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Stars

by Alexis Cummings

hen I think of you, I think of stars. I think of the back of my truck

with pillows piled high, with the warm summer breeze and the
stickiness of the night air. I remember the crickets and the laughter and our
two favorite songs replayed over and over, the soundtrack to our summer.
I think of whispers and secrets and kissing lists. I think of too-short skirts
and high heels and dark lipstick. I think of our mothers shaking their heads
as we giggled our way out of the kitchen, clanking bottles together behind
our backs. I think of being inseparable and going somewhere without you
only for people to ask where you were. I think of plans and promises and
adventures. | think of my other half, but mainly I think of stars. They were
our audience that summer, silently watching over us. It was almost as if
they knew it was only fleeting. I think of you often, even though I do not
know where you are or where life has taken you. I like to know you are
looking up at the same stars each night as well, and maybe some nights you
even remember that summer. I hope you remember laughter and love and
friendship and me, even if the only thing connecting us now are those silent,
watchful stars.



4 ABSOLUTE

Better Not Call Saul

by Kenneth Williams

aul opened his eyes. He looked without turning his head to the clock

beside him. “3:00am” it read in bright red segmented figures. He
usually recalled the night he was brought to the orphanage on nights when it
was time for him to go to the river. His mother getting shot by a mugger, the
injustice of the one-year prison sentence, the helplessness Saul felt due to his
circumstances. These moments remained with him always, shaping him into
the strong-morals, hardworking individual that he had become. He sluggishly
pulled himself off the floor, resembling a moldable mass rising from the
earth and taking shape into a man. He grabbed his canvas jacket, put on his
steel-toe boots and walked out his apartment door, but not before throwing
a not-so-empty garbage bag over his shoulder. Once he got out on the street,
he opened the door to his taxi parked right outside the building door. Ms.
Goldstein was nice enough to give him a reserved parking spot, considering
he’d been a tenant for three years now. She knew that with the money he’d
been making he could move out, so he figured this was her way of trying to
get him to stay. He appreciated the gesture from the sweet old woman. He
threw the bag in the back seat and drove through the noisy, yet empty streets
of his neighborhood. The nice thing about living in his corner of the block
was that it was only a few minutes’ walk away from the life of the city, but
no one had any reason to come to his street across from the train tracks. The
combination of non-busy streets with the noise of city life coming from a
few streets down was just perfect for him.

He arrived at the edge of the lake which had a bluish-green tint at the
moment. Ever since he found out about the Lady in the Lake, Saul never
missed her biweekly visits (every other week, not twice a week). He walked
towards the water’s edge while dragging the bag behind him. He opened it and
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pulled out a severed finger. He rotated it a few times between his thumb and
forefinger noticing how hairless the knuckle was. With a chuckle and a smirk,
he gave the finger an underhand-toss into the middle of the lake. The bluish-
green light emanated brighter and began foaming and boiling intensely at the
spot that the finger had entered the water. The green dominated its brother’s
half of the light spectrum as a bubbling liquid pillar rose out in the water.
Once it reached higher than the looming trees surrounding the lake, the veil
of water splashed away, revealing the decrepit back of the Lady in the Lake.
Saul always had a slight fear of this next part but admittedly got a bit of an
adrenaline rush from it. She looked over her shoulder at him with those large
empty eye sockets. After she had slowly turned her whole body to face him,
she let out a howling cry and thrashed her arms and body in a fit of restlessness
of being bound to this body of water. After a few seconds of hearing the
soundtrack to hell the Lady of the Lake’s large figure positioned its large
skull-like face a few inches away from Saul, awaiting the rest of his delivery.
Saul dumped the rest of the contents into the water. He covered his face with
his sleeve to guard himself from the splashing foam and boiling water that
resulted from his gift. The large body sticking out of the water rose up slowly
and leaned back as though testing the quality of tribute. Almost like a food
critic mulling her dish over on her palate before swallowing. Once satiety
was reached, the Lady leaned forward again, stopping inches before Saul’s
face, looking him over as if to determine whether she wanted to continue this
ongoing process between the two of them that had lasted for a little over three
years. She reached up with her right hand, bits of dull multicolored skin still
hanging on, and placed her palm on Saul’s head while the fingers went down
the length of his body. With this contact Saul saw his next sacrifice, a black
woman who lived a few blocks down from him. Saul recognized her; he had
seen her often in the neighborhood. He always obtained a notion as to why the
sacrifices were demanded, what sins they had wrought to deserve the form of
justice approaching them. He received no inkling as to why he should end her.
“Wait, why her? What has she done?”” Saul shouted, but to no avail,
as she never spoke. The Lady responded with a silent stare, displaying no
urgency to address his inquiry.
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On the drive home, Saul debated with himself over this conflict of interest.
On the one hand, his sacrifices had always led to good fortune with him, as
was the way with these things. He delivered what she asked for and within
the next few days he received whatever it was that he’d desired. For most
people their reward would be money, possessions, or their pick of the finest of
individuals of worthy personage. Saul never had interest in these things. He
liked his space, his quiet and the simple things in life. If a couch worked just as
good for a bed, why get a bed? This was his thought process on most matters
and explained the bare yet practical state of his apartment. No, it wasn’t
materialistic or social greed that Saul was after, but the desire for the world to
be a better place. His favorite reward was the sentencing of the senator who
had his relations with his assistant’s middle school son exposed. However, after
the exposure the trial went terminal after being held up for weeks with useless
litigation review and monetary influence being exchanged under the table. In
order to make the sentence go fully through he had to deliver more bodies.
Also, the life of the man that Saul had taken in order to make the sentencing go
through was just as deserving of his fate in Saul’s opinion. He was a crooked
landlord extorting his tenants and even accepting “alternative” forms of rent
from a pair of female college students, one blonde and one brunette. This
seemed to be the case with all of Saul’s victims and this is how Saul had never
lost any sleep over his actions. He saw what he did as a public service which
begat an even greater service for reward. On the other hand, Saul always had
a gnawing feeling that the service he was offering was somehow unforgivable.
Not necessarily in the righteous aspect of practicing forgiveness and giving
everyone a chance at redemption for their actions, but more in a betrayal sort
of way. He felt as if he was betraying all of humanity by offering a few of its
members to this unearthly creature. Killing out of passion or calculation was
understandable, perhaps. But this, this felt as though he was destroying his soul
with each delivery.

Saul woke up with a jolt. He usually dreamt about his time at the
orphanage on nights before he fulfilled the retrieval of his victims. He grabbed
his canvas jacket and black leather gloves before leaving his apartment.
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“Oh hello, Saul! How are you doing today?”

“Fine, Ms. Goldstein, thank you for asking.” Ms. Goldstein was always
so sweet and patient and the closest thing to a mom that Saul had ever
known. He was always careful to make sure that he didn’t make too much
noise for her, considering that she lived right under him. In fact, he had
switched places with the prior tenants since she was always complaining
about how much noise they would make. He considered making them into
a delivery but judged against it, seeing as how being a nuisance to an old
woman is not good enough grounds to end the breath in a person’s lungs.

“Very good, dear, glad to hear it. Come inside, I’ll pack you some
breakfast before you go, it’s never a good idea to start the work day without
eating and [ know you’re always too busy for it.”

“Thank you for the offer, but I really need to get going.” He gave Ms.
Goldstein a hug and kiss on the forehead before continuing down the stairs.
“By the way, have those rent checks been coming in on time?”

“Yes, son, they have. I don’t know how but they seem to make it every
time. | guess someone upstairs is looking out for me.” She pointed her
trembling finger upwards and gave Saul a wink. He smiled, keeping the
secret to himself. With a wave and swift “Goodbye” he continued on his way.

That night came by especially quickly. Saul had hoped to have gotten
some reading in before settling in for the night but the day was as good as
gone. There was still some magenta and violet peeking over the buildings
visible from his window, but he had to get up early tomorrow to make his
delivery. Lately Saul hadn’t been doing much besides going to work. The
last two weeks seemed to have crawled as slowly as he’d ever experienced,
just pulling themselves by their forearms across the ground and just making
it past the finish line. He was glad to get the body out of his freezer, it
had taken up space preventing him from attaining some perfectly good
groceries. He took the pieces out a few at a time and put them into a garbage
bag. As he handled her left foot, he remembered this is what he was holding
as she yelled, “No, please stop! Why are you doing this!”
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“A necessary sacrifice,” he thought to himself. He pulled out part of her
torso from the freezer, noticing the bruise that he had left when he beat her
with his brass knuckles. He disregarded whatever few guilty feelings he
had left in his body with a smirk. He shoveled the rest into the bag without
care, put the bag beside the door after tying it up and turned off the lights
to go to sleep.

Saul woke up a few hours later and headed down to the lake with his
tribute. He had noticed how strong his tie had become with the Lady in the
Lake. The more he had been visiting her the more he could feel her presence.
Not exactly a presence as though she were in the room with him, but more
like a thread made of spiritual energy that would always lead him back to
the lake, a calling almost. Once he had gotten to the lake, he gave the water
a taste of a bit of what he had in store this morning. Once the Lady had
revealed herself with her eerie grandeur he dumped the rest of the contents
of the bag. Saul was waiting for the Lady to reveal her next desired sacrifice,
but she just waited. He looked in the bag to see if there was anything that he
had left but there was nothing inside. He turned it upside down but came up
empty again. She just stared in his direction with her empty eye sockets and
few gray strands of hair moving with the breeze. She slowly began to sink
back down. “What? No! Give me something, anything!” Saul hadn’t realized
how much he had become dependent on this task of drawing blood. Its
development went completely unnoticed, veiled under, what he considered,
the necessary public duty. “Give me something! I’ll do anything!” he shouted
but to no reciprocation of recognition. The Lady continued to sink. Upon
reaching low enough for only the top of her head to poke out, she allowed
the water to swirl into her eye sockets before finally sinking all the way
down. Saul lay at the edge of the lake with his hand spread open, reaching
out to the water. The next day Saul got in trouble with his boss Mr. Mooney
for being late to work. “Six years and you’ve never been late once. What’s
the deal, Saul? You moonlighting or something?”

“Sorry, sir, it won’t happen again. I’ve just been having some trouble
sleeping.” Saul had spent the entire night waiting for the Lady to come back
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up and give him his duty and his reward. Falling asleep near dawn, he had
missed his regular clock-in time. Saul had been an outstanding employee
at the Moonlight Mooney Taxi Cab Service company for six years now, he
hadn’t realized how little the management valued him considering this was
his first offense. Saul went outside and stepped into his taxi, tossing the
warning slip into the glove compartment. Two more of those and he would
be fired.

It had been a week since Saul’s latest unsuccessful tribute to the lake.
He attempted to offer tributes twice since then even though he hadn’t been
summoned. Saul figured that perhaps bringing multiple offerings all at once
would draw the Lady out. First time he brought three: a crooked cop, a drug
dealer, and a man who lived next door who beat his wife and kids. Second
time he brought five, all worse than the previous three. He couldn’t figure out
what the problem was but if his bouts of killing weren’t going to be rewarded
then he figured he may as well work on getting over it. It was getting to the
point that innocent women, children and the elderly were starting to look
like possible prey. A nun even crossed his mind. “There aren’t enough Hail
Marys in the world,” he thought to himself as he left that idea behind on the
intersection of 1% and Crosswell.

Saul stopped to pick up a customer. It was a little black boy with khaki
pants, a red sweater and a white dress shirt underneath. Saul pulled over.

“I don’t normally see you on this route,” Saul said to the child as he
stepped in.

“My mom used to take me to school.”

“Why not today?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in a long time.”

“Hmm,” Saul mumbled to himself. He’d spent so much time going after
deadbeat dads that he’d forgotten that moms could be terrible parents as well.
“When was the last time you saw her?”

“A week ago maybe.” The boy turned his head and just looked out the
side window. It was clear he didn’t want to talk about his mom. Saul felt for
the kid. Of course, he couldn’t feel what he was going through exactly. Saul
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had never grown up with parents, so he didn’t know what it was like to be
abandoned by one. But he was pretty sure he had a good enough idea.

“What’s your name, kid?”

“David. I’'m nine.”

“Oh, are you now? Well, David, I hadn’t expected to run into such a well-
dressed gentleman on my route this morning. Where can I take you?”

“I need to go to school.”

“Alrighty then! Next stop, P.S. 118! Please keep your arms and legs
inside the vehicle at all times and save your questions for the end of the
ride.” Saul could see in his rearview mirror that his attempt at Disney
conductor style antics was doing little to cheer up David. “Gee, tough crowd.
Alright then, if it’s silence he wants I got more than enough for the both of
us,” Saul thought to himself.

The ride to David’s school became quiet but every few moments Saul
could catch a glance from David in his mirror. Although words weren’t
exchanged for the majority of the those few minutes, the message was
somehow communicated through glances and silence that David appreciated
someone reaching out.

“How long have you been driving this taxi? Do you like it?”

“It’s been some time now, I like being able to drive around. I’m the best
parallel parker on this side of the Hudson. You need any vehicle to fit into
any spot, ’'m your man, kid,” said Saul as he made a fist with his right hand
and stuck out his right thumb to point to himself while throwing a wink
towards David in the back seat. They continued the rest of the drive talking
about various topics, the strangest things Saul had seen on the job, what the
latest Pokemon evolutions were and how David planned on getting the ultra-
rare Charizard Evolution X holographic cards from the other kids by trading
them his Japanese text Eevee.

“Alright, kid, here’s your stop.”

“Thanks a lot, Mr. Saul! Have a good day.”

“Wait now, hold up! I ain’t done talking to you yet, buddy. What time
does your school let out?”
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“2:15.

“Well then, what do you say to me picking you up and bringing you
back home? Do you have anyone else to get you?” What kind of a question
was that; of course he didn’t. No nine-year-old who takes a taxi to school
unsupervised has an adult in their life. Not an adult who cares about them
anyhow.

“Sure thing, thank you!” shouted David excitedly, the sparkle in his eyes
barely visible with how high his cheeks were being pushed up by his smile.
“I’11 keep a look out for you after school!” Saul continued on his route for
the rest of the shift.

When 2:15 rolled around Saul was at the school right on time to give
David a ride home.

“How was school, buddy? You get the cards you wanted?”

“Yeah, it was awesome! I saw that Geoffrey had a Japanese Bulbasaur so
I made him add that to the trade!”

“Wow, looks like I got a real shark in this cab! You’ll be hitting up Wall
Street in no time, kid, just keep sticking to those studies.” David held most
of the conversation during the ride, Saul was glad that David was finally able
to open up and be comfortable. Saul looked out his window and saw it. The
spot he’d been dreaming of all day during his route. The alley that he’d done
a few of his jobs in. He could bring the kid in there and no one would know
the difference. “His mom isn’t even taking care of him anymore, who would
come looking? What kind of life could he have in front of him? You’re doing
him a favor, a civil service.” Saul felt the pull of the wheel axels turning the
car towards the alley. Almost as if the Lady herself had possessed the car and
was trying to persuade him to make this move. “Nah, what am I thinking?
Being a hitman for an other-worldly apparition is one thing, but killing kids?
Now I know I’ve gone insane.” Saul continued through the alley and came
out the other end.

“Why are we going this way?”” David asked, peering over the edge of the
window.

“Don’t worry about it, it’s just a shortcut.”
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The pair reached David’s house a few minutes later, to David’s despair, to
Saul’s relief. David jumped out and asked, “How much do I owe ya?”

“Don’t worry, kid, it’s on the house. You got anyone that you can stay
with?”

“The landlady is taking care of me for the time being, but if Ma doesn’t
come back soon I don’t know what I’'m gonna do.”

“You ain’t got no other family that can take you?”

“No, my mom was all I had. We were really close, I don’t know why
she left.” David looked down, unable to look Saul in the face for fear that
looking at the first parent figure he’d seen since his mom disappeared would
only remind him of what he’d lost, and he’d start to cry. He didn’t want to
leave that kind of impression, especially considering this was their first day
getting to know each other.

“Hey, kid, seeing as how tomorrow is Saturday, you want to come along
with me to work?”

“You mean it?”

“Yeah sure, it would be nice to have the company. We could even get
some hot dogs.”

The next few weeks helped Saul to foster a relationship with the boy.
David had definitely been cheerier the more often they spent time together.
He and David were practically inseparable. All the guys down at the office
knew him and they would even let him have some of the cake when it was
somebody’s birthday. Saul was noticing a positive change in his own life
as well. He barely felt the need to kill. He acknowledged that what he had
been doing was wrong and that there was no way in hell that he could ever
be fogged into taking up that sort of lifestyle again. Taxi driver by day, serial
killer by night. Saul was so stricken with guilt and remorse by what he had
done that he had almost turned himself in a couple of times, but he’d figured
those were the actions of a different man. The man under control of the Lady.
Besides, the fact that he’d felt bad enough to almost turn himself in was
practically as good as turning over a new leaf. “It’s the thought that counts,
right?” he thought to himself on the matter. Despite this lack of taking
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responsibility, Saul truly had turned over a new leaf. He was more chipper
and less angry at the rest of the world. He no longer had a problem with
young people and their pop culture. If that was their interest, he simply found
no reason to have an issue. Life was good, and Saul had found someone
worth living right for.

The pair walked down a few city blocks to the busier part of town one
evening. David balanced himself along a raised edge of the curb and right as
they turned the corner he pointed to a square floor level office window with
a black canvas overhang. “This is where my mom worked, she would plan
events for people and they would always give her the food that was left over.
That was my favorite part about coming here. One time a guy even gave her
a ruby ring. She said it wasn’t real but Ma always wore it since it was her
favorite.”

“No, this can’t be. I must be remembering wrong.” Saul stumbled, as
he tried to contain his posture and balance, he propped himself up against
the wall.

“Saul, are you okay? Do you want me to call someone?”

“No, Davie, I’'m fine.” Saul stood back up straight and looked into the
eyes of the boy he had grown so close with over the past few weeks. The boy
who had pulled Saul out of the destructive cycle that he had found himself
in. The boy who had become like—

Saul finally admitted to himself that this was the spot where he killed her.
The woman that he offered to the lake a few months ago was David’s mom.
That was the corner of the building that she was holding onto trying not to
be pulled away. That construction area was where he remembered dragging
her and doing her in. It was all swirling to Saul, the realization of what he
had done and whom he had hurt. He always thought that his victims deserved
what they received, but if he was so wrong about this then what more could
he have been wrong about with his other sacrifices?

Just then, a gust of wind blew across the neighborhood and towards
the lake. It rustled the reeds jutting out of the side of the ledge where Saul
usually stood when delivering his offerings. The movement loosened an
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object that was caught in the reeds; a hand with a ring containing a large
imitation ruby in the setting. Finally, having received the full tribute that
it had asked for, the lake started to bubble all various colors and foamed
intensely. The Lady burst out of the center as if all this time in hibernation
had made her more powerful than ever. Her influence had been unable to
reach Saul until the entire sacrifice was given. Finally, the pent up energy
was released and reconnecting with the servant. The spiritual thread that was
once severed snaked its way out of the lake and found its way towards Saul.

The connection felt so powerful, he could actually hear the Lady
speaking to him. For the first time breathy straining words made their way
into his head from her own being.

“Kill him. Bring him to me, I must have him.”

Saul saw his next target, and it was the same face he’d gotten to know for

the last few weeks.
“Oh shit.”
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Baking Lessons
by Lydia M. Rucker

First bowl. Combine flour, salt and baking soda. Check, check, and
check.

In a separate bowl, combine sugar—check—brown sugar—check—
vanilla —where s that teaspoon? Oh—check and eggs—where? “Dang it.”

I swung open the back screen door, only to have it stick in place. 7ell
him to fix that. After grappling with it for a minute, | headed to the hen
house.

When my husband first told me of the benefits of farm life, he
included the following list of facts: the air was healthy and robust, there
was always room for kids to play, and fresh eggs and produce were
always on hand. This, of course, sounded good to a girl from the city who
proclaimed that she wanted to live life close to the earth.

The day Harry and [ met. This is a good story. We were at a church
social, which is basically a gathering of eager young people looking to
hook up with other eager young people. I made my special cookies that
day. They were sugar, which is common enough—except that [ always
added nutmeg to spice them up.

Harry paid three dollars for a dozen of my cookies and then asked
me to go on a date with him. It took a little convincing, but I finally said,
“Yes.”

We sat at the Big T Drive-In wrapped in each other’s arms in the bed
of his ‘68 Chevy pickup truck. It was that same night when he suddenly
informed me how much he loved my cookies and how, when we were
married, he wanted cookies available all the time.
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“When we are married?” I said as I inched away from him. “We
just met.”

He said nothing, just pulled me back close to him. “See, that’s what
I’'m gonna call you—Cookie.”

From that day on, cookies were everywhere. Everywhere. Three
batches a week. The cookie jar was always full.

My boobs were cookies.
My lips were cookies.

And one day, he promised my “love-box” was going to be full of
cookies too, but that never happened.

I lost the first one at 17 weeks, the second at 19, the third at 24. He
almost made it. And the last, Isabelle, she took a nap and never woke up.

I reached the coop and unhooked the wire twisted around a nail to
get inside the hen house. I coughed when I inhaled the mix of dust and
hay. I could see their particles floating like fairies in the beams of light
that chinked their way through the building’s aluminum roof. The hens’
nests were vacant, so I slipped my hand in each darkened hole and felt
around. Nothing. Then the next—nothing again. There s one. The third
successfully yielded a medium-sized brown egg.

One more.
I searched the rest of the nests but there was nothing.
You've got to be kidding me.

I looked around, Perhaps I missed one. Yet again, there was
nothing. Damn. I must have that egg. They have to be perfect. 1 looked
toward the hen house door, under the perches, everywhere, but there was
nothing.

It was the entrance of Fanny, a little Rhode Island Red, from behind
the nest box that caused me to check one more place.

I flattened my back against the wall in order to see behind it better,
and I noticed that in the back corner, bathed by one of those same beams
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of light, was an egg. Yes. Thank you, God. 1 shoved my arm between the
metal wall and the box, scratching myself on a protruding nail. It hurt. 1
didn’t care. You need that egg.

Then, I had it. Victorious! It was a creamy white and smeared with
chicken poo, but I held it close to my chest and carried it, along with the
other, to the house.

I washed them gently, making sure that each one was pristine. You are
all I have. 1 cracked the first into the sugar bowl, and it drooped sloppily
across the sugars, its yolk coming to rest in the dark pool of vanilla.
Then, I picked up the second—cracked it and slid my thumbnails into the
fracture, pulling the halves apart. What the... Oh my God.

I looked at it in my bowl, draped limply across a pillow of swirled
sugars. Its sparse feathers wet with what life-giving substance was still left
protecting it from the elements or whatever might harm it. Its belly was
round and full—its short wings were pinned tightly to its sides. 4 couple
days more. What? And it might have made it. That’s what the doctor said.

I closed my eyes and you shook your head.

Leave me alone.

I can't. You need me. You’ll lose your nerve. And for God s sake
stop crying.

I can’t.

Yes, you can. You get to make the choice.

Go away.

Did you choose to lose who you are?

No, that was taken from me.

Did you have a choice when child after child was ripped from your
womb?

No. His boots did that.
But her life...
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Isabelle,

Was ripped from you while you watched her dreaming.
I didn’t want to wake her.

Look at that chick.

The batter is ruined.

You can t even get your own death right.

Shut up.

The plan was simple.

Was it really?

Make cookies.

Yeah.

Crush some pills.

Uh-huh. The Belladonna was going to be a nice touch.
Then eat the whole damn batch yourself.
Well, I wasn’t going to share.

I know you weren 1.

Besides, he already found some new cookies.
Jenna's cookies.

Yeah.

She buys them pre-packaged.

Fake bitch.

...1ts not fair.

No. It’s not.

Does it hurt bad?

Yes. But I can make it stop.

Can you?
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Yeah. Because I can still save it.

Yes, you can.

Not the chick—it’s dead.

Oh right.

See, I cup my hands under it.

Into the sugar?

Yes.

Now what?

Roll it back and forth between my hands.

Oh yes! Let the sugar fall back into the bowl.

There. I’'ll add applesauce—it’ll be fine.
Where are you going?

To put it in the trash.

Why?

It’s dead.

Don t waste it.

What?

Put it in the flour.

Really?

Yeah. Now add the sugar mix.
But it will be all wrong.
Does he deserve perfection?
No. He doesn’t.

Just do it.

How many of these?

Half a bottle should do it.
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I should crush them. You think he will notice?
No. He just wants his cookies.

Now we blend to a creamy mixture.

Oooh. That's loud.

It’s the bones.

Yeah, but it's really smooth.

Now, we spoon onto an ungreased cookie sheet approximately one
inch apart.

Cook at 350 degrees for 15—20 minutes.
I’'m glad that you pay attention.

1 like baking with you.

And when they’re done—

I hear the roar of the one-ton truck at the end of the drive—a familiar
signal to Harry’s arrival home. The sweet smell of baking fills the air, and
the green numbers on the stove count down the time to baking perfection.

The door of the truck slams, and I hear Harry clearing his throat as
he stomps the dirt off of his boots on the back steps. He opens the screen
door, and it creaks—and sticks.

He mutters curses.
I smile.
Harry doesn’t “do” imperfection.

The buzzer on the stove sounds, They re ready, so I take them out, and
I use a spatula to place them delicately on the plate.

I feel him behind me. His calloused hands wrap over my breast.
“Mmm, cookies,” he moans. I close my eyes when his hot breath falls
across my neck.

“Them fresh?” he asks me.
“And warm,” I reply.
Then I lift my gift to his mouth, “Just like you like them.”
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Putting on a Show

by Kiana Lysinger

ince I was eight, movies have been my castle and characters have

been my mote. My grandma used to watch me, and the first movie
she ever showed me was Psycho. My parents weren’t too happy with her
because a week after that all I'd say was “Mother wouldn’t like that” anytime
I was asked to do something. So out of respect for my parents we started
watching fewer thrillers and started watching films like Pretty Woman. My
grandma was banned from showing me movies for a whole month when I
came home and asked my parents if Mom was a hooker before Dad paid her
enough to marry him. Still, I love movies in every way, shape, and form they
come in.

Today my mom insists I visit my therapist. My mom and dad got me a
therapist after my grandma died three years ago and they kept him because
they started having marital issues and use it as a reason for me to be
somewhere else for an hour while they yell at each other. I don’t mind my
therapist. His name is Alexander Herts and, yes, I’ve already made joke after
joke about his last name. For example, one time he asked how I felt and I
told him, “Well, Herts, it herts, but not as bad as having the last name Herts.”
Now he insists I call him Alex because every time I would make a joke he’d
make me stay an extra five minutes. The only thing worse than being stuck
with a therapist for an extra amount of time is being stuck in his office. He
doesn’t own any bookshelves, which is a bad move on his part because the
columns of books stacked against the walls could use a better home. All of
his books are old and used, so the smell of hundreds of people’s hands that
once touched each page lingers in his dimly lit office. There is also an odd
smell of burnt coffee that hits me every time I enter the room, and the weird
part is he doesn’t even have a coffee maker in his office, nor does he like
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coffee. Not to mention the fact that his office walls are the color of unhealthy
urine and that he only has windows and a desk lamp to light his horrid
office. I’ve gotten used to everything in there so all the smells and colors are
familiar to me at this point.

As much as I bitch about his office I actually love seeing him once,
sometimes twice, a week. He talks to me about movies and even though he
is my greatest enemy because he is one of the many that squawk “The book
is better” I still enjoy talking to him. My parents never like talking to me
about movies or anything for that matter, that’s why I always loved talking to
my grandma but when she died my love of movies died a little bit too. After
my dad told me I didn’t cry, but instead I watched Casablanca on repeat for
three days. That was her favorite movie. Every Valentine’s Day she’d make
me come over and we’d watch it and quote every line. When I re-watched it
after she died, without fail I cried every time Humphrey Bogart uttered those
famous words, “You’ll regret it. Maybe not today and maybe not tomorrow,
but soon and for the rest of your life.” My grandma was a quiet woman but
when it came to her love of movies she would never shut up and I loved that
about her. My parents eventually revoked my privileges of watching that
movie because they thought it was causing me too much pain. I didn’t mind,
though, because watching movies without her didn’t seem fun anymore.
When my parents realized the slump I was in, not only did they get me a
therapist, they enrolled me into an acting class at the college in town.

This is where I truly shine. My grandma and I loved to try and remember
movies word for word, so remembering lines is never a problem. Plus, I
know the entire lingo when it comes to acting. My class is pretty small.

It’s in the basement of one of the college buildings. There’s a leak in the
ceiling and it smells musky and moldy. The tile floors are a beige color but
sometimes | wonder if they were actually white before all of the college
students’ dirty sneakers ruined the clean look. There’s a huge mirror lined
against one of the walls and there are no windows, but unlike my therapist’s
office, there are actually lights. Not counting me, there are exactly eleven
people in my acting class. My friend, Ashley, is super nice and probably the
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funniest one of the bunch. Then there’s Mitch and his boyfriend Phil. They
go to the college together and thought it’d be nice to take an acting class
together even though Mitch can’t act to save his life. Finally, my favorite
person of the group is Chester. He is probably the tallest one in class and
that’s not hard to be when I’m about 5°5” and everyone else is that height or
shorter. Still, he is quite impressive to look at. He has tan skin, the brownest
eyes [’ve ever seen, raven black hair, and a jawline that would’ve put James
Dean outta work. We’ve started doing romantic scenes and every time our
acting teacher Mrs. Karch asks us to volunteer my hand shoots up and so
does Chester’s. Which is good, considering half the class is over the age of
thirty-three and the other younger men are gay; I’m thankful and so is he.

So today I am in a particular rush to get therapy over with because
Chester and I have been paired up to do a scene in front of the entire class,
and I’ll be damned if I let Herts keep me from smooching with the sexiness
that is Chester. Walking into his office, I put down my things and we talk for
over an hour. He tells me about his day and I tell him that my mom called
my dad a “poor excuse for a man” last night while I was watching Edward
Scissorhands and he tried to evaluate it as me using movies to escape my
parents’ drama. This idea makes no sense because all movies involve drama.
I just shake my head and agree as I start to head for the door.

“Jenna.”

I turn around and see that Alex is standing against his desk, which is odd
considering I’ve never actually seen him stand until right now.

“I’d like you to try something for me this week until our next session.”

I turn my head and look at him with questioning eyes. “Okay, Herts,
whatever you need.”

He smirks and takes his seat behind his desk. “Try not watching any
movies for the entire week.”

At this I laugh because I believe he has truly gone mad. “Um, me? No, |
can’t do that.”

Alex stands up and walks towards me.

“Jenna, I think you use movies and acting as a mask. It hides you and
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keeps you safe. Behind these things you don’t have to deal with anything you
don’t want to.”

I stare at him with my mouth open.

“No I don’t,” I snap at him. “Movies are movies and they’re just
something I do for fun.” He grins at me again and this pisses me off. How
can he be so smug? Acting like he knows.

“Just try it,” he turns around to go back to his desk. I open the door and
pull it shut behind me as hard as I possibly can.

A mask? What the hell is he talking about? Drugs and alcohol are things
people use to hide or deal. Movies are just fun and acting is a hobby. He’s
just angry because he sits in that pee-stained office of his... Then again
I could be wrong. That can’t be the case, though. Still, I wonder if that
educated baboon is right. I’ll try, not for him but for me. I can prove him
wrong. | love movies but now I am ripping off the mask and proving that I
can face things without them. If Alexander Herts wants me to try something
new and keep from watching movies, then I’ll do it, even if it herts.



Fiction 25

Roses
by Elizabeth Rogers

Deep in a forest that smelled of musty oaks and spicy cedars grew
a trailing rose briar. Like the sunsets that flickered through the
canopy, the eye-catching flash of its blushing petals dotted the shadowy
undergrowth with unexpected color.

Sometimes the rose lost one of its blossoms to someone bold enough to
leave the deer path. They would fight through the undergrowth woven with
brambles to rip a blossom from the stem for themselves. Eventually, the rose
briar was stripped of all its blooms but one, and its stems were misshapen,
abused by careless hands.

One misty evening, a slender young woman stumbled along the path as
though she was barely able to carry the weight of her own body, taking each
step with a shaky breath. A bramble tangled around her feet, and she caught
herself on an oak sapling. Looking up, she saw the rose briar. She clung to
the little tree for a moment, her gaze fixed on the last blossom. She carefully
picked her way through the brambles, although she did not seem to notice
when a thorny stem tore into her ankle.

She came close enough to the rose to reach out her hand and touch the
velvety, blood-red petals of the solitary blossom. She sank to her knees,
muddying her long, flowing skirt. A tear sparkled on her cheek but she
quickly brushed it away and lifted her chin as though she was afraid to let the
rose see her cry. She knelt there by the rose until she looked up, seeming to
sense something. The trees above her melted into the sunset as the sky faded
from shades of red into indigo. The light that remained was creeping toward
the west, leaving only darkness and faint moonlight behind it. The young
woman stood, brushed the mud off her skirt, and made her way back to the
deer path, going back the way she came.
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Several days later, she returned appearing more composed outwardly.
Then she caught a glimpse of the rose, and suddenly she was shaking, inhaling in
ragged gasps as though the trees had begun to take all the oxygen for themselves.

“No...” she breathed, fighting through the brambles that grasped at her
skirt with thorny fingers.

The last blossom was gone. The rose briar was nothing more than a
snarled green stem, spiked with needle-sharp thorns.

The young woman reached out and touched the smooth, cool stem and
fell to her knees. Her shoulders shook with unshed tears until she sat limply
huddled beside the rose. Then she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.
Pulling a knife out of its scabbard at her waist, she studied the rose briar for a
moment. Swiftly, she cut off a long piece of the stem.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, as she watched the sticky, colorless sap drip
from the open stem, glistening like her own tears. “It will heal.” She wiped
her cheeks with her skirt and left with the piece of the stem.

She did not return for a few weeks, but then she appeared again. In one
hand she carried the rose stem she had taken, now nestled in some dirt and
wrapped with cloth. In her other hand was a watering can heavy enough to
knock her off-balance with each stride.

Again, she crossed the brambles to get to the rose briar, not caring that
they grabbed at her ankles, bringing blood. She set the watering can down,
and then propped the rose stem against it. Kneeling down beside the briar,
she sank her fingers into the soft, dark soil and pulled it aside. Gently, she
nestled the new rose stem into the hole and pulled up the loose dirt around
it. She stood, brushed her hands on her skirt, and lifted the watering can with
both hands. As the water rained down and coaxed the scent of forgotten trees
out of the soil, water dripped down the young woman’s cheeks, too. She
stood back to admire her work.

“There,” she murmured. “Because no one should have to be alone. No one.”

She made her way back to the deer path and then turned back to look one
more time. A smile curved her lips, and the dappled sunlight reflected off the
path her tears had taken down her cheeks. She turned, watering can in hand,
and disappeared into the forest.
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Playing by the Rules (Tends to Make
You the Last One Picked)

by Tiffane Shorter

George sat by his window, watching the rain pour outside. He loved
the drops for what they brought: water for the people’s crops,
cleansing of the air, and rainbows. Even storms harbingered these things.
Some thought the rain was an inconvenience or a burden God had punished
the people of Earth with, but he knew different. Rain was not the enemy in
his mind.

A knock sounded at his chamber door.

“Your Majesty?”

The young noble reluctantly pulled himself from his window and his
thoughts and opened the door. “Yes?”

“Your mother requests your presence.” The lady-in-waiting curtseyed
low, averting her eyes. George grimaced slightly but was luckily able to hide
it with a charming smile before lifting her chin.

“I understand.” Their eyes met in a glance. She quickly looked away
again and blushed. “Thank you.”

He walked away before she had a proper chance to respond.

George tried to ignore any pitying looks as he made his way towards his
father’s chamber. Since his father became sick a few weeks ago, the servants
and the guards and everyone else always told him how sorry they were and
how brave George was for handling it all so well.

But the truth was, George wasn’t handling it well at all. He didn’t want
his father to die and he didn’t want his mother to be alone, and he didn’t
want, as selfish as it was, for anything to change. He wanted both of his
parents. He didn’t want anyone to be alone.
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Please, Lord, the words flowed through George’s mind as organically as
if they were spoken aloud. Let my father be okay. For my mother’s sake. For
England s sake.

For my sake, he couldn’t help but add. In the precious name of your holy
son, Jesus. Amen.

George hoped the small prayer was enough, but that was all up to God now.

It didn’t take him long after that to reach his destination. He saw Princess
Augusta of Saxe-Gotha waiting for him outside the room. He smiled at her,
but she didn’t return it.

“Your father is on his last breath, George.”

She wrung her hands and couldn’t quite look her son in the eye. “He’s
not long for this world.” George blinked once. Twice.

“Am,” he blinked once more. “Am I able to see him?”

She shook her head. “He’s not awake.” She looked at him then. “Oh,
George, you’re going to lose your father. What will you do?”

George smiled softly at her and took her hands in his own. “It will be
alright, Mother, everything that happens is per a Will greater and wiser than
our own. We may not understand it now, but we’ll be fine.”

Augusta smiled then as well, though hers was watery. “You are a strong
child in the church, George. I know you’ll be an even stronger man.” She
choked on the last word. Quickly, she covered her mouth and walked away.

That was when George’s smile fell. He wanted desperately to believe
the words he spoke to his mother, but only one phrase repeated itself in
his mind: We may not understand. ...

He didn t understand. How could God take his father? How could He
then rub salt into the wound by taking his father right after George asked
Him not to? Was this a test? Punishment? Was God even up there to listen to
prayers from gullible boys who believe Sunday morning sermons...?

It was at that moment the door to his father’s bed chamber opened and
the doctor stepped out.

“He’s gone.”
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It took two words to shatter George’s idyllic world. The twelve year old
knew then he was no longer “George.” He was—unofficially—“George,
Duke of Edinburgh, heir apparent to the throne of the Kingdom of Great
Britain.”
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Both Snakes and Kittens Hiss

by Sabra Estill

Tears streamed down Brittany’s cheek as she sipped her cup of
chocolate coffee and took a long drag from her menthol cigarette.
She had called me earlier that morning claiming that she needed a friend,
someone to talk to, because her ex-husband was fighting with her again over
their daughter, Lanie. As we sat on her porch and watched puffs of our frozen
breath tangle with the wisps of cigarette smoke and chocolate steam from our
mugs, she snuggled deeper into her Indian style blankets and took a shaking
breath. “I wish I was more like you,” she said, “You’re strong, you never cry.
Teach me to be like that.” Her words took me by surprise, and suddenly I
was struck with a memory. Looking at the sparkling dew on the grass in the
early morning light, I remembered a different morning from when I was a
young girl.

“Sabra!” my mother yelled, “Hurry up! You’re gonna be late for school!”
Iignored her as I crawled on my hands and knees under my parents’ bed. |
was trying to be as quiet as I could because I didn’t want to wake my father,
who was still asleep. Ever so delicately, I pushed aside some boxes that were
stored beneath the bed, and that’s where I discovered them. Four newborn
kittens were mewing and clumsily nursing at the belly of their mother.
“EEEEEPPPPPP!!!!” I squealed, “Mom! Popcorn had her kittens!” My
father groaned in the bed above me and I could hear him push the pillows
over his ears to mute my excitement. My mom stomped in the room with
one of my brothers hanging on her leg and the other squalling in her arms.
“What did I say?” she snapped, “Get your shoes on and get your butt in the
car, NOW!” I groaned and complained to my mother, “I can’t go to school,
Mom! Popcorn needs help with the kittens! Please let me stay home with her
pleassseeee, Mom! Please please please! Pretty please with cherries on top!”
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My mother shook her head, “No, baby, the kittens will be here when you get
back, I promise. Now let’s go!” I moaned and reluctantly obliged.

The day seemed to drag on forever, until finally the last school bell rang.
When I got home I sprinted inside and ran straight into my parents’ bedroom.
I crawled under the bed, and to my dismay, the kittens were gone. Dang,
Popcorn must have moved them. “Here Kkitty, kitty!” I yelled until my fat
cat appeared at my legs and began rubbing against them. “Where are your
babies, girl?”’ I told my cat, “Show me where you put them.” Popcorn was no
help. She loudly meowed at me and pawed at my legs with her stubborn lazy
manner. I searched for hours, anywhere and everywhere that I could think of.
I looked under the couches, behind the washer and dryer, I looked under my
bed and in my closet, the pantry in the kitchen, and I even looked through
my dirty laundry basket. Wherever the kittens were, they were well hidden. I
finally admitted defeat as I wiped sweat from my brow. My efforts exhausted
me, so [ decided to grab a popsicle from the freezer. I dragged my step
stool across the linoleum kitchen floor, I padded up two wooden steps and I
opened the freezer. A whoosh of cold air hit my face, but that’s not what had
me frozen on my stool. I stood staring in disbelief at the kittens, all four of
them, and their tiny frozen bodies. Tiny paws jutted out crudely, tiny tongues
stuck out stiff on their tiny kitten lips, and I stared at them, truly heartbroken
for the first time in my life.

Brittany startled me from my memory back to the present. “Oh my God,
Sabra, did you just say that the kittens were put in the freezer? Why the hell
were they in there?”” I laughed at her shocked expression as I explained that
my father had just bought a pet snake for my younger brothers. “I guess my
dad thought that they would make good snake food.” Brittany’s knuckles
were white from her grip on her coffee mug. She set down her mug and
grabbed a green pack of smokes. “That’s fucked up,” she said as she lit
another cigarette. “Yeah, it’s fucked up,” I agreed. I tried to change the
subject but Brittany wasn’t fooled. “So... then what happened?” she asked
timidly, “What happened after you found the kittens?”
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That night, I heard my mother angrily whispering to my father. “John,”
she hissed, “You put those baby kittens in the freezer! How could you?” I
could hear my dad’s low voice as he answered, “Tonya, relax. That cat will
be pregnant again in a month. I haven’t had the time, or money, to drive to
Tulsa to get any rats for the snake, I didn’t know she would find them in the
freezer.” I heard the freezer open and shut. My mother snapped at my father,
“What are you doing?”” My father sounded irritated when he replied, “I’'m
feeding the snake, Tonya, what does it look like?”” I peeked around the hall
into the kitchen as I watched my father place one of the stiff kittens into the
microwave and hit the defrost button. The glow from the microwave made
my mother’s piercing glare look like the face of a demon. I was terrified for
my father, but he didn’t seem concerned. Instead, he ignored her and yelled,
“Hey, boys! Do you want to watch me feed the snake?”” My mother stomped
off into the next room so that she could call my grandmother and complain.
I heard my brothers excitedly yell from their room behind me, “Yeah!
Awesome! We want to watch!” My brother, Cody, saw me crouching in the
hall. “Sabra! Did you hear? Dad is about to feed the snake! Come watch!”

I didn’t want to watch, but my father saw me hiding in the hall and he said,
“Yeah, come on, Sabe, I want you to watch.”

The microwave made the kitten’s body soft. Its lifeless body flopped
uselessly from my father’s hand. My brothers and I were seated next to the
big aquarium that contained my brother’s pet python. My father lifted the
lid and dropped the kitten into the tank with a thud. My brothers and I all
pressed our faces against the glass to watch. Slowly, the snake lifted its head.
Its long tongue flicked in and out while otherwise, the snake held perfectly
still. Suddenly, with a violent and graceful strike, the snake bit the kitten
and wrapped its body arou