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If Ever | Should Leave You By fohn S. Bayler

| am not dead.

Matthew refuses to add “yet”, but in the refushé thought is already there. He is lying on
damp ground, dried leaves and moss around himeyéis are open, but through bare trees he can
see only grey sky, a turbid layer of sullenness$ thakes his temples ache. He has been here long
enough for insects to take an interest in him. Henot move, cannot speak, cannot prevent the
centipedes and spiders from flitting over his hamasacross his open lips. With each stinging nip
he feels from their mandibles, another tiny bihwh is carried off.

The stone-cold bitch.

He cannot move. Each joint is frozen, it seems, pdas he might there is simply no
response from any limb or digit or fibre of musc¥esterday was almost worse than today. The
pain was unbearable. Gillian was still there, bedidn, he could tell by her infrequent, perhaps
automatic, moans, but sometime during the nighthéad a rattle in her chest, and then, some
hours still before dawn, a slow exhalation. And k&fiehim.

After that, with the thought of her corpse thereside him, the night, already desolate,
seemed to crawl to a silent halt, and for a longeylthe macabre perversity of the situation nearly
drove him mad. He’d tried to call out, but not agte squeak of a sound left his throat. He'd ttied
reach over to her, but realized his neck must bkear, or his back, because there was this peculiar
disconnect between the orders his brain was trfogngommand and those which he was able to
execute. He could swallow. He could blink. He cosé#, and hear. His skin was sensitive to the
surroundings — the air, the moist earth, and tisbg&¢y little bugs.

| should have killed her.

If he could laugh, he would. In fact, hadkilled her. Inadvertently. His car, somewhere up
the slope toward the road, probably wrapped arauncke, out of sight from his vantage point,
would have no windshield in it. Gillian went thrdug. He saw her go, before he saw nothing
more, with the sound like a hard rubber mallet agfaihe glass, before he heard nothing else until
he woke to the emotionless sounds coming fromldeside him.

That was yesterday. They were driving along thelrddée doesn’t even remember where
they were going. Or maybe they were coming from ewshere, headed home. The sky was grey,
like it is, still, and they argued, and she askigd for a divorce. In the car like that. He mightvea
laughed at her, dismissed her. But he saw, fofitsietime in his life, the absence of any brigtgse
in her eyes, her dark eyes, her usually serendingweyes. He can picture her glowing, fine skin,
just like she is sitting in front of him now. Anck hooked at her as he reacted, took his eyes from
the road for a moment, and saw a sickened, degpgdish her expression he had never seen before,
and knew it was true. He revolted her.

There is an abyss, he thinks, in every relationsai@ when you arrive at its edge, you
make the choice to turn back from it, or to descemal it and hope — perhaps against all hope — to
climb out together on the other side. Their palicabyss had been in the making for nearly as
long as they had been together. He was a flirtkkmwv it. A bit of a shit. He knew that, too. An
asshole. A scum. A rat, a rotter, a puke. All true.

He’'d fooled around on her for years, and that wasl lof a joke to him and his friends.
Every piece of tail was a challenge he was willagise to. Every woman he met was someone he
had to fuck. Just had to. You know, like you hadteathe, like you didn’t have a choice in the
matter. Maybe it was Carl who told him that he \addicted. Carl, or Sean, or Tony. One of them.
Maybe all of them. Boys’ nights out. Weekend tripg to the cabin or downtown clubs or further.
There was the time he and Tony went to Cancun,usec@ony’s girlfriend got a summer job at a
resort as a social director. He never thought koGiflian to come along, because it wasn’t about
her, or about them. It was about him. And, onceeth€ony’s girlfriend, not more than twenty-two,
straddled him one night when Tony had had enoughaycripple an elephant. The rest, they say,
was history.
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The October wind blows through the small town of afloury pushing out the remains of
summer from its grip, sending it back to its graw#il it is born again, shortly, after the stint of
spring. The brittle and dead leaves fall from ttee$, drift down, glide through the air, carried by
the wind. Branches stretch out, hang down, and fioto claw-like hands, as if they could reach
down and snatch small children up and devour flesh and blood.

Fields of tall grass sway back and forth, like waveling in the ocean, and hold demented-
looking figures impaled on wooden crosses. Falsristietched over their stuffed heads like skin,
their bodies are thick with straw for their inngrdsd ragged clothes that had already seen harsh
seasons, year after year, and faded in colour, mpkbkeir soft shell frames.

Black crows sit close by one of the figures, ofthie side, on a tree branch.

Along with the wind comes a large shadow flyingotingh the night sky. It holds no form or
shape. Nothing but a writhing black mass that spgéaelf out like a bird as it flies, searching.

Below, a house sits on the outskirts of Woodbury...

#HHH

The Donner’s house is not small. It is large enotagihold the family of two adults and their
five children. Mr. Donner built the place himself.

Outside, the shutters bang back and forth andtslood siding. Inside, husband and wife
sit close to the fireplace, warming their boneshwite orange flames that crackle and lick the air.
Mr. Donner sits quietly in one chair and reads fittva Bible, while Mrs. Donner sits in another and
knits.

Upstairs, their children lie fast asleep, pleasdneams playing scene after scene in their
heads. The first child dreams of running wild itog store, grabbing every toy that he can possibly
clasp in his little hands until he holds a talkneng tower of toys that sways back and forth; the
second child dreams of eating as much candy asahpossibly shove into her little mouth from a
banquet hall full of sugar-coated treats; the tloindd dreams of trick-or-treating, dressed up in a
ghoulish-looking outfit, and scaring the poop otibther boys and girls; the fourth child dreams of
riding on a pony across the western plains; amd/lfi, the fifth child dreams of being the sheaoff
the western town of Blood Creek, a pistol hangingeach hip.

Unfortunately, their parents believe that Halloweerthe day of the devil, cowboys are
violent, ponies are dangerous, candy is bad foung child’s teeth, and toys can be dangerous -
according to the manufacturer recalls that ocanmftime to time. Mr. and Mrs. Donner especially
shun the thoughts of masquerading around Woodbnridaloween in costumes that are either
hideous-looking or as innocent and pleasant as\a fa

The laws under the Donners’ roof are firm in thésdiefs, too. If they are broken, the
punishment is to sit in the dark room behind thi#elidoor tucked away in the attic that is full of
dust, dirt, cobwebs and whatever else creeps amd<in the darkness, until the child thinks that
his or her sins are cleansed — which is usualllgeatiscretion of Mr. or Mrs. Donner.

The large shadow claws its way across the nightakyf it were opening wounds in the air,
and slips in front of the full moon. To the nake@ et would only be a speck of blackness.

Slowly, like a hawk hunting its prey, it descendsvdward toward the Donner place.



[Misery of the Pickled Punk By Laurence Baler

The fingers on PP’s third left hand wiggled in e@mient. Had anyone observed her, they
might have attributed the motion to the liquid ir fjar. Unless, of course, they noticed that her tw
right arms remained still.

At that moment, PP’s beautiful Jason (he of thendblponytail, shining blue eyes, and the
multiple ear piercings; he whose sonorous call sonmed the marks to wonder at her) and Barron
(he of the receding hairline and teardrop tattdws;who drove the rattling van as the carnival
shuffled among towns) entered the tent’s flap.

Jason and Barron paused, eyes adapting to the watiidarkness. PP saw clearly, for the
dim tent was her home. Barron’s fat arms cradl&deagallon jar. Floating inside was another like
herself!

Not quite. PP had five beautiful arms. Other’s stlets ended in rounded, armless stubs.
PP’s two eyes were wide and staring. Other's tHomked in a perpetual squint. PP’s legs
terminated in webbed feet. Other’s simply endeshapeless lumps.

PP felt sorry for Other. Other was ugly. Other vebtdel disoriented in her new home, as
PP herself had when she first awakened in heP@rflashed an invisible smile. She would make
Other feel welcome. Starting soon, too.

Barron stared at an empty space beneath the stoféethaid (half-trout/half-monkey, but
the marks need never know). Then he turned to lit@va that the giant man-eating rat (Jason
called it a ‘nutria’ when no marks were around) hatupied before it had died somewhere
between Knoxville and Nashville and rotted befoasah had noticed. “Here?” Barron’s swine-
grunt voice asked.

“Pick a spot,” Jason replied. “One’s as good agleerd

Barron hefted Other’s jar into the alcove. He stbadk to admire his handiwork, running
his bulky fingers through his greasy hair. “We nedaktter jar.”

“We were lucky to scrounge what we did from behkhgppmanbeck’s fried pickle booth.”
Jason unrolled his shirtsleeve, removed a cigafiette the pack, and lit it.

“Even luckier we went to town for smokes this mamjithough.” Barron wiped his brow.
“Another few hours in this heat and this punk wolitve been too rotted to use.”

Jason puffed his cigarettes. “Don’t know how peagiknd South Carolina in the summer.
Hotter than Satan’s toe-jam.” He paused a momémdysg Other’s jar. “What do you think we
ought to call the punk?” His face scrunched intdwanorous mask. “Thing we found in a
dumpster’, maybe?”

Barron punched him with his elbow. “Be serious, rhan

Jason’s expression returned to normal. “How abd&0O Baby'? Or ‘Unborn Mutant’?”

“I like the classics,” Barron replied. “My old maalled his freak baby show ‘Drug Abuse:
the Sad Harvest'. His show always filled the kittigh scratch.”

Jason nodded. “Don’t really matter what we call He blew three perfect smoke rings.
“Best pickled punk I've ever seen.”

PP’s eyes went even wider. Her Jason had justdc@her ‘best’. Even worse, he had
called Other by PP’s name. (‘PP’ - short for ‘paxklpunk’, was the name Jason called her. At least
he called her that in her dreams. She wasn't duine ever really had. But it didn’'t matter. The
‘Pickled Punk’ name was hers alone!)



(Nay Old Pequainfance Be Togot By Kurt Taudver

A thousand frozen stars rushed by Dan’s upturned & he stared at the enormous digital
numerals. 11:47 and flashing ever closer. A drumksgumbled into his shoulder and burped a
mostly incoherent “Sorry.” Dan smiled. Thirteen maoninutes until the second end of the world.

The night was a perfect epilogue: snow whirlingtire air, cameras flashing in every
direction, bands playing in the square, lightsaeting in the storm, laughter sliding through every
conversation. Everyone here to celebrate. Everymme to stare, transfixed, as a glowing sphere
dropped a few feet. Everyone here to hug and kidssang out an homage to hope and renewal. It
was all so meaningless. It was all so beautiful.

Air horns echoed through the steel canyons. The sreman falling harder.

11:48.

Dan loved this celebration despite himself. In &potlife he had swum in champagne
promises and the abandon of the great Next: neekweext year, next time — the Next would
always be better, the Next was always the dreaaverything possible. But Next never arrived and
reality, taking its place, proved to be only a diative slice of hope’s many reveries. But for just
this one evening, the future seemed more powdréul tts brooding siblings.

Of course, Dan wasn't here to join in the party.\wesn’t here to dance or drink or cheer the
midnight stroke. He was here to choose the newaalphrom them, all things might rise again. It
was his sacred duty to choose and to instructytture and to act as father to these lost children.

A single streak of lightning shot across the heavéteople in the crowd pointed. It was
beginning, though they didn’t know it.

11:49.

So many were going to die. So many had died onfirdoeAnd Dan could only save two. It
hardly seemed fair. There were others like himaetbss the globe — six more, supposedly — but
that only meant fourteen would survive in totaluReen to be shaped and to begin the cycle again;
fourteen to become myth and legend. The new Adahesnew Eves. Human clay.

A few lucky ones might also be suckled by animald anter into a feral existence. They,
too, would rebuild, but at a much slower rate tH@ones Dan and his chosen counterparts would
foster. The man in the white suit had said thahsathing happened before. Remus and Romulus,
Enkidu, Cain: all the progeny of wilderness.

A group of teenagers hustled by, whooping for neeotreason than to hear the sound of
vitality crash against a sterile sky.

Dan looked up at the huge ball, blazing mock tribengly on its spire, the head of God
impaled on a pike. He couldn’t help but feel amsfy@satisfaction.

11:50.

On a winter night during the age of decaying wondéne Second World War — Dan first
met the man in the white suit. Dan was forty-thtileen and his two sons had been killed only a
month before. Both of them had given their livea mere five days apart - while dodging fire and
lead on Pacific islands he’d never heard of. Afegeiving the news, his wife entered into a self-
induced catatonia, her thoughts perpetually lodkekind the bars on her boys’ uniform sleeves.
Dan tried to comfort her, tried to stroke her hamd knead her shoulders, but it was a fruitless
effort, like mining for sunshine. She was removeaht all help; she was lost to an iron solace that
no one could penetrate.

So Dan had spent much of his free time during taesitting in bars, contemplating suicide.
He had passed out on park benches and street sonuee often than he cared to admit. It was on
one of those nights, when he was pushing himselét@nother blackout, that the man in the white
suit approached Dan with his peculiar offer.



The supervisor on duty sits on his chair in frohtachuge panel for the control of mental
activities. Right now he’s a bit drowsy, but thadl right because the automatics would warn him
if any irregularity turned up. Still, nothing atl a6 happening on the panel now; nothing has
happened since he began his duty this morningadh hie can’t remember the last time an alarm
occurred. It would be better if something did, actf happen - at least now and then. Otherwise, his
superior might cancel his post some day, consigerr@dundant. But today, as always, all is quiet;
all the indicators are green.

HHH#

Somewhere, a long way off, Thomas Mogul is sittaigease in front of his big multivisor
set. Today is the first Sunday morning of the motik time of his regular psycho testing. Beside
him, today’s psycho controller, Arouser, is arramggihis instruments. Mogul knows the filling
meter is the most important, the decisive appliameng all those devices.

Mogul absent-mindedly listens to Arouser’s talkingying not to show his indifference.
He’s aware of the need to appear that he is williingooperate. Despite that, Mogul doesn’t believe
that Arouser will find anything anomalous on hinori¢ of the earlier psycho controllers had found
anything unusual. Through all the years up to tlesgnt, he’'d been tested by many of them without
any result.

Now Thomas Mogul sees that Arouser is presentingwiith fragments of the most exciting
moments of various sports events. There are pesdlken on the football pitch, with roaring fans
in the stands, the final match of the biggest tenaurnament, the last round of the heavyweight
boxing match for the world title, the finish of arke race with enormously high wagers... Mogul
tries to hide the boredom on his face.

Arouser switches to the newest video scenes. Caieeflying into surprised faces, people
are falling into mud, and a naked lover is climbthgough a bedroom window. There follows short
fragments from sitcoms, appearances of the mosulpopcomedians, fantastic gags, never
performed before jokes and jests of all kinds. Magun hardly stifle his yawns.

Arouser skips over to presenting deeply disturlsilggpts. A long knife is stabbed again and
again into the helpless body of a beautiful wontae, murderer laughs; a man falls from a high
building on to the impaling spikes of an iron fenaeblast among a crowd of people throws their
body parts all around; a heavy tank rolls overldisproaring with pain. Mogul takes a sip from his
glass and reaches for some popcorn.

Next, he sees erotica that cedes increasinglyricbee porn: full breasted and long-legged
women are doing their sexual acrobatics with mukaoben; they thrash about in various perverted
ways. Mogul’s eyelids are closing, slowly but as\itably as a glacier.

The multivisor set switches off and Mogul becomesr@ that Arouser is talking to him
about something. Obviously, he’s given up on thlehnécal and now he’s using a more personal
approach. Arouser’s excitable face draws nearemaader to Mogul. He abuses and insults him; he
mocks and scoffs at Mogul's professional incapahihis poor intelligence, his disgusting physical
appearance and his sexual impotence. Then Arousgany rains curses down on Mogul, on his
family, his ancestors and descendants, relativdsraands. Suddenly, Arouser slaps Mogul’s face
and snatches him out of his apathy - but only fon@ament. Mogul knows well that it's nothing
personal, just business. In the same spirit, heallp accepts the next blow to his stomach, thd ne
kick in the shins. Mogul is glad that Arouser ddespit in his face like some of psycho controllers
did some months ago.
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By john T 2. Tuff

Monday: Revelation

Ouch she sayst’s sharp.

And it is.

So sharp, so very, very sharp.

Thrusting. Shrieks. Warm gushes.

| cry!

| cut!

And the wound hugs my knife, strokes it with itsrowarm, wet flesh; tries to prevent the
blade from entering, but once in, tries to kedpoin leaving.

But it enters, and it leaves, reluctantly each time

Again and again.

Then, it's done.

The warmth fades, the wound dries.

In the morning, | awaken from this dream, disomehtstiff.

There is a spot, just a spot of blood on the clednite sheets.

A strange thought runs through my head.

| bleed for them.

| wonder...

Will they bleed for me?

What does this mean?

Tuesday: Worship

I'm still disoriented today...feel a little strangbke there’s missing time...my memory
doesn’t seem to be what it once was.

| spend the morning loafing around the apartmemiyginothing really.

| looked again for the key to that locked door, tan't find it.

Imagine having a locked door in your own apartment!

What could be in there?

Something told me to relax...go to the park, takekk.

Though | seldom go there, the voice in my headssstent.

The park is beautiful on this Fall day; cool, crspd brown and comfortable. There are
others here, forgettable; lost faces, meaninglegss, dim eyes.

But She is among them.

That must be why I'm here, because | don’'t eveneraiyer wanting to come to the park
today.

Her hair is radiant, Her eyes luminous.

She is real.

But they surround Her, jostle Her, move about Hgif ¢hey were the real ones, not Her.

But | know.

| know.

| hear the irritating voice of the wind in the tsedt thinks I'm not listening, but | am. |
choose to ignore it.

As | walk the concrete path that twists through ek like a broken spine, | hear the birds
and ducks twitter amongst themselves; meaninglestdg

They're nervous.

For me.

For Her.




The brakes let out a long hiss as the Mack truckecto a rolling stop. Rain hit the road
with a sound of tiny cymbals. Elle was barefootdimy her wet shoes in one hand and a duffle bag
in the other when the trucker picked her up. Alfight going down in the west. With the way the
bright sun had risen this morning, she had antieghaeither the rain or running away from home
today. She’d been walking nearly the last hour ughorough cornfields, her skin the worse for
wear because of it, and so she welcomed the sapthirch of rain.

The trucker rolled down his window, saying, “Youtg@mewhere to be?” His voice held a
rough quality, like paper through a shredder.

“Headed south,” she said.

“Aren’t we all?” He grinned.

He had dark hair framing a middle-aged face. Hmsaand shoulders were heavily made,
the way steel is heavily made.

“What's your name?”

“Jennifer.”

“That your real name . . . Jennifer?”

“No. Maybe. What's your name?”

He said, “And just how old are you, Jennifer?”

“Does it matter?”

“Sure it does.”

“Twenty. I'm twenty years old.”

“No you’re not."

“Okay, I'm not. I'm eighteen. Is that old enoughget a lift, or should I just walk on down
the road?”

He hesitated. “Well get on out of the rain therd &l take you where you need to be.”

Elle climbed up into the passenger seat and sleutidlor. He hit the button to lock and then
unlock the doors, as if checking their reliabilifhe mingled odours of cigarette smoke, vanilla
lotion, and a faint putrescence caused Elle’s rioserinkle. She held her wet shoes in her lap.
Slouched between her and the trucker was what tba&iebe a woman, cloaked in a blanket,
sleeping with her head on the trucker’s shoulddrth® sunlight had gone from the west now.

They went on in the dark and the rain, the sildikeea fourth stranger between them. With
the radio turned down, Elle could hear him breaghlhreminded her of when her stepfather would
breathe heavy, snorting and grunting, stabbingnisistence deeper; and that caused Elle’s stomach
to sit heavy like a stone. It also brought to minmv her mother would breathe shallowly from the
darkened doorway, watching, immobile, unwilling help or fight; and that triggered sparks of
anger to ignite behind her eyes. In the illuminatioom the dashboard, she noticed how the
trucker’'s hand worked underneath the woman'’s blanke

“So, what's your name?” Elle asked, trying to qule# moment with trivial questions.

Seeming very preoccupied, he said nothing.

“Will you turn up the radio?”

His hand moved out of hiding from under the blanKéten he locked and unlocked the
doors again. The big tires hummed over the wetwagdThe rain fell sideways now.




By Charles P. M

Dad’s coughing like baby brother, now. He has thghr too: red, fierce welts inside his
forearms. They're hidden under his sleeves, but timy must itch - | hear his fingernails raking
flesh when he thinks I'm asleep. And later, whels lasleep, | hear him talking to mom.

But it's the look in his eyes that tells me. Asvihienever we exchange glances, he takes me
in from a long way off. As if he’s drowning, andtiand by, watching, helpless - or unable to make
him accept my help. He keeps his distance, as rasidte can in our narrow quarters, sleeping with
baby brother by the door.

It doesn’t seem real that only the three of uslefte First grandma, then sister, then mom. |
saw her succumb, watched as she crumpled face dowime snow, the whiteness around her
stained dark with blood. It took five men - twoliear her, three to hold back my father - into the
woods where the bodies of half the village had baehuntil they could receive proper burial.

| try not to think of what Jogoth did to them asldieparts.

For a moment, pausing in his preparations, he séemsme awake, really awake, stripped
of a mist about his eyes like the trees when thekentleared the day mom and the others were
burned. | almost believe he wants to touch me heuloesn’t. His jaw clenches and his eyes cloud
over, and he turns away, laying his hand on balbyhbr's stomach while | watch and the wind
howls outside, shaking the walls of the hut. Heegime a long, hard stare before handing me baby
brother.

“Remember what | told you,” he says. | nod. Therdtap closes behind him. Lingering by
the entrance, | wonder if this is the last I'll hed him: his coughs fading into the screaming wind
torn by the crosscurrents, surging from the cheatrman weaving in the snow.

#HHH

“If something happens,” he told me, not taking éyes off baby brother, “don’t look. Go to
the cedar tree that stands near the ice lake aret bim with snow. Mark the spot with a stick - a
big one, that | can see from the nearest riseldldmow it's been done. When the ground thaws
I'll bury him.” Then, in almost a whisper: “And if comes to this, let no one touch him. Do you
hear me?2et no one touch hirh

Two suns have set. | wonder if dad made it to ihage.

| wonder if | used a big enough stick.

#HHH

It's a gift, | tell myself, standing in the doorwajyogoth seeks my admiration, wants my
approval. It was that way even before the counglke#ied us, even before dad dragged him into the
hills afterward and abandoned him. He has enduresetweeks alone, fending for himself among
what life survives in the winter forest. Like a ché expects me to acknowledge his prowess, and |
can’t deny he’s earned it.

But this is going too far.

To him it's meat. No different from the birds, teguirrels, or what remained of the family
dog he left outside the door. Perhaps he’s watchgig now, huddled in a treetop, satisfied he has
won my respect. This time | seize a bigger sti¢idddhn’t want your gifts,” | shout, approaching the
lone cedar tree that stands near the ice lake. digevis flat, sinking without echo in the white
wooded hills around me. “Leave me alone. Dad welldack soon, and if he finds out what you've
done you know what he will do.”



/lying
One

Courtney expected him to balk at the ultimatum. #swinlike Tex to commit to anything.
He was not a bad or even a particularly inattentiogfriend, but he didn’t know what he wanted
out of life, and that really rattled Courtney’s eag

Two

Tex thought the idea was a hoot. He imagined walkimgugh a beaded curtain and into a
dark room where cones of incense burned brightHedpictured an old woman with scabrous hair
kneading oil into her hands and rubbing a crys#dil ble might even get a kick out of it, use itan
screenplay. It was all bullshit anyway.

Three

“So what happens, she reads my palms and flips sarde and tells me I'll be hungry in an
hour?”

They were driving through Uptown, on their way ke tSouth Side, an area of Pittsburgh
known for its, uh, local color. In at least one bathe South Side there was a midget who danced
on the counter. And in another: a man who lit l@sip on fire for tips.

“His name’s Angus. And he’s not a fortune tellee’$imore of a Seer. A soothsayer. Please
don’t embarrass me.”

Tex was thumbing absently through Courtney’'s CDKbeto They may as well have been
driving to a Pirates game.

Courtney adjusted the visor for the glare. Her amms sleeved in tattoos. It had started as a
little cicada on her upper arm and blossomed irgorg scene of slithering insects. Now her entire
right arm and part of her breast was crawling wotusts and beetles and wasps.

“He doesn't tell you what'goingto happen,” she said, checking her makeup in tineom
“He tells you what yowvant Then makes you go out and get it.”

“Then | want a million dollars,” said Tex - but thaasn’t really true, was it? A million
bucks wasn't even that impressive a sum of mongynare; it was barely enough to retire off of.
Wouldn't he rather haveen million dollars? And what good was all that monkyou didn’t even
know how to spend it?

“That may be true,” said Courtney, dragging on di&aent Menthol Light. She cut the
wheel and turned onto the Birmingham Bridge. Th@®moages in the backseat, and the ones in the
trunk, clattered about. “We’'ll just have to see.”

Four

They parked right in front of the store, near thener of 1% and Carson. Rock-star parking.

Tex took off his sunglasses and looked at the pthabhove the store. It was a painting of a
rhesus monkey with angel wings, flying over a mobime monkey wore a red fez cap.

“You're kidding, right?”

“What?” Courtney was feeding the meter.

“It's a tattoo parlor.”

“Different kind of fortune teller,” she said, anedl him into the shop.

10



The Last Ride By Lenora Tamingfon-Samouf

The pain is incredible. If you couldn’t see you Wbswear you were being stabbed in the
chest. But blindness is one of the few ailments gon't suffer from. You can’t speak. All you can
do is grab your chest and breathe.

Across the table, your friends start to notice siwing’s wrong. They ask. You can't
answer. You start to fall off your chair. The wait®@mes over. Everyone’s talking at once. You can
make out “Aspirin” and “9-1-1". Someone pushes k& ipi your mouth and forces water in. You
choke. You're vaguely aware of intense staring.

You hear the siren blazing. They're coming for ydlne EMTs shoo your friends out of
sight. They poke. They prod. They ask questionsl ¥an’t answer. Your friends’ answer for you:
stress at work, exercise, family history. They'reomg about everything. You thought they knew
you better.

You're loaded on a gurney and something’s clampegbur finger. They wheel you to the
sidewalk and into the back of the ambulance. Pegalek as they battle to lift you. They glide you
into the tiny compartment and the two men closediba and shimmy awkwardly in the tight gaps
between you and the equipment. They hunch overfgolack of headroom, stuffing tubes up your
nose. Cold scissors cut your shirt off and tabdhwitres are placed on your chest. This feels
familiar. An EKG?

A cuff is placed on one bicep and pumped untilgueezes painfully. Your other arm is
stabbed with a needle.

One of the guys get out and soon the vehicle isimgoVt's a rough ride. The other takes a
radio and repeats all the misinformation your fdgigave him. Your vision is getting cloudy.

The ride is a short eternity. They open the baakrsi@and start unplugging you. They pull
you out of the back and you're met by men and womemedical scrubs who look anxious; all
talking at once and quickly wheeling you to a ndacp where they plug you into new machines.
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inte The TPuinting By Carey

The apartment upstairs held a strange attractionhé; the little tower, the private
greenhouse, the stained glass window with eleveegand the chandelier that seemed to dance in
the light of eleven candles. She was just as di@athe narrow pool, edged with eleven tiles and
the oddly-shaped fireplace with eleven bricks ocheside. It all enticed her sense of adventure, but
the space was difficult to lease and stood vacarst f the time.

According to rumours, the builder pieced the apartitogether from left over materials,
driven more by a sense of humour than any particiésign. Otherwise, why would he put a
hitching post on the private roof just outside tbeer? For the resident flying horse? And yet, for
all the oddities, if she had the money, she’d teateccentric Manhattan space immediately.

When she couldn't visit the apartment in persom,theughts lingered there. The staircase
with the eleven steps captivated her. She coutteh iover and over again — when all the things
went wrong in her life that could go wrong — thabgldn’'t go wrong — but did. She wanted to be
all kinds of things for all kinds of people, buteshved a lie, caught in the horrible realizatidrher
own limitations, all too aware others did thingstéethan she did, powerless to escape the abuses
of her boyfriend.

But to play and dance under the high ceilings anchedl doorways of an active
imagination? Wasn't it better? Her focus went gasilthat fireplace, to the mural with eleven trees
in winter with branches stretched wide and awaynfioer own pain. She could pretend to run
through a painted forest in an imaginary kingdond kEeave her own desperate situation behind.

That day she was in the hallway, his angry voialirg her name, the shouts echoing
behind her. She needed to escape, quickly, buglthator was broken and she wouldn’t call on a
neighbour for help. Most of the tenants were atknard she couldn’t drag some unsuspecting soul
into his evil world. They wouldn’t believe her ing face of his smiles and his charm and when they
were alone again, it would only be worse...
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