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Colloquialisms in English 
have lost their shock value: 
apple of my eye is more 
like a stick in the mud; 
forty winks is almost archaic 
and nobody buries the hatchet anymore 
except in somebody’s skull. 
Poor victim… 

Avidly, I fan the fan of fanship 
other languages do serve to amuse: 
“A, la vache!” is the French equivalent—“oh my god!” 
literally: oh! the cow! 
“Das ist mir Wurst”—is the German version— 
“I do not care” 
roughly translated: this is sausage to me! 

How can you 
resist a smile at this?

J’ai d’autres chats à fouetter! (I have other 
cats to whip!) 

Roger Brightley
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The Queen of Ex-Heroin Addict Indie Girls fluffs her scarves like 
feathers, digs reptilian boots into the dirt, returns to mammalia by 
unleashing auburn hair. Swan-necked, sparrow-shy, she’s the bird 
you envy till it smashes into glass. We’ve been roommates since for-
ever; we have nothing in common. I wait for opportunities to pretend 
her eccentricities, her stories, her beauties are my own. I keep her 
tucked inside my hair to expose when trying to appear more interest-
ing at parties. 

The Queen is rubbing her boot into the sidewalk outside our 
apartment, grinding her heels into fresh cigarette ash. “I can’t do this, 
Norah,” she tells me. “We have to not do it.” 

“Okay.” 
Her smile is desperate and quick. She walks to the gas station 

to buy coffee. I trot after her boots, my own scarf long and trailing 
in the wind. Her scarves—there are two, I think—twist around her 
neck like intertwining snakes. 

We are at the Circle K. I pick up a pack of ramen noodles, not 
sure if we’re going back home. We are in line. “We don’t have hot 
water,” she tells me. “Or electricity for the stove.” 

I stare at the red and white packet, thinking of our apartment. 
“Where’d it go?” 

She shrugs. “Guess the government took it.” I put the ramen 
back. 

The Queen of Ex-Heroin Addict Indie Girls 

Deirdre Coyle



5controllitmag 

Outside, she drinks the still-steaming black coffee as we walk. 
The place we might be going is not far, but it is very cold. “It is very 
cold,” I tell her.

She grabs my arm, her claws catching my moth-eaten coat. “It’s 
okay,” she says. “We’re going.” 

“But I thought you didn’t want to go?” 
“Well, I didn’t. But we are. We are going.” She offers me a sip of 

her coffee, and I drink it even though it tastes burned and like burn-
ing. 

Her arm still ensnares mine, and she leans on me and I feel the 
weight of her, the true weight of her slight frame. Her need sinks into 
me and my organs realize they don’t want this and turn to ice. 

We are skimming the roads, walking between the snowy side-
walk and the salted street; the cars go by. Sometimes they honk, men 
in trucks, men on motorcycles, a man in a shitty Honda with two 
kids in car seats. Her elbow digs into my side, and I try to pat or rub 
her back but I can’t even feel her beneath the heavy coat. Her hair 
is half stuck inside her scarves; the wind whips my scarf around her 
waist, tassels flinging meekly through the air. 

Crossing Olympic Boulevard, I ask what can I do; isn’t there any-
thing I can do? She shakes her head, so quickly, clutches the coffee 
cup. I take it from her and it’s empty, and I throw it in the trash and 
she doesn’t speak or seem to notice. I wonder, if she exposes all her 
secrets, can I still pretend they’re mine? We are almost there now; we 
are coming to the cross-street. 

The school looms around the corner, a series of interlocked 
squares. Her breaths shorten. I can tell she is trying very hard. To 
breathe. 

We approach the front entrance, flocked by Doric columns, gum-
spotted sidewalks, a forgotten backpack. The double doors, green, 
push open noisily and there are white tiles, a hall. 
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“I know,” she says. “I know where we are. I went to school here 
once.” 

The Queen leads me to an office the color of vomit where we fill 
out visitor stickers. Receptionists cluck at us quietly. A suited man 
flaps around the room, his paisley tie unclipped. He speaks in our 
direction and she releases her grip on me and her hands hang straight 
and she stands stock still at my side. He nods and smiles and leads 
us away down the halls. She speaks to him sometimes, in light words, 
and when he asks me something, I say, “No, I’m just here with her.” 

When we go through a side door, the room is dark. We can 
see past red curtains and onto a stage, the backdrop of which is a 
large black sign with the letters D.A.R.E. in blood red writing. Her 
breathing trembles, longer, slower. I catch her arm again and wonder 
will she make it? Her eyes catch mine, latch there, hook, move away, 
tear a part of me off with them. Don’t go, I want to tell her. You’ll let 
them eat you like dogs. You’ll let them ask you why. 

She uncoils her scarves and pushes off her coat; the scarves slith-
er down her arms. Drops the bundle on a chair. Her back to me, she 
walks straight, past the suited man and the red curtains. She is on 
stage now, not smiling, and staring at an audience full of children. 

She breathes deeply, and begins.
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If there was such a thing as fair 
I’d no longer be all the women 
who’d been falsely accused 
loved so hard they were abused 
black and blue rape 
the color of love 
spat in their face. 
 
Night and I would reconcile 
and he’d stop making me 
all these women I’ve been. 
All these women I be. 
He might even let me sleep.

The Women We Be 

Caitlin C. Barnes
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Nigel Pierce follows his two grandchildren as they climb the gentle 
hill to the ruins of his childhood. He could follow this well-worn 
overgrown path with his eyes closed, in a deep fog, in the middle of 
the night. His mind creeps back to a lost moment in time when he 
is forced to do exactly that. His steps slow as he approaches the old 
stone farm house. He listens intently for the calls and laughter of the 
two kids. 

“Don’t go inside the house without me. The boards could be rot-
ted.” He calls. 

“We won’t. We’re playing on the swings, Gramp.” He hears Si-
mon call from the other side of the house. Simon is twelve and smart. 
He will make sure that his nine-year-old sister, Lucy, stays safe. Ni-
gel’s mind goes back to the day that his father and Uncle Jerad put 
up those two swings. He is Lucy’s age then. He stands at the bottom 
and pulls on the loop of rope at the bottom to straighten the wooden 
seat of each one. 

His father and uncle straddle the thick branch and tie the two 
ends of each rope at the top. 

“The board’s not straight, you damned twit!” 
His father throws a broken branch. Nigel rubs the scar on his 

cheek. It holds silent testimony to his father’s brutality, five stitches 
worth. He shakes his head to rid his mind’s eye of the painful images. 
He leans heavily on his cane as his gait makes allowance for the slope 

Underwood

Sharon Flood
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of the hill. He works his way slowly around the house, his cane pok-
ing around in front, searching for hidden tree roots or other obstacles. 

“Look what I have, Gramp.” 
Lucy gasps breathlessly as she runs toward her grandfather with 

a large weathered board in her hand. She stops abruptly near him to 
get her wind back. She comes closer and tries to trace the carved let-
ters in the thick oak plank. 

“U ... N ... D ... the next part is all black and icky, like charcoal. It’s 
coming off in my hands.” 

She continues to trace with her forefinger. 
“... W ... O ... O ...”
“It says Underwood, Lucy. It used to grace the lintel of the front 

door. Your great grandfather was from England, where they used to 
name their houses,” the old man said. 

“Really, Gramp? What was it like living here when you were lit-
tle?” Simon asks curiously. His grandfather has never talked about 
his childhood, ever. He won’t even answer any questions about it. 
He hopes that the old gentleman will answer some questions now 
that they are right at his old home. Simon thinks about this morning 
when his grandfather asks him if he wants to go to the old homestead. 
He remembers his mouth gaping in surprise. 

Of course Lucy wants to tag along like she always does. He 
doesn’t mind his little sister, but he wishes she wouldn’t hang around 
so much. He knows she looks up to him, and learns things from him, 
but she is still annoying. Nigel considers Simon’s question. What was 
it like back then? It was awful! He must choose his words carefully. 
He doesn’t want to frighten them, but they need to know the truth, 
or at least some part of it. 

He wants the children to know about their heritage before he 
passes on. The doctor says five months, tops. His son Ken and daugh-
ter-in-law Linda, know the entire story, of course. They will pass it 
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along to the children in time. Nigel pokes around in the grass for a 
moment until he finds a large rock to sit on. He seats himself as com-
fortably as possible, and begins his tale. 

“Life then was nothing like it is now. Nothing was automated. We 
did pretty much everything by hand. We had no plumbing or run-
ning water. We had to fetch our drinking water from the well behind 
the house.” 

The kids sit cross-legged near him, listening intently. They don’t 
ask questions for fear that he will stop if they interrupt him. 

“That gully behind the house used to be a running stream. It’s all 
dried up now. Road construction has closed off its source. It was deep 
enough in the spring to fish in. The trout weren’t big, but they were 
good eating just the same.” 

Nigel leans forward a little, both hands fold over the carved knob 
of the cane. These kids are so young. He wishes he could wait till 
they’re older, but there’s no more time for him. He must tell them 
now while his mind is still sharp, and not clouded over with pain. He 
closes his eyes against the onslaught of painful memory. He can actu-
ally see in his mind’s eye the events leading up to the fire. He will have 
to be careful now. He doesn’t want the children to have nightmares 
for the rest of their lives, like he has. He speaks as if the event is hap-
pening now, in the present. 

“My brother Eddie is in the barn with your great grandfather. 
There is an argument, I go to break it up, a lantern is knocked over, 
and the straw catches fire. The dry straw goes up like a roman candle. 
I get Eddie out, but my father does not survive.” 

Nigel’s voice falters. He can see himself enter the barn. Eight-
year-old Eddie is screaming, and struggling against his father’s crush-
ing weight. Eddie is face down in the straw, his pants off. His father is 
raping him. Nigel hits his father with the lantern, and pushes him off 
his brother. His father is instantly set alight. Fiery sparks hit his face 
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as he stumbles out with Eddie in tow. This is how he loses his sight. 
Nigel rises from the rock. His tale is told as far as he will ever tell it. 
He reaches his hand out, and Lucy takes it, to lead him down the hill 
to where her parents wait in the car.
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He was scientific with his choice of tables 
He needed the least obstructed view out of the window 
The juncture of sound from conversations was ideal to take in all of 
the souls existing around him 
The cozy chair, paired with the height of the table, provided the 
perfect spine alignment for his creative blood to flow to his already 
overflowing brain 
The atmosphere of dark wood floors, deep and rich wall hangings, 
and dim lighting, allowed his anxiety to seep into the ambiance. 
He was re-born every time he entered this space 
Here he would learn how a subtle smile to a stranger would awaken 
the most primal of feelings. 
His perspicacious portal to the world.  

PERCEPTION OF A PHOENIX 

Melanie Loucks
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Vandross crouched on the fifth story ledge watching the life of the 
city below.

He sat back on his heels, resembling a huge black bird or one 
of the many concrete gargoyles that grace the ledges and cornices of 
older buildings.  The split tail of his turn-of-the-century black great-
coat lay piled behind the stacked heels of his roll-toed black riding 
boots.  His wavy brown hair spilled over his shoulders from under 
the brim of his top hat. 

Some months back, he had considered the possibility of purchas-
ing clothes that were more modern when the daygirl at the front desk 
of the hotel had remarked, “Nice costume, you in a show nearby?”  
The girl was reasonably attractive with black fingernails and lips.  A 
dozen pieces of jewelry hung from piercings on her face and ears.  A 
large tattoo of a dragon spread its wings across her chest and shoul-
ders. 

He considered the question a moment before answering, but 
these clothes were comfortable and he was used to the way they felt.  

“No, not nearby,” he said, in an accent devoid of any regional flavor 
though he could have easily replied in the local dialect.  It had not 
seemed necessary, at the time.  “Nice dragon.”

After that, she smiled and spoke each time she saw him, but never 
asked any prying questions.  After the first month, she suggested, “I 
notice no one comes to visit and you rarely go out, so if you want some 

The Street

Hoyle Purvis
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company some evening, let me know.  I’ll be glad to…help you out.”  
He had responded, “Thank you, I…will keep that in mind.”  She 

smiled at him as though she believed his response.  
Night after night, for unnumbered years in unnumbered places, 

he sat and watched, mindless of the change of season or weather, from 
the stifling heat of summer to the frigid cold of winter, he watched.  
He often lost track of time and place.  Just as a day melts into a month, 
so can a year dissolve into a century.  He saw city streets transition 
from mud to cobblestones to pavement.  Buggies replaced horse-and-
rider, to be replaced by these noisy, present day motor beasts.  Al-
ways he had traveled where he felt drawn to these nexuses of time and 
place and always he watched.  On rare occasions, he had acted and on 
other occasions, he had later regretted his non-action, but the course 
of the future was not his to decide or even to mold, yet sometimes….

Time always swirled, creating universe beyond universe, as the 
nightscape of older buildings created a ragged tableau against the 
backdrop of the newer skyscrapers of the cities’ hearts.  Night-lights 
flickered and evolved as neon signs blinked, throwing differing shades 
of color to reflect off the surrounding buildings.  Buildings shook as 
the subway train, riding on the elevated tracks, rumbled down the 
street.  A scream, in the distance, carried above the roar intended to 
mask its existence. No one else seemed to notice or care.  

Traffic had thinned over the last hour but the calliope sound of 
talking people, impatient horns and seeking sirens continued, only in 
lesser degree.  People moved below showing no concern for the late 
hour or the inherent danger contained within.  Others scurried along, 
fearfully trying to avoid attracting the attention of unwanted eyes.  
The vermin on the underbelly of humanity rolled to the surface with 
the night to seek fulfillment for their malevolent desires.  They slid 
from shadow to shadow, waiting for the proper moments.  

From the concealing canopy of shadow, a young man darted to 
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grab the purse of a middle-aged woman.  He raced down the street to 
disappear into the dark embrace of another shadow, gone as though 
he never existed.  The woman screamed, but her husband pulled her 
along, sacrificing the purse to find the obscurity of being a part of the 
moving, mindless throng. 

Scantily clad women marked the street, and its corners, to ped-
dle themselves to passers-in-the-night, raising money to feed their in-
escapable habits or their greedy pimps.  One of the younger lambs, a 
newcomer to the street, caught Vandrass’s interest, in a way that bur-
rowed through decades of death and remembrance.  His lot and his 
purpose were to sit and to watch.  He could not remember how many 
decades since someone last caught his eye.  She had the fresh look 
of one not yet trodden by the world, but there was also…more…an 
inner radiance.  He felt oceans of promise inside her and wondered 
what wave of desertion had brought one such as her to this place, at 
this time.  Could it be…could she be the one?  He watched. 

There was awkwardness in her movements and attitude, unlike 
the other girls with their practiced smoothness.  The fresh sweetness 
of her spirit scared off some of her patrons and, although he sensed 
they wanted to pullover and stop, they drove on down the block.  Sev-
eral cars eventually did pull beside her.  Some drove off again wary of 
the light within, but soon she disappeared with callers, to return with 
an almost imperceptible decay in the golden brilliance of her aura.  
Given time, the degradation of being so wantonly used would erode 
her, leaving her as empty and hollow as the rest.  That was a crime 
he could not sit by and allow to happen…not to this potential light.  

Vandrass reached out with his mind, weaving a net around her, 
encircling her with a sparkling radiance visible only to him.  Cars 
pulled over and immediately sped off.  The occupants saw a reflection 
within the girl of their own inner beasts and demons.  From dark 
betraying desire to the horrifying need to destroy, their souls lay bare 
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and reflected from the searing eyes of this pretty, young, innocent 
face.  The visualization of their own demons forced each to confront 
that hidden part of themselves and many hurried home, never to re-
turn, but even these reactions took a miniscule toll on the young girl.  

With the ominous presence of a demonic chariot, a vibrantly 
painted car pulled up and a scarred man in the back seat rolled down 
his window.  He yelled at the girl, “What the fuck have you done to 
yourself?  You look like shit!”

“I haven’t done anything,” she responded, fear breaking through 
her bold voice.  

“Well fix your fucking face,” the Scar bellowed.  “How much you 
earn tonight?”

She responded to the roar by taking a step backwards.  “I’ve got, 
uh…a hundred dollars…” 

“You ain’t fucking made but a hundred fucking bucks?  What the 
fuck you been doing?  Sitting on your fucking ass?”  Even from the 
window of the car, his roars backed her up another step.

“No, I’ve been trying!  But they don’t stop…  I’m trying!”  Her 
voice broke, as the tears welled in her eyes.  

The door of the car creaked open and the man climbed out of the 
car.  He was large and muscular, and the scars on his face were not 
the only ones on his battle-tested body.  His arm moved in a swift arc 
and the force of his backhand knocked her off her feet.  

“Don’t you fucking lie to me, you fucking cunt.  I’ll kill your moth-
erfucking ass, you lie to me!”  His thunder reverberated from the 
surrounding walls as the girl cowered on the pavement.

Vandrass leaned forward and fell from the ledge in a graceful 
plane, shoving his body away from the wall with a last second kick.  
The tails of his greatcoat stretched out behind his lithe body like the 
tail feathers of a hawk as he spread his arms out wide, falling toward 
the sidewalk.  As he neared the sidewalk, he tucked his head under 
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his body and, completing a flip, landed softly on the concrete, mak-
ing no sound at all.  Rising to his full frame, he strode toward the girl 
who was still sprawled on the sidewalk.  The stacked leather heels of 
his boots clicked with each step and a dragon-headed cane suddenly 
appeared in his hand.  His shadow, created by the light of the near-
est streetlamp, touched the body of the girl as she struggled to stand.  
The scarred man’s heavy companion climbed out of the driver’s seat 
and stood near the hood of the car, watching the all too familiar scene 
unfold.

The scarred man looked at Vandrass with a mixture of threat and 
uncertainty.  “All right, Sherlock Holme-boy.  You better mind your 
own fucking business.”  

Without hesitation, Vandrass continued past them on the side-
walk, uttering his mantra, “I am not allowed to…take action.” 

“You damn right, you Halloween-dressing mother fucker,” the 
man spat out, and returned his attention to the girl, who had found 
her feet.  The scarred man reached out, grabbed the girl by the hair 
and yanked.  Vandrass stopped walking away and slowly turned to 
face them.  

The man yelped in surprise as he felt his own head yanked back-
wards.  His reflexes forced him about-face, looking to see who yanked 
his hair.  But, there was only the emptiness of the street and the gaud-
ily painted car.  The driver, still standing in the street near its hood, 
had a confused, but wary, look on his face.  Vandrass deliberately 
stepped toward him.

“Do not aid him, if you wish to live.”  The driver looked at Van-
drass, eyeing him up and down.  There was nothing imposing about 
this strangely dressed man, but there was something about him that 
unnerved the driver and he remained where he had been standing.

The girl had regained her feet as the scarred man swung a hard 
right to her stomach.  Her mouth fell open in surprise as he doubled 
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over in agony.  With one knee on the concrete, and fury welling up 
inside him, the scarred man looked up at the girl’s bewildered face.

He groaned out, “You hit hard for a fucking cunt.  But you gonna 
regret that, bitch... oh, I’m gonna smash that pretty mouth!”  

With a surprisingly swift swing, a left backhand cut loose for her 
face as the scarred man pushed swiftly upward with his legs.  The 
force of such a blow should have knocked the girl backwards against 
the building.  But, she didn’t move.  Instead, his own head snapped 
back, and his heavy body followed, slamming on the sidewalk near 
the curb.  His mouth and nose trickled blood as he stood and pulled 
his knife.  

“I don’t know how the fuck you did that, but you are one mother-
fucking dead cunt.”

He made a wide swipe with his knife and felt a sharp pain across 
his abdomen.  He looked down in disbelief.  “The fucking bitch 
stabbed me.”  He sank to his knees, gurgling sounds issuing from his 
mouth, blood spreading across the front of his suit.  He fell forward 
onto the sidewalk, as the crimson pooled around his body.  

Vandrass looked at the driver, both hands resting on the dragon 
cane.  “You did well not to attempt to help him.  He doomed himself 
by his own actions, as do we all.  Once you give the girl the money 
your master collected tonight, you would be best to leave.”  The driver 
reached into the car and pulled out a roll of bills which he handed to 
the girl before the squalling tires of the painted car carried him away. 

Vandrass slowly stepped toward the girl, the tap of the cane on 
the concrete seemed to echo from the buildings gaining in strength 
until it was almost deafening.  “Take the money and start a new life.  
The problems of the past are just that…”  He stopped moving and 
stood with feet apart, both hands resting on the cane in front of him.  

“In the past.”  His wanted to reach out, to touch the light in her face, 
but he stayed his ancient hand.  “You should move forward, toward 
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tomorrow.”  He turned as he began to walk away.  “Rest assured, we 
will see each other again one day.”  

He walked down the street thinking it might be time to buy oth-
er clothes; after all, the world has moved forward.  Maybe the dragon 
girl at the hotel would help him pick out something for tomorrow.
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I. LOVE AND THE ART OF BEEKEEPING. 
 
I feigned interest when she told me about smoking the bees out of the 
hive, calming them so she could harvest the honey. Bees weren’t really 
my thing, but I liked thinking about what she would look like with 
the mask on and nothing else. Bees weren’t really my thing in that I 
am fucking horrified of bees. No bad experience, no allergies, just re-
ally don’t want to be stung. 

“Oh, I’ve been stung plenty of times,” as if that was supposed to be 
comforting. “It doesn’t really hurt that bad.” 

“You’re crazy” I said. She got very quiet. 
 

I’ve never been good at reading people, but when she stopped talking 
to me, stopped responding to my emails or texts, I figured that I had 
done something wrong. Something horrible. I was probably project-
ing, feeling bad about getting behind at work, forgetting Dad’s birth-
day, and assumed I had done something wrong to her as well. My 
boss, Dave, asked if everything was alright. 

“Yeah.” 
“Are you sure? You look like shit.” 
“Thanks.” 
“Seriously. You should iron your shirts. I’ll cut you some slack 

this week, but get it together.” 

The Bees

Wyl Villacres
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“Ok.” 
“Ok.” 
 

II. MACROECONOMICS FOR DUMMIES. 
 
She was getting her master’s degree in some economics thing. I’ve 
always hated math, so I can never remember what it was about. Since 
she hadn’t yet blocked my presence on the internet, I figured there 
was still a chance to do something to get her to talk to me. To forgive 
me for whatever I had done or said. 

My roommate told me that I was coming on kind of strong. 
“You’re coming on kind of strong,” he said. 
“I like her,” I said. 
“You barely know her,” he said. 
“I like her,” I said. 
I wanted to make a big spectacle about it. Like when people in 

movies make some grand gesture. So I thought about what would 
make her happiest, showed her I cared, that I thought she was special. 
A beard of bees. Obviously. 

On the day of, after asking her friends when she had classes, get-
ting advice and spending three hundred dollars on renting a dude 
with bees, I sat outside her building with a buzzing hive on my face. I 
waited and waited. I had the bee guy take my picture. The bee guy’s 
name was Frank. 

“You sure this is it?” the bee guy, Frank, asked. 
“Yes.” 
“Alright.” 
And we kept waiting and finally she came down the stairs on the 

outside of the building, short legs and long torso moving jerkily, a 
decided lack of grace about her. She looked at me, honey brown eyes 
squinting, opening wide, then looking down. Three bees stung me 



22

simultaneously on the back of the neck. It didn’t hurt that bad. 
“You’re crazy,” she said. And walked away. 
 

III. EXAMPLES OF CLASSICAL MUSIC.  

The bee stings throbbed dully as I tried to sleep. All night I had 
dreams of her and bees and flowers and honey and her covered in 
flowers and honey and bees. By the morning, after restless sleep, I 
opened my eyes. Only they weren’t my eyes. The room was fragment-
ed, hundreds of different angles of the same thing. There were no 
sheets covering me. I was on the pillow, small, with hundreds of eyes, 
and as I tried to move my arms and legs, too many things moved. I 
went to stretch feeling stiff, and buzzed. A bee. A bee. 

“Do you know what this means?” I asked the ghost of my body, 
the dent in my bed where I used to lie. “This is magnificent.” 

Through the crack in the window I flew, over to Fourth Street 
where she had set up her hives. In the hives, swarming with other 
bees, I danced and brought pollen, and every one of them were cool, 
accepting me for the bee I was. And then she came. 

Before the smoke, before the dizzying rush of dull, mild smoke, the 
euphoric reminder of cigarettes that I’ve come to enjoy more and 
more, I sometimes fly from the hive when I feel her approaching. I 
fly away and land on her shoulder and walk around with her as she 
scrapes honey. I sometimes perch on her mask and look her in the 
eyes, focus on her pupils and tell her that I’m happy we’re together 
now, even if I split my time with thousands of others. That I could 
have been happy like that anyway. 

“I love you” I buzz at her. 
“You’re crazy,” she says, and swats me away. 
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This house is not a safety net 
waiting for your tumble. It does 
 
not love you the way it should 
like beams in the foundation. 
 
It leaves you dangling from the 
skybox heart. You have no one 
 
to blame but yourself, remember 
how you walked to the edge 
 
on your own. Remember the cars 
looked like ants, furiously building 
 
tunnels, to build more tunnels, 
to build more tunnels for even more 
 
tunnels. Go back, where the 
sky divers parachute was caught, 
 
hanging effortlessly in the power 
lines, carrying messages for 
 
people who live too far away 
to connect in person. This house 

Foundation 

Lucas Graff



24

 
did not raise you, it pushed 
you through the door, like an 
 
angry violinist’s broken strings. 
There is nothing to repair you. 
 
You must learn how to live 
with the bleeding, how to make 
 
music with a shattered instrument, 
how to love with no foundation.
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Burf was incapable of crossing t’s, touching bases with authority fig-
ures, or concerning himself with anything remotely grown-up, so 
we’re spending New Year’s Eve in my Corolla. Just the two of us, not 
unlike the song and, presumably, trillions of other identically-titled 
artistic expressions across several mediums. 

The engine’s running and we’re parked in the glow of Burger 
King signage so passersby don’t get any funny ideas. 

*** 
“You know what they say about hindsight. It’s, like, inherently flawed.” 

Burf is referring to the expulsion of Todd “Hot Toddy” Collopy 
from our household; specifically, Burf ’s failure to investigate whether 
or not any of our utilities were in Todd’s name prior to The Talk. 
We’ve been without heat for twenty-six hours now, the good people at 
North Shore Natural Gas Delivery Systems insisting they were just 
adhering to Best Practices when they pulled the plug on our service, 
and at the Primary Account Holder’s request. 

“Keep in mind, that’s not me editorializing. It’s science.” 
I watch as Burf puts the finishing touches on what appears to 

be an F-14 Tomcat on his sketch pad. There is a nude, anatomically-
incorrect woman on its tail fin, her breasts heavy enough to cause disc 
slippage. 

“We talked about it. You should’ve waited until I got home.”  
Burf returns his charcoal pencil to the glove box, exhales like he’s 

Power Down

Thomas Mundt
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mid-physical and there’s a stethoscope pressed to his sternum. 
“That is not what leadership is about.”  

*** 
I peruse a social media website with the remaining seventeen-

percent battery life left on my phone and the posts are all the same, 
screenshots from a popular model’s weather app. The –8° prompts 
me to double-check SETTINGS to make sure LOCATION isn’t 
set to OUTER MONGOLIA. My feet and fingers burn, the defrost 
among my sedan’s few remaining functional components but still 
wholly-inadequate, even when cranked. 

“A few more minutes and you can plug that Bad Boy in.” 
Burf is attempting to fish a Jolly Rancher out from the cigarette 

lighter with a ballpoint pen. I accepted his apology months ago, after 
he borrowed my car to tailgate at a bullriding event in Palwaukee 
and I discovered the molten, translucent-green rectangle, so it’d be 
unreasonable to get salty about it now. 

I hear the snap, my best PaperMate now in two pieces on the 
console. 

“At this point I’d power down, if I was you.” 
*** 

 A fellow patron at the neighborhood greasy spoon is kind enough 
to point me in the direction of an outlet so I call our landlord, Jens. 
When he answers I think he’s having a stroke but the inimitable 
sound of party in the background assures me he’s just intoxicated, 
profoundly so. It’s nine-twenty p.m. and I have serious doubts as to 
his ability to ring in 2014 with Ryan Seacrest. 

He’s talked to North Shore. We can expect warmth in two-to-
three business days, he estimates. 

When I return to our booth, Burf is engaged with another table’s 
server. I attempt to relay the update and am given the one moment, 
please index finger.  
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“What can you tell me about your pork? Farm-to-table, or—” 
“Stick with eggs. Maybe a Denver omelette.” 
The young man returns his focus to actual paying customers, and 

I attempt to steer Burf ’s in the direction of temporary lodging op-
tions. Doesn’t he have a cousin down by DePaul? Would her R.A. be 
cool with us using the couches in the Rec Room for a spell? 

“Rehab. Text addiction. Drying out in one of the Plains States, 
last I heard.” 

A Night Manager interrupts to tell us we either order or leave. 
There are two options, and the ball is in our court. His aftershave 
smells like playground equipment. 

We gather our stack of free circulars plundered from the sorry-
looking racks out front, emergency bathroom tissue. We bid Arman 
arrivederci.  

*** 
I ask him about The Incident, attempt to ferret out details regarding 
the security breach. 

“No allegedly about it. Saw it go down with the eyes Yahweh 
gave me.” 

Apparently his Gracie Barra instructional ended early and Burf 
returned home to find Todd rummaging through The Archives, a 
jambalaya of bank statements, erotic fan fiction, and other docu-
ments housed in a blue plastic flip-top box intended to store 45s. 

When confronted, Todd attempted to exit Burf ’s room via the 
window but didn’t dive with enough force to wrest the screen from 
the frame.  

“Maybe he was looking for stationary. You know how he was with 
thank-you’s.” 

“My discharge papers are in there.” 
Burf tried to serve our country during Operation Iraqi Freedom 

but never made it out of Basic. Something about showing off a 
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grenade at a pizza parlor and a judge in Peoria making an example 
out of him during an election year. I got the full story once but was 
feeling the effects of a hallucinogenic Guyanese tea at the time. 

“How could I trust him after that? How can I trust anyone now?” 
We watch as a gaggle of young women in ankle-length puffers 

ramble out of Quencher’s, the lankiest of the crew pulling up the rear 
to vomit discreetly into lifeless shrubbery. 

“I miss him already.” 
*** 

Our plastic maxed, we pool our remaining cash money on the dash. 
Factoring in the discounts availed by my Speedy Rewards Card, we 
have enough to run the car through the night. We will sleep in shifts, 
with Burf leading off. He is a Morning Person, he insists, as well 
as People Person. Before I’ve even returned the nozzle to the pump, 
Burf is horizontal on the backseat, a dress sock across his eyes as a 
makeshift sleep mask. 

I do the math and determine we have enough in the tank to get 
us into Northwest Indiana, onto air mattresses in my parents’ study. 
I drive us back to Burger King, settle back into the same tire grooves 
we left earlier.  
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There is someone who will want for diplomatic immunity to grow 
inside their belly, to find asylum in nations plucked from the air. 
There is someone who will ask for their lungs to stop wheezing like 
an abandoned museum. There is someone who will equate an empty 
hand as surrender or look towards the ceiling until the armistice of 
closing time descends.

Yelp Review — Redlight Redlight

Jesse Bradley
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out of the cool, in maiden voyages
of freedom—new orbits of soul, we
flew beyond the blue horizon

high above the canopy of a constellated caravan
movin towards the sun into “nothin’ but blue skies

...do i see,” where even the sounds
       shine upon our bodies electric, dwellin’
in the invisible flames of our own fire music.

we marveled as blue skies became the night
of a thousand eyes, illuminated by the sum of its stars

in a fusion of ubiquitous streams
& sanctified dreams. we marveled
as the lights fell in love with the jazz:

free & liberated since the moment it was consummated, born
within a rimshot of a riff stirred by echoes of the hawk navigatin’
‘bout nocturnes that seek to speak of thunder
                         (that    has    overcome    the      s i l e n c e).

we marveled as the lights fell into a frenzy of jazz
                    for the sake of hands clapping, feet
stomping, hearts beating, tongues speaking

Analog Soul: Saturday Nite in the Kosmos
(...& i hope that God never turns off the stars)

Michael S. Hall

for Bill Evans & Irving Berlin
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(enclaved in the pulse of prosody
awakened within us). we marveled

at the sweet serendipty accompanied
by the swing of the pendulum, where emotion
is a metronome summoned by rites

of rhythm more felt than heard
as though the drummer were the last word.

& i hope that God never turns off the stars
     for that would mean the end of moonbeams
trippin’ the life fantastic in the crisol of creation.
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A cluster of meadowlarks covers the snowy highway in front of my 
father’s 1962 Ford Falcon. The birds flee the road just as I pass them 
by. I watch as the flock expands apart and in the rearview; the larks 
regroup to pick at a frozen raccoon carcass. After I pass a small patch 
of pine trees, the wind forces the car to the center of the road and I 
quickly correct. I wonder why these meadowlarks stick around, why 
they endure like they do. I shift on the white leather seat. I am in 
my father’s spot—the driver’s seat, seeing our rural prairie homeland 
from his point of view. My friend Sasha is by my side. We handed in 
our two-week’s notice at the gas station together. Today was our last 
day. Before we left, she stole our favorite postcard of a Malibu sunset, 
a lighter, and a pack of cigarettes. She put the card on the passenger 
visor, a glossy reminder of where we will go—palm trees and pink 
skies. I gassed up the Falcon and here we are, on the way to pick up 
my father from treatment—one last thing before we leave.

“I love this car,” Sasha says, twisting the radio’s ivory knob, turn-
ing up the volume. I thumb the smooth leather steering wheel cover 
and see my dad, a dirty rag in his back pocket, leaning over the open 
hood, up to his elbows in engine. The smell of turtle wax and glycerin. 
I twist the ivory knob back down.

“I’m warning you,” I say. “My father’s crazy.” She blows an egg-
shaped pink bubble and it pops. 

“I have a crazy uncle,” she says. “He lives in the desert, in a hut 

Inheritance

Stephanie Linden
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made from glass soda bottles.”
“Bullshit,” I say.
“It’s true,” she says.  “The bottles absorb heat in the day and keep 

him warm all night.” Sasha pulls a pack of Marlboro Reds from her 
purse and peels the cellophane. “My dad would kill me if he knew we 
were smoking in here,” I say. She lights it with a gas-station Bic. “He’s 
worked on this car ever since I can remember.”

“Fuck him,” she says. For a quick moment, I feel like I should 
defend him, but it passes.

Sasha knows my father hasn’t been well for a while, but that’s it. 
I want to tell her the truth. That I remember the first moment I no-
ticed something wasn’t right. I came into my room to find my father 
installing locks on the windows. His eyes wild, he said, “We need to 
take every precaution, kiddo.” I laughed it off at the time. The last 
time I saw my father, I came home from work to the red and blue cop 
lights flashing against the Falcon’s frosted windows. I could see them 
from the highway. 

The officer said my father had been drinking when he threatened 
my grandmother with a steak knife, but we all knew it was more 
than booze. When he was admitted to treatment, my grandmother 
went to a nursing home and I stayed alone on the farm. The farm 
where my father and I grew up, a rambler with a wraparound porch, 
surrounded by pines. One Quonset, one barn. My grandfather made 
him a tire swing, and it hangs by the porch to this day, the ground 
beneath it worn away from years of our dragging feet. But the place 
never really felt like home. The stoic silence filled every room and the 
walls are white and empty. None of my memories of that place are 
in color. 

A gust of cold winter wind seeps into the car through the cracked 
window and I tuck loose strands of hair behind my ear. I crank the 
handle on the door and the window squeaks closed. 
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“Your hair is pretty, you should let it down,” Sasha says, tugging 
softly at my braid. Her touch is gentle, affectionate. A truck passes 
us slowly. The woman in the passenger seat looks at me for a moment 
and then speaks to the man driving. The look on her face is subtle, 
but I have seen it before. Once when my grandmother and her friends 
gossiped over coffee. The sheriff ’s wife left him for another woman 
and the whole town knew. 

“Oughta be ashamed,” my grandmother said.  
I tense and Sasha stops touching my hair. I want to tell her not to 

quit, but I don’t. I am ashamed of that. “Beautiful Arapaho hair,” Sa-
sha says. The only physical part of me that comes from my mother’s 
Native American background. My father and grandmother insisted I 
never cut my hair.  

“Keep it long or they’ll think you’re a boy,” my grandmother said. 
“Keep it long, you look like your mother,” my father said.
The winter wind forces the car to shake even more as we pass 

miles of barren fields, empty brown and white space as far as the eye 
can see. I turn up the heat and the windows begin to cloud. There’s 
an abandoned house in a clump of trees ahead.  A small, single story 
farmhouse, the white paint chipped away. The roof sags under the 
weight of snow. In the yard there is a sign with faded letters that spell 

“Velkommen.” Relics of another time, from uprooted Norwegian 
farmers. 

“What a shithole,” Sasha says as we pass. 
 “Yeah,” I say. It needs new shingles and some paint for sure. As 

we drive by, I wonder if this place was ever a home.  
 I pull the Falcon into the hospital parking lot and find a place 

close to the sliding door entrance. I watch Sasha apply dark, black 
eyeliner in the rear-view mirror. 

“I can tell you’re a little nervous,” she says. “Let me help you.” She 
slides close to me. She smells like cigarettes and bubble gum. She 
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tells me to close my eyes and I do. I think for a moment how my fa-
ther hates when I wear makeup. He would tell me naturally beautiful 
women don’t need it and that my mother never did. But I don’t look 
like her and I don’t care what he thinks anymore. I feel Sasha’s soft 
fingertips on my cheek and then the sharp end of the pencil against 
my closed lid. “There,” she says. “You look good.” 

“War paint,” I joke.
We walk through the sliding doors, and my father is waiting by 

the nurses’ station, his army-green duffle in hand. I ask Sasha to stay 
by the door. My father smiles when he sees me, like he hasn’t seen a 
familiar face in a while, like a dog being picked up from the vet. He 
wears navy blue sweats, a dark gray sweatshirt and heavy work boots. 
He still has a thick gray and brown beard, but a new thinning crew 
cut. He fidgets with a plastic bracelet that has his name and contact 
information for the hospital. 

“Thanks for picking me up,” he says and we shake hands for what 
feels like a long time. His skin is soft and he smells sanitized. I search 
his face for signs he might lash out, cry, yell, any indication of emo-
tion, but there is nothing. He looks away, fidgets with his bracelet.

“Want me to get the nurse to cut that off for you?” 
“Naw, I’ll keep it on for a little while.” He notices Sasha stand-

ing by the sliding door. She smiles, but her arms are crossed and she 
leans on one hip. “I thought we would have some time alone on the 
drive, kiddo.” He looks at his shoes. 

“We need to get going,” I say. “Getting dark.” When we get to 
the door, I introduce him to Sasha and they exchange quick hellos. 
She looks him up and down, her eyes like a spot light. He leads the 
way out of the hospital entrance. The name “Miller” is screen-printed 
across his duffle, but the letters are so faded now that you can barely 
make them out. 

When we get to the car, he pats the trunk gently and runs his 
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fingers along the subtle grooves. “There she is,” he says. “I’m driving.” 
  “You can’t drive,” I say and help my father pack his duffle into 

the trunk. “You need to take it easy.” I open the trunk and he puts his 
bag on top of the spare tire. He brushes the lip of the trunk’s hood 
with his hands. It’s rusting. Cars like this weren’t made for harsh win-
ters. When I was younger, before we painted the exterior candy apple, 
we sanded all of the rust away together. He would say, “a little tough 
love and she’ll be good as new.” But now the rust is taking over the 
body again, slowly but surely. 

“I’ll ride bitch,” Sasha says. She gets in and slides across the white 
vinyl seat to the middle. I start the car and crank the heat to “high.” 

 My father slides in the passenger side and leans his head against 
the window. I start the car and pull out of the hospital parking lot.

“I’ve missed you,” he says softly. I can’t tell if he is talking to me or 
the Falcon. Sasha sits with her legs spread over the center console one 
leg touching mine, the other close to my father’s. 

After a couple minutes of silence, I punch the buttons on the 
radio and watch the dial spring back and forth through static. I land 
on an oldies song and leave it.

My father hums along softly.
“Your grandpa used to play this all the time,” he says.
“I like your car, Mr. Miller,” Sasha says. She talks to him like the 

orderlies talk to my grandmother at the nursing home. Like he’s a 
child. 

“It was your grandfather’s pride and joy,” my father says to me. 
“When I’m gone it will go to you.” 

My father wipes his forehead and turns the ivory heat dial to “off.”
“When did you lose him?” Sasha asks.
“A long time ago,” he says. “Before you were born, kiddo.”
“Sorry to hear that,” Sasha says. “How did he die?” I can tell she 

isn’t used to people ignoring her and she isn’t about to let my father 
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deprive her of a real story. My father moves close to the window slow-
ly, his head turned away from us. 

“He started the Falcon in the garage,” he says, “and didn’t open 
the garage door.” 

I glance at my father—I can tell he’s uncomfortable because his 
knee shakes and he begins to crack his knuckles. Sasha is pushing 
him. She wants to see if he is breakable. Part of me wants to know, 
too. But the way he tugs at his plastic bracelet and leans against the 
fogging window glass tells me it hurts. 

“He wasn’t well,” I say and pinch her thigh.
“Jesus,” Sasha says. 
Just then we pass through more meadowlarks. One nearly hits 

the windshield. I swerve a little. Sasha screams.
 “Damn birds all over the highway,” my father says. “Don’t they 

have the sense to head South?” The birds disappear in a cloud of snow 
behind the Falcon. 

The endless snow-covered fields are going gray as the sun falls.
“I can hardly get a word out of your daughter about her mother, 

Mr. Miller,” Sasha says. “Where did you two meet?” I can feel my 
father shuffle in his seat.

“I met her at a bar somewhere near here,” he says. “She was the 
bartender and I was—”

“The pool tournament champ,” I say. 
“Did you know the minute you saw her?” Sasha asks. “Sappy ro-

mance novel and all that.” I glance at him, wanting desperately to 
see his reaction. My father nods once and softly runs his finger nail 
across the window, small shards of frost falling into his lap. “Did 
people treat you poorly because you were different?”

“Sasha,” I say, my voice louder than I intend. 
“People say what they want,” my father says, “didn’t affect me.” he 

speaks clearly now and I can feel him looking at me. My grandmother 
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used to say leaving was in my mother’s DNA, that all Arapaho people 
are born with natural wanderlust given to them through ancestors 
who followed herds around the prairie. My mother left when I was 
three. I have a picture of her in my mind, but nothing else. She has 
a strong chin, dark flowing hair, almond eyes. My father always said 
she was wild from the beginning—stealing, raising hell in my father’s 
Falcon. I used to tell myself she was kidnapped by cowboys. I glance 
at my reflection in the rear-view mirror. I don’t see the beautiful 
Arapaho woman from my imagination. I see my father’s pale skin. 
“I’m tired,” my father mumbles and tells me to wake him when we get 
to a good place to eat. Sasha moves close to me.

“He seems harmless to me,” she whispers. 
Massive dark clouds gather, stretching across the prairie, cast-

ing the fields, like moors, in shadow. We drive in silence as the wind 
picks up and yesterday’s snow fall starts to blow, covering the coun-
tryside in a thin white veil.

“Are you going to miss this?” Sasha asks. I can feel her play with 
my hair again. She starts slowly, waiting to see if I will stop her. I let 
her this time; my father is asleep on the other side of the car. I picture 
us together on the beach in California. The sun sets just like it does 
on the Malibu postcard she stole. We share a towel under a palm tree. 
There are people like us, happy and sharing towels, building castles. 
The sand is warm beneath our bodies and the air is moist. I feel light-
headed, scared and excited like I did when I finally said out loud “I 
need to get out of here,” and Sasha hugged me for the first time and 
said “Fuck it, let’s go,” and I felt her soft body against mine, her hair 
sticking to the sweat on my neck.  I would have told her I loved her 
right there, but the storefront bell above the door dinged and the 
moment passed. 

I would trade these dark clouds for green mountains and these 
fields for golden beaches any day. I shake my head and we drive in 
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peace for a while until I see a sign with the symbol for food and gas.
 “Let’s stop at that diner,” I say. I need air and it seems like as 

good a place as any to tell my father I am leaving. I don’t know how 
he will react to the idea of living on his own. Perhaps in public, he 
won’t make a scene.

We drive past a church sign before the restaurant that reads, 
“Prayer is the Best Wireless Connection.” Sasha snorts and says, 
“Amen.” 

The diner’s parking lot is empty except for a couple of semis and a 
church van. My father shifts in his seat and lifts his head.

“World famous Sour Cream and Raisin Pie,” he reads on the din-
er window. We cruise past a hand-painted mural of Santa serving pie 
and find a parking spot close to the door. My father urges us not to 
slam the doors when we get out. 

We walk through a wooden archway covered with dusty plastic 
ivy. Shelves with antique tea cups and Norman Rockwell tin paint-
ings cover the soft gray and white checkered walls. Sasha chooses an 
empty booth by a window with a white plastic tablecloth. It is close to 
a bar-style counter and in a revolving case at the end, there are three 
pies glistening in the fluorescent light. A sign above the window is 
written in loopy black calligraphy. It reads “home is where the heart 
is.” The paint is cracked. She slides in first and I sit next to her. Our 
legs touch. Her naked arms are warm against my mine. 

My father sits across from us. “Is that a tattoo?” he asks Sasha.
Sasha tugs at the neck of her shirt and reveals a small shamrock. 

“My first,” she says, “I’m 100 percent Irish.”
A cherubic waitress approaches our booth. She wears the cliché 

diner staff uniform—polka dotted dress, black and white saddle 
shoes. She has a pin on her apron with a picture of two overweight 
pugs that reads “Pugs and Kisses.” 

“What can I get for you?” she asks. We order three cheeseburgers 
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and cokes. The waitress puts her pen behind one ear and leaves.
“What does your father do?” my father asks Sasha. He avoids 

looking at her directly for too long, like she’s the sun. But at least he 
isn’t ignoring her anymore. 

“My dad’s an engineer,” she says. “He develops technology that 
they use in space. My grandfather was an engineer too.” This is a lie, 
but I let her tell it. I try to imagine being her. Beautiful, outspoken.

“Fixing’s in your blood,” my father says. He taps his fingers on the 
windowsill for a moment, then studies the caulking. 

“Isn’t that great, Dad?” I ask. He doesn’t respond. He has bags 
under his eyes and his mouth hangs open slightly. “What are you do-
ing?” I ask, nudging him under the table. 

“Nothing, kiddo,” he says, snapping out of his daze. 
“Is it the meds?” Sasha asks. He blushes and shrugs. I wonder if 

he will be okay on his own. I try not to think about it.
 “I’m going to the bathroom,” I say. I look over my shoulder. My 

father runs his thumb along the window’s seal again. 
“I’ll come with you,” Sasha says. We pass a table packed with kids 

who appear to be on a youth group trip. They are blowing straw wrap-
pers at one another and laughing. 

“What time is it?” I ask Sasha when we enter the ladies’ room. 
There are three stalls, one without a door, and a window, open a crack. 

“I don’t know, getting late,” she says. “Your father seems okay. I 
know a guy who was on meds for a while and—”

“Your uncle?” I interrupt her.
“Hey,” she says. “That was true.”
 “My father’s schizophrenic,” I say. “And so was my grandfather.” 

And one day, it could be me. I search Sasha’s face for any sign of fear. 
This is her out. “Do you still want to leave with me?” I ask. Sasha 
takes cigarettes out of her purse and taps the pack gently. I look out 
the window. The snow has started to fall and the wind forces snowy 
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pines to shift. I pull the window closed and lock it. And then check 
the lock.

“Hey,” Sasha says and moves close to me. I feel her hand against 
my back. “You’ll be fine.” 

Her hand is warm on my back. Goose bumps creep up my neck. 
She hugs me, and I feel her chest against mine. Every place she touch-
es tingles. After a minute, she pulls away and slides two cigarettes 
between her lips and lights them. After the ends burn and glow red, 
she hands me one. 

I watch her take another drag and then she applies more lipstick 
in the mirror. I mimic her movement. For a moment, I don’t see my 
reflection anymore. I am a beautiful Arapaho woman with flowing 
dark hair and skin like rich soil. 

“Relax,” she says, pursing her lips. “Your makeup is running.” She 
licks her thumb and wipes my cheek with her wet finger. She kisses 
me; her lip ring is cool against my skin. I can almost hear the ocean 
waves rolling in and out, and I can smell the sea-salt air. 

Just then, the bathroom door swings open. I pull away from Sa-
sha. The “Pugs and Kisses” waitress stands in the doorway, her apron 
stained with ketchup. I tuck my unkempt hair behind my ears. 

“Can we help you?” Sasha asks. She takes a long drag of her ciga-
rette. The waitress’s eyes narrow. She shakes her head, but says noth-
ing and backs out the way she came. 

“We should go,” I say. My face is hot. Sasha throws her cigarette 
out the window. We pass the front counter, I notice the waitress talk-
ing to the cook in a hushed voice, watching us as we head back to the 
booth. 

The food is at the table and my father is almost done with his 
burger. I slide in close to Sasha.

“Where you been?” he asks. “Food’s getting cold.” Before I can 
reply, the waitress approaches our booth. “Hey,” my father tells her, 
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“can we get a slice of that world-famous sour cream and raisin pie?” 
My dad seems in better spirits. 

“We’re out,” the waitress says, scratching her taught brown bun 
with her pencil. 

“You mean that case over there on the counter is full of nothing?” 
The waitress shifts her weight to one hip and avoids my father’s eyes.

“Look, sir, we don’t want any trouble,” she says. I can see the cook. 
He listens in the kitchen door, his burly arms crossed. “We got a van 
of church kids over there. We think you should all head out.” The 
waitress looks at Sasha and me. My shoulders ache. Sasha looks at 
her lap, quiet now. The muscles around my father’s mouth tremble.

“Let’s just go,” I say, inching toward the edge of the booth. 
“You got a problem?” My father throws his napkin on his plate of 

uneaten fries. 
The waitress backs up a little and says, “I’ll call the sheriff. We 

have the right to refuse service to anyone.” The waitress shuffles back 
to the kitchen for the phone, the cook follows. 

“Dad,” I start to say. But he gets up from the booth. 
“We’re leaving,” he says. “But before we do, we’re taking a pie for 

the road.” My father heads to the counter, and takes a pie from the 
revolving case. For a moment I see blue and red flashing lights. We 
need to leave. I pull Sasha toward the door, keys in hand. My father 
follows.

We slam our doors and I drive away, gripping the steering wheel. 
We drive in silence, no questions from Sasha, no music, nothing. 
“That’s just like these small town ignoramuses to have a problem with 
the mentally ill,” my father says. “Must have seen my bracelet.” He 
tugs hard at the plastic. It snaps in two. I take a long breath.

“Dumb hicks,” I say. 
“That was incredible, Mr. Miller,” Sasha says, a small tremble in 

her voice. I glance over to see him smile. I think he feels like a hero 
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for the first time in a while.
I can feel myself growing calmer. The more road between us and 

that place, the better. Sasha and my father share the sour cream and 
raisin pie, eating it like children, scooping it up with their fingers. I’m 
not hungry.

After twenty or so miles, Sasha, content and full of pie, falls 
asleep on my shoulder. The complete pitch darkness of the prairie 
reminds me of waiting to see my father when he got home late from 
work. When he worked construction in the winter, when farming 
was slow, he didn’t get home until after my grandmother put me to 
bed. When the prairie winds rapped at the windows of our farm-
house. I pressed my face against the frosted window, waiting to see 
the Falcon’s lights at the end of our driveway. 

My father whispers from the passenger seat, “I’m sorry I’m all 
you’ve got.” I glance over. I can barely see his face in dark, but some-
thing in his voice tells me he’s sincere.

“It’s okay,” I say. 
“I want you to know I’m sorry for disappearing on you,” he says. 

“Doing things like this with you, well, reminds me of being with your 
mother.” I pull my dark hair to one side.

“You should know why we got kicked out of there,” I say. “It’s 
because the waitress saw Sasha and me together—”

“When we get home, things will go back to the way they were,” 
my father says. I imagine going back to the farmhouse. The grandfa-
ther clocks, the rock-bedded garage, the tire swing by the woodpile. 
The overgrown hay fields, the sunflowers hanging low. The thought of 
going back there makes me feel drained, bloodless. I think this is the 
moment. I should tell him now that I’m not coming home.

But the snowflakes fall and melt almost as soon as they hit the 
windshield, and I don’t say a word. I’ll leave in the morning. He’ll fig-
ure it out. He’ll find my clothes and my suitcase gone. Imagining my 
father finding my hollow closet and empty bed isn’t what makes me 
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shudder. It’s that I’m able to go so easily.  Like cutting my long dark 
braided hair with one snip.  

I brush my lips against Sasha’s forehead, while she rests on my 
shoulder. I glance over at my father; he’s asleep now and snoring. His 
head rests on the white vinyl seat. I try to make out the image of the 
paradise post card. It hangs from the visor a foot from my father’s 
face. Cruising through the darkness of the prairie, with the dim light 
of the Falcon’s radio, I can see a palm tree and maybe some sand, but 
just barely. 
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