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About the Literary Society

The UMass Lowell Literary Society publishes the annual campus literary 

magazine, The Offering, which features poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and 

visual art submitted by UMass Lowell students, alumni, staff, and faculty. 

Each fall, undergraduate student members may apply for editorial 

positions on the magazine, a process coordinated by club advisors in 

cooperation with active club officers. 

Anyone in the UMass Lowell community may submit work for 

consideration for publication in the magazine, with submissions open 

generally from early November to mid-February, and the magazine 

appearing in print in April. The club organizes an annual public reading 

event to launch the magazine each spring.  

The club keeps students informed of literary activities on campus through 

Collegiate Link and its Facebook page. For more information, or to request 

submission guidelines, write to offering@uml.edu or contact the club 

advisors, Professors Maggie Dietz and Maureen Stanton. 

See also:

https://umasslowellclubs.campuslabs.com/engage/organization/literary-society

https://www.facebook.com/UMLLiterarySociety/



About the Name

This journal’s name pays tribute to The Lowell Offering, a pamphlet 

published monthly between 1840 and 1845 whose content—including 

essays, stories, poems and ballads, letters, editorials and humorous 

pieces—was written exclusively by female workers in Lowell’s textile mills. 

Founded by Abel Charles Thomas during his three-year pastorate at the 

Second Universalist Church in Lowell, the magazine was subtitled “A 

Repository of Original Articles on Various Subjects, Written by Factory 

Operatives.” In an editorial printed in the first issue, Thomas explains the 

aims of the publication: “to encourage the cultivation of talent; to preserve 

such articles as are deemed most worthy of publication; and to correct an 

erroneous idea which generally prevails in relation to the intelligence of 

persons employed in the Mills.”

In 1842, Harriet Farley and Harriot Curtis, both mill workers, became 

co-editors, and produced the magazine until its final publication in 1845. 

Charles Dickens, who during an 1842 visit to America famously visited 

and extolled the city of Lowell, also admired the enterprise of the women 

who wrote and “duly printed, published, and sold” The Lowell Offering. 

He writes, in American Notes: “Of the merits of the Lowell Offering as a 

literary production I will only observe, putting entirely out of sight the fact 

of the articles having been written by these girls after the arduous labours 

of the day, that it will compare advantageously with a great many English 

Annuals.”    

The Editors find it fitting that the name of the University of Massachusetts 

Lowell’s literary magazine reflects the city’s rich cultural and literary 

heritage, and hope that work among these pages honors and contributes to 

that legacy.
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Michelle Garcia

Salsa

Me and Salsa first fell in love on February 14th, 1998.
It was my parents’ first time “dancing.” I was conceived

to the song Che Che Cole from Willie Colon himself.
Don't ask me how I know that. All I know is that I was birthed

from blended blackness in the South Bronx Barrios
where it all began. I was 13 when my Tio taught me to dance
he said:
          oye 
                     como
                                 va
                                             este
                                                        ritmo
Salsa
Was the sound Afro-Caribbean slaves’ shackles made
when they broke open. Was the blending of bodies
 
and the rolling of tongues. And my Mama has the thickest
Dominican accent. She says I got my hips from my great
great great grandmas. The one that could trace a plantation
on the inside lining of her thighs. The one that cut her hands
 
on sugar canes and screamed AZUCAR, before Celia Cruz could.
Mama says that I am cocoa beans drenched in honey
That I inherited privilege wrapped in banana leaves. That they'll
try to dance the Afro-Latina girl out of me. I tell her
 
There's       No Out      Dancing Me
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My Abuelo was a Spaniard, but my abuela is a
Caribbean Queen, who knows white rice ain’t shit without black beans

Salsa
Is Cafe Con Leche on Sunday mornings. Salsa is loose hips and
sharp tongues the serenade for the slave and slave master in me
 
that want me to stop dancing.
But I won't. And I can't.

Cause the concrete can't kill if you're dancing with it
It can't stop the tumbao, an earthquake of drums
 
and loud laughter. And I'm the cracked culture
on the inside of my grandmother's hands. 
 
A century of cellulite painted portraits
of broken Spanish and papier mâché melanin.

I am Willie Colon's future wife,
An endless array of similes about the sun
 
And Salsa taught me how to dance
To a century of Afro-Caribbean
              Survival           
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Michelle Garcia 

Mourning in Tongues 

My brother dies and we say Hail Marys till we speak in tongues
  Santa maria

My brother dies on the orange line between Jackson and Ruggles
                   Madre de dios
My brother dies and I give birth to my daughter's depression
       Rear para nosotros pecadores
My brother dies and I drown in the ocean with in me
                                Ahora
My heart sinks to the bottom of my stomach

                                                    Y la hora
Abuela says it is time to let go
                    De nuestra muerte
Can't understand how I bury myself in grief
How this sadness can't be prayed away
                           Amen
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ANGELA SABO/Lightbulb
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Jennifer Lucey

Exploring with Creatures

I started saving spiders when I was around eleven. It began as a 

mini protest, a rebellion against all the kids who'd stomp to death any 

insect or arachnid they came across, without a first or second thought. 

They might have done the same to other children, too. It's too hard to say.

I was a little afraid when I first touched one, but the drive of a 

sensitive sixth-grader to express their perceived moral superiority is a 

lot stronger than many forms of fear.

I knelt on the cold linoleum floor of the buzzing computer lab, 

perhaps partially in an effort to appear whimsical, and interacted with 

the spider that some of the other students seemed concerned with. I 

had no faith in them not to kill. It could have happened at any moment. 

I don’t remember if I moved the spider away, or if it moved itself away, 

but that’s my earliest memory of my efforts towards the saving of small 

beings.

Although it may have been partially inspired by a childhood desire 

to stand out as different, special, or more kind, it’s an example of one 

of the small seed-moments that were planted in me over the years, and 

which eventually inspired me to try transcending society’s enforced 

message: that only animals chosen as pets deserve our mercy. That 

a non-human creature’s suffering and will to live only really matters 

when a human creature loves them, or gives them a name. Beyond the 

tiny creature of admittedly questionable emotional ability, which I 

observed with curiosity and wonder -- what about pigs, for example, who 
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have been proven to love and crave love just as much as dogs do? It is 

even postulated that they are smarter, in certain areas. How could I be 

complicit in their torture? My abuse disguised inside a few dollars used 

to buy lunch.

The change seems to have begun with a spider that day, and after 

some years as a cold-hearted teen, that small career was continued 

with a passion, any chance I had. The creativity has been the most 

stimulating part. At times I have wanted to be some kind of wildlife 

rescuer, but have wondered if the equipment would be too cumbersome, 

compared to what I’m used to.

Saving bees from starving in houses can be best accomplished with 

the use of a broom raised over the head, so long as the subject is within 

several yards of the door. When you gently and slowly swing the broom 

across the arc the bee is taking, it tends to hitch a ride before it knows 

what’s happening. Actually, it is uncertain whether it actually hitches a 

ride, or if the whole extraction is completed via the propulsion of the bee, 

through the air and out the door, by the forward motion of the swinging 

broom. The more pet fur on the broom, the easier the hypothetical ride-

hitching would be, I’d imagine.

And since we are imagining a cold, dark night, you must be 

thinking, I first have to move the centipede from its undesirable location 

to a closet in the basement where it can live out some or most of its life 

-- I don’t know how long centipedes live -- without freezing to death, 

until it has to come out and find its way upstairs again, at which point 

the process will repeat, right? That is correct. Wild birds and mice, as 

compared to centipedes, are more widely accepted, by many, into the 

realm of cute-and-so-deserves-to-live. To save those birds who have flown 

into a surprise window, made a sudden thwack and then disappeared 

from view, one must first be of the mind to even notice, and therefore 

go outside to check the ground. When the bird is left stunned in a 

particularly vulnerable spot, it seems to be a good idea to scoop them 
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up with gloved hands and place them in a box with high sides and 

some paper towel bedding, which may go unappreciated, given the 

bird’s possibly hallucinatory state. Even with the protective housing, 

it’s always best to keep watch nearby. Usually, one hopes, the bird 

will eventually come around from its mysterious mental trip, and its 

wings will spread once again. (When it comes to mice, my unfortunate 

experience has been that the only type of mouse-in-need that ever enters 

my jurisdiction is the main type known to transmit the potentially 

deadly hantavirus. I will not recount how I dealt with finding one that 

had been nicked by my cat’s claw, because I guess it is not advisable, for 

purposes of human protection.)

  For the sake of limited time in this life, I must go before 

elaborating on all of these activities fully. But remember this as a 

suggestion as to what is out there to discover when you challenge the 

bounds of your compassion. Sometimes, to actively explore the at-

first seemingly bizarre extremes of morality is how we can come back 

down to determining the ways in which we would like to be conducting 

ourselves, when it comes to reasonable issues we face every day, such 

as eating. It doesn’t stop with centipedes or spiders. (Following the 

word ‘eating’ with this sentiment must serve as a nice trigger for 

disconcerting imagery, huh?) For most, probably, it won’t even begin 

on that seemingly bizarre and minute level. Usually, it can start with 

questioning some of the biggest and most popular beliefs of all.
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Jennifer Lucey

Thirteen Associated Experiences

1. Requesting a to-go box for a pathetically-small amount of food.

 

2. Asking the cashier how much money is left on your gift card, and 

hearing them say, “One dollar.”

 

3. Putting the box of cookies back in the cabinet with only one left 

hidden inside, and leaving no written warning on the outside.

 

4. Leaving a store that is soon to be permanently closed, and reading 

the sign at the exit that for many years has urged, “Come again soon!”

 

5. Saying, “There’s plenty of time left” when there really isn't.

 

6. Receiving an email from someone asking when you’d like 

your next appointment, after you have already mailed them a letter 

terminating your professional relationship.

 

7. Hearing a character in a movie call someone’s name, while you, as 

the viewer, know that that the named is already dead.

 

8. Hearing a child beg a dead pet to wake up.

 

9. Hearing yourself, as an adult, beg a dead pet to wake up.
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10. Putting away one of the cans of food you could afford into an 

empty cabinet, after having eaten the contents of the other one.

 

11. Knowing that a populated building has been destroyed by fire and 

that the media has chosen to report, “No confirmed deaths yet.”

 

12. Performing CPR on a head-wounded gunshot victim.

 

13. Telling your grandfather, “See you again soon!” while you know 

that it might not be possible.
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DAVID ROSARIO/Untitled
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DAVID ROSARIO/Untitled
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Aaron Robinson

Instrumentals

I never learned how
to play the piano but
 
I can make paper airplanes
faster than anyone and
 
one day I’ll take you
for a ride on the water because
 
I’d much rather learn
to play you the Erhu.
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Aaron Robinson

Redwood Road

Down the dirt
road is an old
house shrouded by shrubs
and boarded up by two by fours,
protected by police tape and cracked
windows. Inside a piano
with missing keys sprawls on its side
between the threshold
of the dining room
and the living room.
The foyer houses a fallen
chandelier, formerly chain-
linked to the ceiling. Upstairs,
the rooms are barren barring
a floor lamp in the kitchen
and a toilet on top of a torn
leather couch. Near the ceiling
across the crown
molding is a message,
“If we ever stop speaking
someday, send me a song.”
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Cyle Hairston-Gomes

Salt

Approaching the end of our sidewalk,
shaking salt onto the ice and slush from
a metal bowl I imagine was made on some
small island for hot meals of rice, I catch
a stink of fish which seems to have blown in
from nowhere—here there are only cars, half
frozen, the rumbling snow plows and a hollow-voiced
wind singing only to me in the wool blue dark. It is
cold; my hands are beige and dry. I shake out the last
of salt and wonder if this is where we really ought to be.
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Cyle Hairston-Gomes

Boys

On Friday I saw two:
one tall with tortoiseshell glasses, brown
eyes & dark-roast beard, carrying his grocery
bags to the elevators in the lobby; the other I saw
sporting knit eyebrows – & his jaw – sipping
water in the library, working in
silence. They don’t know
 
that night, coming home clumsy & cross-
faded, I couldn’t sleep—awake & tugging
sheets to my shoulders to feel embrace, to feel tangled
in their arms.
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JONATHAN SILVERMAN/Elvis's office (Graceland, Memphis, TN)
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JONATHAN SILVERMAN/Smokestack
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Cameron Colon

Kill Confirmed.

I killed myself seventeen times in the desert.
I died twice a child, thrice to strangling hands, and once
From stab wounds that would have made Caesar blush.
I died three times to black powder pop shrapnel blasts that blew me
To dust in the sand. I died eight times to gunfire, four shots burst
My thoughts into painted red murals on sandstone brick.
The last four deaths were slow. I screamed for hours in a language
I didn’t speak and still can’t.
 
Now I don’t see me in the mirror,
I see eyes with no light. Nothing shines
Back. I look right through me,
To the parts I left for
Dead in blistering swept sand heat.
How can god ever forgive me?
When I died I didn’t scream Allahu Akbar
Or Death to America, at least not most of the time.
When I killed myself I felt
Nothing, at least not most of the time.
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Dorian Taylor

Holy House

It’s
a
shame
not all buildings
are as beautiful as
churches. Must you
be pious to be so
pretty? Our windows are clear
and unthought-of; theirs admirable,
stained-glass rainbows. I can picture
them in my home. I’d wash them
every day. And what better alarm
clock than the prayer bell itself?
The boisterous ring would vibrate
me out of bed. With doors so large
I could let anyone in, and have the
most heavenly parties, with plenty
of couches for friends to sleep on.
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Katherine Gotthardt

Teeth

I used to dream
my teeth fell out.
I’d look down,
and there,
in a blue bucket,
they sat, piled, pitiful
remnants of my parents’
paychecks, gone to hell
and the orthodontist.
 
Now they really are falling out,
hanging on by a fleshy thread,
some strange metaphor for life,
and I feel bad –
 
mostly for my deceased mom
who always wanted me
to have good teeth.
She gave up her own for me,
the holes in her mouth
and pockets evidence
of hard motherhood.
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I’m sorry, mom.
I threw away my retainer.
I know you told me not to.
Yes, it finally caught up with me.
But at least the fakes
will be whiter,
cemented to gum,
 
permanent.
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Leissy Matos Liranzo

Holy Bible 

Catch a glance
of the leather black
book with golden
edges and faded
mustard pages
filled with men’s
stories
and a red
bookmark string
that barely hangs
after each slam
to hide
a front page message:
 
to my daughter
with love
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Elijah North

A Bottle in the Garden

I’m not sure if I’m handsome or ugly. Honestly, I’m not sure if I 

even want to be handsome, as I imagine it’d be a handful of sorts, with 

girls chasing me around all the time and fainting whenever I entered 

a room. Of course, this might be a lot of fun for some guys, and that’s 

fine—I don’t begrudge anyone the gift of physical beauty, especially those 

who want it more than I could ever possibly understand. No, for me, a 

natural-born introvert, I’d much rather be a Phil Hartman-esque kind 

of figure, invariably willing to please yet appreciative of an occasional 

moment of personal solitude. I’d rather have a good sense of humor—and, 

a-hem, definitely great taste in music—than appealing looks or sharp 

wits. I’d rather have a golden heart than a beautiful mind. I’d rather have 

soul, substance—that otherworldly characteristic only found in the most 

unique individuals—than the realization of every good dream I’ve had 

since childhood.

 In the tenth grade, a student of questionable repute told me that I 

looked like Freddie Mercury. This upset me, simply because I couldn’t 

figure out if I was being put down or complimented. I still don’t know, 

eight years later, but I do think about it sometimes, in moments of self-

evaluation, and more often than not I’ll come to the conclusion that, 

ultimately, bearing even a passing resemblance to Mercury probably 

isn’t such a good thing after all. 

A few years later, at my first college, a very pretty girl told me I 

looked like Errol Flynn. This, as you might suspect, pleased me greatly, 

and I remember thinking about it for several days afterward, absorbed in 

my new-found vanity, the evolution of my appearance from what it had 

been in high school to what it was now, on the cusp of young adulthood. 
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Still, I’m no fool, and so it didn’t take me long to accept that, for better or 

worse, beauty really is in the eye of the beholder—a cliché, yes, but true 

all the same.

Today, I’m confused as hell. My mother, bless her, vigorously insists 

that I am handsome, that I’ve always been handsome, but I’m not so sure. 

I’m not convinced. I mean, she’s my mom. She’s supposed to like me, 

regardless of how I look. I love her more than anything on Earth, I trust 

her more than I trust myself, and yet, frankly, I’m not sure she’s capable 

of seeing me for what I really am: a latent narcissist with a big ego and 

an unpredictable temper. My father, who once told me I looked like Neil 

Young circa 1970, is different, though. He’s never shy about letting me 

know if I’ve screwed up. He’s the realist in our close-knit family, while 

my mother fulfills the role of sentimentalist. I’m somewhere in the 

grayish area between black and white, I guess, and happy to stay here. 

Physically, I’m very strong. I run a lot, miles upon miles upon miles, and 

so I’m lean, broad-shouldered, muscular. My muscles aren’t grotesque, 

fake, but effective and purpose-built, designed to withstand a lifetime of 

strain and punishment. They’re the muscles of a long-distance runner, 

of a young man who enjoys doing yard work every weekend with his 

father and abhors the very idea, the essence, of frou-frou places like LA 

Fitness or Starbucks. I’m stubbornly old-fashioned, and this isn’t going 

to change.

The bottoms of my feet are rawhide, cracked, scarred, because I 

prefer to mow the lawn barefoot, pushing and dragging my little red Toro 

across the vast expanse of our half-acre property. I can step on a sticker 

and not feel a thing. My toenails, too, are tough and—I’m sorry, I don’t 

know how else to put this—gnarled. This, I suspect, is the unfortunate 

result of running too far, too much, for almost nineteen years. I’ve lost 

nearly all of my toenails more times than I care to recall, and even now, 

studying my own big, ungainly feet—ewww—I can tell that I’m already 

losing three nails on my left foot, one on my right. It’s pretty funny, in a 
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dry-humor sort of way, but also hopeless. If a girl I, uh, fancied were to 

ever lay eyes on my bare feet, I’d certainly have a problem on my hands to 

say the least.

My hands are like my feet: large—in my opinion—and bony. My 

fingers are very long, with deep-purple veins reaching from my forearms 

to my knuckles. I always, always keep my fingernails trimmed as 

short as I can, because I don’t like running with long nails. I’m almost 

obsessive about not running with long nails or an unshaven face. It’s 

ridiculous, I know, but I can’t help myself—if I don’t feel clean, I just can’t 

run.

There’s a scar on my right thumb, and I’m looking at it now. It’s not 

very wide, but it extends about halfway from the nail to the joint of the 

thumb. The skin around the scar is smooth and pale, and I sort of like 

how it looks. It looks badass, I guess, as if I got burned or something. Of 

course, the reality of how I got the scar isn’t so dramatic, so fraught with 

gut-wrenching peril: I was ten at the time, and for a reason I’ll never be 

able to understand again, ever, I’d developed a passion for destroying 

my Hot Wheels with my father’s construction hammer. I suppose this 

was my “destructive phase,” if such a thing even exists, as my caffeine-

induced chaos wasn’t limited to only neglected toys but, worse, damn 

near anything I could get my greedy little mitts on.

I discovered an empty glass beer bottle buried in the garden behind 

our house. I had my trusty hammer with me—my father’s hammer, which 

I’d taken without his  permission—and I was so thrilled to have found 

such a magnificent treasure, this emerald bottle from nowhere, I just 

knew I had to do something about it. I knew, right away, that I had to 

destroy it. I didn’t have any other choice—I was far too naïve to resist the 

impulse to be a dumbass. I brought the hammer down on the bottle with 

such force, such mighty gusto, I’m sure Kratos himself was nodding and 

smiling in approval of my gratuitous destruction. The bottle exploded in 

my face, glass went absolutely everywhere—I mean, everywhere—and it 
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took me a few moments to gather my bearings and collect whatever pea-

sized senses I had left. My first thought, after the dust had settled, was: 

Wow. I realized I could see fine, that I hadn’t been blinded by a flying 

shard of glass, and I felt a little better. I hadn’t been hurt! Ha! Then I 

made the mistake of staring down at my right hand, and it was bad: lots 

of thick, syrupy blood gushing from the nearly severed, dangling mess 

that was still my thumb. I did not cry. I am strong, but I’ve been ill. The 

worst asthma attack I’ve experienced was, appropriately, the last. I was 

twelve, and I remember I had stepped out of the shower in my bathroom 

when it hit me like a ton bricks to the chest, and I almost collapsed. 

I couldn’t breathe for shit, and I was surprised by how suddenly, how 

viciously, the attack had begun. This had never happened before, and I 

seriously thought I was going to die.

I managed to grab hold of the counter and dry-heave into the sink. 

My body was working against me now, and I knew it. I hated my body, 

loathed it, because it was so willing to let me down, and because I knew 

there was nothing I could do to help myself. I was powerless, weak, 

flailing in the grips of a disease no one knows how to cure, and I glanced 

up at my distorted reflection in the foggy mirror and wanted to yell, but 

couldn’t. I had to roll with it, and so I did. I was alone, and it occurred 

to me how pathetic of an image this must have truly been, drenched in 

sweat from the titanic effort of simply trying to breathe, buck-naked, 

blinded by my own gathering tears. I was alone, and it occurred to me 

that it is possible to feel anger, pity, embarrassment, all in a flash, one 

after another, and all for yourself.

The attack ended as it had come: abruptly, with a final spasm of 

violent coughing, gasping for air, struggling, fear of the unexpected, 

then, it stopped. Just, stopped. Mercifully, I could breathe again—

breathe!—but I was unsure at first, hesitant, fighting the urge to believe 

it was a cruel ruse, so my breaths were shallow and halting.

  I could breathe again. 
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I wish I were a little taller. That’s it. That’s the only thing I’d change 

about my body, if I could.
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Elijah North

Mystery Train

I remember The House, and how we’d all pile in there like a bunch of 

goddamn loons.

“What you want, man?”

“I’m playin’ t’night.”

“You playin’?”

“Yeah.”

“Who you playin’ with?”

“Wolf.”

“Wolf’s here?”

“Yeah.”

I remember the noise, the sounds—loud—and how they’d shake you 

up so hard, so good, you thought you’d drop and die right on the floor.

 

“Hi, fellas.”

“Wolf.”

“I’m here.”

“You—shit, man, I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it.” Wolf smiles. “You seen Hubert?”

“Hubert? Ain’t no motherfucker named Hubert here, Wolf.”

“Well, y’know, Hubert’s my lead.” Wolf isn’t smiling.

“He’s with you?”

 

 He was, that night. I remember seeing Hubert Sumlin messing 
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around with that Burnett girl, and how he’d move in very close to her 

and whisper shit in her ear and everything. It was pretty  funny, though—

Hubert wasn’t that great to look at, but the ladies didn’t seem to mind. 

They took care of him.

 

“Now, listen here, peoples.”

“Wolf!”

“Now, I’ma gonna play—”

“Wolf! C’mon, man!”

“Now, look—look.” Wolf stares down at the crowd from the stage. 

“You all gonna have to be quiet now, or else.” Someone laughs in the 

audience. Wolf laughs, too. “Now, I’ma gonna play somethin’ real 

familiar—you all heard it before, I know. You know what I’m talkin’ 

’bout.” Someone claps in the audience, then whistles. “I’m talkin’ ’bout 

when your best friend catches you with his woman. Now—” Wolf leans 

forward in his chair, closer to the mic “—I’m talkin’ ’bout when your best 

friend catches you with his woman, and you gotta get on outta there fast, 

boy, you gotta get your runnin’ shoes and get on out!”

 

Wolf would always start a set with “Down in The Bottom,” and he’d 

always use that little intro to get the folks excited and hungry for more.  

They were always hungry, those people—for action, love, something to 

tell their friends about, whatever. You name it, they wanted it. They got 

it, and musicians like Wolf—like Muddy, Bo, Willie Dixon— were happy to 

give it to them.  I’m talking about that Special Feeling. You know what I 

mean. I mean, if you’re low, then you need to have something to pick you 

up, right? 

Yeah. Sure you do. You need to find some way to make you feel good, 

without causing harm to yourself. You need to find a release.

 

***
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But that was in Chicago, 1961, and I was maybe twenty-five, twenty-

six at the time. Honestly, I can’t for the life of me remember how old I 

was—it’s embarrassing, I know, but it’s true—and even today, after all 

these years, I still don’t know when my birthday is. I’m pretty sure I 

was born in ’35—maybe—but I don’t know. I don’t know. There are lots of 

things I don’t know, but that, well, it doesn’t bother me too much.  

Chicago was the place I’d eventually end up, but it took me a long, 

long time to get there. And even though I can’t remember exactly when 

I was born, I do know where I’d come from: Rolling Fork, Mississippi. 

I’m a Mississippi boy, like my friend Mud, and I live there now, only in 

Jackson. I don’t really want to go back to Rolling Fork, and I’ve never 

been tempted to. I don’t know. Somehow, going back to a place you never 

really liked to begin with—I don’t know. I had it pretty rough as a kid, 

and I guess I believe that going “back home” would be like betraying my 

younger self.

My mother, she died when I was around five. It angers me now 

because I don’t remember much about her—she was very tall, I know, and 

had a nice ringing-bell sort of delicate voice—and because I had to grow 

up without getting a lot of attention. She got a bad cough, then just sort 

of faded away. It took forever, though—that’s what I do remember, of all 

the terrible things. It took forever, then she just disappeared. Then it 

was me and Pop.  

We were sharecroppers, and I trust you already know what that 

means. It means we worked our asses off, Pop and me. It means we 

planted cotton for half the year, then had to pick it all before a bitch of 

a winter came. It means we had to deal with floods—I was little when 

the Mississippi flooded in ’37—and afterward, there’d always be these 

goddamn snakes everywhere, hiding under boards and shit. It was the 

worst kind of existence for a child, and I’d had to tolerate it for almost 

fifteen years. Fifteen years, the same routine, until I’d finally had 

enough.
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Pop was a bad man, but not evil. I mean, with old-time genuine 

blues—you know, Charley Patton and Lead Belly—you’re always talking 

about evil. Sin. And if you’re talking about sin, then you’re sure as hell 

talking about the blues. Real blues, not the kind of feel-good stuff we’d 

all play later. The blues is sin. If you can’t pay your rent or whatever—if 

your girl leaves your sorry ass behind, say, or if someone takes your 

smack—then you’ve probably got the blues. And if you’ve got the blues, 

boy, then somewhere, maybe deep down in the pit of your belly, you damn 

sure got some sin brewing in there. You’re thinking about doing things 

you normally wouldn’t do, just to get by. To live. You’re thinking evil.  

Well, Pop wasn’t evil, but indifferent. He only cared about himself, 

and he was selfish. Selfish and hard. He was a difficult man to get along 

with, and I know he didn’t have a lot of friends or anything. He had 

women—women, especially after my mother died, for some reason liked 

him a lot—and they’d always come by to see him, say hi, and he’d be very 

nice to them. He loved women, but not me. That was the main problem.

Another problem was his drinking. He drank like a fool, and he was 

a mean drunk. I suppose he drank so much because he felt frustrated, 

and because he felt like God had done him wrong or cheated him. He 

drank because he was lonely, and because he wanted to feel numb. He 

drank because he wanted to die.

 

***

 

It was at about this time, when I was eleven or twelve, that I 

first discovered the guitar. I was old enough to feel angry, and know 

something had to be done about it. I was angry, I guess, for all the same 

reasons Pop drank. I was lonely, and I knew I couldn’t let that shit settle 

in me for long. I knew I didn’t want to end up like my father.

There was this place, this shotgun shack, close to ours that had 

been converted to a sort of old-time market. They sold fresh fruit and 
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vegetables there, and liquor—moonshine—and pies and candy. It was a 

good spot to just hang around because it was owned by this nice elderly 

couple who were gentle and polite, especially with children. They loved 

children, but I don’t think they had any of their own. I can’t remember.  

The man, Son, had an old Hauver acoustic, and, well—

 

“You like my guitar, don’t you.”

The boy nods. “Yes, sir.”

“Well, it’s a fine guitar, you know, and I reckon I’ve had it longer than 

you been alive.” Son smiles. “What’s your name, child?”

“Bishop.”

“Well, Bishop, why don’t you take this—” he hands the instrument 

to the boy   “—and get a good feel for the thing. Now, there you go.” He 

watches as Bishop admires the guitar. “Now, what you want to do is, 

you want to put your fingers here—just so. Good.” He smiles again, and 

Bishop looks up and smiles back. “Now, strum it a few times—strum it.” 

Bishop strums the guitar. “Good. Now, that’s an E—”

“E?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s it?”

“Yep. That’s it. And this—” Son moves Bishop’s fingers on the 

fretboard “—is an A. Strum that, now.”

 

Son showed me all kinds of tricks that day, and I must’ve stayed 

there for more than an hour. I’d never experienced anything like it, and I 

didn’t want to leave.

 

“You’re a quick learner, you know.”

“I don’t know. I try.”

Son laughs. “Well, you keep trying, and someday you gonna be on 

the radio.”

“I don’t think so.”
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Son looks at the boy, transfixed by the guitar, for a long time. “You 

ain’t happy, are you.”

Bishop hesitates. “It’s hard.”

“Hard?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, but that’s life, isn’t it?”

“I guess so.”

“And life, you know, rewards those who work hard. Right?

Bishop shrugs.“That’s a different life.”

“No, it ain’t—it’s this one, right here. This life.”

 

I remember he looked at that Hauver guitar for a moment, then just 

gave it to me. He gave me his guitar, and I didn’t know what to do with 

myself.

 

“Now, you come on back here whenever you like—all right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Whenever you can, you just come on back.”

“I—well, all right.”

Son watches him. “What is it?”

“What?”

“You don’t want to come back?”

Bishop glances down at the guitar, embarrassed. “It’s Pop.”

“Your daddy?”

“Yeah.”

“He don’t want you playin’ guitar?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not.”

Son nods slowly. “I see.”

Silence.

Then, from Bishop: “I want to come back.”  

Son looks at him. “And that’s what you’ll do.”
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The next seven years happened fast, and even now, trying to think 

about it all, everything just seems kind of gray and hazy. You know how 

it can be, when you try to think of a lot of things all at once and, well, you 

can’t. There’s black and white, and then there’s that grayish shit right in 

the middle. The wilderness years.  

These were my wilderness years, and I remember that I did only two 

things— two—during this time: played my guitar like a fool, and worked. 

I worked a lot, because I was becoming a man and everything, but also 

because I think Pop felt like I was focusing too much on my music. He 

wanted to set me straight, I guess, and figured that the simplest way to 

do it was to work me like a goddamn slave. He acted like I wasn’t even his 

own flesh-and-blood son, but a bum. He’d yell at me and lose his temper 

in the fields during the day, and drink at night. He’d sometimes try to hit 

me, but I’d push him right back, hard, and just walk away. I’d become a 

big man, a tall man, and I’d use that to my advantage.

Sometimes he’d try to steal my Hauver, or break it, but I’d always 

catch him before he could do something stupid.

 

“You wastin’ your time with this, boy.”

“No, I ain’t.”

"Don’t know what the hell you doin’. You naïve as shit.”

Bishop doesn’t say anything, only shines the guitar in his lap.

“You hear me?” Pop comes closer to him. “You hear what I say?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d I say?”

“I’m naïve.”

“That’s right. You naïve.”

 

 The drinking got worse, and I didn’t really know what to do about it. 

I didn’t know how to handle it, since I’d never been around someone like 
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Pop before. The only thing I knew was that I had to take care of myself. I 

knew I was on my own, and that nobody seemed to give a damn about my 

sorry ass—except Son.  

I’d sneak away to Son’s whenever I could. I’d do it mostly on 

Sundays, in the afternoon, because that’s when Pop would give me a 

break from work and go mess around with his women someplace. He’d 

drink a bit, then stagger away to wherever the hell it was he went off to. 

I don’t know. Don’t really care, either. All I know is, for that little window 

of time, I was a free man. I was a free man, and so it got me pretty 

excited and jumpy, because I’d never been free before. It was my first real 

taste of independence, and I liked it a lot. I wanted more, but I also knew 

I had to be careful. I knew I couldn’t get too bold, or else Pop would take 

it all away from me.

         

“You wastin’ your time with this, boy.”

“No, I ain’t.”

“Wastin’ your time, and you don’t even care.”

“You don’t—I’m not wastin’ my time.”

Pop laughs. “You naïve as shit.”

 “And you’re a goddamn drunk.”

Pop stops laughing and glares at him. “Give it a while, then. Give it a 

while, and you’ll see.”

         

It’s interesting when things work out just as you’d hoped they would. 

I mean, nothing goes wrong and everything plays out right as it should, 

as if you’re living in an upside-down fantasy world. Well, that’s what it 

was like for me—only, I also felt like I was in a race with time. Like I was 

racing somebody, or something, but I didn’t know what, exactly. It was 

hard to make sense of—I’d consider it a lot, and roll the thought around 

in my head for a while, but it still wouldn’t amount to much. It was just 

there.

North 45



Son would always be happy to see me, even when he was starting 

to move around a little slow. He was getting older, grayer, and kind of 

frail and bony. He’d somehow found himself another guitar, a nice black 

Martin, and he’d play it so goddamn rough, his hands would shake and 

these thin, wormy veins would pop up on his fingers and between his 

knuckles. He’d also shown me he could sing, and he’d remind me over 

and over about how when he was younger, when he was my age, he could 

sing almost any song in the book. He’d tell me that a lot, but not in an 

arrogant way or anything. He was never arrogant. He’d just say it in a 

matter-of-fact way, very casual and all, then laugh and call himself a 

loon.   

He’d try to get me to sing, too, and while at first I didn’t care for it—I 

thought my voice was too high, too light—I eventually got the hang of it. 

I remember the first song he taught me was Jimmie Rodgers’ “No Hard 

Times,” which I liked a lot, and then Lead Belly’s “In the Pines,” which 

I liked even more. I liked sad songs, mostly—shit about women and 

shotguns, booze and prison. Murder. Everything blended together nicely, 

though, and I could tell he wanted me to learn everything he already 

knew by heart—some country-western, some folk and blues, and even a 

bit of gospel. He wanted me to study the music—“become it,” he’d say—

and I did, as best I could.

 

Black girl, Black girl, don’t lie to me

Tell me, where did you sleep last night?

In the pines, in the pines

Where the sun don’t ever shine

I would shiver the whole night through

 

I had an agile mind back then, so I found I could memorize the 

words of a song quick, maybe after listening to it only once. I’d listen to 
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it very carefully, as Son would play it nice and slow, then I’d try it myself. 

Sometimes he’d hum along as I played, or pick rhythm on his Martin. 

He’d tap his foot and bob his head, and I’d do just the same. We never lost 

each other, and he never told me to take it easy. He hated taking it easy—

hated it—and whenever I’d ask him if we could stop playing for a minute 

and just shoot the bull, he’d make sure to give me hell. He’d call me a 

pussy, then remind me that I had a job to do.

         

Black girl, Black girl, where will you go?

I’m going where the cold wind blows

In the pines, in the pines

Where the sun don’t ever shine

I would shiver the whole night through

 

I think I was maybe eighteen when I asked Son about electric 

guitars, and what he thought of them. I remember he just looked at me 

a second, then shook his head. Then he laughed. Well, I didn’t see what 

was so goddamn funny, but he must’ve thought I was messing around, 

because he kept on laughing until I finally asked him to quit. He stopped 

laughing, then asked me why I’d even think about electric guitars. I told 

him I’d heard a fella on the radio one day called John Lee Hooker, and 

the song he’d been playing, “Boogie Chillen,” was just about the best 

thing I’d ever listened to. Boy, it was good. Powerful. I mean, that song 

really affected me in a way no other song had done before. It was like a 

spiritual experience, I guess. “Boogie Chillen” made a lot of the other 

shit I was playing sound old-fashioned and cornball. It was the future, or 

at least the sound of the future, and I was still stuck in the past.

         

Her husband was a hardworking man

Just about a mile from here

His head was found in a driving wheel

But his body never was found
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“Boogie Chillen” impressed me, but not Son. Son didn’t care for 

electric blues, or anything he thought was too heavy. He was very 

traditional, and he’d tell me that the blues, or whatever this new shit was 

called, wasn’t supposed to be electric. It was supposed to be right, but I 

didn’t agree with that.  

 

Well, my mamma allow me just to stay out all night long

Oh, Lord

I didn’t care she allow, I would boogie anyhow
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Nicole Chancey

I Wrote This For A Beautiful Girl

She is all I believe in: the raindrop, starshine girl who smiles 

sunstruck, fist-kissed— (this is so fucked up)— and summits 

constellations. She kisses strangers: it helps, she says, it feels like 

being thrown off a cliff, like falling down a flight of stairs; exhilaration, 

exhalation. 

She makes a feast of life, feeling and wielding love like a weapon. 

And almighty men make the mistake of wanting. They stumble, twist, 

distort; they writhe. I find their bodies in the mornings. What does it 

take to dismantle a man? Lips, teeth, a soul, she answers, and all the 

truths that have ever been unbound. So she offsets midnights— a grand 

and difficult deed— and never calls home.

I know she doesn't like his eyes, but she puts her head on his chest. 

She never forgets the pleasantries and next-morning courtesies, so 

my skin is silver and ice while his cigarette burns down; his feet rest 

upon our coffee table. When he leaves, she and I do not remember his 

face. Maybe, maybe, maybe not, Fate says. I entertain tiny, dark-matter 

dimensions where I am right and where I am wrong. I don’t know which 

I prefer.

It seems we are approaching the airport and we’ll have to say 

goodbye. If I deliver her, she will not return. There— approaching 
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Terminal ‘E’ and endscreen hymns— lays a strange revelation. There 

is poetry to write, to see, to feel; my veins are no one’s; my bones make 

large, fragile gods within me. Walk me to the entrance, she says. I don't 

say no.

She reaches out to take my hand; my eyes settle the land and water. 

The sea, that dream, a higher bloody power; perhaps I am the only person 

who knows how to unsteady her. I decide that this shall be the start 

and end of all my problems. My breath issues poetry. In a leap of faith, 

I wreck the stars. My hands put rose sunglow into her cheeks, but she 

doesn’t move from my touch. Embers— lost causes— flicker, linger, in her 

mouth as it merges with mine. We are not almighty beings but her hands 

are heaven. We stand in a skyward tidal wave until it leaves us shivering. 

We might be in love only while we are underwater, but I have spent time 

on the other side and I am no longer afraid. I thought she would laugh, 

but she is silent, flushed, dazed. She looks at her fingers folded together 

over my heart. She stays for a minute. Her face pulls up and her lips 

pronounce impossible things.

I’ll see you in a few weeks, she tells me.
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Nicole Chancey 

Mercury

Here is the song: you have a headache that grows wherever there is 

land; you turn the sky black; your voice bites with sanguine teeth; you 

bleed mortar (and no, red doesn't bring out your eyes); no one ever sleeps; 

your sisters fly away. The cut on your cheek heals into a scar. You have 

felt a hundred lives in your hands. You talk about them— about the ones 

you remember— and I listen, quietly.

You recall when airplanes fell from the sky; when trains derailed 

and crashed into their stations (yet still arrived on time); when hounds 

chased children through hallways; when a family was stabbed and eaten 

from existence. You are tangled with anger and exhaustion, pinpointing 

the moment you had opened the gates; flames had shuttled anxiously 

across the skyline. Why did you let liquor run down your skin? Why did 

you let it spread across your shoulders? Why would you pour gasoline 

into a glass and swallow it willingly? You don’t know, but now people 

graffiti your name on overpasses and in subway tunnels. It’s what you 

had wanted, so you offer farewells, to your family, to the crowds, to me. 

Are you still hungry?

You can change this song. We don’t have to mention the leaving or 

the landscapes of great white lights. We can stop the fall of grenades 

from your mouth. We can become sentries, trembling, shouldering 

heaven. I will shoulder heaven for you, for you.

You said I could have anything. I want to tell the world not just 

of kissing. I study you as we travel backwards down seaside streets. I 
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might want to know if you tire of me— if you want to go home— if you sail 

happier alone. I want to know if you tire of me.

Yesterday, you said I could have anything. I want to have something 

more than a touch; I lift the flaps of your pockets and fill them with 

stones. Can I tell you something? Can I? I love you so much. You do not 

reply. You continue to crack police cars like shells. The only sound is 

glass, crashing. You don’t know any song other than this one.
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Nate Miller

Animals

Do you remember what we were like then
When the world was a trash fire or dirty kiss
And there were no subtitles or double takes
And we talked the big talk with our old english
And cocaine on balconies or basements in
Black studded denim with big red hearts
Thumping for an inch of truth, a reup of pure
Crystal clarity in such a deprived era to be.
We kept spray cans and dead greeks in our packs
Until the ambulances and red roses and red hot
Girls in black on the sidewalk tornequetted the
Good times to a big walk end. O friends,
In my dreams I’m soaked in headlights on Mass Ave
Teary eyed and sweating through my shirt
screaming for you or anyone wish me luck.
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Nate Miller

The Mixup

When the nuns sent him home it was because
He drew a little cow giving birth in the grass. They say
He drew her with big sad eyes that were in love with
Its baby and he swore it wasn’t funny.
 
Years later he was collecting apples when we met,
And he told me he kept cockroaches—hundreds, a whole
Bloodline; moms and dads and uncles and aunts
Eating little bruised lunchroom apples and tap water
 
Straight from a rusty sink down on Washington— right
Around the corner from the butterflies. Awhile later we
Went to the lake and he climbed a birch tree and said
Kafka’s Metamorphosis is so sad because even Kafka
 
Didn’t care when Gregor Samson died alone. I said he looked
Like Alexander Supertramp and he liked that. He told me
He felt strange in suits and that he was growing carrots, and
Just after jumped on all fours onto the ice and fell through.
 
I thought he looked like a doe when he came up then; all gaunt
And clumsy. And then years later I thought about the cockroaches—
Whether he killed them before he killed himself. And whether he knew
They’d just drown them down on Washington Street or crush them
 
Like the kids crushed apples in front of him on the lunchroom
Floor. Afterwards everyone cried around his casket as if someone
Had made a horrible mixup on who goes where. I don’t think
He could’ve brought himself to kill them, but I like to think he
Let the butterflies go.
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Nate Miller

Before Morning

In the Iowan dark I saw a housefire
far over an acreage of wheat, noiseless
and serene in the flood of American
Velvet night like which there is no
other night on earth so pensive and somber,
so commanding of the heart.
I could not see the home but only the flames
throwing themselves upward and coiling in the empty
heat and I thought it was beautiful and sad, like
listening to a loon cry or remembering the ridges
Of someone's rib cage. I do not forget the things I think or feel
While I am burrowed in this lonely place; the hurt I gave
And kept--spilt milk, a childhood kitten eaten by dogs.
When travelling through I bury these things alive
before the day is broken, kicking still in some
indistinguishable field of wheat or soy.

Miller 55



Jacob Matsubara

The Children’s Moon

Alarms sounded throughout the gray twisted concrete of the city, 

which echoed through the honeycombed windows and misshapen 

structures that people called home. Those structure weren’t made by 

human hands, they weren’t fit for human habitation, yet people lived in 

them anyway. The children all scattered from the playground of artificial 

grass, lit a bright perfect green by street lamps, to their houses where 

parents and caretakers ushered them inside. The hex windows shut one 

by one. The streets of well-worn footpaths stood empty, echoing only 

the long sirens wailing through the city. The park’s lights dimmed to a 

deathly red, a final sign to anyone who might persist against the loud 

roaring of the alarms.

Gibbly persisted though. He sat motionless on the field of the 

playground that turned red around him. He stared up at the stars that 

began to flicker and dim, as the glass dome above his head grew tinted to 

brace for the impact of light that was coming. Gibbly braced himself too, 

for soon his father would call for him to join on his usual expedition.

“Heyo, Gibbly!” The gruff voice of his father managed to pierce 

through the whining sirens. The man stood a head shorter than Gibbly, 

wearing his stained white space suit, helmet under one arm, and Gibbly’s 

suit and helmet under the other. 

“We gotta go son. Ship launches soon, and you know what I always 

say about the early bird.”

“It gets that squiggly pink thing?” Gibbly said, taking the space suit 
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his father handed to him.

“Worm, son. It gets the worm,” his balding brow furrowed in 

disappointment. “You’re gonna have to be brighter than these other 

Lunarian kids if you ever want to make it big.”

“How far are we going out this time?” Gibbly said, slipping into the 

suit between hops toward the usual side airlock they always left from.

“As far as we need to my boy!” His father hopped ahead of him.

Gibbly sighed. That usually meant he hadn’t even checked what 

ship class was going to be leaving. That could mean hours of travel and 

radiation exposure with nothing to show for it.

The man bounced to the airlock door, barely able to stop himself 

from crashing into the steel wall that wrapped around the circumference 

of the city where the glass dome and ground met. He pried open the 

keypad next to the door and ripped out two wires. He paused waiting for 

the door to open, his confident smile sliding into a slackened gape.

“Maybe we should just head back home?” Gibbly asked, careful to 

control his voice so it didn’t sound like a plea.

“Nonsense,” his father said, digging his hands back into the panel. 

“I, almost, got it!” He yelled triumphantly as he pulled out another wire 

and the door slid open.

“City engineers musta switched up the wiring. Thought I covered 

my tracks, but they musta’ got wise somehow. No way they could stop me 

though.” He swaggered through the airlock, with Gibbly following slowly 

behind delaying the airlock door from automatically shutting for an 

extra second.

They stood in the small steel-walled airlock and double checked the 

seals along their suits, bending joints, rustling the thick equipment-

holding patches, and shaking their helmets while watching for changes 

in ambient pressure on the suit readout panel on their wrists. With two 

final thumbs up to each other, Gibbly’s father slid the red airlock handle 

down and the airlock doors slowly slid open.
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The two held their ground as the atmosphere tugged them toward 

the door and escaped into the vacuum of space. When the rushing of the 

air stopped and only the sound of their own breathing remained, Gibbly 

and his father gingerly followed out onto the Moon’s surface. Dust 

kicked up with every giant step of Gibbly’s father, which Gibbly jumped 

through, a habit from a game he used to play when he was little. Back 

then his whole body would be covered in the grey lunar fine soil, but now 

the dust only clung to his knees.

At eleven years old, Gibbly now towered over his father. Gibbly’s 

father was an Earther, born and raised on the surface of humanity’s 

homeworld that Gibbly had never seen. People from Earth were all 

naturally shorter than those born on the Moon. The man had decided 

to come to the Earth’s natural satellite to try and make it rich off the 

denizens of Yui, the megacity that was erected on the face of the Moon. 

Gibbly’s father never mentioned how he ended up on the dark side of the 

Moon instead, but he always swore that he’d go back and show Yui just 

how great he was.

They descended the crater rim which the city was constructed 

around, jumping and sliding down the acute angled slope toward the 

flatter plain covered in a smattering of small rocks. Gibbly noticed the 

slightly off color rock his father bounded towards, a tarp hiding their 

rover. It had been moved since the last time they’d been out together, 

and Gibbly wondered how often his father went onto the surface on his 

own. It wasn’t too far to the nearest other settlement, and rover travel is 

easier to hide from the city governments than tube travel. He probably 

went there to trade and drink since he’d been banned from doing both 

in Gibbly’s city since long before he was born. He could probably even 

hire someone dumb enough to help him Jump farm, but Gibbly knew he’d 

never waste the money when he had a son that could do it for free.

His father removed the tarp from the rover, folded it crudely with his 

inarticulate gloved hands and stuffed it into a crevice in the vehicle.
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“What’s our heading boy?” He called over the short band radio in his 

helmet.

Gibbly squinted into the starfield above, finding the shooting star of 

the launching ship’s drive plume.

“North East, 51 degrees,” Gibbly answered with practiced precision. 

“Around 5 clicks and we’ll be right under them as they Jump.”

“That’s my boy!” His father yelled as the rover sped off following the 

sailing spaceship.

As it always was, Gibbly watched the ship. His eyes locked on the 

bright burning trail it left in the black star-filled sky. His father watched 

the rough lunar terrain that they soundlessly bounced across following 

their target.

The drive plume of the ship cut out right after the rover jumped its 

10th small crater, rocking the occupants roughly like rag dolls.

“Drive is cut! It’s about to Jump, Dad!” Gibbly yelled.

His father slammed on the brakes and shielded his eyes behind his 

helmet. Gibbly didn’t, he couldn’t, it was his job to watch.

The star-speckled black sky exploded into a brilliant blue nebula. 

The blue colors never seen on the Moon’s oceanless surface seared into 

Gibbly’s corneas as he continued to watch. His eyes watered, and fists 

clenched in pain as his vision went black. Utter darkness swallowed 

the brilliant blue he saw moments before. He thought of where the ship 

went, what strange solar system it might have gone to with the brilliant 

flash of light. It was the only thing he could do to distract himself from 

the fear and pain that gripped him.

In the darkness a small flash appeared. It danced through the dark, 

a little blue fairy with its own will, free of the confines of gravity and 

inertia. It was Strange Matter, the prize they were after.

“South East 120 degrees!” Gibbly called to his father again, “2 clicks 

at most!”

“Damn that’s close, no way anyone will beat us to it this time.” His 
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father’s excitement brought a small smile to Gibbly’s face before he was 

pushed back into the rover’s seat as they zoomed toward the small blue 

light. 

“How big is it gonna be?”

“About 5 meters across,” Gibbly answered, his eyes still locked to the 

light.

“Hot damn!”

The little blue fairy got bigger and bigger in Gibbly’s vision. It 

finally danced its way to the surface as it stopped, fortunately unable to 

move through the solid matter of the moon. The rover’s wheels locked 

and scraped against the dusty surface, coming to a halt. Gibbly’s father 

placed the bag and towing cables in Gibbly’s hands and gave him a small 

knock on his helmet signaling for him to go harvest the Strange Matter.

Gibbly got up from the rover and stumbled his way across the 

cratered terrain toward their prize, the only thing he could see in the 

darkness. Up close the hunk of Strange Matter rippled with energy, the 

same exotic blue that a ship made when it jumped across the universe. 

It came from the Other Space, the place that ships ripped a hole into, 

or created as some argued, when they activated their faster than light 

engines to cross the large expanse of space between stars.

Strange Matter was incredibly valuable, rich in energy and exotic 

properties that made it worth the dangers, which harvesting it posed. 

The dangers which Gibbly realized as he carefully placed the radiation-

shielding bag around the hunk and hooked it to the rover with the 

cables.

His eyesight had still not returned. Gibbly lost track of how many 

times they had gone Jump farming; it was a practice his dad had heard of 

from an old drinking buddy. Dangerous work that required a pair, one to 

watch and one to drive. Watching the Jump and losing sight was required 

to track the Strange Matter, and someone else had to navigate so you 

didn’t fall into a crater on the way to it. When his dad couldn’t convince 
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his drinking buddy to pair up with him, he turned to Gibbly instead.

Each time, Gibbly had endured the pain. With or without the prize of 

Strange Matter to bring back, his sight had always returned after about 

15 minutes. But this time he still could not see anything but the blue 

radioactive rock that he dragged along the ground with the help of the 

rover’s cables.

Gibbly made it back to the rover and sat in silence as his father went 

on and on about how much money they were going to make from today’s 

haul, the things they could buy once they found the right trader to sell 

to, and how proud he was of Gibbly. He even said it might be possible to 

afford to send him to one of the top universities in Yui, only if Gibbly’s 

grades got good enough, of course.

  They arrived back at the city and his father ushered Gibbly out 

of the rover while hiding it under the tarp again, along with their prize 

which his father would take to a dealer later.

Gibbly reached out his hand to his father; the man hesitated for a 

second then took his hand and led them back up to the airlock. 

As the airlock filled with air again, Gibbly’s father finally noticed 

how silent his son was.

“Is something the matter, boy?” He asked, confused as he removed 

his helmet.

“Umm, yes there is,” Gibbly’s voice trembled.

“What is it son?”

“I still can’t see anything,” he admitted as he took off his helmet.

His father looked into his eyes and screamed at the brilliant blue 

nebula that shown within them.  
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Melissa Juchniewicz

Once a Woman

You snuck it into conversation
at an ordinary lunch
that in your searching, post-divorce
you loved some people,
once a woman.
 
You said it quickly, barely glancing up
from behind your glasses,
focused on the teacup you held in both hands.
 
Watching you, I imagined
cautious kisses, clumsy stroking,
growing confidence of pressure on flesh.
 
The lunch was months ago, yet
I still see the shy glance,
fingers spread around the teacup rim,
how your body shifted
when you said it.
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C. G. Graham 

The Beast 

Once and for all to sober up. That was Mr. Peckwin's object on a 

night when the taps of heaven were overflowing upon the hilly English 

moors and the wind and thunder lashed across the countryside.

A small pile of clothes lay upon the floor beside his bed. Rolling 

himself over the edge of his down mattress, which was less feather and 

more quill, and thudding upon the warped and knotted hardwood with 

such a painful impact as only a drunk could be oblivious to, he joined the 

lumpy pile. He made a hearty effort and was soon successful at rising to 

his knees, some garment from the pile clutched in one hand, and then to 

his feet, and this despite the floor's earnest attempts to topple him down 

again by shaking and pivoting and gyrating beneath him. Standing now 

upright, legs set doubly as wide as his shoulders to better resist gravity, 

he unfurled whatever garment he had snagged up from the ground. It 

revealed itself to be a plain white long-sleeved shirt, thin from wear and 

embedded with dirt. It was impossible for him to muster the physical 

coordination to weave his arms through the sleeves and his head 

through the neck, so he settled on draping it over his head to provide a 

hat of sorts against the battering rain outside. A pair of pants made up 

the other half of the clothes-heap beside the bed, but as bending over to 

grab them would surely have brought him close enough for the floor to 

reach up and pull him down, he let them lie. The white shirt draped over 

his head and the long red undergarments in which he had passed out, 

with half its buttons missing down the front, would have to suffice.
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So Mr. Peckwin hobbled redly, slightly whitely, and entirely wobbly 

to the front door, fighting the shifting floor and the walls that either 

seemed to or truly did spin, he couldn't tell which. Just inside the front 

door his boots respectively lay and stood laceless, and a rain poncho 

hung stiff and wrinkled on a hook. He leaned forward with one hand on 

the door and the other on the adjacent wall, looking as if he were about 

to be sick in the corner, and stomped both feet into their boots, the right 

foot into the right and then the left into the left; but his feet's proper 

placement was only by happenstance, for in his stupor he could neither 

discern a difference nor be concerned about one.

Thus booted, he snagged the poncho from its hook, rolled it into a 

ball which he cradled under one arm like a bottle of his most beloved, 

opened the door, and stumbled drunkenly out of his shabby but cozy 

cottage to make his way for the pub across the soggy moors.

Our sot was rain-sopped the very instant he staggered out, leaving 

the door to blow and bang in the wind, which sent needles into his face 

in great gusts. It deluged our drunkard with its sobering soaking, but 

no sobering effect was to be effected; his only hope was a potion once 

overheard being spoken of by pub-owner Mr. Blackpool. No torrents sent 

from on high would wash Mr. Peckwin away, no wind would carry him 

off; nor would the deafening, monstrous howling all around him frighten 

him from his goal.

Mud gushed under Mr. Peckwin's boots and oozed up over the soles 

and through their unlaced fronts and was continuously washed away. 

His shirt-hat whipped about his face as it clung wetly and protectively 

to his neck and cheeks. The poncho stayed tucked under his arm. The 

intrepid inebriate slogged on.

The quarter-mile trek in this monsoon would have been too much 

for a fully conscious fellow to weather. To a man alert it would have 

seemed five miles at least, and before he could reach his destination he 

would have drowned in the downpour; but distance was at present not 
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a concept Mr. Peckwin had any conscious conception of, so drowned 

was he in alcohol. At any rate, it was miracle enough that he made the 

journey in the span of an hour's time; in his state, to say nothing of 

nature's, any amount less would have been beyond powers divine.

Mr. Peckwin's legs carried him the distance, though he did not 

know it; his body had merely followed where his legs were aimed while 

his mind wandered aimlessly in and out of the random interweaving 

fantasies of a toxified mind; and after stamping a quarter-mile-long 

succession of uneven footprints into the swamped field between his 

cottage and the village, his stampers hit the pavement of a crossroads 

at the corner of which, between two avenues, stood The Mistress, the 

loveliest and warmest and coziest pub within a quarter-mile of Mr. 

Peckwin's cottage.

Upon feeling the sudden change in terrain Mr. Peckwin awakened 

from his mindless state; for here was the familiar glow of his home away 

from home, where through frosted barred windows the amber lights 

within beckoned beacon-like to the weary and cold, and the smell of 

burning wood and savory meats wafted from the chimney. No doubt St. 

John the Baptist, that other wanderer, would have stepped down from his 

pedestal in the church garden neighboring The Mistress and hopped her 

fence to accept her refuge, were he not entombed in granite.

Mr. Peckwin pushed through the low wooden gate and made his way 

in a straight line over the zigzagging flagstone walkway, trampling over 

a shrub or two in cutting the corners. He lifted the latch of the heavy 

oaken door and entered.

The air inside The Mistress was warm and heavy, its current made 

visible by the omnipresent smoke. Every pub patron smoked a pipe and 

drank, or else he merely drank while giving his pipe a cool-down in a 

shirt or pants pocket, or he merely smoked while giving thoughtful 

deliberation on the subject of what to drink next: ale, amber, stout, or 

red; whiskey, bourbon, rum. Mr. Peckwin tasted the air through his nose, 
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resolved that this would be his last taste, such as it was, of his poison 

before drinking the antidote.

As to that antidote, Mr. Blackpool stood behind the bar opposite the 

front door, engaging himself in that hypnotic business of a bartender, 

the ceaseless rag-drying of mugs and pint glasses. Leaning his back 

against the inside of the front door, Mr. Peckwin watched Mr. Blackpool 

handling a beautiful tall mug. The resolution he made a moment ago 

stood on legs as shaky as his own as he imagined the warped glass filled 

with a lovely nut-brown and brimmed with a thick head of cream; but no, 

“To the Devil with you,” thought he, and pushed through the aromatic 

fog of vice to give his hind quarters a place to rest at the bar—he had not 

realized the burning of his muscles till he sat down on them—and, still 

without his bearings of speech, to demand of Mr. Blackpool:

“Bla'pool, sir, give it ta me.”

“Usual, Mr. Peckwin? And evenin' to you! My, but yer dripping! Look 

at the river that follows you! Yer a walkin' waterfall!”

“No drink, Bla'pool, no more. Can't have no more o' that. Done wif it. 

No, I need the other stuff.”

“Other stuff, Mr. Peckwin?”

An extra-loud voice from a side table of three or four rowdy men: 

“Oi, it's Peckwin, it is! Come to bring me what you owes me then? Got the 

missus at home who's mighty peeved you've not made true on our wager.”

“Y'aven't got a missus, Jack,” shouted another man from a table at 

the other side of the pub for all to hear, adding, “and lucky fer her, I'd 

say!” Howls all around.

“Yer potion, Bla'pool,” continued Mr. Peckwin. “Yer potion what 

makes a man sober. I need it. I'm done wif this life and I mean to start a 

new one; and you've said to me afore you've got a potion what makes a 

man forever reject even the love'iest-lookin' bitters.”

“Ah, that stuff,” said Mr. Blackpool. “Aye, the potion! But are you 

sure, Mr. Peckwin? You must know its power if you demand it so stoutly, 
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fer it is permanent, y'understand. After takin' the potion you'll never 

again feel the thirst; not desire so much as a sip.”

“Aye, Bla'pool, that's what I need ezac'ly; such sickness I have, 

chuckin' up me every meal till me heavin' be dry, and no less soused 

fer it. But the worst of it's always wakin' up on me floor or face-down in 

the moors or passin' out in soilt clothes, day in and out. The shame and 

embarrassment I feel . . . .”

“Well, I must commend you, Mr. Peckwin, on this decision, fer 

though to give you the potion means I'll be one payin' customer short—”

“Peckwin'll be a payin' customer the day I catch me a missus!” Jack 

interjected again to laughter and many clinks of glass.

“Mr. Peckwin's tab may be high, Jack, but he's always meant to pay 

it! I say, Mr. Peckwin, though to give you the potion means I've one less 

source o' what we'll call a handsome sum o' money in me future, I can't 

rightly refuse aid to a man what wants it. Now let me concoct that potion 

fer you, sir.”

“Thang you, Bla'pool,” hiccuped Mr. Peckwin.

Smiling, and ducking below the bar, Mr. Blackpool commenced 

concocting.

Mr. Peckwin, with head bowed, gazed down at the glazed and 

chipped surface of the bar, where he had so many times before cradled 

countless shots and pints while imbibing in boisterous conversation 

with nobody and everybody who would hear him, which was everybody 

and nobody. To the toothless howling among the men, appended by the 

joyful stomping of feet and satisfied slamming of mugs upon old-wood 

tabletops, the great stone hearth provided crackling accompaniment; 

and above this all could still be heard the black pool of sky outside, 

aided by the determined North wind, unburdening its sorrow upon The 

Mistress.

Mr. Blackpool remained squatted behind the bar for several 

minutes, the shiny top of his head with the tufted center swirl bobbing 
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about and dipping below and out of sight for a moment or two and then 

popping up elsewhere as he prepared the potion for poor Mr. Peckwin.

Reemerging at last from below and rising to his feet with a joyful 

expression: “Yer new life, Mr. Peckwin,” placing on the wooden surface a 

shot-glass and a small, lidded jam jar, both filled with a clear pink liquid. 

“The drink to end all drinking; and consider yer tab paid in full.”

Mr. Peckwin picked up first the glass and held it before himself. It 

looked much like pink water. As to whether the other patrons quieted 

in actuality or whether to Mr. Peckwin they merely seemed to, let it be 

known it was the former, so rapt were some at the prospect of witnessing 

a miracle, so captivated were others at the prospect of witnessing a 

crushing disappointment. Truly all laughter languished, all howling 

hushed, and all eyes eyed Mr. Peckwin as he gazed most gratefully at 

this Cup of New Life, this shot of a new shot. A smile surfaced upon his 

haggard face, and the moistness in his eyes was from more than just the 

smoke in the room. Redirecting his gaze from the glass momentarily to 

say “Thang you, Bla'pool” once more, he then in one motion, as one well 

practiced in the act, put the glass to his lips and tipped back his head, 

swallowing the contents in one swig.

Silence all around.

Mr. Peckwin gently replaced the empty glass onto the bar and 

glassily looked up into the face of Mr. Blackpool. He turned on his stool 

to see the others all around looking at him.

“Well?” a voice from among the men somewhere.

Mr. Peckwin turned back around to face Mr. Blackpool, who leaned 

forward on his hands against the backside of the bar. “I don't feel no 

differ'nt.”

Mr. Blackpool stood up straight. “Well o' course not, sir, that's not 

the way it works, Mr. Peckwin. The potion doesn't wake you from yer 

drunk'ness, no; but mark it, once you sober up on yer own, 'tis then that 

the potion takes its effect and forever keeps you sober! That and you 
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must take both doses. This second one here,” tapping the jam jar on its 

lid, “you take at bedtime, right when you feel yer about to drop off into 

slumber.”

“That how it works?” asked Mr. Peckwin.

“Aye, Mr. Peckwin, 'tis.”

The rain and the gales outside seemed to exhale with the patrons as 

all resumed their previous commotion.

Sliding off his stool now, “Well,” said Mr. Peckwin, and took the jar 

of potion and ambled toward the door.

“Wait! Where you off to, Mr. Peckwin?” asked a concerned Mr. 

Blackpool.

Mr. Peckwin stopped and turned around again with a wobble. “To 

sleep, Bla'pool. The fastest way to sober up's to sleep. Back home fer me. 

Back to bed so's I can drink this.”

“But you can't, sir, beggin' yer pardon, not in this weather! That 

you made it here to begin with is only thanks to Providence, but the 

heavens won't look fav'rably upon you temptin' 'em twice in one night. 

Mr. Peckwin, please. Here, you can sleep in one of the bedrooms upstairs. 

I can have Clemence bring y'up some nice warm blankets and some tea, 

and you can have yerself a restful soberin' sleep. No charge, o' course, no 

charge. She'll even light the fire in yer room too, eh? Come, Mr. Peckwin, 

what d'you say?”

“I thang you, Bla'pool, but I mean to be a burden to no one no more. 

Me own warm bed'll do me jus' fine, and I made me way here perf'ly safe, 

it seems. Jus' some wet and wind.”

“And the beast, Mr. Peckwin!” said a nearly stammering Mr. 

Blackpool.

“Beast,” said Mr. Peckwin fuzzily. “What beast?”

“Oh, but surely you've heard o' the beast, sir! Everybody round these 

parts has heard.”

“I know of no beast.”
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“Aye, the beast that roams the moors durin' the full moon! Vicious 

creature, great and dark and covered in hair. Tear you to bits.”

Jack again from his same corner of the room: “There ain't no moon 

tonight, Blackpool. It's all cloud cover, and what moon sleeps behind it is 

only halfway to bein' full.”

“The beast comes out even during half-moons covered by clouds, 

Jack, you fool!” returned Mr. Blackpool. “It ain't that fussy!”

“Don't matter either way,” said Mr. Peckwin, holding up his hands. 

“If this beast wanted me he had the opportunity afore when I dragged 

meself up this way.”

“You got lucky, sir! Please just stay the night and you can make yer 

way back home tomorrow.”

Mr. Peckwin said nothing and seemed to consider taking Mr. 

Blackpool up on his persistent insistence as the latter held his breath 

in hope. In truth Mr. Peckwin was considering how to politely yet again 

refuse Mr. Blackpool's gracious offer.

“I mean to start the first day o' me new life wakin' up in me own bed, 

Bla'pool, and no beast can scare me away. Night, sir. I'll see you 'round 

town perhaps, but never again in here if that potion proves potent.”

Mr. Peckwin hugged his wrapped-up poncho under his arm more 

tightly, then, being a bit more sober than when he set out on his journey 

to The Maiden, realized the absurdity, unraveled it, and put it on. The 

jar of potion he stuffed into one pocket, while into the other he stuffed 

his sodden shirt-hat, which upon earlier entering The Maiden he had 

removed from his head and held in his lap throughout the length of his 

visit, as is only proper to do with your hat indoors, even if it be a shirt 

soaked double its weight in water. Thus prepared, he confidently stepped 

out into the beastly howling and torrential downpour beyond the oaken 

front door.

         

Back within The Maiden a slack-legged middle-aged fellow 
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approached Mr. Blackpool at the bar. “Say, Blackpool, what were in that 

potion you conducted?”

“Concocted, Errol,” said Mr. Blackpool. “And it weren't nothin' but 

water with a bit o' cranberry juice and a generous squeeze o' lemon.”

“And that makes a man sober?” Errol.

“Errol,” spoke Jack, having overheard, “you really are daft, ain't ya? 

The potion ain't real, is it, Mr. Blackpool? Just like that beast nonsense 

you spoke to keep 'im out o' the storm.”

“Sadly no, Jack. I just wanted to give poor ol' Mr. Peckwin some hope. 

I hate to see a man in such desperation. Maybe if he believes it deeply 

enough, I figured, he'll convince himself of its curative properties.”

“Huh,” mused Errol. “I see. Say, you wouldn't be able to conduct me 

up a batch, would ya?”

 

At that time Mr. Peckwin had just reached the edge of the village 

and crossed the line where the pavement met the quarter of a moory 

mile that separated him from his warm sober bed. The driving wind 

fought him, as determined to defeat him as he was determined to defeat 

drink, and though now his body was properly protected with his poncho, 

his exposed face and hands were stabbed by the rain and its hundred-

million unrelenting pinpricks.

He blindly slopped through spike-surfaced puddles ankle-deep and 

ice-cold, which had caused his feet to turn numb. He hugged the poncho 

tightly about himself, for the covetous wind seemed to want it for its 

own; and despite nature's hostility his heart gladdened as he trekked, for 

his drunkenness was fading, and the dim light indicating his cottage in 

the distance, though still farther off than he preferred, was closer than 

he had expected it to be at this point. The hope of escape from alcohol 

was all that carried him forth, the secondary hope of shelter from the 

storm taking residence only somewhere in the back of his mind, so with 

head low and eyes shut against the needling rain he fought on.
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The antagonistic wind picked up and nearly picked up Mr. Peckwin, 

but he made himself small, adopting a low-crouching gait to minimize 

the areas for the wind to grab at him. It howled over the moors a 

deafening shriek, reverberating between the hills and bouncing around 

so that it seemed to come from no direction at all. So too did the whirling 

debris of broken branches appear carried on a directionless wind.

The banshee wind howled in front of Mr. Peckwin, now behind 

him, now to the right, and now seeming to originate from the woods a 

hundred yards to his left. Feeling for the first time a sense of unease, 

and shielding his brow as best he could with the hood of the poncho, he 

looked in the direction of the woods, only discernible in this darkness 

and deluge by the black ground's sudden meeting with the distinct gray 

line that was the trees. Despite the poncho, water still whipped into his 

eyes and blurred his vision, but against the gray ambiguity of the woods' 

edge Mr. Peckwin believed he saw, indeed did see, a darker shape.

Mr. Peckwin froze in his tracks, not in fear, but to determine if the 

shape was moving and if therefore fear was required. Though small 

from this distance, it was apparent to Mr. Peckwin, comparing the thing 

against its surroundings, that it was ten or twelve feet tall.

When by his careful peering at it he saw again that it did in fact 

move, he gave a start and a gasp and he slipped in the mud in his 

sudden attempt to bolt forward for the shining light of his cottage in the 

distance.

Scrambling to get to his feet again but finding no footing for all the 

slime covering the ground, Mr. Peckwin looked again toward the woods 

and saw the black shape now larger; it was perhaps only seventy five 

yards away now and shambling closer. As it made its way to Mr. Peckwin 

it seemed to move with an increasing predatory swiftness. Forty yards.

Mr. Peckwin jerked his head back in the direction of his home, and 

as he continued to fight with the ground, though he had never been too 

learned on the subject of religion, he whimpered tearfully and frantically 
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a jumble of prayers he recalled hearing in his lifetime. “Hail Mary 

hollowed be yer name the Lord's a shepherd lead me to the water forgive 

our debts fill our cups in the valley of death full of grace O God!”

And on his “amen,” which he planned less as a period and more as 

a comma to separate the first string of prayers from the forthcoming 

second, the dark figure came splashing down in the muck beside Mr. 

Peckwin, still fumbling on all fours.

Mr. Peckwin screamed and threw himself onto his back. Hulking 

before him, towering above him, great and fierce and full of a bramble of 

course black fur, stood Mr. Blackpool's mythical beast. Saliva dribbling 

in strings from its mouth, and red eyes aglow, it howled up to the 

heavens. It was the sound of a hurricane, and it pushed and pulled Mr. 

Peckwin from every direction.

The beast's breathing emitted a constant low growling like that of 

an idling engine as, hunched over Mr. Peckwin, it moved closer step by 

step, negating all efforts on the latter's part to distance himself as he 

crawled backwards on his elbows and kicked away from the beast with 

his heels.

Again Mr. Peckwin tried to get off the ground, and again he slipped 

back down. His thigh landed on something round and hard, and reaching 

down with his hands he felt the jar of potion still nestled in his poncho 

pocket.

Now passing on the prayers and opting instead for the quiver-voiced 

whimpering of nonsensical syllables, Mr. Peckwin plunged his hand into 

his pocket and pulled out the potion, his only hope.

The beast snarled and roared another hurricanous howl.

A life of sobriety is no life to live if it must be lived in the belly of a 

beast. With this sober thought in mind, and a lack of any stones lying 

about within Mr. Peckwin's reach, he hurled the jar of potion at the 

beast's head

The glass shattered, the jar having struck a direct hit just as 
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lightning diffused its flash among the black clouds and silhouetted 

the beast, whose howling suddenly shifted into an agonizing and 

agonized roar. The beast fell onto its side and writhed in the puddles 

of mud. Where the potion had struck there hissed a growing cloud of 

rancid green-gray smoke. The potion singed away the fur and a hole 

of dissolving skin grew and spread over its body. The beast splashed 

and kicked and flailed and roared, and the rain pelted the ground, and 

the wind whipped over the moors and joined in the dying misery of the 

beast.

Mr. Peckwin had curled himself into a ball on the ground, fully 

resigned to his fate of being the midnight snack of some monster from 

the woods. Once his jar of potion had released from his hand, he hadn't 

bothered to see whether it struck, let alone its result, and immediately 

had tightened into his fetal ball; but now, as the beastly noises had died 

and all Mr. Peckwin heard was the wind and the rain, he tentatively and 

warily poked his head out from the safety of his arms, and peering over 

the edge of his thigh, he saw that where the beast had been ready to 

pounce there now sizzled a pile of bones.

He looked around himself, insisting on cautiousness before 

permitting himself any sense of safety. When he saw no beast either 

before or behind him, indeed anywhere, he sat up and slowly crawled 

the few feet to the green-smoking bones. In great confusion he studied 

them and caught in the muted flashes of lightning the glimmer of some 

shards of glass.

Mr. Peckwin's brow unfurrowed as he understood what had 

transpired. Standing finally, and through the dwindling storm sprinting 

the remaining hundred yards to his cottage, he crawled into bed and, 

with a vow in his heart never again to try sobriety, drank himself to 

sleep.
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John J Vasquez 

Silence

  “Mike was a rat, this cannot be denied. But the flame  

 which burns within all of us, glows no less brightly when it is the  

 flicker of one tiny candle. None can deny that his departure has  

 left this world a tiny bit darker, and a tiny bit colder.”

     Bill McNeil, Newsradio

Jackson Deadwood knocked on the small white door labeled 10,254. 

He was greeted with nothing but silence, the same silence that echoed 

back at him every day, louder than a thousand screams, reverberating 

and intensifying with every passing second. Jackson Deadwood, or Jack 

as he preferred, was one of the last flesh and blood funeral directors on 

the planet. And he was the only one in New York City, which had become 

an overflowing metropolis of one billion. Stillness creeped into his life 

slowly, like the first snow of a long and brutal winter. He was born over 

two hundred and fifty years ago, when the sounds of people talking to 

one another, birds singing, and cars backfiring in the distance could still 

be heard.

 For Jackson, the silence of solitude only strengthened with the 

passage of time. Though technology extended his life greatly, the icy 

grip of silence also tightened its hold on him as he grew. Thus with 

age, the silence proceeded to take bits of him away. First, his creativity 

orphaned him. Then his ambition was ripped away without resistance, as 

if it had been as delicate as the wing of a fly. That is when Jack Deadwood 

became a mortician, when his empathy, which is usually the last part of 

a person’s humanity to waver, faded like all the rest.

 In the end, Jack was alone. Once he had been the world’s most 

famous actor. He had been in love. He had all the things a person could 
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ever want in this world. Yet silence and circumstance swallowed up 

all his emotions, and each one became an innocent casualty to the 

ruthless quietude of his isolation. For Jack whose face had once been on 

billboards and TV screens, losing everything and getting lost in the sea 

of silence and isolation his world had become, was a sensation akin to 

drowning in a pool of concentrated liquid apathy. His existence was like 

endlessly wading through a river of empty verses to hymns that couldn’t 

be sung.

Jack’s life of death, rot, and utter silence was not unlike that of a 

wild bird trapped inside a cage with no exit. In fact, every day he felt 

more and more like a vicious rabid canary, pecking and gnawing at 

the bare steel wires that bound his beating heart to the infinity that 

was his ostracism. He heard it said once, that if you are lost, you might 

find yourself in the service of others. Yet he knew then as he knocked 

again at the door of the dead man he was scheduled to collect and bury 

that morning, the truth is that a person only ever finds themselves in 

solitude.

Someone who is lost finds out who they really are in the moments 

where there is no one to talk to but themselves. A person can only see 

their true self clearly in the instances when there is nothing to stop 

their regrets or unwanted thoughts from surfacing in their mind’s eye. 

For Jackson it was as if his memories were like the skeletal remains of 

murder victims who had slipped their cement shoes in the East River. 

They bobbed up constantly to be reexamined and dissected by his 

questioning, detective-like mind.

At the end of the day, Jackson saw the dark grinning speechless face 

of society itself, even if he hadn’t seen the face of another living human 

being in person for decades. He saw the Big Apple as it really was, a 

massive pot of dirty sewer water boiling over in hot deadly runnels. For 

over two hundred fifty years, he saw the billions of people who swarmed 

the city act like the molecules of that murky water. He watched so many 
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of them become ever more excited as they began to slip their surly 

bonds and become a cloud of ravenous steam. He had been like one of 

those people at the bottom of the pot once, where all those molecules 

fought with the primal fury of wild dogs. Alas, Mr. Deadwood found out 

the hard way that when somebody finally makes it, when they become 

the gloriously successful steam that they all strive to be, it is only then 

that they ultimately see how cold and alone they are. And their steam 

vanishes just as quickly as it appeared.

For Jack the scariest thing about growing old and having to see 

the future was that cold and lonely silence. There were no sounds to 

disturb the quietude of white modern contemporary he inhabited, unless 

a person desired them. In fact, desire itself, and a person’s personal 

consumption had become the only forms of self-expression evident in 

that blank sterile age. Innovation and technology had created a utopia 

for forty-five percent of the population, but it had also driven that same 

forty-five percent into a type of isolation never before experienced. Jack 

hadn’t really enjoyed talking to people, but he never expected that he 

would eventually lose the choice to. People no longer spoke with one 

another, they talked to ones and zeros and digital hallucinations. In 

short, to Mr. Deadwood, everyone on the upper levels of the city had 

become tiny puffs of steam drifting through the silence of their self-

imposed isolation.

He rapped patiently at the door one last time, and silence rapped 

back at him louder than a freight train. His heart rose and fell with 

the passage of the anticipation that came with the potential of seeing 

another living breathing human being. Yet like always, there was no one. 

The hall seemed as dead as the corpse that lay waiting for him behind 

the small white door labeled 10,254. He took a deep breath and lowered 

his knocking fist, then plunged it into his open black trench coat.

A second later he fished out a small golden key card with the letters 

R I P engraved into it in small black cursive script. It was his “skeleton 
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key,” a key that opened almost any door in the city, if there was a dead 

man behind it. Every funeral director in the city, of which there was 

only one who was not robotic, had a skeleton key that allowed them 

to retrieve the bodies of the dead from residences where the deceased 

lived alone, which was basically everyone on the upper floors of the 

Manhattan high rises. It would open the door to any home in the city, as 

long as the owner was registered in the municipal records as dead. 

The skeleton key was a small gold card, not unlike any common 

credit card from the twenty-first century, but it was a hundred times 

heavier. To Jack, who had always loved reading and watching movies 

about space, it had been as if the card was made of dwarf star material, 

incredibly dense, incredibly powerful. For him, its weight was the 

weight of the dead themselves, its heft was that of his pure and solemn 

responsibility to those dearly departed. And most importantly of all, it 

was the ultimate token of his eternal isolation.

Before he inserted the key, he had to wipe a thin film of dust away 

from the small slot next to the door, which he rubbed between his 

thumb and forefinger like a drug runner inspecting his new inventory. 

No one used the key slots any longer. They used applications on their 

cellular devices enlaced into their contact lenses, which simultaneously 

read their retinal patterns and unlocked their doors. The slots were 

antiquated, like him. Yet unlike him, the key card slots would never 

become completely obsolete. They were the only manual fail-safes for 

paramedic droids and police sentries.

He shoved the key into the slot, and the door’s lock released with 

a low vibrating hum. Almost every lock on every door in the city was 

magnetic, and they all made the same low, almost inaudible hum as 

they opened. The sound broke the thick blank silence that hung over the 

hallway, and it did so only for the briefest of seconds. The noise was so 

quiet and short that to a twenty-first century person it would have been 

like it hadn’t ever happened, but it was just enough to snap the silence 
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of Jack’s steam-filled mind. The sound may have been as small as a field 

mouse’s squeak, but to him it was as if the room was releasing a long 

pent up scream.

He stumbled back at that same moment as if he had been struck 

in the head with something invisible. His sharp black shoes clattered 

against the ground. They thudded loud like the hands of a man buried 

alive in a tin-lined coffin, which made his nerves that much more rattled. 

The whole situation was for no reason that he could account for more 

unsettling than anything he had experienced in decades of existing in 

the regimented hell that was New York City. His head hurt. His heart 

slammed blood into his ears. Air sucked and wheezed from his lungs 

with a sickening quickness that made him want to vomit. A thin layer 

of sweat started to glisten on his forehead. Then the door fell into the 

ground without a sound, and a slight breeze so light it was almost 

imperceptible blew from the rounded doorway.

 A strange feeling rose all over his skin, like the hairs of his arms 

were alive with some bizarre electrical field. It was goosebumps, a 

sensation that he almost forgot his body could produce. The chicken 

skin was probably from the sound of the door, or the cold of the 

apartment he thought. Yet part of him knew it was from something else, 

something beyond the pain in his head and the bumps on his flesh.

He hesitated for a millisecond at the apartment’s threshold before 

he strolled in with a nervous dancing jaunt. As he entered, his shoes 

were the only source of sound in the dead space. The light from the 

hallway shining in through the open doorway was the only source of 

illumination. The goose flesh fanned out and hardened as the cold 

of the room washed over him in an icy wave. The flat was small and 

claustrophobic, like the makeshift den of a street cat. It was the exact 

opposite of the immaculate hallway outside.

It was hard to see anything in the dark place, but what he could 

see he did not like. The walls, floors and ceiling of the place, which had 

82 The Offering



once been as bright and white as the walls of the hallway, were rendered 

green with nocuous mold. The green was everywhere, snaking up the 

walls, raking across the floor like the creeping ivy on the bricks of some 

prestigious university. It smelled too, of wet basement mixed with a 

fishery, and it grew worse the further in he walked on the wet squishy 

stuff. Soon he was coughing and gagging on the mold spores and the 

sounds of his coughs became as loud as cannon fire.

The apartment was a one bedroom. It was constructed in a small 

L shape, with the entrance being at the top of the L and its bedroom 

being at the end. The narrow chamber was furnished with nothing 

more than a grimy mold-ridden couch that may have once been peach in 

color and two rotten wooden barstools. The kitchen was to the right of 

the entrance in a small inlet that was caked over in furry green. At the 

corner of the L was a large floor-to-ceiling window which once had given 

the occupant a beautiful panorama of New York, but which then only sat 

fogged over in putrid fungus.

Jackson felt sick. His head pounded like a blacksmith’s hammer. 

He wanted to retch and run from the apartment, but he didn’t know if 

he could stand the sound of his own vomiting. Just then like the room 

had felt his nausea, the door to the apartment shot up as swiftly and 

noiselessly as a stealth bomber flying over the Baltic sea. I am trapped, 

some irrational part of his mind gasped. A sting of panic broke up the 

queasiness rising in his stomach.

Darkness filled the room instantly. A second of breathless silence 

passed before sanity came to his rescue. Then he snapped his fingers 

and the halogen lights of the apartment flashed to life. The lights were 

embedded into the walls and ceiling of the domicile, so when they came 

on, they were almost completely blocked by the thick growth of mold 

which covered everything. All was bathed in an eerie green glow like it 

was lit up by the phosphorescent luminosity of radioactive waste.

That is when Jackson Deadwood did throw up, all over his seamless 

Vasquez 83



black mortician shoes. It was the loudest sound he had heard in years, 

which made him ever more ill. The lights had revealed an utter horror, 

and it quickly became too much for him. First was the mold. Jack saw 

that the green veins of fungus that ran over everything in the apartment 

had grown out of splatters of blood which covered the place like an 

expressionist’s painting. There were big holes in the glass of the floor-

to-ceiling window, which had been both the source of moisture for the 

fungi’s growth and the cause of the icy chill in the air. Finally, the blood 

that fed the mold got more pervasive the closer it got to the bedroom, 

which is where the municipal records said the body of one James D. 

Peterman was waiting to be recovered. The scene was all wrong though. 

The records Jack had read that morning on the way over to the deceased’s 

residence had said Mr. Peterson died of a heart attack in the night. The 

records said nothing about a grisly murder. And furthermore, the body 

must have been rotting in that apartment for weeks to produce such 

noxious horror. Jack knew then that something was very, very wrong.

He doubled over again, and a few wriggling creatures at his feet 

ran from the flow of wasted breakfast. They scattered into the kitchen 

and underneath the corroding couch in the center of the ruined living 

room. Jackson stumbled further into the apartment, like a drunk sailor 

sauntering across a swaying ship’s deck. He almost fainted but he didn’t 

want to fall onto the disgusting floor.

His mind started skipping like the needle of a broken phonograph. 

Memories whirled into his head faster than he could think. His first 

wife Skylar shot across his mind’s eye like a blazing comet. A century of 

being the world’s most famous human being rushed up on him after her 

like a thunder clap. Trillions laughed, cried and gazed at him from the 

past. Then, suddenly, as he was about to crack, he was calm.

As he strolled through the death around him his mind was 

elsewhere. He was a thousand million miles away in his “Happy Place.” 

The “Happy Place” or HP for short, was a virtual reality module that Jack 
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had gotten surgically installed at the behest of one of the city’s most 

respected digital psychologists, after his first attempt at suicide. The HP 

was a way for isolated humans to communicate through the internet, by 

chatting, exploring artificially constructed worlds, attending AI taught 

lectures, playing MMO video games, or of course by enjoying online 

intercourse.

Jack was transported back to one of his favorite spots in the HP, 

a place he had always read about as a child. He was in space, amongst 

the dazzling technicolor stars and endless black.  He was on his own 

private ship, the Titan. He had created the Titan the first day he got the 

HP implanted behind his frontal cortex. He got the device installed by a 

traveling medical drone, which he ordered off his cell with a wink of his 

left eye. The procedure was quick and painless as all medical procedures 

were in that blank and sterile age where all pain was treated as a 

sickness and all honest work was looked upon as torture. 

He recovered from the trauma of the brain surgery before he even 

woke from the anesthetic the drone had administered to him. And when 

he did wake in his favorite arm chair in the parlor of his own apartment, 

it was in a different world. He woke in space, hovering above the Milky 

Way like a specter in the boundless night. He was ethereal, he was 

beyond himself, and he was finally happy. He was so happy that the joy 

he was feeling had been picked up by the new HP in his brain, and it 

materialized before him the object he desired most in all of time and 

creation. It created the Titan.

The Titan was a magnificent ship, the fastest cruiser the galaxy 

had ever seen. It was a vessel that traveled at light speed and which 

also came with warp drive capabilities for those extra-long road trips. 

The body of the craft was sleek and elegant, like the physique of some 

strange coral reef-inhabiting fish with beautifully long tapering fins. 

Except the Titan’s fins were the size of the Empire State Building each, 

and they moved either all at once or independently with the precision of 
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octopus tentacles. The main body of the cruiser was circular, about the 

size of a small sports stadium, and was armored with seventy-seven feet 

of pure carbon, or diamond.

The Titan was home to endless wonders, and it is where Jack ran 

to when things got to be too much for him. So, that is where he found 

himself then, in the main body of the Titan, while his real body walked 

unmoored with the gait of a zombie through the death and rot of the 

apartment. Except the Titan seemed changed. His command center, 

which had always been alive with AI and VI programs running both fake 

and real simulations on the thousands of interfaces and control panels 

that lined the vast opera hall-sized room, was cold and empty.

The screens that lined the walls were dead. He was sitting in the 

command chair at the helm of the ship alone. He wasn’t wearing the 

normal outfit he wore in the HP either. Usually, Jack would be dressed in 

a tight-fitting white tank top and ripped blue skinny jeans in his cerebral 

playground. Yet this time he had been wearing his funeral director attire, 

and it was stained in what looked like wet mud.

His pilotless body smashed into a wall in real life. The force of his 

face crashing directly into a mold covered wall sent him flying out of his 

seat in his head. Jack tumbled and floundered on the floor of his ship, 

slipping hard from the mud caked onto the bottom of his shoes. Any pain 

one’s body experienced in real life while one was using their module was 

transferred to one’s self inside the Happy Place, as if one was simply 

dreaming.

His body bounced off the wall next to the broken window like a 

ping-pong ball, and he continued down the small hallway to the bedroom 

while he got to his feet in his mind. His head wracked with pain. Inside 

the Titan, Jack shivered at the cold and looked about wide-eyed with 

the feeling of having been punched in the jaw hot on his face. He got to 

his feet slowly rubbing his jaw and vibrating from the cold biting at his 

fingers and toes. Then he heard a single sound in the center of his Happy 

Place.
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It was the sound of moaning, not moans of sexual pleasure, or 

croons of ecstasy. No, the sound Jack Deadwood heard as clearly and 

audibly as if he were wearing a pair of twenty-first century headphones 

was a terrible, brittle, cracking kind of a moaning. It was the type of 

sound that made the skin near and around one’s nether region tighten 

and retract like the sail-lined mast of a mariner’s ship. The petulant 

sound rose high and whining till it was at an almost deafening pitch. It 

got higher and higher till it hurt in his ears, and in his brain. Then he 

saw a glowing from across the command center, a small gray light, that 

got brighter as the moan got louder. Before he could connect the two, he 

saw what had been making both the light and the sound.

It was her, Skylar, his first wife, the one who he had loved with 

all his heart. She had been the girl who was with him from the very 

beginning. Yet ultimately, she had been murdered by a psychotically 

obsessed fan of Jack’s when he became the most famous man on the 

planet. She had been stabbed to death in their penthouse apartment, 

a place where their love had taken root like a baby cherry tree. Skylar 

Saint-King was a famous singer in her own right, and she was truly 

gifted, and Jack had loved her more than life itself.

After she was killed, Skylar went into a titanium urn and Jack 

went into exile. His career took a nosedive into oblivion. He tried to 

take his own life and failed. He became a funeral director. He became a 

puff of steam. Then she was there again, floating in front of Jack in the 

hollows of his mind, and most of her was mangled beyond recognition. 

He wanted to run, but he had already done that. He was in his Happy 

Place. There was nowhere left to go, and she was getting closer. As she 

approached Jackson like a disembodied specter, his body was getting 

closer to the epicenter of the rot within James D Peterman’s apartment. 

Her skin was as red with blood as the door to Peterman’s bedroom was 

green with mold.

“Skylar! Is that you honey? I’m sorry for what happened to you! I’m 
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sorry! It was all my fault! I’m sorry! I love you,” Jack started to plead 

with the apparition of his dead wife as if to stop the floating thing from 

getting any closer to him. He cowered back till he fell into his command 

chair, all the while babbling incoherently. But his words had no effect, 

like the inconsequential specks of snow falling on the plow of a truck 

clearing an overpass during the throes of a Nor’easter. He found himself 

frozen by fear and panic as the love of his life came back from the dead 

in the pit of his brain. Soon she was closing in on him.

Her face was a horror show. Her pulverized bone and mangled face 

coalesced into the apoplectic picture of death itself. Yet the ghost’s 

screams kept bellowing forth from the hole in her mutilated mug where 

her mouth had once been. She bled incessantly as she approached and 

the ground behind her became a vile snail trail of coppery gore. When 

she finally got close enough to grab Jack and tear him to bloody ribbons, 

she vanished, and it all vanished with her.

Before he knew it, he was out of his Happy Place, and he was back in 

Peterman’s apartment. He was standing at the entrance to the bedroom 

with his palm glued to the glass knob of the opened door, which had 

become chartreuse with horrid mold. He was looking in on the remains 

of James Peterman, and he would have fainted if his head didn’t feel like 

it was going to pop. He wanted to scream but the sound would have been 

so loud that it might have cracked his head in two. The room buckled 

and swayed as his vision became wavy at the sight of all he was seeing. 

The corpse of Mr. Peterman looked worse than anybody Jackson had 

ever viewed, and he had buried or cremated over ten thousand in his few 

decades of undertaking.

Peterman’s stomach resembled a broken water balloon, with the 

ruptured edges of the flesh flapped over like the ends of a practical 

joker’s exploding cigar. The arms and legs of the man’s body had shrunk 

into wiry demonic appendages, that looked like four evenly-spaced 

twisty pig tails. Yet worst of all was the man’s head. His skull was broken 
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open, and like the man’s stomach, it too looked like something had burst 

out from it. All in all, what had been left of Mr. Peterman was rendered 

nothing more than a lump of furry rot.

 Yet the eviscerated corpse in Mr. Peterman’s apartment was not 

what ultimately thrust Jack Deadwood’s fragile mind over the edge of 

sanity. Floating there, just to the left of Mr. Peterman’s body, was Skylar. 

The same horribly twisted version of his dead wife that had greeted him 

in his Happy Place was hovering just a few feet away from him. She was 

pointing one long bony finger at the hole in the dead man’s forehead as 

she started laughing. Then Jack’s sanity cracked apart like a shattered 

two-way mirror. He fell into the deepest depths of his mind and was 

followed by the corpse of the only person he had ever loved. Jackson was 

a victim of the same killer that got to Mr. Peterman. A virus infected his 

HP the moment he opened the door to the apartment, a virus that had 

been developed to drive the users of HPs incurably mad with intense 

delusions based on their worst fears, which would run endlessly till the 

unit overheated and exploded. So there in the icy silence, Mr. Deadwood 

shivered and grabbed himself for heat as everything he had ever been 

dissolved, but he couldn’t get warm. He was ice cold, as cold as his wife.
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Nancy Hannan

For A Mother

I saw my black elephant shaped
bank in the room next to the
pamphlets about adoption. They
illustrated that it would be good
for the child to be in a loving home.
 
It used to drive me crazy. Everyone
else had a pink pig. I pictured a place
I loved once, a small Canadian
town where they spoke French.
 
I would have known the land.
I would have seen the birds
in the garden gather
Branches to make their home.
 
I would have known the river.
I would have crossed the river
that kept the ground
still as we walked to our home.
 
I would have known a mother.
I would have greeted her in the
warm kitchen as she waited for
her children to grow tired of the snow.
 
I think I would have looked for
you. I would have questions like,
“What have you been doing?” &
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“Did you ever want me?”
I would be able to speak to you in French,
your language. We would understand
each other.
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Nancy Hannan

Things I Learned from Vermont

“Ver mont”
means green mountain.
Forty gallons of sap
produces one gallon of maple
syrup.
 
And it
takes forty years
for the maple tree to
grow large enough to start tapping
for it.
 
And “bone
chilling cold” is
a real thing. Sometimes when
I get lost, I can turn around,
breathe in
 
beauty,
and remember
the reason. Then I know
the mountain ahead is why
I’m here.
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Alex Matte

Mustard Man

2017 -- Friday - October 13th - 9:43 AM

I stood at the Dunkin Donuts below the train station, tucked into the 

burgundy bricks with that fat pink and orange sign hovering over people 

rushing to their 10:00 AM train. I wasn’t sure why people were sprinting 

up the stairwell to my right; they must’ve heard the train and thought 

it was going to speed off like a school bus in a bad movie about a kid’s 

first day of middle school. I had taken the train enough times to know 

that it’d wait for me, at least enough time to grab another cup of coffee. 

I already had four cups of coffee in between my morning classes at the 

college a few blocks down; they made me nervous. When I’m nervous, I 

drink coffee to calm down.

The dreadlocked Dunkins’ employee poured me a cup of the inky 

sludge that seeped at the bottom of the pot, missing that warm wet 

steam that I loved in a morning cup. I assumed it was sitting there all 

night, but I didn’t want to give him trouble. It must be tough for a guy 

with dreadlocks to open a Dunkin Donuts centered in a train station. 

People with dreadlocks don’t open stores, they stand on the table and 

moon their boss before quitting. The big wooden gauges in his ears told 

me he probably wanted to take one of the trains that he can hear rumble 

from the ceiling above him, taking it all the way to Boston like me, or 

even farther, to Portland, Maine, or New York City, maybe to start a 

horror core rap group inspired by the old Three Six Mafia songs he was 

playing from the beat-up Bluetooth speaker. I bet he’d be a really good 
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performer; I’ve always like how dreadlocks move, especially in some 

sort of neon-red Boiler Room concert with the bass blasting everyone’s 

eardrums to smithereens with 808 drums and Halloween samples. You 

have to have balls to get dreadlocks. My hippie coworker from the beer 

store I worked at, Debbie, told me the process of getting them takes 

hours, and the fluid that she used to make the base smelled really bad. 

Guy must’ve done a lot for dreadlocks.

But here he was, pouring my coffee under the train I was to get on. 

I tried to strike conversation with him, hopefully making his day a little 

easier.

“Hey man, love Three 6 Mafia. Migos stole the triplet flow from 

Three 6 Mafia! Juicy J still influencing, man, I love it.”

He snorted his snot from his nose to his throat, and handed me the 

cup of coffee. Poor guy didn’t seem too optimistic. As I went up that blue 

stairwell to wait for the train, I took a seat on the bench to think while 

my coffee simmered. But I would be interrupted from my thoughts by a 

kind of man I never thought existed.

He was a rough guy. I could smell him faintly from the stairwell he 

came stumbling from. And he didn’t smell like any commonly smelly 

things like trash or eggs, or weed or puke or skunk or anything like 

that. After a few seconds of my brain redirecting each fume, I came to a 

conclusion that it was mustard, along with the familiar smell of Natty 

Daddy, an offshoot of Natty Ice, built as a malt liquor to maximize the 

content of alcohol with no regard to taste or health (I think they tried 

to mask the taste with sugar but it only makes it worse). The only Natty 

Daddies I can ever find come in 25 ounce cans for a $1.25 each, and two 

of those inside a little guy like me will have me down for the count.

They were a personal favorite of mine in high school. My anxiety 

problems always kept me from going to big parties, so I never had to 

worry about pacing myself in front of large groups. These bad boys 

became my friend, and very quickly, my enemy. I don’t mess with them 
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anymore, but this man seemed to be thriving off them based on the big 

crooked smile on his face looking right at me. I couldn’t help but think of 

all the people that must miss out on a guy like this by avoiding him. He 

didn’t want to be avoided. No one does.

As he got to the walkway where I sat, his physical features began 

showing themselves, starting with a limp in his strut, maybe caused 

from falling down a flight of stairs similar to the ones he just scaled. 

I began to get a view of his five o’clock shadow smeared with a greasy 

substance, maybe mayonnaise, or butter, or margarine, but it was 

meshed into the dry pricks of his white-salted black beard and the 

sweaty rolls of his neck, looking closer to a prop-designed gore scene 

of a Cronenberg film than a real human being. And as he got closer and 

closer, a smell of mustard became more and more pungent. I began to 

wonder what kind of mustard this man liked. The Natty Daddy made this 

a little more difficult than it had to be, but I like a mystery.

It wasn’t honey or Dijon mustard; those were way too tasteful for a 

man like this. No, I had a feeling this guy rode on the mustard world’s 

underbelly, the side that most people close their eyes for because it’s just 

too hard to look at. No one wants to see that crusted yellow formation 

at the top of the bottle. No one wants to see the brassica juncea while 

they’re crushed and ground, sifted for bran and hulls, and heated and 

cooled inside the giant factory sitting in the slums of some nameless 

town filled with nameless people. They just want the mustard when 

it’s all said and done, as good as it can be, skipping to the end of this 

modern-day retelling of The Parable of the Mustard Seed. But I’d think 

a guy like him would volunteer to work at that factory, although they’d 

never hire him with that horrible limp. He seemed like the type of guy to 

get caught in the machinery.

Spicy mustard would be a good fit for him, but it seemed too easy, 

I wasn’t going to be tricked by the tang of the Natty Daddy. The answer 

was so close yet so far, right up until he sat next to me on the bench.
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Right on the thigh of his oversized, blood red track pants (if only he 

knew Adidas would make this kind of style cool again, ahead and behind 

his time, Kanye West, ASAP Rocky, Raf Simons, Gosha Rubchinskiy, all 

proprietors of this new-age style had nothing on him), sat a fist-sized 

mustard stain, yellow as yellow can be, like the outer yellow triangles 

of a circle sitting on the temple of a test dummy’s head, ready to take a 

test drive through life. And like that, the answer revealed itself. He was 

French’s Classic kind of guy!

In his right pocket was a bulky brown paper bag, wet with raindrops 

of malted barley at its ends. He must’ve been dribbling and spilling his 

way up that stairwell. He tapped me on my shoulder, and pointed to my 

coffee. My heart leapt for joy. He had a story to tell, beginning with a 

long gurgle in his throat. I began the conversation.

“Hey, you alright, man?”

He gurgled again, one eye closing, then the other, opening in unison 

like a restart button had been punched on his drunken frontal lobe.

“Hey, buddy! You alright?”

He looked at me, eyes glazed a shade of yellow just a little lighter 

than the mustard on his pants. He patted me on my back. His frost-

cracked index finger motioned to my cup, circling it like a teacher circles 

a keyword of an essay with their pen.

“Coffee man, huh!”

He patted me on the back again as the cool breeze of the winter air 

came through the corridor. My train was waiting for me. I looked down 

the tan-painted corridor and back at him. He stood up, and walked down 

the same stairs he’d come up, disappearing like the shortest tornado to 

ever exist. Coffee man! The man was an enigma. He’s covered in mustard 

and drinking a Natty Daddy before 10:00 AM, and uses his only chance 

for explanation on a stumble, a smile, and “Coffee Man.” He really found 

joy in the simplest form, having two-word-long conversations with 

19-year-old boys in a train station, not even to get on the train. It was 

96 The Offering



inspirational, really. From that moment forward I decided to give him a 

nickname too. I called him The Mustard Man.

I walked my way to the train and took a seat on the blood-red 

cushioning. I was sure to get a good window seat. I always liked looking 

at the buildings gradually get larger as we went from Wedgemere to 

West Medford to North Station, pretending that I had an important job 

there, getting the report on Boss’s desk before 5:00 PM at the latest. 

I sat my backpack next to me, balanced my styrofoam cup in between 

my ripped jeans, and took my wallet out to pay for the ticket. But as I 

searched for the bill, my mind wandered off to the Mustard Man again.

I wondered where he wandered to, after our meeting. Maybe he’d 

found himself at a grocery store searching for the mustard that haunted 

his pants. Maybe he found himself at a sub shop, being a good enough 

friend of the owner to get a free sandwich. He looked like a Pastrami 

guy; extra mayonnaise, extra pickles (getting his veggies in), extra extra 

extra mustard. Of course, because of his underappreciated smell, he 

wouldn’t be able to eat in the shop. So maybe he’d take his sub and walk 

over to a liquor store where he’d find a truck loading beer and liquor, and 

while the truck driver was inside stocking the Mike’s Hard Lemonade, 

he’d pop open a plastic package of Natty tall boys and grab one or two, 

knowing the truck driver wouldn’t take responsibility for $2.50 retail, 

probably 25¢ to make; it was a victimless crime. I’d even argue it’s a 

sacrificial one; his liver would take a bullet for the kids like me looking 

for the last ones in the store. I’d have to compromise with a Red Bull, a 

better day, and a longer life.

Maybe he’d take his things and bring them to the little bench and 

grass patch next to the church building on University Ave., watching the 

college kids speed walk by, stressing over tests on the significance of 

“dead cat bounces,” “equity derivatives,” “gazumping,” “gazundering,” 

“random walk theory,” and “savings accounts.” He’d sit there with his 

drink and cuisine and smile at them all, even if no one looked back.
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As I got into deep thought about my friend, I didn’t see the train 

worker walk up to me. His deep voice, “Where ya headed?” startled me so 

much my legs squeezed. When my legs squeezed, my coffee top popped 

off, erupting the liquid onto my legs, my hands, my sweatshirt, and a 

few drops on my neck. The train worker didn’t flinch. Embarrassed, I 

told him, “Ah, shit. Well, Boston, one stop!” and handed him his coffee-

stained $10 bill. He apologized for my accident and went on to the next 

person. I looked down at my situation and realized I had no way to suck 

up the sludge but with my sweatshirt.

It was the most expensive thing I owned, an electric-blue Kanye 

West hoodie as part of his “The Life of Pablo” and “Yeezy Season 3” 

screenings, reading “I Feel Like Pablo” on the front, and “Every Rumor 

You Ever Heard About Me Was True And Legendary” on the back. I heard 

Virgil Abloh made the design and I couldn’t help myself. But this coffee 

had to get off my skin, so I wiped my dripping hands with my sleeves. 

Suddenly, I felt a nudge on my shoulder. I looked over to see a woman in 

her late 30s, wrapped in a hijab and Gap sweater of a similar blue. She 

pulled about 25 napkins from her handbag and handed them to me with 

a smile.  I thanked her, and proceeded to give myself a napkin bath on 

the train.

I was able to wipe the residue off, but we were hurtling towards 

Boston on that metal zipper, and I would enter the Bean reeking like old 

coffee. I thought about that in context with my recent incident. It seemed 

fitting; maybe that pat on the back was more Cronenberg-powered than I 

thought. Like Seth Brundle turning into the Fly, I wondered if that pat on 

the back altered my genetics. Maybe I was no longer Alex. Maybe I was 

the Coffee Man.
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and sharing different ideas with people through his work. Writing is one of his 
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fiction are the genres he likes to experiment with the most. After graduation he 

plans to continue writing and working towards obtaining a decent job that allows 
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