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Sometimes we have company on the road to the
future

 


 


Featured Author: Laekan Kemp (Part I)

 


We are pleased to introduce
to you the very talented Laekan Kemp, winner of the
On the Brink... Volume 1 short fiction contest! Says Laekan:

 


"My name is Laekan Zea Kemp. I’m 20 years
old and live in Lubbock, Texas. I'm currently a student at Texas
Tech University and I'm majoring in Creative Writing with a double
minor in Spanish and Electronic Media & Communications. I'll be
graduating in December and then I plan on enrolling in Full Sail's
online Creative Writing MFA program. I have been writing seriously
for about a year and a half now focusing mainly on Latin historical
fiction. In regard to the content of my work it tends to cross over
between adult and young adult fiction and the characters and
subject matter are usually very culturally diverse. Coming from a
mixed race background myself, there are many examples of dichotomy
in my work, especially when it comes to portraying the essence of
human nature."

 


 


 


Lace

by Laekan Kemp

 


I’m sitting on a light blue couch with tiny
roses embroidered on the surface of the cushions. There’s a faint
wine stain on the left armrest where Faye’s glass of Syrah slipped
from her fingers the night she fell. A few drops sprinkle the
carpet in front of the couch and there are three pink fingerprints
on the edge of the cushion. I take a sip of my lukewarm coffee and
fan the paperwork out on the footstool. I remember the last time I
saw her. Six months ago I moved her into Presbyterian Village, a
nursing home further inland.

I was squeezing her hand so she’d know I was
really there and not some holographic side effect from all the meds
she was on. Her skin smelled like wet socks and plastic from a
medicinal lotion the nurses rubbed on the patients after their
sponge baths.

She asked me how the house was and if I was
staying there in my old room. I shook my head and told her I was
staying at a hotel in Knox, but I had checked on the house and
everything was fine. The pink flesh on her cheeks was starting to
sink in toward her jaw line and the dark halos under her eyes, from
lack of natural sleep, were starting to turn gray. I could tell it
was a struggle for her to keep her eyelids from falling closed so I
pulled the cream-colored curtains together over the window to the
left of her bed.

I whispered to her that I had to leave and
that I didn’t know when I’d make it back, I had work commitments,
or I was renovating my apartment, or I was going to be out of the
country for a while; I’m not sure which excuse I doled out that
time. She pulled on my wrist and I put my ear closer to her mouth.
She had misunderstood. She asked if I would bring her an ice cream
from the cafeteria on my way back.

I sat up and bit my lip. I was about to tell
her that I wasn’t coming back, but she just closed her eyes and her
hand fell limp in mine. I pulled the button to her pain pump onto
the bed and clipped the cord right next to her pinky finger. A
nurse crept in and dimmed the light on the small lampshade next to
the bed. I stood up and stepped away from the light. I watched the
nurse gently take my grandmother’s wrist between her pointer finger
and her thumb. She counted silently and after six beats I was
gone.

 


****

 


My mother was one of those
oppression-fighting hippies who couldn’t give up her nomadic ways.
Once, when I was twelve or maybe eleven, she tried explaining it to
me.

“I
have to keep moving,” she said, “I love you, you know that, but my
soul can’t breathe under all these chains. Remember that before you
accidentally let some asshole knock you up. Children come with
chains.”

Faye raised me. She had a small house near
the pier and when the tide crawled up the beaches at night a
shallow ring of water rose up around the house separating the tiny
hill it was built on and the mainland.

I used to spend all day with my friend
Sawyer gathering the black rocks from under the fishing docks to
stack along the edges of the miniature moat that rose up around the
house every night. We built a small bridge with driftwood so
Sawyer’s GI Joe action figure could make it over the moat in time
to save my Madame Muffie doll from being held captive by Mr. Witte,
my grandmother’s hermit next-door neighbor.

Sawyer was a scrawny kid
with asthma, and everyone used to call him Flame Brain because he
had strawberry blonde hair that turned crimson during the summer. I
noticed a large vase of sunflowers, that day six months ago,
sitting on top of the TV in my grandmother’s room. He signed
it love you Faye, from
Freckles.

 


****

 


My childhood bedroom, upstairs in Faye’s
attic, still looks exactly the same. I decided to stay here this
time because I knew that’s what she would have wanted. That first
night I stayed here after Faye died, after eight years of hiding in
my shitty apartment in Boston, I walked into my room and it was
like I was walking into a faded Polaroid.

The walls are still purple and the small
four post bed is still drowning under the green and purple
comforter that Faye and I decided to tie-dye one afternoon. The
dingy dust mite cover still shuffles under the sheets like you’re
sleeping on a giant diaper and you can still see two small, almost
translucent, specks of blood from the night of my seventeenth
birthday when I finally let Sawyer go all the way.

I can still remember waking up that next
morning and feeling sick. I stopped answering his phone calls, and
I ignored him every day at school. Faye knew something was wrong.
She sat me down in the kitchen and plopped down a brownie topped
with two scoops of half-baked Ben & Jerry’s, caramel, peanuts,
and Oreos.

“Talk,” she said.

I looked down, crossed my left leg over my
right, and pretended to be distracted by a row of Russian nesting
dolls lining the windowsill right next to me. She waited a few more
minutes and then she stabbed her pointer finger directly into the
center of the ice cream. She scooped out some Oreos and vanilla ice
cream and led the melting mess to her mouth. I bit down on my lip
and tried to look away.

“Fine,” she said, “you don’t have to tell me.” She reached into
the pocket of her apron and pulled out a small tattered square of
lace. She always kept one in her pocket in case she ever needed to
do a spontaneous reading or entice tourists to come into her
trinket shop, or to solve the mysteries of the universe or whatever
the hell she thought she was doing with it.

My grandmother believed
she could read lace, like someone would read tarot cards or see
things in a crystal ball. When I was younger I thought there was
something mystical about the whole thing and my imagination would
run wild watching her stare for hours into the delicate piece of
fabric. But as I got older the novelty wore off and I realized her
thinking she could tell the future from some old dingy piece of
lace was a result of her insanity and not some divine gift. She
drove me crazy trying to teach me to read the lace. She said it was
in my blood and when I refused, she’d go off on these rants quoting
JFK and the bible and Nathaniel Hawthorne. There were so many
nights just like that one; nights that were almost normal but not
quite.

After I told her to put away her stupid
handkerchief, I stomped up the stairs to my room. I buried my face
in my pillow and it still smelled like Sawyer’s skin. I threw it on
the floor and sobbed into my palms instead. I thought of my mother
and how being in Faye’s house for more than ten minutes would make
her itch. I thought about how desperate she was to leave this place
that she would have abandoned her only daughter to make it happen.
I lifted my eyes once and stared out my tiny triangle window,
watching the signal on the top of the lighthouse revolve above the
empty service room.

That was where Sawyer kissed me for the
first time. It was raining so hard the moon looked like it was
floating under water. But it was a farmer’s moon that night, and it
was as big as I had ever seen it. I wanted to see it from the top
of the lighthouse, and when we reached the top I stepped out onto
the balcony, out in the rain, and pressed myself against the
railing. When I got home that night I was soaking wet and I kept my
jaw clamped tight so my teeth wouldn’t chatter. I reached my
bedroom door and there was a white piece of lace hanging over the
door handle. I used my house key to knock it off the doorknob and
onto the floor.

 


****

 


Being here now, I can barely take a step or
shift my gaze without seeing or feeling something that puts me back
in my seventeen-year-old body. That was really the year everything
changed for me. Faye was standing outside, straddling the line
where the tall golden grass disappeared under the sand. She was
almost in her seventies and still shameless, standing out there in
nothing but a pair of overalls and her bra.

A storm was coming in, and in addition to
wanting her out of public view, I was afraid the wind would be too
strong and she wouldn’t be able to make it back up to the house. I
shuffled sideways down the beach, fighting the wind, and then I
grabbed both of her arms and started leading her toward the
house.

She was babbling on about something, and
then suddenly she started screaming and I followed her eyes. A
small patch of lace was dancing in the wind and heading toward the
surf. Faye pulled my fingers away from her arm and sprinted, as
fast as a sixty-nine-year-old woman can, toward the ocean. She was
treading water, and the tide was already pulling her out to sea by
the time I got to her. I was choking on salt and sobbing as I
pulled her back to the beach and up onto her feet. I finally got
her up the porch steps and through the front door.

I pulled off her wet clothes and threw them
over the side of the sink, and then I helped her into a nightgown
before tucking her into bed. I lit the old heater under the window
and turned out her bedroom light before I slammed the door
shut.

Faye almost killed herself trying to save
that old piece of lace, and I could have killed myself trying to
save her. The farther downhill she slipped mentally, I wondered
whether either of them had been worth it. Our roles slowly started
to reverse. That was only the first of many storms that ravaged the
coastline that winter. We were confined indoors most of December,
and Faye’s wild spirit couldn’t handle the confinement or the
cold.

One morning I woke up and all of the windows
were covered in lace. She used furniture glue so that they wouldn’t
slip off the glass. It felt like I was trapped inside a giant snow
globe. She came up to me, grabbed my jaw and pulled me to one of
the windows.

“Look,” she hissed at me. I squeezed my eyes shut and, as weak
as she was at that age, she pressed the front of my face against
the lace and I could feel the burn of the cold glass
underneath.

 


****

 


I leave the paperwork on the footstool, pour
the rest of my coffee out in the sink, and climb up the narrow
stairs. I flip the light switch; it flickers once, and then it dims
back into darkness. I switch on the lamp on the nightstand. It’s
white with a yellow shade, and the base is shaped like a ballerina.
There aren’t any curtains over the attic window, and I see a wall
of dark storm clouds exploding out of one another over the ocean.
The grass is shivering almost parallel to the ground, the wind is
starting to pick up and it looks as though the world has just been
tilted on its side.

I head back down the stairs, step into my
sandals, and walk outside. The tool shed is choking under cobwebs,
overgrown grass, and beach sand ,but I know there’s oil in here for
a few lamps to be lit in case the power goes out. I can see them;
the small clear bottles are sitting under a crate full of beach
glass and rope. I grab the sides of the crate and lift and the
glass comes crashing back down against the bottles. I move over to
one side and try to pull it onto another box next to it, but the
wood catches on the edge of the box underneath.

“Need some help?”

I drop the box back down and snap my head to
see over my shoulder. I’m not as startled as I should be. I move my
hair out of my eyes. His hair is darker, more like a dark red wine,
almost brown, even. His freckles are barely visible under his
russet skin. I heard he was working for his father’s steamer
company. He must have spent every day of the past eight years
tossing fish from those steamers onto the pier. He looks different.
He looks like a man now. I step closer to see if I can still
recognize some part of him, maybe his eyes. He moves past me and
picks up the crate I was struggling with.

“This one?”

I shake my head.

“The one underneath.”

He picks it up.

“Inside?”

I walk ahead of him.

“Yeah, thanks.”

I glance at the mirror in the hallway as I
lead him to the kitchen. I lick my fingers in panic and try to run
them through my hair. Then I try to smudge off the mascara under my
eyes that started to smear when I arrived this morning and realized
I was alone.

“How’d you know I was here?” I ask.

“A
guess. I heard about Faye. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.”

I leaned against the fridge and felt the
tiny picture frame magnets stick into my back. I thank him for the
flowers he sent Faye. It was months ago and when he finally
remembers, he just nods. It hits me that Sawyer probably spent more
time with Faye this past year than I had in the past eight.

He slides a hand behind his neck and looks
down. “Are you doing okay?” he asks.

“I’m doing okay,” I say.

My cheeks feel hot and I
look around. It’s strange standing in Faye’s kitchen with Sawyer. A
weight hangs between us. I can tell because he has both hands in
his pockets and he’s not looking directly at me. I offer him
something to drink. I open the fridge and realize I haven’t been to
the market and there probably isn’t anything in the house to eat or
drink. I open up the pantry, just in case. There's some bags of
white rice, some oatmeal, and two bottles of Syrah.
Thanks Faye, I think to
myself.

After slowly drinking the first glass,
Sawyer starts to look more like himself. In the kitchen light the
freckles along the bridge of his nose are more prominent and his
brown eyes are still shiny and deep. We eventually make our way to
the couch as some light rain starts to sprinkle over the waves
outside. I realize that I’m happy I’m not alone. I lean against one
arm of the couch and he leans against the other, both of us sipping
Faye’s wine from a coffee cup.

Sawyer glances down at the paperwork on the
footstool.

“The house is yours?” he asks.

“If I want it.”

“But you don’t.”

“No. I mean, I don’t know.” I kick off my shoes and pull my
legs underneath me.

“Would you sell it?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve got an apartment in Boston. If I didn’t
sell the house, I don’t know what I’d do with it.”

“You never did want to get stuck here. Maybe you should sell
it.”

Sawyer’s directness surprises me. I feel a
small lump force itself up my throat. I’m so used to him always
being the one begging me to stay. Since we were teenagers he was
always trying to convince me not to go to college in Boston. He
wanted us to be something permanent, and I strung him along,
knowing that whatever adolescent puppy love thing we had going on
was just going to be temporary. It had to be, for my sake.

That’s when I stopped speaking to him. I had
to keep my distance. I knew he was the only one who really had a
shot at changing my mind, and I could never give him the chance.
Now, hearing him, for once, not trying to convince me to stay here,
makes me realize that I made my choice and I can’t expect to have a
hold on him forever. I don’t deserve to still be someone he cares
about. I pour a little more wine in my cup and I sink deeper into
the couch cushions with every sip.

“What made you decide to leave?”

I bite my lip and stare into my empty cup. I
try to think of what my seventeen-year-old self would say. She knew
the answer to everything.

“Will you tell me the truth?”

I fill my cup with some more Syrah and
listen to the slow flowing wine hit the bottom of the glass, trying
to stall. I finally open my mouth, not sure what I’m going to say
exactly.

“When I realized that insanity is hereditary.” I crack a slight
smile, but his thoughtful expression doesn’t change.

“You mean it was because of Faye…and your mom? All these years
I was sure it was me,”

I try to tell him it was me. He shakes his
head.

“No, don’t give me that ‘it wasn’t you, it was me’ bullshit,
Farrah. After that night, you barely spoke to me, and I know it’s
crazy, but after all this time I’m still holding onto it. I want to
know.”

“I
know.” I stop him. “That night, it got me thinking, but it wasn’t
the reason I wanted to leave.”

“You stopped even speaking to me and you want me to believe
that your leaving had nothing to do with me?”

“I
just felt like I needed to get out of here.”

“But I don’t get it. Faye was sick…”

“I
know she was sick. She was sick and I left her, and I can’t take it
back. I know I should have stayed and taken care of her, but I
thought I could deal with the guilt of not being there for her. For
some reason, the guilt wasn’t as bad the fear, the fear of ending
up a crazy old woman who does magic tricks for a living and thinks
she can see the future. My mom was worthless and Faye was
exhausting. I just couldn’t handle being here anymore. So I
left.”

“If it was because of Faye, why did you shut me
out?”

My lip starts quivering between my clamped
teeth, and I feel my eyes watering. “I didn’t know how much longer
I could put up a fight with you. Every time you told me not to go,
it did something to me, it wore me down. But I had to do it. I
thought leaving would be the best thing for me in the long
run.”

“You thought?”

“I
still think it was the right thing to do at the time. I have to
stand by it or else I’ll spend the rest of my life driving myself
crazy with the what ifs.”

Sawyer puts his coffee cup on the edge of
the footstool. He wrings out his hands. Then he grips his scalp
before sliding his palms over his face.

“I
know we were just kids back then but…your leaving the way you did,
not even telling me you were going…the whole thing really fucked me
up.”

I open my mouth to speak.

“Don’t. It was, shit, almost ten years ago. It’s
over.”

I turn my body in his direction, but my gaze
journeys toward the window. It’s late, long past sunset and the
horizon line over the ocean has disappeared. The stars are shielded
from view by dormant rain clouds and I imagine what Faye’s house,
all lit up and shining like the dome on top of a lighthouse, might
look like from space. I wonder if there’s anyone up there to see
it. I can’t find the moon, but I can see its reflection on the
white tips of the waves as the tide falls closer to the house.

“Is it?” I ask.

He hangs his head and shakes it, “What do
you think?”

“I
don’t…”

“Can you tell the truth for one fucking minute of your
life?”

“It’s not.” I whisper.

“What?”

“Why do you think I’ve avoided this place for so
long?”

“So it was me.”

“No. I mean, it wasn’t. But I’m the one that fucked up. I left
and a year later I was walking across campus and it was raining and
it was so cold and I didn’t have an umbrella, so I waited it out
under this giant concrete sculpture thing and it just hit me. I was
alone, shivering under a block of cement, and it hit me so hard
that I walked back to my dorm and crawled into my bed and just laid
there in my wet clothes, still shaking.”

He slides over to my side of the couch and
pulls my wet face into the hollow space above his collarbone. He’s
warm and I let my pride and my armor melt in the space between
us.

 


****

 


My right cheek is settled deep within
Sawyer’s chest. He has three large freckles just below his right
shoulder and I’m tracing my finger over them, drawing a small arrow
pointed toward his chin. I think I remember falling halfway up the
stairs, laughing at myself, and crawling the rest of the way up.
The dust mite cover squished when Sawyer dropped me on the bed. His
mouth was on my thigh and my fingers were laced in his ginger
hair.

His heart is still knocking against his
chest and the warm air under the sheets is still thick with
humidity. I roll onto my back and he rolls onto his chest with one
eye halfway pressed into the pillow and the other watching my face.
I close my eyes, about to give in to sleep.

“Hey, didn’t Faye used to carry these around
everywhere?”

Sawyer was dangling a crumpled up piece of
cream lace in front of me.

“Where did you find that?”

He lifts up the pillow and points at the
space underneath. I stare at the piece of lace and realize that I
have my head pressed into the bed as far as it can go. My neck is
straining and I don’t know what I’m so afraid of. I imagine Faye’s
face peering from behind the lace. Her big brown eyes following the
intricate pattern, while at the same time focused on something or
someone beyond the lace. I see her playfully squinting at me, and
then her lips spreading into one of her great smiles that she
always accompanied with a sigh.

I fall asleep sometime on my damp pillow,
face first in a puddle of my own grief. I’m dreaming. It’s quiet
and I’m walking across an empty field. I’m ankle deep in grass and
the dry strands snap and crack beneath my feet like bones. The
chill wind, like a hand gently pressed against my back, nudges me
forward. I see the moon. A giant copper ring, its dim glow
swallowing the stars and the ink colored cradle they were swaddled
in. I make my way to the center of the field and stand with my head
arched back directly under the moon. I blink a warm tear from the
corner of my eye and it absorbs the cold as it slides down my face.
I’m holding something and it feels like I’m shaking hands with a
piece of ice. I lift my hand and place the cold steel in front of
my face. My hand continues carrying it upward and I point the
barrel of the gun directly at the underbelly of the moon. I pull
the trigger and watch the tail of the flare spiral up into the sky
like a shooting star.

 


****

 


I’m awake. Sawyer’s face is pressed to the
bed, still sleeping, and every breath he takes sends a small ripple
through the sheets. Faye is gone. I’m in her house and I don’t know
what I’m going to do. My head hurts and I realize I should have
just stuck with coffee. Everything aches. Faye used to say to cure
a hangover all you have to do is take a lemon from the fridge, cut
it in half, and rub it under your arm pits. I exhale a small
laugh.

“What’s funny?” Sawyer whispers.

I roll onto my side so I’m facing him.
“Faye.”

He huffs out a laugh. He swings his feet off
the side of the bed and sits up, taking both hands up to his face
to rub the sleep out of his eyes.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

Sawyer winks. Pancakes, he says. He reaches
for his shoes. The old pancake house, Maple Mills, is in walking
distance. Sawyer brushes his teeth and heads out the door. I pull
on a flannel button up and some cut offs, brush my teeth, and put
on some coffee downstairs. I open a few windows to air out the
house, and the warm sun leads me outside. The porch in front of the
house sits high above the sand, there are flowerpots lining every
inch of the railing and there’s a cushioned swing bench hanging to
the left of the front door.

I sit down and curl my feet underneath me. I
think about Faye. I think about how she was my only tie to
anything. I think about how long I spent hating her because I
didn’t understand her. I still don’t.

The wind blowing off the ocean throws my
hair back, and I sneeze from the sun and salty air. My hand slips
in between the cushions, and I feel something rough and folded. I
pull it out. Lace the color of sand. I cradle the delicate square
in my palm and the breeze gently passes over it, lifting the edges
of the fabric. I unfold the lace and spread it over both of my
hands. I imagine Faye standing out on the beach and holding the
lace up to the sun, her eyes looking directly into the white
light.

I bring the lace up toward my face and angle
its cryptic pattern toward the water. Tiny flecks of light pass
through the thin holes and cast shapes across my skin. I can
vaguely make out the waves, the white peaks spiking along the
horizon like the lines on Faye’s heart monitor.

Silver clouds seem to rest on the top of the
water, floating islands that blend into the lace. Everything is
fragmented like I’m looking at a world made of shattered glass. A
lean shadow interrupts the cobalt backdrop. Shades of beige, hazel,
and burgundy pass through the lace. I move the pattern to one side
so that my left eye can make out what’s coming. One hand is
carrying a brown sack and the other is horizontal across his brow.
He’s smiling and the sun passing through the gaps between his
fingers paints small stripes across his face. I ball my hand into a
fist around the lace and meet him at the bottom of the steps.

 


 


 


Tell Them I Am Not Insane

by Ditrie Sanchez

 


Alice Benningham had been across the globe
and, surely, each exotic location seemed to have left its mark on
her leathery, spotted skin.

“Mrs. Benningham?”

The doctor has horn-rimmed glasses, a
generous beard and a mole the shape of Morocco on his left cheek.
Alice wonders if he’d ever been to Morocco.

“Mrs. Benningham, is it happening now?”

Dr. Paulson is his name. Behind him, a young
Mexican girl cleans the windows. Her slender and bony wrist moves
in a simple, repetitive motion. Alice blinks.

“Yes, I think so.”

Alice had been to Mexico. Back in the days
of war, when she was a frightened little girl. There were evil men
walking the world, hunting people down with their hungry guns.
People like her and Momma and Papa. The United States wouldn’t take
them. But Mexico did, with her warm arms, musical language and
hearty food. Alice still remembers the cigar smoke and men’s
laughter, the brightly woven fabrics sold at market, the lively
dances in patios at night. Alice does not remember Poland.

Dr. Paulson clicks his ballpoint pen and
readies his clipboard.

“Describe it to me.”



The young Mexican girl has a yellow ribbon
in her hair that bobs up and down as her tiny frame moves to the
rhythm of her window-washing dance. Alice rubs her hands
together.

“It’s a young girl. She’s washing that window right behind
you.”

“Uh-huh. Can you describe the girl to me?”

The girl continues washing, oblivious to the
conversation.

“She’s about eight or nine years old. Mexican. She’s wearing a
light blue t-shirt and jeans.”

Dr. Paulson jots down the description.

Light blue is Alice’s favorite color. It
doesn’t have the hardness of true blue or the moodiness of darker
shades. She was wearing a light blue dress the first time it
happened. Henry was still alive, then.

They were having dinner
at De Vue to
celebrate their anniversary. She had no idea it was coming, but
somewhere amid the clinking of crystal and glow of intimate
conversations, it started. A dusty man with a Stetson silently
pulled up a chair next to her and started cleaning his boots. Henry
didn’t even blink at this rude intrusion. The cowboy seemed
entirely unaware of his surroundings, simply wiping his boots in a
stiff, methodical manner.

When Henry saw her face, he had asked her if she had had too much
wine. She admitted she might have, and they went home.

Dr. Paulson clears his throat.

“Do you recognize this girl?”

Alice taps her chin, scouring the halls of
her memory.

“I
don’t think so. I mean, it’s possible I’ve seen her. But she’s not
anybody that I consciously recognize.”

Alice wonders if he had ever been to Mexico,
ridden the burros or avoided the water. She wonders if he ever saw
anything outside the confines of his luxurious office.

“And how does this vision make you feel?”

The girl continues rubbing the window.

“I
have no emotional attachment to her. I’m not scared. I know it’s
not real. It’s like watching a very boring movie.”

She didn’t have another episode while Henry
was alive. After the cancer, seeing him wither in that hospital
bed, something inside of her, some faint sense of reality snapped.
There were pirates tracing treasure maps at her kitchen table, tiny
girls clutching teddy bears in her bathroom. None of them were
sinister, and all of them were peculiarly silent. It had taken
Alice until now to gather the courage to admit that maybe something
was wrong with her.

Dr. Paulson nods and puts the pen down.

“Mrs. Benningham, do you think you’re crazy?”

Alice’s face contorts into a wry laugh.

“Everyone keeps telling me I am.”

“But do you believe it?”

“Some days I do wonder.”

Dr. Paulson leans back in his chair and rubs
his beard. Alice looks back at the window. The Mexican girl is
gone.

“You will be very pleased to know that these recent
hallucinations have nothing to do with your sanity, Mrs.
Benningham. They have everything to do with your
eyesight.”

Alice calmly folds her hands, taking it
in.

“At my last eye exam they said that I was legally-”

“Blind. Yes, I know. Ten percent of people with severe vision
impairment end up developing these hallucinations. They are
perfectly harmless. It’s called Charles Bonnet
Syndrome.”

Alice considers how French that sounds,
recalls the taste of freshly baked Parisian bread.

“If you tell the nurses I am not insane, will they let me go
home?”

Dr. Paulson frowned and tapped his fingers
together.

“Mrs. Benningham, Crystal View Retirement Home
is your home.”

Alice remembers when the world was her home.
She clasps her hands and wonders if this is how Henry felt in his
last days, forever chained to that hospital bed, never again to
taste the salty air of freedom.

 


 


 


The Tradition

by Eric Staggs

 


When the world was young, for us at least,
and we didn’t have families of our own, a group of friends from all
over the country would come back to Eau Claire, Wisconsin for the
holiday. It was sort of a tradition. We’d meet the eve before
Christmas Eve at the Joynt. Back then, we were more willing swell
that pontificating snog Bolte’s pockets with our hard earned coins.
The Joynt’s motto should be “A $20 suicide never tasted to good . .
.”

Anyway, there was Daryl, a lean angular lad,
half pixie, half gnarled old tree. His hair was blonde and wild and
random (like his hygiene), his hooked nose made one think of an
ancient Celtic carving. Rumor has it he was conceived there, in the
ladies room. Spanner, a charming megalomaniac, a real-life Jekyll
and Hide type, his darting weasel-eyes adding to his boyish,
capricious demeanor. There was Wee Mad Seumas. We called him Wee
because he was nigh on seven feet tall. We called him Mad because
he had a head that could stop a Volvo. And Seumas, well, that’s
Scottish for Jim. There was the Wooden Ships, a charming if
unmotivated connoisseur of whiskey, esoteric factoids and food–as
testified by his bulk. Finally, there was Mighty Matt Lawrence,
dark skinned with red eyes and black hair like a dark halo above
his head. Of course, there was me, too. I was the smallest, the
youngest. I had yet to earn my badges of honor in the brutal
initiation games of the group. Usually these consisted of drinking
until alcohol poisoning and then transmuting the poison into some
other substance–usually urine or vomit.

One particular eve, while the fickle
bartenders of the Joynt doled out pitcher after pitcher of beer, we
began a rousing course of pirate songs.

Now, I don’t know if you know this, but
Pirate Songs are a crucial part of any gentleman’s education and
should you find yourself in the company of man who claims to not
know pirate songs you’ve found a liar or a thief or both.

So we sang Barrett’s Privateers, a lovely
ballad with something like twenty verses. After the first verse the
jukebox, which was playing Pearl Jam for the seventeenth time that
night, was turned up. So we sang louder.

They turned the Jukebox up again. Keep in
mind, this was nigh on 10 PM, and the Gathering commences at three
in the afternoon. The jukebox, ancient and shoddy in Bolte’s effort
to save as much money as possible, could not drown out the
heart-stirring verses of Barrett’s Privateers.

“Damn them all! I was told we’d cruise the seas for American
gold! Fire no guns! Shed tears! Now I’m a broken on Halifax
pier!”

Spanner, his Mr. Hyde surfacing finally,
punctuated each verse by throwing one of those little cheap glasses
of eighty-cent beer on the floor. The first shattering was ignored,
chalked up to a mistake. The third sent the bouncers our way. Maybe
it was Cabin Fever; the winters in Northern Wisconsin are long and
cruel. Maybe it was the drink, or maybe we were just bad people.
But the bouncers, two lads with tired eyes, arrived at out table to
find a frothing mob of brigands.

Spanner, flailing in his insanity, threw the
over flowing ashtray into the eyes of the approaching bouncer–Tad
or Todd or Ted or Tickle–who knows what his name was. He was a
weathered kid, too young to be that broken, but too old to be
“Water Street Royalty.” He flailed as the ashes burnt his face and
eyes. I lit another cigarette, waiting to see how this would play
out. I needn’t have bothered. The crowd, as one, rushed us. The
bully-men in sweaters, bleary-eyed from watery American beer,
charged the only group in the room that would admit to knowing
pirate songs. Daryl tore an earring from the nearest one. Matt
flung peanuts.

Wooden Ships and Wee Mad Seumas lifted the
round table like battering ram or shield and held tight in our
little corner, while Spanner and I sniped with boney fists at any
of the rabble that dared come too close. Snow raging outside, a mob
of upset Joynt regulars, college transients and whatever else had
blown in, washed against the wooden table like waves.

Scared, drunk and hungry for American Gold,
we cheated, throwing pitchers, bottles, and ashtrays, wasabi peas
and just about anything not tied down into the mob.

Clearly, this could not go on for long.
Spanner was foaming at the mouth, screaming the last two verses of
the song. I extricated myself from the defensive line and
frantically tore open the window.

“Avast!” Seumas thundered at the mob.

“This way!” I called and dove out the front window, lugging my
winter coat behind.

Spanner, Daryl, Matt, others followed. Wee
Mad Seumas and Wooden Ships would not fit. Daryl saw their
intention before the rest of us.

“Get back, you fuggin shoos!!” he slurred.

We tumbled back into the snow, into the
street itself, as the corner table was flung out the window, the
heavy, ancient wood shattered the glass and frame of the window
easily, rolled once in the air and landed in a snow bank.

The crowd froze. Seumas and Wooden Ships
casually climbed through the broken window.

As we stood in the freezing wind, snow
lashing our rosy cheeks, sirens in the distance, Spanner cried,
“One more time!”

And we began to sing.

Needless to say, we do not have that
tradition anymore.

 


 


 


The Man Who Knows

by John Kilian

 


Shit comes down, or it doesn’t. It usually
works out that way. The money gets deposited into the account or
the kidnapper does ten years in the big house. There isn’t a happy
medium.

Bob knew when the shit was going to come
down. In the fourth grade he knew when the principal would come
around the corner in time to find the guys trying to spy on the
girls’ bathroom. In the tenth grade he knew when the cops would
show up before the guys could hotwire the BMW for a joyride.

He was twenty-eight, and he still knew.
Common sense, intuition, changes in the barometric pressure–he
didn’t know why or how he knew, but he knew. And people knew that
he knew.

Not that it had done him any good. He worked
at a grocery store and lived in a fourth-floor walk-up apartment.
He voted and paid his taxes and didn’t cross against traffic, but
the rewards of good citizenship had been mild.

“Bob? You remember me, Hank, from high school?” the call
began.

“Yeah. Hank. Why are you calling me?”

“I’m working on a thing, a project, you could say, and you
could help. I remembered you, I hadn’t thought about you in years,
but I just realized–Bob–I need this guy.”

“What do you need me for?”

“Because you know. You know what’s going to happen. Fuckin’
crazy, but I’ve seen it. You know.”

“I
don’t know shit. If I knew anything would I be working at Piggly
Wiggly?”

“You know what you know. Meet me at Rattagans’s at
11.”

Thirty years of cigarette smoke lingered in
the bar long after smoking had been banned, the bar’s only pale
charm–a vague claim to a storied past. Hank sat in a booth at the
back of the room, idly checking his phone for messages and toying
with the Angry Birds when Bob arrived.

“Bob. You’re just like you were in high school. You haven’t
changed.”

“You either. Why did you call me?” Bob sat in the
booth.

“Let’s order something. You hungry?”

“I’m not hungry, Hank. What do you want?”

“Me and some people I know, we’ve got a plan. To make some
money. We’re not doing the deal, but we know about the deal. Money
will be put on the table. Big money.”

“And?”

“If we show up at the right time, we can take the money off the
table.”

“So take the money. What does this have to do with
me?”

“Because you know. You always know. I’ve seen it. We screw up
on this deal, we’re dead. You don’t fuck with these
people.”

“So don’t fuck with them.”

“Did I mention the money on the table? Do they even have a
fuckin’ table at the Piggly Wiggly? Have you ever played in the big
room?”

“Not real big. What do you want me to do?”

“Listen to the plan. Think about it. Do whatever it is you do,
and then tell me if this shit’s gonna fly.”

“How the hell am I going to know if anything’s going to work? I
work at a fucking grocery store.”

“Magic. I don’t know how you do it, but you know.”

“Okay. What’s your plan?”

Hank sketched out a situation: a
carefully-negotiated bargain between two groups. Shall we say, a
deal that would resolve tensions and establish the equilibrium that
all groups favor– especially those wanting to live on and do
business–when all parties involved carry high-caliber weapons. And
use them.

In return for a large stack of bills, and
certain assurances from Fernando Reyes and his associates, Earl
“One Shot” Watson and his people would not contest certain
territory, and would give free passage through that territory to
Reyes and his people.

The sit-down would happen in the basement of
an apartment building in neutral territory, off of Sepulveda
Boulevard, near downtown. Both sides would show up quiet, not
wanting to spook the other side.

“Okay, you have a plan. So what do I get out of this? Why am I
not home watching TV right now?”

“Look it over. Think it over. You say no, we don’t do it, you
get five hundred. Services rendered. You say yes, five percent of
the take, which should be $3,000.”

“You want an honest answer, but you’re pushing for yes, I get
more money if I tell you to go ahead? If you were being careful
you’d be tempting me to say no.”

“I
want the truth, and I want us all to make some money. Call me
tomorrow with your answer.”

Bob went home, put a frozen dinner in the
microwave, and thought about the situation.

Tomorrow he can call Hank and say yes or no,
or he can call Fernando Reyes, or One Shot Watson.

The call he makes will change his life.

 


 


 


Phoenix Park

by R. P. Muha

 


Brett McKinley’s wealthy Irish background
allowed him to have a comfortable and stimulating childhood. After
immigrating to the States in 1975, much of his upbringing was spent
traveling across the world with Mom for business. Out of all the
places he had gone, visiting Grandma and Grandpa McKinley in
Palmerston, Ireland was his favorite. A place where beautiful green
fields spanned miles and looked mystical in the large pines and
thick fog that covered all parts of the land. The smell of the air
was fresh and earthy, but only when distant from the attractive
aromas of the town’s food market. Medieval stone architecture made
up most of the buildings in Palmerston, forcing any sightseer to
fall back in time. Even automobiles were rarely needed here, giving
the town an Amish ambiance. Brett always dreamed of going back to
Ireland to visit his grandparents and knew that when he was old
enough he certainly would. Thirteen years later, during the summer
going into his senior year at Berkeley, the news of Grandpa
McKinley’s death hit home. Brett was deeply saddened. He felt
guilty for putting off making the trip to see his grandparents all
these years. Brett’s parents were not able to fly over to the
funeral, but Brett certainly would not miss the opportunity to be
with his grandma for anything she might need.

Brett was getting his plans together for the
trip. He would have to fly quite a distance to get to Ireland, but
he was used to it from all the trips to Europe with Mom. The flight
would take 5 hours, arriving at New York for refueling before
departing again to Dublin International. 16 hours and 45 minutes
was the estimated flight time to Dublin. A total of 22 hours was
something that Brett was in no way excited about. Brett got his
bags together and left for the airport. The flight from L.A. to New
York wasn’t bad, he thought. There were people he could talk to,
and it was easy to relate to the people around him. When he got
onto his flight for Dublin though, Brett knew right away it was
going to be an extremely long 17 hours. He made small talk with a
few people on the flight, the usual things you discuss when you’re
having a conversation with someone you hardly know. The hours
seemed to be passing quite quickly. He brought a lot of reading
material with him, some books from classes he was going to take the
following semester at Berkeley. Brett tried to take a nap every
once in a while, but would only be about ten minutes into it when a
baby would start crying. Brett could sense he was getting
aggravated, but tried to ease his mood by thinking of his grandma
and how he needed to get to her. She was a beautiful, kind woman
who always made Brett feel welcome and loved. She was filled with
so much life, singing and dancing with Brett when he would visit.
It was her cooking that set her apart from anyone else. Brett
always said she could have had her own TV series on Food Network
because of how delicious her recipes were. Brett dozed off to
dreams of Ireland and reaching his grandmother.

Brett finally arrived into
Dublin International after a long, tiring trip. The airport was
dark and seemed completely vacant. The white floor tile failed to
reflect the low, fluorescent bulbs from above and make the large
room more comforting. Brett looked at his watch; it was 3 a.m. He
lost all sense of time and date after being in that plane for
almost an entire day on the opposite side of the world. Walking
down the stairs to the baggage claim he recognized some of the
people from his flight. A feeling of homesickness already came
across him as he was waiting for his bag. Forty-five minutes went by and
still Brett’s bag was nowhere to be found. Almost all passengers
from the flight had felt the joy and relief of receiving their bags
except for a withered old woman who looked as though she should
have quit smoking a long time ago and a couple who were obviously
on their honeymoon.

“It always seems like the Airports lose your bags on purpose,”
Brett laughed out loud to himself. The TV above was playing old
reruns of The Munsters. The poor quality of the black and white
television gave off a discomforting feeling, making the baggage
claim seem even more dark and isolated than it already
was.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore Brett,” he said to himself. The
rickety belt of the baggage shoot sputtered and cracked every
minute or so, giving Brett assurance of all the time he spent
waiting here.

“FINALLY!” Brett shouted in an exhausted and irritated voice.
Brett’s bag was coming down the way and he was quite relieved to
get out of this airport. Brett grabbed his bag and headed back up
the stairs he'd come down. During the countless hours on the plane
ride, Brett made a list of things to do that read: arrive, get
luggage, find designated driver, and get to his grandparents'
quickly and easy. Brett grabbed his pen from his pocket and added
“and have a drink” to the end of his list.

Once upstairs, he came to the main area of
the airport. The place where people were usually running
frantically for departures and meeting family for arrivals was
completely empty. Brett looked all around him and there was no one,
not even a security guard to ask for help.

“Well all I can really do is follow the signs, I guess." Brett
started down the huge hallway that led to the front of the airport.
Using the moving walkways, Brett was able to take a break while
reaching the end of the long hall. Brett remembered he used to call
the walkways gigantic treadmills when he was a kid and again
laughed to himself to try and pick his spirits up. While going down
the airport's stretch... slowly... he looked at the pictures and
paintings.

“It’s been so long since I’ve been back here,” Brett thought to
himself. He’d always been proud of his Irish heritage and thinking
about all the fun times he'd had growing up here made him feel
settled, although all he wanted to do was get to his grandma’s
side.

Brett had been putting off
going to the bathroom for quite some time because he wanted to
quickly get his bags and get out of this place. Before stepping
onto the next stretch of... treadmill, Brett saw there was a
men’s room just to the right. The lights were off in the bathroom,
which made Brett cringe with fear. He reached in blindly, moving
his hand around the wall searching for the switch. The bumpy
texture of the wall felt strange to the touch of a blind hand.
Unable to locate the switch, Brett slowly crept into the dark,
moldy bathroom with both hands against the walls desperately
seeking the light switch. Brett was nearly fully into the bathroom
when he heard what sounded like muffled shuffling slowly moving
toward him. Brett yelled and ran directly out, completely
forgetting that he had to urinate so badly.

“Screw it”, he said, “I’ll just wait ‘till I get to Grandma's."
So, Brett grudgingly went back toward the moving pathways and
continued his journey to the exit. Just as he was about to step
back onto the walkway, Brett realized it had been turned
off.

Jesus, what next?

Brett was tired, but it wasn’t too much
further to the end of the hallway. It was only about a 45 minute
drive to the house in Palmerston, and was nothing compared to the
hell of being in a plane for 22 hours.

Finally Brett reached the entrance doorways,
and a huge wave of relief blew over his face. He began to walk out
the doors when he noticed a tall, pale freckle-faced man wearing a
suit, standing against the wall, staring at him from behind. After
everything that happened tonight in the airport, the last thing
Brett was about to do was get into a fight or get mugged. Brett
looked the other way and continued on out of the door when the man
said something. Brett stopped and turned to the man.

“Excuse me, did you say something sir?”

“I
said, are you Brett McKinley?” The man continued, “My name is Conor
Flannigan and I suppose I am your driver, if you are indeed the man
I think you are."

Brett approached him, silently laughing at
himself for thinking such nonsense as before.

“Nice to meet you Mr. Flannigan. I suppose you are the man with
whom I have made arrangements?"

“Sure am. It’s dead in here, huh?”

“Yeah quite dead... It has been a long trip so far, and I am
very tired. Would you mind if we got goin'?

“Yes, of course. Just let me grab your bags now."

Brett followed Flannigan from a distance out
of the doors to his car. It was a brown 1987 Cadillac DeVille, in
near perfect condition. Brett didn’t see any other cars around so
he didn’t know what taxis even looked like in Ireland.

“Must be a small agency or something." Brett shrugged any bad
assumptions out his head and walked toward the car, opening the
rear passenger door.

“It’s somewhat of a long ride, friend. It isn’t a problem
sitting up in the front, you know.”

Brett paused for a moment.

“All right. Sounds good. Thanks.”

“Ain’t no problem. I figured you’d just be lonely back there by
yourself this late at night.”

Or was it
morning?

“I
certainly appreciate it, Mr. Flannigan”

“Call me Conor."

“Thanks, Conor”

Mr. Fla- ...Conor finished up loading the
Cadillac’s trunk, pulled the keys out and got into the driver’s
seat. They pulled out of Dublin International’s pickup lane and
headed out of the airport.

“So, where we headin’ again?”

“Palmerston... Didn’t your office-head give you any
information?”

“Oh, yes. That’s right. Sorry, my boy. I’m gettin’ older now. I
never thought 45 would be so unforgiving!”

“Oh... Well.... It’s quite all right.”

“Well, I’ll just be takin’ the N4 Highway West past the Irish
National War Memorial and Phoenix Park until I hit M50 South and
take it right on down to Palmerston. Should be about an hour's
ride.”

An hour?

“No problem. Whatever you need to do. I’m not from around here.
I live in the States.”

“Oh. I see, son. Never been to the U.S., but I hear it sure is
nice."

“It is, indeed.”

Brett was growing weary of the conversation
and stopped talking for a while. He didn’t want to seem rude, but
it had been a nasty trip so far and Brett just wanted to get to the
house in Palmerston. Not to mention he still hadn’t gone to the
bathroom.

The car ride seemed like forever to Brett.
He tried to keep his mind off of the airport and the bathroom, but
something in the car wouldn’t let him.

What was that
smell?

Brett thought maybe it was Conor, but
guessed probably not, if Conor wanted to keep his job and get a
good tip. Brett stared out the window looking at Ireland's
beautiful landscape. Ireland’s pine trees always had a certain
significance to Brett. The house in Palmerston was surrounded with
them.

Scots Pine.
It was hard to make anything out in the darkness
of night, it was around 4:30 in the morning now.

Everything seems so dead
at night. A half-hour had passed since they
left Dublin International and Brett had kept to himself for most of
the ride.

“So, you got any family, Conor?”

“No. Had a wife, but... She left.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear-”

“Now, don’t be sorry. No reason to feel bad! That was a long
time ago, and I’ve buried it from my mind for what seems like
ages.”

“Well, okay, then...”

The car was passing a large, well-lit sign
decorated with all sorts of flowers and colors that said, “Phoenix
Park - Exit 232.” The next sign ahead was drastically smaller and
said, “Highway M50 - 20 Miles,” sporting the white and green
reflective badges on most highway signs.

Almost there,
Brett thought to himself.

“Almost there, boy. I’d say only about 25 minutes. Hey, you see
that to your right? Phoenix Park. What a beautiful place... Acres
and acres of wildlife. Trails, fishing, courts for all kinds of
sports. It is really a great place.”

“Yeah, it seems that park would be a really beautiful place to
visit.”

Even though Brett had no idea what this
place looked like and it was too dark to see any beauty in it at
all, he didn’t want to be rude to the man. The car began to drift
down from 80 miles per hour to 75, and from 75 to 70. Brett looked
over to Conor, about to ask if there was a problem.

“You know, my boy, I’ve been going to this park for years.
Every time I go I find a new spot to enjoy. My wife, she enjoyed
her spot right next to the Black Alders. She was my first, you
know... But when I took care of her, something came over me.
Like... Oh, I don’t know. Like I couldn’t stop.”

Brett’s hands were trembling. Conor’s face
changed to a cynical smile, his eyes wide open. The car was at 40
miles per hour now, and drifting toward Exit 232. Brett tried to
speak, but his voice repeatedly stuttered and cracked like vinyl on
an old record player. Suddenly, Brett felt he had begun urinating
himself.

“The airport is always the best way to find someone new... You
see a man holding a sign, waiting to take a certain male or female
to their destination. Yes, I do enjoy doing that, all right. I
attempted to capture a man in the airport’s bathroom tonight, but
there was some interruption. Next thing I knew, I had you, Brett
McKinley. You’ll enjoy your stay, don’t you worry. Everyone else
has enjoyed theirs. Palmerston, you say? No, no, my boy. I think
we’ll enjoy a night in beautiful Phoenix Park."

The Cadillac rolled into the wide road that
cut through all 400 acres of the park's terrain. It was cold in
Ireland for the summer season, and that night, Conor Flannigan
helped Brett McKinley find his spot next to the Black Alders,
reaching his final destination under the Scots Pines of
Ireland.

 


 


 


It’s Not Easy Being a Snowflake

by Ditrie Sanchez

 


The x-ray machine is cold as it passes
across my chest. The last race was an uphill battle. Literally, I
was two wheels behind and all I could see was Kelly’s flapping
pigtails.

“Hold your breath,” the technician calls at me from across the
room.

Sliding off my bike was the easy part. It
didn’t take any effort. Gravity swallowed me whole as those
pigtails crossed the finish. Falling is always easy. It’s standing
back up that’s hard.

The hospital gown is uncomfortably loose on me as I wait for the
technician to respond. I miss cycling. I knew something was wrong
when the pain kept me up at night, when my joints would swell and I
would have to bandage them before going to school. I knew something
was wrong.

“Alright, that’s good. Head on back to the room, and the doctor
will be with you shortly.”

Kelly had been my best friend, always better than me at everything.
We kinda drifted apart in middle school. Just one of those things,
I guess. At that race, when I finally stood back up, she crossed
that finish line. I hated her for it, even though she didn’t laugh
at me like the others did. I am only fifteen years old.

I sit in the room with my mother and my
brother until the doctor comes in with the x-rays. My bones look so
small, so helpless. Kelly looked helpless, too. Drunk driver, they
said. So many wires going into her and out of her, I wish we had
been closer. I wish for a lot of things.

“The good news is that there is nothing wrong with her lungs,”
the doctor tells my mother, as if I am not in the room, “but she
probably has JRA, juvenile rheumatoid arthritis.”

My heart sinks. Arthritis?

The doctor continues, “I will give you some literature on the
disease before you go. Make sure she gets an appointment with a
rheumatologist when you get back home.”

Some days I think Kelly got it easy. She died before she ever
really got started, you know? Her funeral was full of
flowers.

My eyes scan the brochure. It depicts a
debilitating, disfiguring disease with painful treatments. My
stomach drops. I feel as if a death sentence has been set upon my
own head. We drove three hours away for this?

My mother, brother and I eat in the
cafeteria, mostly in silence. As my brother slurps his soda, tears
drip down my face.

“Why are you crying?”

My mother’s face is severe, almost angry. I know she is
afraid.

“I’m too young for…”

My brother looks up at me:
my sad, worried, little baby brother. I force a smile for him, just
for him. Kelly would’ve done the same thing. I know it.

I suffer the rest of my days in silence, but at night, when I talk
to God, this is what I say: “It's not easy
being a snowflake. Yeah, it seems all wonderful to be unique and
beautiful, but you're always falling. It's always cold. And,
ultimately, you're going to get crushed and buried- then melt away
forever as if you never existed. You get lost in the mass of
trillions of other snowflakes, just as unique as yourself, but
people never see you.

Yet, the reason you exist, is to join with every other snow flake
to create a giant blanket of white that makes the world stop, look
and listen to the muffled silence. You make the world look up, and
though they are looking at you, they don't ever see you. They watch
you dance and drift along, but what they see is beauty, the sky,
heaven and God. That is why you exist. But it's not easy being a
snowflake.”

Kelly was a snowflake. Pigtails flying, legs spurring her on past
the finish line, past the wires and the hospital bed to melt into
the ocean of souls. Now…well, now I guess I’m one, too.

 


 


 


Almost Had Me

by Mbali Sikakana

 


Sunday was a blur. While Pulling himself out
of bed he stared at the clock – 4:15PM. He had missed his lectures.
Wincing he panned the ruin of his apartment. Friends would always
be there for the parties, but never for the cleaning up. Shuffling
to the sink he poured himself a glass of water. The water was like
a strong hand wringing his stomach. He vomited; he stared at the
speckles of blood. He washed his mouth and lit up a cigarette.

Vusumuzi, his name meant “wake the
household.” He imagined it had more spiritual connotations, like he
had a mission to awaken the masses from their delusion of normalcy.
Normalcy he could never grasp. He was jealous. Maybe he wanted his
own life to stop spinning. He stepped over broken glass mixed with
used condoms next to piles of crumpled clothes making a mental note
to never again attempt to emulate a Roman bath. He was a reluctant
sanitising agent.

He pulled out his gloves and picked
carefully at the offensive articles. His phone rang.

"Yes?" he croaked into the receiver.

"I need you to come over," a hesitant, then
firm voice spilled from the other end.

The same old.

"Look I'm not a prostitute you can just use
for yourself at will," a feeble attempt at indignation, not unlike
a child scolding their parent.

"You know it’s only a courtesy that I call
and ask," the Nigerian accent was barely masked by the rise in
temper.

Vusi knew this was true.

Chima could have any one of his thugs show
up at his apartment and drag him out by his dreadlocks.

"What time?" he relented.

"Now."

Vusi groaned and cut the line. He needed a
shower. Another assault to his dignity, but where else would he get
the drugs to float over the mess of living?

A short time later he knocked on the door.
He heard the sounds of a mass shuffling across the linoleum
flooring. The key turned in the lock. Chima. Vusi entered though
repulsed by the weight Chima gained each time he saw him. The
henchman watching from the stairs acknowledged Vusi and stepped
into the shadows before Chima noticed him. Vusi considered the
burden of being gay in the criminal underworld.

An ashamed man is a
dangerous man, Vusi thought as Chima's arm
swept the air motioning for him to be comfortable. It was the same
old dingy apartment overlooking Hillbrow, the foulest part of the
city. Hillbrow was run by Nigerian drug-lords. The police had no
intention of picking this scab from the flesh of the city. Hillbrow
was the Boogie Man in the South African psyche. He'd often heard
men speak of how they could not be found there after dark because
no human strength would save them. He remembered how his father had
told him stories about the city. Stories of it swallowing people
whole. He'd seen grown men crying on the side of the road,
inconsolable. Vusi never traversed Hillbrow without the silent
knowledge of his protection.

Vusi sat on the edge of Chima's bed and
stared at the picture on the wall. Chima's father, a handsome man
in a military uniform, with a neat moustache and stern eyes. This
was the inanimate audience for their awkward sexual encounters.
Chima sat on the edge of the bed and patted the space of bedding
next to him. It began like that. Chima told stories about his
savagery and cruelty in the world of destruction and loss. A task
his inventive mind took to with gusto and elaborate metaphors.
Chima watched Vusi's eyes and tightened his grip when he got to the
particularly gruesome bits. Vusi looked back to the picture.

"So you see? I am a man. What we do can
never change that," Chima drew out each word slowly and
carefully.

"I know Chima."

"Good. Because, remember it is me doing the
doing, not the other way around."

"Yes, I know Chima."

"And also, this is to say that, you cannot
just speak recklessly about what we do here. I'm a bad man. You
know this?"

"Yes, of course."

Vusi knew better than to doubt him.

His penchant for expensive whiskeys turned
him from a charming, hesitant intellectual, to a sadistic monster
capable of beating him to an inch of his life. Once, he had swung
his knife unexpectedly and cut him just below the eye. The
perfectly straight line of raised scar tissue confirmed that
Chima's misguided bravado was more than capable of devouring
him.

The sex started off almost tender, too
gentle for Vusi's liking. Then Chima's deep self-hatred rose up and
he purged his hatred with violent strokes. Vusi tried to enjoy it
by staring at the picture of Chima's father. He was muted by
distance and the safe ignorance of this moment.

Back at his apartment, Vusi changed the
linen on his bed and began an assault on the germs in his bathroom.
He decided to save his stash for later. He wondered why he couldn't
just snort it all now then get more when he came down. Chima gave
him plenty of money for the week or however long it would be before
he received another call trembling with volatility. It wasn't
unusual for him to clean his apartment from top to bottom in a
coke-haze, but sober was a new thing. Sober was liberal term. He
woke that morning from a coke binge with friends from fashion
design school. He pulled the blinds away from his window and
considered going to Newtown. He wanted to be part of the vibrancy
and vitality of youth, but as a parasite. Drinking amongst them but
not adding to the high, drawing life from it. Lately he felt old,
no matter what he did. He made up his mind and caught a cab to the
Newtown precinct–a cluster of bars in an arty part of the city.
Newtown: full of black youths with some claim to substance, a
worshipping of strangeness in an understanding enveloping
atmosphere. Far from the stiletto heels, barely-there dresses and
sunglasses indoors, the uniform of the glamour clubs in the
Northern Suburbs. Here it was about natural hair and thrift store
pieces from Arts on Main with underground hip-hop and grunge
boots.

He ordered a whiskey at the bar and sat down
in the corner, watching. His eyes travelled until they met with an
insistent gaze from a girl he vaguely recognised. She sashayed over
to his table, her smoky eye travelling the terrain of his face many
times. He knew what she wanted.

His amusement grew; his curiosity piqued by
her boldness. He thought if he was straight he would date her, but
he didn't rule out the idea of sleeping with her. He liked her
spirit.

She sidled up on the bench next to
him–closer than necessary. Vusi thought her impatient. He took
another sip of his drink before facing her. He lacked practice in
seducing women. He had slept with them back home, intoning the
techniques of his older brothers and cousins to not raise suspicion
about his sexuality, the reality of which would have sent his
mother to an early grave.
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