and crashed. When we would check to see what had happened, 
there stood the windows intact in their panes. 
     As I lay in the floor in the living room doing my homework, it 
sounded as if a man in heavy work boots went up the steps, which 
was in the dining room to the bedroom upstairs. The steps would 
stop right above my head but no-one was there. 
     Sometimes when listened to the radio at night, a man’s form 
would appear at the window. He appeared to be looking inside. If 
we went on the porch to see if anyone was there, we would see noth-
ing. We had to go outside to use the bathroom because there was 
no running water to our house and I was afraid of the dark. I always 
made mother get up with me in the middle of the night to go with 
me outside. I had to use the bathroom one night and got my mother 
to go outside with me. As I squatted to use nature’s restroom a 
man appeared behind me, but I did not know it. My mother began 
screaming for me to get to the house, but I told her, “I am not fin-
ish.” When I got in the house she told me that a man was standing 
right behind me peering from the woods. If I had known it then, I 
would probably have had to change my underwear. My family lived 
in that house until I graduated from elementary school. 
     The school itself was a one-room school house.  And we had to 
walk about one mile and half to a spring to retrieve water to drink. 
One day another girl and I were allowed to go fetch the water. 
Just as we started to fill our buckets, there were two black racer 
snakes reared up on their tails and they chased us half way back to 
the school. Needless to say, our buckets were left behind, and the 
teacher had to send some boys to retrieve them with water.
     On my walks to school I would have to pass three deserted 
houses. I was told by other classmates that the houses were haunted. 
I always gained a little speed when walking by those houses, which 
was probably a good thing. I always found that frogs and watercress 
in the creek were more interesting than school. I was thirteen when 
we moved from that area and I learned what electricity installed a 
house, but not before I met the acquaintance of Old Charley Tate.
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      Between the school and the spring lived a family, called the 
Tates, that were on a little bit on the illegal side. That is to say, Old 
man Charley Tate made moonshine. I never knew where his still 
was. On one hot summer day, Old man Tate was fermenting some 
of his “shine” in five-gallon buckets, and a revenuer had heard of old 
man Tate’s enterprising business and had come to check him out. 
     Charlie was quick thinking, smart as a fox he was. He grabbed 
some hot corn pones in which his wife had just baked and threw 
them on top of the buckets of sour mash. The government man 
looked at Charlie’s five gallon buckets and said, “You have some 
fine looking slop sitting there.”  Charlie readily agreed with the 
revenuer and explained that he had two young hogs out back and he 
was fattening them up for winter. When the revenuer was satisfied 
that charley had no moonshine, he left old Charlie’s house. Charlie 
strained the cornbread off the shine, took a big swig of his white 
liquor and said, “I believe it is tastier than it was before.”
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