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  Concept


  Liz Hahn


  I was presenting my undergraduate thesis along with a panel of five other film majors when an audience member stood up and said, “You kids have sure put a lot of time into this. Aren’t there more important things to worry about than movies?”


  Our department head later shared with us that, in the moment, she cringed, worrying that we would stutter or apologize. I think we made her proud when all six of us took a turn politely telling the gentleman, “So’s your face.”


  Of course, we used more words than that, because we were freshly minted Bachelors of Arts, but that was the general idea.


  My thesis was about the relationship between literary style in Gothic novels and visual style in Gothic horror films of the 1930’s: how each was used to express the central themes and build the conventions of the genre, and why we had to keep going back and doing it over again in subsequent horror cycles. It was about why Dracula never stays dead.


  There are all kinds of theories about why particular genres capture our attention (from Freud’s sex and death to theories of identification and fantasy-fulfillment, to the theory of derivative crap that assumes stories won’t get made if they haven’t been proven to make money in the past). But what was really, really clear at the end of my project was that there are certain things we think about, a lot, and those things get expressed through genre fiction in an unusually accessible form.


  No matter why they get made, we keep reaching for those stories. Plot lines may become overly derivative and audiences may get bored — for a while — but the core of the thing is always there to trouble and intrigue, because it taps into concerns that are at the root of our social consciousness. Genres coalesce around the things that worry us and the problems that arise as we try to relate to each other and the world.


  In Gothics, people think about displacement, nostalgia, paralysis and progress. In Westerns, we worry about nature and culture, savagery and sophistication. Sci-fi tends to look at the future and ask, “what if?” as a means of commentary on what we’re like right now.


  Each genre has its own conventions for dealing with these basic concerns, and the sameness of the genre is one reason it may be dismissed as a lower form of fiction. You can set a girl in white and a cursed villain loose in a moldering castle and let them chase each other around in circles until sunrise and call it a Gothic. It’s fun for a while; eventually it can get boring. But what makes genre great is its ability to adapt to new times and circumstances. The girl should be someone we care about under contemporary value systems. The villain has to be something we recognize as evil (and simultaneously a little bit sexy).Genre needs new ideas to survive just as much as it needs recognizable set pieces.


  So that is what we hoped contributing authors would do with their original stories for Birkensnake 6: Wild Conformations: put fresh eyes on an established genre, dig into what makes it tick, fall in love with it, and then hammer it into a new shape to fit their settings and narratives.


  Wonderfully, as submissions came in, I started to doubt that I knew anything about genre at all because the writers, stories and styles were so different. We were also excited to see several non-Western genres represented, offering fresh light on what turns our crank as social creatures.


  I was going to end with something like, “… because what’s more important than exploring how we relate to each other and the world?” You know — something punchy that ties back to the opening. And then I thought curing cancer might be in close competition, along with clean water for third world countries and so on and so forth.


  Here’s the thing: we could all grow up to be oncologists and take sabbaticals to join the Peace Corps and that would be well and good and admirable. But what would we all read at night?


  Liz Hahn was once told she had found anew way of speaking, and she’s pretty sure that’s a compliment. She writes in Seattle, Washington where the galoshes are tall and the salmon are mighty. You can find her short story “Chrysalides” online at Scape and hold her accountable for it on Twitter @lizziehahn.


  Process


  Amber Dorko Stopper


  The first time I communicated with Liz Hahn, having been matched with her for the Birkensnake 6 project, I was standing in an amusement park in Central Pennsylvania watching my three year-old son ride a roller coaster for the first time. I had a hard time reading her message on my phone and responding to it in the bright sunlight, with my four year old daughter hanging on my hip, and my biggest concern, in this first communication with Liz, was that she was going to be too affable to create much of a challenge to work with.


  Liz came to the table with a full proposal for a theme for our volume of Birkensnake 6. It was not something I’d ever have come up with on my own, and I was as enthusiastic about it as though it was.


  Using Liz’s essay about the meanings and merits of genre fiction, we put out a call for manuscripts. For the first few weeks, we were like little kids waiting for a birthday card in the mail, checking in constantly, worried that nothing was coming. But we had a healthy number of proposals and support materials from which to choose.


  We were also excited to have, originally, two examples of non-Western genre fiction to publish. This, unfortunately, dropped to one by the time we needed first drafts from all of our authors. Having begun with six authors and six pieces chosen, one of our authors — Majnun Ben-David — disappeared entirely, from e-mail, Facebook, and phone contact. We have not heard from him again and cannot find anyone who has. It is sad, because he was very enthusiastic about his proposal for a prose Qasida (Arabic lyric poem) and considered having it chosen “the best treat of my Halloween! (Sorry king-sized peanut butter cups, but you had a good run.)”. My communication with him was dynamic and fun, and I sincerely hope he is okay.


  In the week that we sent acceptances to the six authors we had chosen for this volume, one editor and one author both had babies. It was a good sign, we all felt, for the project.


  Our final selections included four authors who had submitted unsolicited, and one author whose work we had solicited directly. Of the four unsolicited authors, one was someone I knew personally, but her story was chosen blind, and originally green-lighted by Liz and not by me. And while we do have examples of straight-up genre fiction, Western or otherwise, in this volume, we also have two pieces that have gone a bit meta: moving outside of the chosen genre to be commentary on the genre itself.


  As authors turned in first drafts in May, the authors decided to submit to a peer review process as well as submit to the editors. Now, four out of five authors, as well as both editors, have begun a workshopping group together for their works in progress.


  Friend, artist, gallerist and demolition derby driver Jason Sauer threw in his lot with us as illustrator, and we had a great time fleshing out the drawings with him through the texts. As we finished up the issue, Jason and his wife Nina, owners of Pittsburgh’s Most Wanted Fine Art Gallery, suggested the idea of the seven issues of Birkensnake 6, and some of the original illustrations for them, travelling as a gallery show, a plan now in the works for a number of cities.


  Since, as Liz had said to me, “we set out to do a non-cookie-cutter take on what’s seen as cookie-cutter literature … we can at least show that genre fiction is produced and consumed by non-cookie-cutter individuals and groups”, I think there were interesting things to note about the demographic makeup of our issue. An attribute of many of those contributing to this issue was that their own faces alone did not tell the ethnic/racial/cultural background of their families of origin and/or the families they had made. Among those who made Birkensnake 6: Wild Conformations were a Korean adoptee, an adoptive Korean mother, a Caucasian man with a Chinese wife, a Brazilian-born US citizen of German and Belgian extraction married to a Japanese-Brazilian, and a mixed race Filipino/Chinese/White guy (who also identifies as queer, alone in a sea of the rest of the issue’s hetero marriages).


  Working on this issue was hardly the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but nor was it the easiest. There were times the passage seemed to get very narrow, but for the most part, the entire experience was expanding, and I look forward to helping plan the gallery tour and get to meet more of this larger “us”. I am definitely proud of our own issue and very grateful to Liz, Kawika, Jamie, Lisa, Patricia, Matthew, Jason, and Edie for their parts in it.


  Amber Dorko Stopper has published nearly thirty short stories but only likes two of those. She is a knitter and a mother and is the founder of Krampuslauf Philadelphia.


  Straight to the Heart of the Matter


  Lisa Annelouise Rentz
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  Forbidden Love


  In this disguise, Althea felt unexpectedly free, and comfortable. The thin bodice and skirt of the simple peasant garb moved with the light breeze. The shawl had a curling, unfinished edge, which she never would have been caught dead in anywhere else, but it was a suitable linsey-woolsey. She sent a prayer of thanks to Elda, back at the manor house, for providing these items, and concealing her absence. Helping Althea as she always, faithfully did.


  “I’ll tell them yer indisposed, m’lady,” she had said solemnly.


  As she and Alfred had agreed, Althea waited under the weeping willow tree next to the brook where they had so often played as children. Althea laughed bitterly to herself — those innocent times were just months ago, until that day of the false king’s decree, the bloody chaos of guards versus priests, and the still un-avenged murder of her father.


  She was drowsing with her toes in the stream when Alfred on his black steed crashed through the hedge, the limpid branches of the willow flailing around him. He leaped down to her side, leaving the mighty stallion stamping in the rocky creek bed, hooves ringing on the stones. Alfred had a long, bleeding cut across his shoulder. His hat was gone. His dagger was out of the scabbard, ready in his hand.


  “Alfred!” Althea cried, suddenly fearful of this man she had always known as a kind, playful boy.


  “Althea —” he said, and pulled her up to his chest in one, strong motion. He kissed her as they had never kissed before. She could taste his pulsing sweat and smell his enflamed manliness and feel the pounding blood in his blue veins.


  “Alfred!” she finally managed, now unsure what she was asking for — less? more? Before she could form the words, Alfred leapt atop the snorting charger, swept her to him again, and cried “Hold on, they’re after us!”


  The Jawline


  All the way across the ballroom floor — and in the middle of that tedious waltz with that odious Pilkie, Mister Ernest Pilkington The Third — Lucy caught a glimpse of him, his dark hair and bronze jawline set against the high, white starched collar of his tuxedo. David Monroe had arrived.


  Lucy sighed softly over Pilkie’s shoulder when she saw Minerva and her mother swarm David with giggles and fans when he was just two long strides into the ornate room. Lucy’s possessive heart leapt in her chest, and Pilkie mistook her slight lunge forward as her way of snuggling more into his arms. “No sir!” Lucy exclaimed when he moved his hand to a more intimate part of her back.


  She continued to gaze at David from afar while he was greeted so effusively. When the Braffing sisters joined in the adoration, even the footman raised his eyebrows — though perhaps it was their matching gowns in an unfortunate shade of green.


  The dance floor was a long stretch of cold marble and the tempo of the band slowly milled on, but Lucy took refuge in the memories of the previous night’s kiss — she and David in the dream-perfect moonlight, breathing in the scent of blooming lilies, seizing the serenity of the formal garden.


  “Where have you been all my life?” David had asked her when she had strayed from his lips to kiss his jawline, where she had tasted the bronze of the sun, all the amazing heat of the man who had saved the town. His hands massaged her lower back, her ribs.


  With this scintillating memory-sensation, Lucy clutched Pilkie once more, and had to scowl again at the wrong man in her arms. The waltz ended. She looked back to the entranceway. David was gone.


  In the Hay


  “I’ve always loved you,” Samuel purred.


  Amanda had never seen him like this, so intent, so wet-lipped. But then again she had never stretched out on such a fragrant pile of hay in the afternoon sunlight, either....


  Shame


  When Clara awoke she felt nothing but shame. Now she understood why Mary had thrown herself from the bridge, why Christina had joined St. Catherine’s Convent, why Artence had consented to wed the wheezing, grunting Mr. Gaskins. But none of that compared to the penance that Clara must now perform to save her family’s name, to save her own soul. She prayed she was strong enough to endure and to regain her purity — if only spiritually.


  Clara threw her arms across her face to quell the tears that spilled from her eyes, and tried to imagine her act of contrition, in the stocks, in the gaol — but all she could see was his deep brown eyes and the way he looked at her naked body; how he had kissed her so hungrily, all over. He was a priest, he had said it, but —  “I am also a man,” he had breathed huskily. She hadn’t been able to stop herself, even when the crucifix had fallen off the wall, breaking into a hundred warnings. Now they would all have to pay.


  The Party Girl and the Soldier


  “Oh mama, I’m just having some fun!” Emily said.


  “A young lady mustn’t imbibe, she mustn’t! You will regret this, let me tell you,” Mrs. Warthen told her daughter. Then she sighed. She’d been telling Emily “you mustn’t” all her life.


  “This party was your idea,” Emily reminded her mother.


  “Not another drop and come down to the garden immediately,” Mrs. Warthen said calmly as possible.


  Emily had won, like she always did in these family contentions, always about their endless social obligations. Tonight she had succeeded in her choice of dress — short! — her hair style — bobbed! — and gin — gin! — on her breath.


  “If you expect me to try out this engagement, publicly, then this is how I’m going about it, mama. Whyever did you expect otherwise?”


  Mrs. Warthen groaned to herself the whole walk back to their guests, all the while assuming the worst was over.


  Emily arrived in the garden, only an hour late, and Woodrow came to her side immediately. He took her hand like it was a leash.


  “Woodrow, easy hon —  Mary Alice Jenkins how are you!” Emily talked smoothly with everyone at once, gushing at the guests and grumbling at the woody man, as she called her probable but unconvincing fiancé. “Woodrow, be a dear and stay out of my way — and Mrs. Jenkins, so glad to see you’ve recovered from your attack, I know it’s been difficult for you.”


  Even with Woodrow holding one of her hands, Emily managed to circulate and hug and intercede in the croquet game for poor clumsy Mona. When she pulled the hidden flask out of the aspidistra and replaced half her punch with more gin, she winked at Woodrow. “The holding of the hand works both ways, doesn’t it,” she said to his wide eyes and gave him a liberal splash into his cut glass cup and pinstripe vest. Soon she was leaning on him during lawn darts, and at one point, found him sturdy enough to bounce off as she pirouetted through conversations. She incorporated him into her elegant, tippy-toe choreography throughout the party, making the woody man and the guests love her more. She even danced in front of the three-man band, getting them to kick up the tune as Woodrow stood rocking and her mother leaned back in the wicker settee and tried to cool herself with a handkerchief.


  The band played on, keeping up with Emily, pink cheeked and laughing. Gradually, in her tipsiness (still using Woodrow as a buoy) she realized the dancers around her had stopped, and quieted, until everyone but her was looking at a point behind her. She whirled around, and around again, curling Woodrow’s arm over her head. Then she spotted the object of surprise.


  “Augustus!” she gasped. “But you’ve been dead!” Emily flung off the woody grip, and rushed into Augustus’ arms, feeling his scratchy wool uniform, not careful at all about the cane on which he leaned. Kissing him full on the lips, she drank him in like she was standing in the gush of a waterfall that had just found its course. Her arms around his neck, his arms around her waist.


  Her mother soon coughed delicately.


  “No more of this hand-holding,” Emily said to Augustus, her lips still close to his. “You are back.”


  Antagonisto


  “Senora, if you do not cooperate, we will return and do worse!”


  Lana glared at the banditos defiantly. Her mother lay crying on the floor, one hunk of her long hair in the hand of the threatening bandito. Her father lay moldering in his grave in the family plot, dead from the remorse of losing so much in a poker game he shouldn’t have been playing in the first place.


  “We will pay you the money, but if you touch my mother once more — ” Lana raged, her own long, auburn hair shaking loose in curls around her face.


  “What, will you braid our hairs?” the banditos laughed, and exited the hacienda, pushing over chairs, kicking the dog in the courtyard, and leaving a cloud of dust that settled hopelessly, just like the prospects of her family’s chinchilla ranch.


  Lana stared at the banditos as they rode off, clenching her fists. She knew who she had to speak to next about this confrontation, and that is what made her most angry: the new sheriff in town had already dismissed her fears of violence and property theft as not yet worthy of his attention. “Hire your own guns,” he’d laughed, a painful barb in her empty purse, an outrageous insult to her law-abiding family who’d supped regularly with old Sheriff Maloney.


  The banditos persisted in collecting their debt, but it was he, the new sheriff who she came to hate more than chinchilla rustlers and drunken farm hands and river-diverters and well-polluters. He was haughty and conceited and vain, instead of doing his job of protecting, shielding, and noticing her.


  The next morning, Lana waited outside the locked doors of Sheriff Lucius McDaniel’s jail. A list of his faults beat like an Indian drum in her head: every other time she spied the sheriff — the tall, broad-shouldered man stood out in a crowd — he was lounging on the veranda of Madam Ruffina’s, his boots up on the railing and spurs visible to every passerby, as if such indulgences were part of his pay.


  Lana huffed. She crossed her arms, then stood arms akimbo, then crossed her arms again, scowling more as she thought of his faults, which made her stand up straighter, her proud breasts straining against the thin calico of her dress. She wished she had worn her brother’s old leather vest to town, as she did around the hacienda for work and for protection.


  Still no sheriff. She tapped her toe, huffed again, and tightened her arms. The way he had of leaning against the hitch racks, legs long and ego confident and laugh loud, irked her fiercely. Old Sheriff Maloney had never been jovial. That’s how he had kept the peace her family no longer had.


  Lana glared down Main Street, already busy with wagons, and spotted one of Madam Ruffina’s girls. Lana instantly turned up her nose and swung in the other direction — right into the wide chest of Sheriff Lucius McDaniel. Her eyes level with the double row of white buttons holding the indigo shirt tight to his chest.


  “G’mornin’ Miss Lana Seymour,” he said with a twinkle in his eye and that smirk on his lips. Before she could step back, the new sheriff gave her a searing kiss on the cheek, dragging his lips like he was trying to get her scent. Then he said it: “The future Mrs. Lucius McDaniels should know how it’s going to be every morning.”


  Lana slapped him across the face and stalked off, his resonant laughter reaching her very core.


  Songs with Kisses


  Rania still had her voice, so that’s how she made a living. Youth gone, beauty shredded, lovers long unloved, these were her lyrics. “What the hell,” she was known for saying at the beginning of her sets, “What the hell” in her sultry sad voice. And then she would sing, breathing in the smoke of the candle-dim lounge, keeping an eye out for a full moon over Havana Harbor, keeping in mind the lips she has kissed, “And where, and why, I have forgotten …”


  True Love Always


  When finally her lips left hers, Ilsa knew it was true love.
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  Lisa Annelouise Rentz lives, works, and kisses in the South Carolina Lowcountry.


  The Hole


  Kawika Guillermo
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  In an alternative time, Christianity never existed. Rome never fell. Its empire flooded over Asia, to the Southeast’s furthest outpost, Nayara, a skyscraper city built across the Sudirman Mountain Range. In this reality, the legendary Chinese-Hawaiian detective, Chang Apana, exists as a private detective, Pyande Apana. He is not of the empire, but a Whisp, one of the region’s last primitive cultures. The Whisp’s struggle for survival has lasted centuries, and continues even upon the top floors of Nayara’s glossy towers.


  The neon lights of the Porsé shopping mall faded in sparse clouds of pollution as the high-speed escalator sped Pyande beyond the 110th floor. Generations ago, the rapid development skywards for bigger and better views backfired when the sun’s glare overpowered wealthy Nayaran residents and the smoke from the lower city industrial parks aggregated into a constant haze, creating a mash of sizzling heat and toxic gas, trapping its new residents in a canopy of smoke and fire. Once the richest sector of Nayara, the top floors were abandoned when the ladies’ potted plants went molting, and their kitsch robotic dogs began falling from the towers, blown off by the harsh high-altitude wind. Entire shopping malls were made into do-it-yourself tenements. Now, Nayarans called the top floors “The Hole,” a district scorched with abusive sunlight, a place of abandoned malls inhabited by Whisp refugees who claimed a spiritual connection to the nearby Aotosa mountain, which stood on the horizon like a lizard’s jagged dorsal fins.


  The clotted mix of sulfur dioxide and methane was familiar to Pyande Apana, the Whisp detective, for he knew the Hole inside and out. He was raised in one of the Hole’s abandoned malls where his uncle’s family lived in S-63, an old optical lens shop. The air-conditioning in the mall became a sanctuary for the Hole’s residents once the apartment landlords began to flee, and Pyande could handle himself there. He had followed the trail of a kidnapped young Nayaran girl named Pacila, who was last seen at the Porsé mall. Naturally, the Nayaran detectives would never venture past the 110th floor. The Hole was Pyande’s specialty.


  He stepped through a dank public corridor, marked with unfinished graffiti and spots of dried urine, and into the old Waipa mall, its stores now converted into informal one-bedroom homes, its long hallways now markets with stray cats and a basketball court. Pyande opened his jacket so residents could see his steel bullwhip as he merged with a crowd of Whisps dressed in red and yellow jackets to protect them from the mall’s sometimes harsh air-conditioning, which came in random bursts as it was siphoned from the lower floor’s malls and residencies.


  Pyande sent three quick knocks onto the arch of an old perfume shop covered in a white daisy curtain, and beneath that, a steel electrified gate.


  “Guarda mear,” said a voice. As soon as the curtain opened Pyande thrust his bullwhip between the iron bars, lassoed the man inside, and then tugged him like a struggling fish until he was inches away from the electrified gate. Two Whisp women carrying shopping bags full of arikya buns stood nearby to watch.


  “Holo, Ley Aipar,” Pyande said, tugging the bullwhip. “Some questions for you, if you’re comfortable.”


  The man, Ley Aipar, stood behind the gate, struggling to keep himself balanced. He was a small, fat and gruff man, with a body covered in black leather. A set of binoculars hung from his neck, and a hat full of button pins was placed above his circular glasses. “Act o’ iquiry” said one button-pin. Meaning, only shit resides.


  “Appa!” cried the voice of a young girl inside. A tired-faced Whisp girl came tugging her father’s leg. Unlike her father, she was dressed in Whisp traditional wear, with a knitted grey and white squared cloth wrapped around her chest and a yellow scarf tied around her ears. Pyande gazed into the girl’s fearful eyes and immediately retracted the whip. “My apologies, Ley Aipar. A mere gesture, of course.”


  “Show muscle before face,” Aipar said, quoting Whisp wisdom.


  “Coya, coya.” Pyande fastened the whip in his buckle.


  Aipar deactivated the electric gate, but did not open it. “I hear about ‘nother Loufe workshop. Maybe two weeks ago. Knew I would see you soon. Relocation, aya? Otherwise the Nayaran police will come.”


  “Not here representing Loufe this time,” Pyande said. “Know anything about a girl, about your daughter’s age, abducted in the Porsé mall?”


  Ley Aipar stroked his daughter’s yellow shawl, while she continued to stare at Pyande. “Know nothing. But A&F goons came to my gate, telling me to sell again. I blast them with my new perfume, ‘red pepper delight.’”


  “A&F?” Pyande said. The last time Pyande was in the Hole, the gang was still small time, smuggling the hallucinogenic drug kear from the provinces, and selling only to other Whisps. But with the Eastern wars, supplies of kear had dwindled. “The A&F, branch into sex slavery?” Pyande said. “Not a chance.”


  “Branch?” Ley Aipar said with a gruff laugh. “It is their modus operandi. You don’t see it in the safety of the lower floors. They only abduct Whisp girls, not Nayaran girls. But look at that.” He pointed to a half-ripped poster beside the door showing a young girl’s face. Looking at it, Pyande’s eye caught a long row of them, some nailed into the side of the faded white wall. Each with a different girl, and large bold letters below.


  “So what does that prove?” Pyande said.


  Aipar tucked on his dark goggles, and used the binocular system to read the posters. “What does it prove? Look — they are kidnapped, Apana,” Ley Aipar said. “By Musa, I forgot you never learned to read.”


  “I grew up here.”


  “And remembering that now. Listen, you can help us. You are from us. It has been happening for months now. Every week, another girl is taken. I fear for my own daughter, Mivai.”


  “They’re getting desperate,” Pyande said. “They overreached into the Porsé. Took a Nayaran girl. I’m only here to save her.”


  “A Nayaran girl?” Ley Aipar said, his bottom lip quivering as he continued to pet his daughter’s hair. “You rescue her, they will just take another — one of our own.”


  Mivai looked into Pyande with her dark brown eyes. It reminded him of his own cousins and sisters who helped raise him in the Hole.


  “I know that,” Pyande said.


  The case of the missing Nayaran girl had come to Pyande at the club Ilustrados, a high class bar on the 80th floor of Giroux. During the afternoon lull, when Whisps and other working-class could afford the afternoon cantina specials, Pyande took the boost escalator towards the club. As he rode the boost, his eyes were invaded with vibrations of light from the overhead LCD screen selling cars and watches, advertisements that muddled his mind into such a psychosexual brutality that emerging from that high-speed escalator felt like squeezing through a bubbling womb, towards a long zenith of wannabe pop-stars and rambunctious cynics dressed in key-patterned fuchsia dresses and blue candy-man suits. He approached the club’s solid black counter, overhearing a live band playing one of those protest chants against the Loufe Corporation, jamming with Loufe steel in their guitars and Loufe microchips in their keyboards. Pyande had come to Ilustrados for another typical case, to meet a Loufe representative to discuss another sting of their illegal workshops in the Hole.


  At the club entrance Pyande nodded to the Ilustrados’ hostess, who recognized him and delivered his grasshopper cocktail, a light green mixture that would reflect the neon ellipsoidals about the club. A young server took his arm and he called her by her name as she took him to a row of posh black cushions overlooking the main auditorium.


  The Loufes had sent one of their family’s more seductive cousins, Isabella, who was already at the table, bitch-slapping the male gaze in her lavish dark purple silk dress, single silver necklace, and ripe, reddish cheeks. Pyande wore his usual brown jacket and jeans, the same that he wore when he rounded up the lepers in the Hole, when that straight-eyed photographer took his picture, and suddenly everyone knew him as the detective who had saved Nayara. From then on, it was always that brown jacket.


  Noticing her annoyance when he sat down, he sipped at his grasshopper quickly, hoping the alcohol would speed up the meeting.


  “Isabella. How’d they get you to turn?” Pyande asked her.


  She grunted at that, and not knowing what else to say, she grunted more. She coughed at a parcel of phlegm stuck so far in the back of her throat that it couldn’t quite be coughed out. Finally she gave up and played with a cherry from her transparent drink.


  Pyande recognized the repulsive gesture. Unable to do as they pleased, the children of the rich in Nayara would always find a way to show their disapproval. His best strategy was to list off her reputation, get it in the open. Either it would shame her, or he would join her in celebrating her achievements. “I heard you were something of a hard-case,” Pyande said. “Strung-out one day on kear, and then the next, giving away daddy’s secret workshop locations to the police.”


  Her grunt turned into a laugh. She gave a light-hearted shrug and then carelessly lay back, using the leather cushion as a pillow. She’ll never make it in the Loufe corporation, Pyande thought. If she hadn’t been borne into wealth, it would have been impossible for her to ever attain it. But that wasn’t always a bad thing.


  “That was before the divorce,” she said in a scratchy voice. “The kid makes it a different kind of show now. New roles. Sick of politics.” She air-drummed a part of the beat from the band across the room, closing her eyes for a moment to take in the sounds of gunfire buzzing in rhythm from the keyboard. “Alright, Pyande, let me come clean. I’m not here representing the Loufes. I had my father’s secretary contact you, but it’s not for that. It’s for something serious, and personal. You are a real detective, right?”


  Pyande glanced around the club, hoping to share his amusement with someone else. She must have seen the articles from years ago. The leper colony Pyande had rounded up from the Hole, the kear smugglers Pyande had busted in the Hole, the illegal gambling arrests just outside the Hole. Each incident had nearly penetrated the safety of Nayaran life, but hadn’t, thanks to Pyande. At least, that’s how the media liked to play him up. Pyande, their little Whisp detective, their savior from all things Whisp. It made them seem fairer to the lesser races, and it made the Hole seem less contagious. But most of all, it made Pyande famous. It was good PR all around.


  “You were once a real detective, at least?” she asked, pulling back strands of hair that had fallen in front of her left eye, her breath hiccupping out of her. “I mean it wasn’t all made up.”


  “I’m not going to betray —”


  “— I won’t ask you —”


  “— not going to put my ass on the line —”


  “— you don’t need —”


  “— so you can get high —”


  “— I just need —”


  “— and go blow some —”


  “— Help!” she said, and spat a cherry seed — a straight shot — onto his pant leg. Before he could reflect on this she was heading out the door, her rosemary scent trailing her body as she passed. He shot up after her, nearly knocking over the table, and cut her off near the escalators.


  “What is this?” he said.


  Isabella’s face reddened, and Pyande saw her teeth — those costly pearly whites — grinding in rage.


  A moment of silence passed, with only the sound of the high-speed escalator, the planes above the city’s skyline, and the soft beat reverberating through the Ilustrados enormous black doors. The silence was prolonged by a group of four young women, each in shiny red and yellow dresses, who passed between Pyande and Isabella’s ticking wrath.


  She told him everything. Ten years ago, she had given birth to a daughter who was half Whisp. Her family, after offering to pay for the injection that would give her a stillborn, then insisted on paying for the child to disappear from their lives. The child, Pacila, lived in the virtual zone, where virtual maids and virtual teachers trained her on the basics — managerial instruction, table manners, and memorizing classic poetry. Pacila was only unplugged once a week for retreats and health mods. But during her last retreat at the Porsé mall she disappeared. The next day, Isabella had received an anonymous message that her daughter was being held in the Hole. No ransom, no address.


  “Forget it,” Isabella said. “If you can’t, I’ll just go —”


  “No,” Pyande said, but not because he felt concerned with Isabella’s plight. If the girl was taken to the Hole, then all of the Hole was in danger. The Nayaran police were always looking for an excuse to “clean it up,” and a missing Nayaran girl, as far as the public was concerned, was a license to kill. One lost Nayaran girl could result in a pile of Whisp bodies.


  “I’m a detective,” Pyande said. “For now.”


  Pyande crawled through the unkempt ventilation shafts circling the old department store that the A&F gang, years ago, had converted into a hideout. Pyande’s body had never grown too long or pudgy for the shafts, and he felt a familiar air in its dusty crevices when he waited for the sound of footsteps to recede. In his youth, the shafts had been his own personal access points to anywhere in the mall. Only after he left the Hole to join the Nayaran army, when one day he was waiting in a crowd of soldiers to watch the execution of a criminal, did he come to realize that those dusty metallic shafts had molded him into a simple sly thief, rather than a menacing drug pusher or thug.


  Pyande climbed a ladder towards the back of the old department store. He kicked open the bolted-down grate to the storage room and flung himself into darkness. Real detectives bring a flashlight, he thought, as he felt a row of crates in front of him. He crept past them to a place dimly lit from the line of yellow light at the bottom of a door. When his eyes adjusted he saw three small beds, each supporting a young girl. Two of them were darker-skinned Whisps, and another, a light-haired Nayaran, who was awake, holding light blue sheets against her chest and staring at him. Her dark leggings shot out from her cut-off jean shorts, ending with glittery red toenails. She was at that age before she noticed her gender, but long after most men had. As he passed the first two beds to reach her she backed away, pointing a weapon at him — an electromagnetic rod or EMR, a small rod that ejected electric shocks. No doubt she had heard him kick open the vent, and perhaps, had been expecting him to come.


  “Pacila? Your mother, Isabella sent me,” Pyande said, his hand on his bullwhip.


  “She did?” Pacila’s eyes welled with tears and she put down the weapon. As Pyande went to take her, he smelled that familiar scent of sulfur dioxide and methane waft into the room, growing thicker by the second. The gang knew he was there. They were flooding the shafts with the polluted haze of air just outside. “Damn!” Pyande said, unraveling his steel whip. He saw one of the Whisp girls was up, with her hand supporting her head. She seemed bored by his presence there.


  “Hold on tight,” he told Pacila as he pushed her with his left arm, taking his bullwhip in his right.


  The first goon to open the storage room door got a full lashing of Pyande’s whip. With Pacila in his arms, Pyande shot into the third story of the department store, now a den of gamblers, pimps and pushers. Each lowlife was dressed in a large coat of heavy fur. Pyande had forgotten that the air-conditioning was especially cold in the department stores, where most of the siphoned air came from, putting the temperature near freezing. In the mall’s gang-territory department stores, the last object a desperate gambler bet on was his thick fur jacket.


  Some of the gamblers ran, leaving Pyande and nearly a dozen men armed with clubs, knives and chains. Pyande threw his whip at anyone who came within its range, cutting goons across the chest, spilling blood.


  “Use your EMR!” Pyande said to Pacila as another goon came close. The girl froze and backed away from him. “Your rod!” Pyande yelled, tossing his whip in a small circle. His muscles were beginning to twitch from the cold, and his arm was already giving out from tossing the whip. As soon as he struck at a particular attacker, one came behind him, and before he could react, his whip was out of his hand. Pacila was down a stairway, already near the door. None of the thugs had tried to stop her.


  “You overreached!” Pyande said, cracking his boots against the wood-patterned floor. “I’m nothing, not really a detective, right? But after me, next will come a Nayaran Special Forces team, ready to kill on sight, to torch this whole mall. You let her walk now, and we all survive!”


  A chain went around his neck. He hadn’t been stabbed yet, so perhaps he was reaching them. Maybe they had already been thinking the same thing.


  “Palo, palo,” one of the shaved head goons said in the Whisp tongue. The one behind Pyande loosened his grip and they let Pyande walk slowly down the stairs to the doorway, beside Pacila.


  “She came to us, Apana,” one of the men said, wrapping his chain in his deep beige jacket. “Her father was one of ours before he was killed. She’s only trouble — asking questions about her name, her family, all that. We don’t want her here.”


  A burst of electricity went through the air, casting a great spark of light and leaving the man with the beige coat flung back into a roulette table. Pacila had her arm extended, holding the dark metal rod, her teeth gritting in anger the same way her mother’s had. Like her mother’s rage, the girl’s anger turned slowly to sorrow, as she fell to the ground sobbing, rubbing her arms in the freezing cold.


  “Get the hell up,” Pyande said, kicking the rod away from her and towards the gang. “We’re leaving now.”


  And he took her out, her tears already forming into slivers of ice.


  Back in the less harsh temperatures of the mall’s corridors, Pyande hurried Pacila through the food court, where the teenage Whisp girls working for A&F whistled from below menus that stated their price. Twelve sestires for a light-skinned Whisp, and twenty-five for an even lighter-skinned Whisp. Pacila looked at the floor as he marched her past the textile markets, the barbecue stalls, and the bulletin boards where Whisp adults gathered to be taken to the Loufe workshops. Near the mall’s marble doors, a Whisp procession drew past, blocking them from the exit. Pyande realized that today was the Whisp New Moon, just before the feast of Spofir, when ecstatic dances were performed throughout the mall by priests in animal costumes. Pyande had loved seeing them as a child, had imagined himself growing up with the honor to perform in them.


  Pyande tugged at the girl beside him to follow, but Pacila stayed in place, watching the procession, marveled by the loud chants. One of the dancers, dressed as a sloth, tossed a yellow ribbon around her neck before moving on with the rest. Another group of marchers danced beneath a wooden statue for Spofir decorated with bright flowers. The flowers were yellow with dark stripes, like a tiger’s. Out of all the species of plants brought to the Hole, only they survived.


  “I’ll live here one day,” Pacila said as Pyande tugged her towards the exit.


  Outside, she squinted at the bright sun and had to cover her mouth with her shirt to keep from breathing in the toxic fog. When they arrived at the escalators they raced down until the air was clear enough to spot the large hologram advertisements near the Porsé mall. “I mean it,” Pacila said, uncovering her mouth. “I’ll go back. Isabella can’t stop me. I’m not really even a part of the family. I can go anywhere.”


  “Shh,” Pyande said, patting her back to straighten her, “and smile.” He waved at the first photographer at the foot of the escalator. There were four, each with large mounted cameras and a microphone stand set up for his victory speech. Pyande Apana, the headline would read, Rescues a Daughter of the Loufe Family from The Hole. And the headline on page two: Loufes Spend Years Hiding a Half-Whisp Granddaughter!


  Pyande buttoned up his brown leather jacket and held Pacila’s arm with one hand, using the other to wave at the forming crowd of eager spectators.
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  Crônica of the French Baguette


  Patricia Friedrich
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  The Brazilian crônica is a short story literary genre that narrates everyday occurrences in the lives of ordinary people. The backdrop is usually a well-known urban area. In the crônica, slight criticism, as well as humor, is combined with a defined chronology (hence the name crônica), colloquial dialogue, and simple language throughout to create a narrative that hangs between fiction piece and journalistic tale. When language becomes more sophisticated and exaggerated, it is usually for comedic purposes. Sometimes, even neologisms appear! The names of streets, squares and shops are well known to the people of the urban area in question, and they are often presented in a newspaper-article style. The reader feels like the events could have happened “just down the street.” Yet, through this seemingly simple narrative and plot structure, the crônica is capable of capturing much of the comedy and tragedy of a place and time. What worries do everyday people have? How do they handle family, money, politics? What do their houses, streets, and relationships look like? While very unassuming, the crônica in time acquires historical value. For one can tell much about the cultural history of a city through its crônicas.


  Seu Euzébio left his spacious apartment on the 5th floor of his building, Lírio Branco, on Avenida Higienópolis at 9 o’clock in the morning. His goal was to buy bread at a bakery called Esperança, two blocks away from his home. The morning presented itself cold and damp, a typical São Paulo late autumn a.m., so Euzébio put on a sweater over his tee-shirt. Feeling too lazy to look for his missing sneakers, he inserted his feet into the brown leather dress shoes his wife had given him on his most recent birthday.


  Euzébio made small talk with a neighbor who waited for the elevator and was headed for the tennis club. When they disembarked on the ground floor, Euzébio went through the entry hall where an abstract painting he never understood but imagined cost more than it was worth hung quietly under the dichroic light. Already on the sidewalk, he ran into Raimundo, the porter, who wasted water hosing off the pathway of little white and black stones even though the sky looked like rain.


  “Hi, Seu Euzébio. Leaving early?” Asked the porter, likely in an attempt to gather material so he could later relay building gossip to anyone who cared to listen.


  “Bakery,” answered Euzébio quite drily because he didn’t like to be grilled and preferred to start his own conversations.


  “How about those São Paulo players?” continued Raimundo, appealing to the kind of bond that in Brazil real fans of the same soccer team tend to have.


  “All happiness, Raimundo! All happiness.”


  Euzébio remembered to stop by the ATM in front of the bank because, being that it was Saturday, chances were his kids would later come to ask for money to go to the movies, eat a hamburger, or sit at a café. In front of the machine, he whispered a quick Hail Mary. So many were the security codes and pins necessary to access the account that it was close to a miracle that one convinced the contraption to cough up the money. He shook his head; identity theft was painful even when it didn’t happen.


  In the end, it must have been his lucky day because after much typing and retyping of the numbers on the oily keypad, repeat rounds of inserting and reinserting the card, and the hearing of strange noises straight from the entrails of the machine, Euzébio saw his 200 reais materialize in front of his eyes. He shoved the crisp new bills inside his pocket and made his way out the glass door of the money box.


  Whistling an old samba by the Demônios da Garoa, Seu Euzébio continued on his way toward the bakery, now thinking that it was best to buy salami and cheese too; one relative or another always showed up to meal-crash the afternoon snack.


  At the bakery, he spent 40 reais buying the items. He hugged the bread and left carrying the deli goods in a small plastic bag. He was going back home thinking about nothing and a bit of everything, when at the corner of Higienópolis and Angélica it all happened. Two teenagers, not any older than his middle child, touched his belly with the pointy side of a sharp object. In reality, it might have been a little pocketknife, but to Euzébio, at that moment of fear, the threatening article looked more like a cleaver. A sickle even!


  “Gramps, pass me the bread,” said the first.


  “And the money,” added the other.


  “And the shoes,” demanded the original one, trying to one-up his peer.


  The boys ran away with the dexterity of those accustomed to sudden escapes. Seu Euzébio only stood there, without the bread, without the 160 reais that for a short while remained from his purchases. The small bag of deli goods still hung from his arm ignored by the young rascals. His dark socks were exposed against the light-colored pavement.


  Being careful not to stomp on anything poky, Seu Euzébio took gaunt steps toward his apartment. He was still anesthetized by the scare of the robbery. In front of the building, he wet his socks in the puddles of water that Raimundo’s big washing up had caused. Euzébio took the service elevator since he did not want to run into any neighbors while barefoot and baffled — he, that is, not the neighbors. He prepared himself to tell his tale to his family with the necessary dramatic tone. He checked to see if his hands were shaking.


  Upon arriving on the 5th floor, Euzébio got out of the elevator and went through the service door that led to the kitchen. There, he found his wife and the uniformed maid engaged in a heated debate, so heated that it seemed that the outcome would decide the future of humanity:


  “This cake recipe does not need any baking soda!”


  “Of course it does!”


  “Dona Emilia, it will taste awful.”


  “On with the baking soda, Elvira!”


  As Euzébio deposited the deli goods in the fridge, he tried to interrupt the domestic dispute to narrate his adventure, but after two frustrated attempts he lost his nerve. He removed his gelid socks and threw them in the woven basket that peeked out from behind the laundry door. He then moved on to the quarters beyond the kitchen, marking the carpet with his moist feet. Suddenly, he was in no hurry to admit that he had let the boys take the expensive shoes originally destined for another kind of occasion.


  He was drying his feet while sitting on the bed and thinking whether or not he should have surrendered in the face of a simple pocketknife — for it had become clear to him that the small instrument was all the miscreants had relied upon to overpower him — when his daughter Juliana came in. She wore torn jeans and bangs of dark brown hair that almost covered her green eyes. She didn’t look at her father since she had her gaze glued to the screen of the cell phone where she typed furiously.


  “Dad, money.”


  “I have no money, Juliana.”


  “What do you mean you have no money? Marcos is coming to take me to lunch and the movies.”


  “That is just it. I don’t have any. The fact is that when I left to buy bread …”


  “Dad, what has the bread got to do with anything? Well, I’ll use my allowance and later you can pay me back, okay?”


  Seu Euzébio caught himself wondering why in the world he was supposed to reimburse her given that the money for the allowance also came from his pocket, and yet he had no chance to argue with the girl because she had already disappeared into the hall. He only heard the front door slam shut, announcing his daughter had left. When he was a kid, if a young man invited a young woman to lunch, he paid for the meal. But that was a concern from yesteryear. The individual had not even come upstairs to say hello.


  Euzébio lay on the bed imagining where his expensive shoes might be. Would they have been discarded and deemed antiquated? Sold for a fraction of the price? He was counting the cracks on the ceiling when João, his middle child, that one about the age of the robbers, came to see him:


  “Dad, give me some mullah.”


  “I don’t have it. They took it.”


  “If you don’t want to give it to me, just say it. Who the heck is ‘they?’”


  “It is true, João. They took it.”


  “Whatever. I’m out of here. Be back for snack.”


  The lanche, the afternoon snack, stood as an expression of the Brazilian need for communion, for social unity, and was forever popular on weekends. If British and American mornings have their brunch, the Brazilian late afternoon is blessed with the lanche, a meal full of the comforts of fresh breads, rich cheeses and just-out-of-the-oven baked goods.


  Seu Euzébio reasoned that he should finally find his sneakers and go buy more bread. The right thing to do was to get things ready for the meal. But a state of complete lassitude was overcoming him, a deep desire for spending the day doing nothing at all. As if on cue, when Euzébio was starting to relax into the idea, his wife Emilia inserted her coiffed head through the door:


  “Euzébio, I am off to lunch with Célia. Ask Elvira to serve you some food. By lanche time, I’ll be back.”


  At that point, the man started to feel a sort of perverse satisfaction. All of these people were counting on the lanche, and he was completely breadless. He now had even more reason not to go out again. He was going to stay right there, lying on the bed. He was going to look for a soccer match — the teams did not even matter. And he was going to pray for the foreshadowed rain to fall, so that his late morning and early afternoon could be even more pleasurable.


  Euzébio messed up the bed previously made by Elvira and nested himself under the perfumed blanket.


  “You sick, old man?” Marcelo, the youngest, entered the room.


  “No,” answered Euzébio as aridly as the Sahara desert would if it could talk.


  “Free up some reais for me, dad.”


  “No can do.”


  “Ten bucks, old man.”


  “I don’t have even that. I was robbed!”


  Marcelo seemed not to register this last piece of information


  “What you watching there?”


  “Soccer.”


  “Who’s playing?”


  “I haven’t the foggiest idea!”


  “You watching and don’t know who is playing?”


  “That’s right.”


  “You’re weird, Dad.” Marcelo tapped Euzébio’s shoulder and, shaking his head, prepared to leave. Changing his mind, he looked back at Euzébio, “By the way, your white sneakers? I took them yesterday to go jogging. It was raining, so there was a lot of mud. You might need to clean them, or get another pair for that matter. Bye.”


  A disproportionate revanchism was beginning to rise up Euzébio’s throat. After all, what was this day becoming other than a profound manifestation of his lack of territory, of his shrinking geo-political space? Everyone seemed to be demanding one additional square meter that previously belonged to him. Everybody wanted something of him, and no one had even had the courtesy to ask him about his day. No one paid the least attention to what he said. If they had, now they would know about the robbery.


  Euzébio imagined his wife, worried and loving, hugging him with zeal, bringing him some tea to calm the nerves. His daughter would congratulate him on his valor and courage under pressure. And his sons would ask him for advice so that they would know how to act in a similar case.


  Alas, it was all in his head. The daughter was out with that Marcos, his wife was likely gossiping her lunch away, and his sons only wanted to protect their weekend budget. Euzébio now wished the cheese and salami had also been taken! It would be even better if three or four freeloaders showed up uninvited. They too would leave with empty hands and empty bellies. These were not symbiotic relationships; he was surrounded by spongers.


  In the end, this reverie, with undertones of a guilty pleasure, led Euzébio to fall into a deep sleep, full of troubled dreams. In them, the young robbers were sitting at the oblong dinner table, eating a lot of salami and a whole French baguette. And Euzébio’s sons were laughing at him, at the fact that he was still wearing his cold, wet socks.


  He woke up and noticed his feet sticking out from under the plushy blanket. His head hurt with the kind of dull headache that results from short, deep, off-schedule slumber. His mood only deteriorated further. His stomach growled since he had slept through lunch. His desire to defy his family was starting to feel more and more like a hunger that needed to be satiated. He needed a good bowl of pasta Bolognese and a large serving of respect — not necessarily in this order.


  But the apartment felt deserted. He couldn’t hear even a peep from the other members of his domestic circle. Even Elvira’s usually-chatty radio was quiet, and someone had turned off Euzébio’s bedroom television while he slept.


  The man looked at the clock on the bedside table. It was two in the afternoon. There was still time to concoct some retribution.


  Euzébio found some dry socks. They were warm and comforting. He thought of his destroyed sneakers. They had been expensive. He had hoped they would last a long time. He made his way to the kitchen and found a sad plate with pasta sitting on the Formica table. He heated it up in the microwave oven and ate alone. Elvira, he could tell by the distant hum of the machine, had been vacuuming somewhere else. The dog, a little fluffy mutt that answered to the name of Leco, stared at Euzébio. The man washed his dish in silence, and then he knew just what he had to do.


  He chose a nice tablecloth, one of the embroidered pieces his wife had crafted all those many years before, when they first got married. He skipped the everyday dishes from the kitchen and used instead the fine porcelain from the dining room armoire. He took special care folding the linen napkins and made sure the cups and glasses were sparkling. He finished the ensemble by placing the vase of flowers from the living room on the table.


  Elvira passed by the door of the dining room and, seeing her job done for her, came to talk to Euzébio:


  “Who is coming to eat?” She dried her hands on her crisp white apron.


  “I don’t know. Just us.”


  “Then why the good dishes?”


  “What’s the point of having expensive things and not using them? And besides, someone else always comes.”


  “All right. You’re the boss.”


  “Am I?”


  “What’s that?”


  “Never mind, Elvira. Never mind.”


  Euzébio stood in the dining room and admired his work. The maid left mumbling something under her breath. For a person who was not used to setting the table, he had created a display worthy of any style magazine. He wondered what his wife would think. Most likely she would figure it was Elvira’s doing.


  Juliana was the first to come back for the lanche. Euzébio was sitting at the table in the scarcely lit dining room.


  “Dad, what are you doing there alone?” she was predictably typing away on her phone keyboard.


  “Waiting for you all.”


  “Mom?”


  “Out.”


  “The boys?”


  “Out.”


  “I see.” She put the phone in her back pocket. “I’ll freshen up and come to eat.”


  In the meantime, the boys arrived. They were discussing some new videogame. Euzébio was drumming his fingers on the table.


  “So how did the match go?” Marcelo asked attempting some small talk.


  “I don’t know. I fell asleep.”


  “You are getting old, dad,” João tried to joke around.


  “Maybe I am.” Euzébio combed his gray thinning hair with his right hand.


  Elvira came with the cake. She placed it on the table and admired it, tilting her head to the side. She said they would all wait for the lady of the house. It wasn’t long before Emilia came strutting into the room carrying an armful of shopping bags. She wore a white skirt and suit combination that offered much contrast against her red hair.


  “I’m sorry I’m late. The mall was particularly irresistible today. What a beautiful table Elvira has set for us. What are we celebrating?”


  Euzébio didn’t answer. The ringing of the interphone interrupted his thoughts. Elvira came in to say that Emilia’s aunt and two cousins had come for a visit.


  “I’d better bring more plates to the table.” Euzébio only rolled his eyes.


  The uninvited guests came up, and the necessary hellos, kisses and comments on clothes and hairdos filled the living room. Euzébio only issued a yellow smile from his place at the table. It was as if he had been glued to the chair.


  “So good of you to come for a visit,” said Emilia, already offering seats at the dinner table. “Elvira, bring us the bread and cheese and any deli goods Euzébio bought. Make us some coffee.” The aunt, a heavy-set older woman, licked her lips in anticipation of the meal to come.


  But Elvira took a long time in the kitchen, and everyone was becoming impatient. Emilia fidgeted, Juliana crossed and uncrossed her legs and João rehearsed playing a videogame on his cell. When Elvira finally entered the room, she looked worried:


  “Dona Emilia, I can’t find the bread. Seu Euzébio usually brings at least one baguette. There are no deli goods in the fridge either.”


  Emilia was livid for a second. “Euzébio, didn’t you go to the bakery this morning?”


  “I did.”


  “Didn’t you buy bread, and cheese, and all?”


  “I did.”


  “So?”


  “So what?”


  “So where are they?”


  Euzébio put on a smile, the kind of Machiavellian grin usually reserved for movie villains at the height of their machinations.


  “Not here,” he replied enigmatically.


  “Then where?” Emilia looked at the uninvited guests and flattened her lips in an attempt at a smirk that in the end did not really take.


  “The cheese and salami are in Leco’s belly.”


  “Leco stole the food?”


  “No, I gave it to him.”


  “Why?!”


  “We had no bread, so we had no use for the deli goods.”


  “But where is the bread you bought?”


  “Same place as my good new leather shoes.”


  “Euzébio, you’re not making any sense.”


  “Two little rascals robbed me this morning. They took the shoes, the bread and the money. They had a big knife, you know.”


  “Why were you wearing your good shoes in the morning to go to the bakery?”


  “Because my sneakers were missing.” Euzébio looked at Marcelo who was picking invisible lint from his sweater.


  “Why didn’t you tell any of us?”


  “It wasn’t for lack of trying. I guess the dog paid the most attention, so I rewarded him with food.”


  Emilia looked uncomfortable like people do when their pants are too tight or they are sweating under a scorching sun.


  “Well, at least we have the cake.” She took the fancy silver cake knife and sliced the soft treat, placing a piece in front of every guest. Each person waited politely for her to be done and try the first bite. But it took only one forkful for Emilia to shout toward the kitchen:


  “Elvira, just how much baking soda did you put in this cake?!”
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  The Eastern Western


  Matthew Salesses
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  The car radio failed to take my mind off of anything. I had a lot to think about: until Harriet and I broke up, the recent slope of my life had seemed eerie. Since I joined the Asian American film group, I had risen up the ranks at work, almost to where I got to direct my own video games; I had gotten another cat, a playmate for Freddy Cougar; I had fallen in love through the group’s message boards. The group seemed to bestow this energy on you, the energy of all its members at once. But after we found out that Harriet worked somewhere in the bowels of my company, the energy seemed to turn. Our coworkers got resentful, our fights blew up on the message boards, and Freddy Cougar attacked the new cat and nearly killed it. Once Harriet and I broke up, I got kicked out of the group for a little while (she did not), before being allowed to join back up in May, a month ago.


  Maybe this trip was a test of loyalty. Maybe it wasn’t because my boss had asked me to take a leave of absence to smooth things over with my coworkers, or because I couldn’t look at Freddy Cougar the same. Our group was only about a hundred members, and not that many could take time off to watch the filming. Our President was second-team director on the film — a Western with an Asian American lead — so he would be there. Some of the others were also in Hollywood. But I had never met anyone in the flesh except Harriet. She was going to be there, too, since I had convinced her boss to fire her.


  The radio, I guessed, was useless. I tried to listen again. The heat wore through the windows, and I ran up the air conditioner. The car let out a sort of tongue-between-the-lips noise, pushing its limits. On the radio, the host of some show was talking about a hooker ranch that had its own TV show. This particular episode was about two women tag-teaming this one rich dude, and the tension as the women vied for tips. It sounded like one of those rare sex video games from Japan. I could sell you sex — that wasn’t an accomplishment. A simulation was no less sellable. I remembered some article about how our reality is likely something out of The Matrix, some other reality's computer simulation, or rather: a computer simulation within a computer simulation within a computer simulation, and so on. All you need to believe in order to believe that our world is a simulation is that it is possible to create a computer simulation of the world, which we’re getting closer and closer to (it’s my personal company goal), and that someone would do it (fact). If you believe those two things, then you have to assume that people are creating a simulation somewhere, and the simulation of those people is so accurate that the simulated people are creating a simulation of themselves, and so on. At that point, it’s highly unlikely that we’re the first people. Statistically, it is pretty much absolutely sure that we’re one of the simulations and don’t know it.


  Not that I believed that, but it makes a good deal of sense. I was driving six hours to see a movie get made that millions more people would see, and millions more people would believe, than any real life that happened in the making of that movie. That was the power of simulation.


  I wondered what Harriet would look like now that she had cut off all the long hair that had framed her face and had gotten to me in the first place. She had written about chopping it off on the message boards, that it was a symbol or something of how I had taken away her power as an Asian American. That may have been the exact comment that got me kicked off — a comment of hers. I could see all that hair around her shoulders, down her back, over her breasts, as it had been when I met her. I could see her long thin face, hollow-seeming in the right light, with her angry black eyes and thin lips and sharp chin, a face hiding secrets, a face that only opened up if she thought you were on her side.


  What Harriet accused me of, what pulled us apart, I believed, was basically me not being more resentful of the world, of white people, of the power structures that pitted cowboys against Indians or even the power structures that said I should pay for dinners, decide dates, keep my hair. I had no grand delusions of being more powerful than I was, though. I wasn’t keeping secrets. I knew the system was always rigged against people like us, but that only meant that we could do whatever we wanted. We didn’t have to worry about how we came off, because how we came off was fixed. I was Korean American, I was somewhere in the upper middle class, in the upper middle ranks of my company, I was not terribly handsome or terribly ugly, I was a product of outside views and always would be. Nothing would change until the views changed.


  And that’s where this movie came in.


  I was hitting a lot more desert now, desert scattered with austere monoliths, and I thought about the lonely determination the director of the Western must have had to convince people that the film was a good/profitable idea. He must have used up every favor. Hollywood hadn’t even grown out of its Yellowface phase — I had seen a trailer recently for a movie where the central idea was that we are all one soul, and to get this point across, the director employed white actors who became Asian via Yellowface. There were some Asian actors, too, but they played the background Asians, and cyborgs. Our Asian western was going to proclaim the opposite, that we are indeed real people. Its director had the balls to cast Barry Kim as the main cowboy.


  The desert went by in a blaze of red nothingness, and I thought about the people who had lived here before the people who lived here. You could kill General Custer and still nothing would change for you. You could make history, and who would make history but the dead white guy?


  When I got to the filming site, I saw that it was a blank stretch of land, except for a few bushes and things for the movie. It was savannah, if my high school geography served me right. There were some trailers for the people who needed trailers, and there were tents for people like me and our group — clingers on to this grand idea — or maybe for protesters. I had heard that the usual suspects were out to protest the casting of Barry Kim. You didn’t even need to hide your hatred, if your community was such that it was built on the bones of others.


  I realized I hadn’t brought a tent. I got an uneasy feeling, like I would be sleeping in my beat-up car.


  I saw a guy I recognized from his avatar on the message boards, standing next to a beautiful woman with short black hair, not Harriet. I waved. He scrunched up his mouth just for a moment and then put on a smile, and I got another uneasy feeling, like I was still kicked out. But I wasn’t. That was water under the bridge. No one could hold it against me. I walked over and shook hands.


  The guy’s name was Tony and the woman — his girlfriend — was Soona. Tony said there were about eight of us over in a group of tents surrounding the second-director’s trailer. Our President. I’d never met him before, but I knew Harriet had and he disapproved of our relationship. It had sounded like he had kind of a thing for her. I looked into the distance that kept being distance and distance. On the horizon, or closer, loped a black dot. I couldn’t be sure how far away it was, or what it was exactly, but as I watched it, it seemed to be watching us.


  I was in the West. I felt like I needed a gun or something. A rifle, with a strap made out of bison leather.


  “You know,” Soona started. She gazed in the same direction I was and trailed off. “What is that?”


  “What she is saying,” Tony said, “is you’d better make peace with everyone or you shouldn’t have come.”


  I realized where Tony stood now and I marked him on the corresponding list in my head.


  “Is that what you were saying?” I asked Soona.


  She was still eyeing the horizon, where the dot was moving quickly, then was gone, somehow. “Let’s bring you over to the tents and see if everything can sort itself out,” she said.


  Tony shook his head.


  I kept looking in the direction of whatever was out there. Like I was standing at the edge of our galaxy, and glancing back, was unable to recognize where I’d come from.


  When I got closer to the camp, I could see the trained movie-horses frolicking in the distance in a fenced-off area behind the trailers, bored with their horse lives. It wasn’t until I was almost on top of the trailers that I could see the spray paint on the Airstream near the tents of our group — on our President’s Airstream, Tony confirmed. “DOG MUNCHERS,” it read. Tony and Soona said nothing in reaction. They kept herding me along, but I wanted to know what had happened to our beautiful Asian American dream.


  “Who did that?” I asked. “Cowboys?”


  Tony said they didn’t actually know. It had showed up after the protesters left.


  “Left?”


  “Sure,” Soona said. “They were just gone one day. They even left their tents behind. When we didn’t hear anything all day, we went over with a cake, some stupid offering, and no one was there. Inside their tents was all their stuff, as if they had run off all of a sudden, scared. It was pretty spooky. It still is, going over there, like it’s one of those Old West ghost towns. And then a couple days later, that spray paint was there.”


  Tony shrugged. “It could have been one of us.”


  “It couldn’t have been one of us,” Soona said.


  “It couldn’t have been one of us,” I said. I figured I knew whose idea the cake had been: Harriet’s. Always thinking she could change people with baked goods. Even in the Old West. “The protests are over, then?”


  They both nodded. I would go over later and see what was up. There was a gap between presence and absence that was really confusing me. Where had the protestors gone, and why? Why had the magic of the group dried up for me? Why had Freddy Cougar gone evil, wanted to get rid of the new cat? I asked them when the film was supposed to start shooting as we continued toward the spray paint. “Dog munchers,” that was one I hadn’t heard before.


  Tony said there had been some complications.


  “One of the actors has disappeared,” Soona said.


  “One of the white actors,” Tony said. “No one can find him.”


  This was getting interesting. I wondered if she’d thought the dot on the horizon was this actor. Though it had seemed more animal, how quickly it moved, and how low to the ground.


  “Listen,” Soona said. “Fair warning. I don’t think Harriet is ever going to forgive you.”


  Tony walked off to find Harriet, and Soona and I stopped just under the graffiti. From far off, I hadn’t seen that there was also a second line. “WATCH OUT, DOG EAT DOG.”


  “Dog eat dog?” I asked Soona. “Are we supposed to be the dogs?”


  I considered Tony, whether he was a good boyfriend, the kind this woman deserved. She met my eyes, curling her upper lip under her bottom teeth. I didn’t know if she meant this to look like she pitied me or if that was a mistake of her face. Then she gestured behind me, and I turned to a bald Harriet.


  The hair I had loved was all gone, every strand. Her message board post hadn’t said “shaved.” I wondered if this was some kind of stunt.


  “Are you okay?” I asked her. “You aren’t sick, are you?” I could feel I still held some residual anger about how things had gone down. “It’s a good look,” I said. “Very strong.”


  “You are the worst,” she said. “You are the absolute worst.”


  I looked around, but Tony and Soona were already halfway to their tent or wherever, and the rest of our group was farther, by the horses or nowhere to be seen. Two people stood back near the main arrangement of trailers like circled wagons.


  “I’m not the apocalypse,” I said. “You’re the first person who’s ever made a big deal of who I am.” I tried to make this sound like a defense of myself, but it ended up sounding like a defense of her, somehow. “Why couldn’t you just be happy?”


  “Ignorance is bliss,” Harriet said, making little eye-bombs.


  “No,” I said. “Ignorance is reality —”


  “And you don’t live in reality,” Harriet finished.


  “I’m not trying to have this conversation in punch lines,” I said. I said I missed her and I missed the person she was when I was the one who got her baked goods. Who cared about what other people in the company, or the group, thought of us? She had to stop thinking the world was smaller than she was. We could just hide or disappear.


  “You know what?” Harriet said. “You are the apocalypse. Do you even hear yourself? You say everything in the worst way possible. It’s not the world I’m pissed off at; it’s you.”


  But if we weren’t pissed off at the world, then what was this little group for, I wondered. What was she so protective of? Harriet’s eyes were already shining with held-back tears. I could see from the outside of her cheeks that she was biting the insides. She was chomping away.


  “I’m pissed off at you,” I said. “You’re pissed off at a simulation of me.”


  She bared her teeth, like she was going to pounce and rip me apart. I bared my teeth, too, then tried to turn my teeth into a smile. “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together,” I said.


  “Wake up,” Harriet said and snapped her fingers. She turned on her heel and walked past the “Dog munchers” graffiti, to her tent.


  I memorized which little triangle she climbed into, unable to do anything else. I watched her get swallowed up by the canvas, and I wanted to put a pinprick in the picture, just enough to let some light in, just enough for my imagination. Our conversation hadn’t gone at all like I had thought it would, or dreamed it would, those nights when she visited my sleep. I felt the heat of the desert/savannah choking the day like we were all stuck in the same Adam’s apple. I glanced over at the horses to see how they handled it. Mostly they just stood there, hot and bothered. One trotted out somewhere. They had plenty of room, but most huddled at the near fence. Go on, I thought. Run. Be horses. But maybe they knew the difference between real freedom and freedom merely granted.


  My stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten anything since I’d left Silicon Valley. As the sun rose into the flag position, I wondered where people ate. There were no restaurants or shops. I wondered what people did for fun, since the movie hadn’t started shooting. Was the director waiting for the disappeared actor to show up?


  I felt like smashing something. I felt like eating until I exploded. I felt like riding one of those horses clear over the fence and just going and going and going. Maybe that was what the actor had done. Tony and Soona had said nothing about a missing horse, though. Maybe the horses didn’t know anything about freedom at all.


  I headed back toward my car. I had packed clothes, my computer, even a small generator and a canister of gas, a sleeping bag, towels, toiletries, pens and paper, a camera, a little baggie of weed, and I thought a few bags of chips or something, and water. I hadn’t packed a tent, or tools to cook with, or board games, or a gift for Harriet. On the way to my car, I stopped among the protesters' empty tents. I realized I could choose the nicest one for myself. One of them might have food.


  I kicked over the first tent and felt a little better. The pegs popped up from the ground like a spider knocked onto its back and the canvas blew over and I was left looking at two sleeping bags zipped up like made beds, strewn clothes, and, sure enough, three cans of beans and a rancid package of hot dogs and a small burner. I wondered if I could find better. I toed open the flap of the next tent, then the next, then the next. I found some unopened chips that I ate on the spot, and some spam I scooped out feeling sorry for myself, and some soda I drank as I foraged. Some of the tents seemed already visited, but most didn’t seem any different than the protesters left them. In the seventh or eighth tent, I found a rifle tucked up in a sleeping bag like someone’s arm.


  It would have been easy to miss. I had entered the tent because I saw a package of ho-hos, and I had felt something against my knee as I crawled in. I panicked at first that it was a body. I almost didn't look. But when I unzipped the bag, there it was. I didn't know anything about guns, but I wanted this one. I looked for some kind of safety until I found it on “safe,” and I picked the rifle up by the stock and carried it and the ho hos out with me. It felt heavy and yet sleek in my hand, and I recalled the one time my father had let me hold his pistol from the war, where he had fought on the American side and killed people who looked like him, before it was stolen from our house. I had felt like a different person, or like the same person but one everyone else would see differently. I felt visible.


  I wrapped the rifle in my shirt at first, before I thought, why not? I was on the set of a Western and I had come to see what could make Asian Americans powerful. I didn't want it to be guns, but here was a weapon left by someone who hated us.


  I didn't know if the rifle was loaded or not. I didn't care. I carried it to my car, my other arm full of snacks. I thought I could feel everyone watching me, but when I looked back, no one was there. In the other direction were the trailers for the cast and crew not affiliated with our group. The segregation was obvious.


  A couple of people milled around near those trailers. I would go over and say hello in a while. I got into the driver’s side and put the seat down and wondered what I was doing as I ate. I didn’t even remember why I had wanted to go to my car. Now that I had food from the tents, I could have simply stayed there and seen what else people had left. I guessed I could get my luggage out and find a tent I liked and set up for the next few weeks. I kept trying to fill up my stomach but it wouldn’t fill up.


  I swallowed down the rest of the spam and chips and then the ho hos for dessert. I sighted through the windshield across the stretch of land, and held the rifle out the window like a cowboy on a horse. I aimed for the monoliths, unclimbable rocks, or climbable only with a certain ability. As I scanned the horizon for a surmountable rock, I saw the shape again, bounding at an incredible speed. Toward me. It wasn’t the missing white actor. I could see the glint of teeth, the gait of a beast. I felt so full of nothingness, out in my car away from my home and with no love from Harriet and no good feeling for the group and with a premonition that the movie would never happen, that I wanted to change that nothingness with a bang, noise, suffering. I pulled the trigger.


  I seemed first to see the shot hit the sand and then to hear it. A dull pain bloomed in my shoulder where the butt shoved into my muscle. The rifle was loaded, after all. I heard the horses whinny. Someone shouted, somewhere, but I was listening only for noise and silence, for contrast. I was watching the thing get closer. My miss had made it angry. It was running at me alone in the middle of nowhere, a rabid coyote maybe. I needed to shoot it — this was the first time I had held life and death in my hands, and I knew I had to shoot it. That wolf was me, and I had to shoot it before it caught up to the rest of me.


  I fired again and saw another puff and heard another bang and more shouts and whinnies. I made adjustments based on where the shots kicked up dust. Someone was shouting even louder in the background now. I wondered how many bullets I had left. I could see the hair on the animal's back now, mottled and rotting, like some kind of zombie coyote, or zombie wolf, made up of parts, like a dog wearing a less domesticated canine's skin. Then it was close enough that I could see its eyes. I shot again. After my fourth shot, it slowed and seemed to reconsider. When it came to a stop, I tried to use the sight. And this time, when I pulled the trigger, I felt the power of taking a life sock through me, run up and down my arms — even before the animal flopped over. I waited for it to come back to itself, like in the movies, but I felt the finality of power and I knew it wouldn’t. I got out of the car. I had shot it. I had killed it. I looked around to see if I had saved anyone. Everyone else was hidden, yelling, afraid of the gunshots.


  “I SHOT A WOLF,” I shouted, so people would know I wasn’t trying to kill any humans. I was feeling less proud, as I held the gun over my head, about my trigger-happiness. The electricity diffused back into the air. It didn’t seem so worthy, breathing in the heat again, remembering where I was, to have killed this animal. It seemed sad. I had ended a noble hunger, as if maybe I should have let the animal get to me. “I shot a wolf,” I shouted again, less enthusiastically and not even sure it was what it was.


  I listened to the tide turn in my favor as the tide within me washed out so far it was like I could feel an undiscovered beach. People slowly came forward. I heard them muttering, what sounded like relief, then excitement. Everyone was interested in a death that had nothing to do with them. Harriet crept toward me, unable to stop her curiosity, her bald head shining.


  “Harriet,” I shouted, feeling like I needed to tell her something that would change her mind about me. A cameraman walked out, camera trained on the body. I dropped the butt of the rifle to the sand and imagined my picture taken. The cameraman bent beside the body and threw up in the dust, pointing.


  I ran ahead of the others, glad for a reason to run.


  “Are you okay?” I asked, thumping the cameraman on the back. I didn't want to seem uncaring. I looked over him to the body. I didn't want to feel unappreciated, either. There was a good deal of blood, and the fur was as mottled as it had looked from afar, maybe more so. It still seemed mostly like a wolf/coyote, but something wasn’t right about it.


  I could hear Harriet calling, asking what it was. The others seemed to wait on my response. I had the ability, I realized, to make up their minds about me. I stepped closer, closer. I was getting uncomfortable about the mottled fur and the shining teeth, like maybe it was going to jump up again like in the movies. Maybe it couldn’t be killed.


  When I was right on top of the body, I glanced back. Everyone had stopped. Harriet didn’t move a muscle, like she was captured, so still and unlike herself, like someone had drawn a spell around her. They were all waiting. I saw that I had brought everyone together. All these movie people, and then our little group: no one was saying anything. They were waiting to be told what was real versus what they had imagined. They were waiting for me to tell them what I had fired a gun at, a real gun I still held in my hand. There was somebody else still out there, I remembered, who might look at us all bent around this body and think we were doing a scene. But we were not.


  I stared down at the stink of the wolf, the stink of the cameraman behind me in the air, and what I saw up close disturbed me. It looked like two bodies in one, one inside the other or one stacked on the other. The head didn’t look exactly like a wolf’s head, but like a wolf’s head with its mouth full of dog. The fur looked like it was “going bad,” like something you might keep in the fridge and then one day you smell something and you pull it out and it’s decomposing in front of you. Whatever the body was, it wasn’t what it was supposed to be. It was something else, had turned something else. I didn’t want to get closer, but I could feel the crush of patience shrinking around me. I covered my nose and mouth and bent over, and then, at the edges, like they were waiting for me, I could see the seams.
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  German Chocolate
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  Tom and I arrive at Tom’s cabin — thirsty. Tom’s drinking breakfast. It’s noon. Tom’s just a bathrobe squatting on the lawn. “Blood of all bottles,” he says, and under-hands two cold ones. We crack and slurp. “Tonight’s going to get sloppy.”


  Yeah, it’s my birthday.


  More Toms arrive and Shayla does, too. She holds a ribboned box.


  Tom fingers Shayla’s hair. She’s a poker: better legs, mouth-curves like a pin-up. I follow her bottom as it shimmies from kitchen to sofa, sofa to fridge and watch her squeeze that box up in there. My lap burns — booze fire. I’m numb, haven’t seen her in forever.


  Crank the radio. Tom arrives. “Pass that rooster a clamato,” someone yells.


  “Booze-a-doodle-do,” Tom says. “I’ll be here all night, ladies and gents,” and mouth-drums, “ba-doom-ching.”


  We mingle.


  The toilet flushes, bathroom door opens. Shayla flicks wet fingers to pink towel. She eyebrows, winks. I tongue over my mustache, raise that can tall enough for her to see it is always for her. Always has been, too.


  “I’ve got something for you,” Shayla says, turns away, “your favorite.”


  A knock at the front door. It’s Tom, finally.


  Outside, Tom flips a Frisbee and Tom fandangos to catch it. He trips off the dock and into the lake like a crippled seastar. I take it all in.


  The lake sparkles. A tiny pontoon tugs the surface in circles. Shayla comes up behind, runs a hand across my back. “Was waiting for that,” I say.


  “Drink up, sailor,” she says. “It’s almost time. It’s all chocolate, Tom.”


  “Tug tug.”


  “Toot toot.”


  We go in. I grind celery — ants on a log. Tom sucks a carrot stick, puffs it. Shayla opens the fridge, that box, lifts out the cake. It’s beautiful. Brown or brick. We talk life after college, shit jobs, failures and flings. She moves the cake to the table and leaves it.


  It’s time. Shayla wanders up to me, puckers a kiss, disappears. I turn, face her strut. She’s tiptoeing away backwards. Her face is booze-blurred and chestnut. “Let’s go upstairs and play, boy, play,” she says. “I know you want to.”


  She goes up first. No one notices. I pretend pitter patter to the bathroom, swing right, palming my pockets like I forgot something on the second floor. I conquer the stairs to what must be Tom’s papa’s room, but I don’t care. Dig in. Shayla is a moist slurp to the cathouse and we pole dance.


  Finished. Happy birthday.


  Back downstairs, Tom chews shrimp. He’s a cross-eyed idiot, all bloodshot and cheek bones. The cake looks larger, a lump of ooze. Tom pulls me aside. “You’re hoss and this shindig is far away anymore and yet …” He pauses, stoned off his own poetry. “Tom, good to see you. Ready to explode?” I already did, but he doesn’t know that.


  “It’s good to have a friend,” I say. He’s nodded off, so I grab a match, fire his eyebrows until he squeals. We laugh at the smell. I slug him in the heart, step and slip a little on a smudge of chocolate.


  At the dining room table, Tom and Tom smoke Zen. I’m hungry waiting for that cake, doodle face hair on Tom’s family photos: mustache lines, x’s over eyes, curls and q’s.


  Step out onto the back porch for a smoke and pull up a deck chair. The lake undulates pink in the dark.


  Tom’s blood-curdle rips my ear in a pig squeal.


  He screams harder. Tom screams like I never heard before in my life.


  Enter the kitchen.


  Rewind.


  Play.


  Tom’s about to inhale another shot when the slime-thing wraps around his left leg, bites, slurps it clean off his body — farts this sour wheeze; it is just a pulsing, oozing, slurping mouth.


  Blood spills from Tom’s leg-stump.


  Blood splashes up chests and splatters cheeks in buckets.


  Tom drops into the blob's fattening muck. Tom tries to wrench him away. Shayla is mumbling incoherent. The blob plops, clamps right leg, slurps up his waist. All of us pull, yank the upper half of his body off at the torso spraying messy ropes of guts, party juice, and bile over everything. I catch a chunk of carrot buried somewhere in those guts and try not to swallow.


  Can’t breathe, fall back, skull-smack the linoleum. Tom’s limp upper body thuds my chest. Corpse arms wrap around my shoulders. Mouth open, a half-eaten chip shits onto my face. Tom’s dead, Shayla. Something cracks. Brains in a pile like dogshit on the counter.


  The walls pulse brown or brick. Blood-slime cakes out cracks, spreads.


  Tom enters from the garage. He drools, fires a shotgun at the blob. I stand bowlegged, slip in vomit and thud the fridge. Tom crouches with that firearm. He knows how to use it. He’s been waiting for this to happen, so he doesn’t have to put it in his mouth. Tom slides a shell into place. “Shayla, is this your ...?” I mouth, but my voice is an empty rib, dried meat and I can’t see her. A window shatters. Shayla is in the corner trying to shake chocolate off her hands, those hands moving upwards to form a steeple. She mouths, “This is all for you,” and I just don’t know what to say.


  Tom's blasting of the blob into slime multiplies the onslaught. The tiny piles of wiggling goop that splatter the ceiling and walls slip, drip, and jitter around the room, seep, cover the cabin in paste. They chirp, retch bile in clumps. Tom’s face is blue.


  Something squishes from where the cake sat. I crawl toward the dining room table. Mini-blobs are dripping everywhere. One leeches itself onto my neck. I claw it off, mash it with my boot. Tom is in the corner spewing lungs. Tom shoots and shoots. I catch a glimpse of Shayla, her face browner, nose longer, something not right, and then she is gone.


  Outside, three blob-balls sludge over the lawn. The cabin shudders a moan from the basement. A volcanic belch sends us up tripping over tables, smashing chairs to useless stakes. We hold nothing. I watch Shayla mash Tom’s skull to pulp.


  With a bread knife in my hand, I stumble down the basement stairs to confront the moan, flick the switch and behold the mother blob: gelatinous, bubble mountain. She rises in lard from the center of the room.


  Two fleshy tubes of mucus shoot out at my face. Blindly swinging the knife, I leap back and dash up to the first floor.


  Shayla is busy throwing up chunks of chips in between sobs. “What is this all about?” I yell. She looks away, to Tom. I want to stab Tom in the nostrils, rip his face off. She opens her mouth, says nothing, waves me away, shields her face and that face has changed green, warty, ancient.


  “This is it, Tom,” she says. She sways, messy, dazed, and claws at her mouth, frowns at Tom with a look of regret, then to me with big tears as if all this was somehow her fault. I shake my head, flap my arms like I could maybe just fly out of here, but I can’t. Not without her. That's when she stomps to the basement door, kicks it open and begins thrusting one beautiful leg into the blob-flesh of the rising mother while escalating her mumble to a howl. Surely she wouldn’t be stepping into the folds of that mother, surely not, not that.


  The mega-blob on the basement stairs spits mouth-holes, and slime, gurgles in wretched and bloodthirsty fits. Shayla goes to kick the mass back, but her foot sticks mushward, leaves only her leg dangling, entrapped in a wad of muck. I hear a string of garbled letters then, just like that, Shayla vanishes. It sucks her, ankle first, into its syrupy gut and ejaculates streams of viscera all over Tom. He stands behind her, mute, suddenly smothered in strawberry gore.


  Wipe bits of her innards off my face, taste pie and salt. A piece of lip sticks to my tongue. Tom and Tom ram shut all doors, take turns firing shots through shattered windows at more blobs outside. Blobs trail slime puddles to the front porch of the cottage. I pick at a small bit of Shayla's stomach lodged in my eye, swallow and notice that cake on the table, a heap now, a mess now, all for me.


  Time collapses in the cake.


  The room reeks.


  Tom swears until his threats blur into slushy yelps — the language of gravel. I hear yodels, the clanging of cymbals, “ba-doom-ching,” tom-tom rolls, and wonder if anyone has bothered to turn off the radio. They haven’t — the radioman says, “partly cloudy with a chance of thunder showers and in the south, possible flooding.”


  The gurgling suck-sounds of the blobs and the bloody traces of Shayla that stick to and drip from the walls are enough to send Tom into a frenzy. I kick him onto his back. Moments later, a fork handle sticks out his chest. Shut your unblinking eyes. It’s my party. My fingers are Shayla’s stains, too late to chop them off and stuff them down my throat. Suck, Tom.


  The cake calls out in German. I don’t speak German. But it’s Shayla’s voice.


  Tom wields a broken bottle of vodka. He thrashes at the blob, sees me and charges, is splattered purple. The blob affixes itself to his skull, burrows into his ear.


  Tom trips over the sofa, glass shatters, crunches. I catch glass in a vein, pull it out, smear blood on my shirt and slice my face to let the veins breathe, just to hear Shayla more clearly.


  Tom reloads and shoots Tom in the ribs. Tom reloads, is about to do himself in when one monstrously mushy and quick blob smashes the window behind him and head-sucks him into snot. He disappears into its hole. Tom's work boots stick out behind the sofa, twitching.


  The blob sinks in Tom's cranium. He is nothing more than a heap on the floor. Neon headcheese leaks, gushes. Slime bubbles open on his face. I hesitate, take a step back and then tear in thinking maybe, just maybe this is where Shayla went.


  Stumble up. Your chest is a magic mountain. Yet:


  My friends. They are gone. Shayla's sultry legs, Tom's dance, Tom dope smoking at the football game, the purr of Tom’s clunker.


  I stand transfixed, framed in the invisible line between the living room and dining room like a garden shadow. I stare at the cake, hear my name rise from its abysmal slop.


  Tom's face-skin is sucked clean off. His skull is slick. Blob mouth-holes wheeze, whine, huff and shit all around me. I don’t realize I drool milk.


  I reach out for the kitchen light switch, flick it off. I want the agony to bubble gore up around me thinking Shayla is somehow still here. My guts itch funny. I turn. The view from outside the cottage, through the frame of the kitchen window, nails me. The lake shimmers.


  Shayla, I want to stop the silence of having to stand and see my world as a heap. I want everything to spin back to when we were together. All those years. It’s my birthday.


  The terror spins away just as quick as it comes. My body flushes with cups of hot fever. It is quiet, this drone.


  At the dining room table, I wipe away the piles of body parts, chunks, and the swill of my friends. A ripped eyeball stares, murmurs “sorry, Tom, this is the only way.” I flick a chewed-up thumb. I shake goo from a plate, use the dull bread knife to slice myself a piece of cake as if this birthday ritual will somehow reverse everything bad. It’s German chocolate, my prayer, Shayla.


  I eat the cake with the fork I pull from Tom’s chest. The blob in the basement sloshes bass up through the floorboards. Blobs slither, slime their way to the table, but do not touch me. The lake, the beautiful lake, presses closer to the cabin in thrusts. I can taste it. A pink glow fills the cabin. I push more German chocolate down my throat until not only my mouth but entire face is smothered brown in chocolate. I rise, hold that eyeball in the palm of my hand. It happens, Shayla, it really does. Just like this. Listen.


  From the lake, the basement, the walls, the ceiling and from a chorus of dead bottles, I hear the whispering haunt of a familiar melody. Happy birthday to me.


  Thank you.


  It’s a blur, though. What I know is I am chocolate-covered and clinging to a rope ladder, cradled in the arms of a uniform. There are gunshots, bombs, firecrackers. I press hand to pocket, feel you squish against my leg. You thought I’d leave, Shayla? I’ll keep you anywhere, pull you out of this muck of a life.


  Helicopter blades whirl in shivers and below, the lake is a drink undrunk. We float until the pines and cedars open black. I give up.


  Naked in a white room. “Analysis,” they say. “Quarantine,” they say, but I don’t know how to believe words from Hazmat suits. Words lie. I don’t speak German to a Hazmat. I’m wet, but routines help keep things calm like clams in a washpot.


  Ladies, much like yourself, come with candy for split veins, until it gets to the point where those needles make their way to ponds, to padded cells where blobs don’t suck friends off on birthdays only to cum on quilts made of someone else’s memories. I remember the shape of unraveled ribbons.


  Scars run traces up my stomach, lab coats suck slime out new holes. It’s okay, though. We’re here again, and that’s all that really matters. There are places to stick eyeballs and if this all I have left of you, then so be it.


  I chew strawberries when I can and if I say your name enough, pinch tight enough into the oracle you’ve become, we could love each other even more, yeah? Sure.


  When Tom comes in through the vent, we lap slime off our chin. He’s a toothless gimp, brings tunes to whistle, mostly scratchy, sometimes fizzy. Take a sip. Tom says spring is a battle. Tom lies. Spring is a blob that will eat you, Tom.


  And I sit, bent among the dead, and talk, talk, talk and get volts for chewing tongue-bits to pulp, have to swallow bone to keep things smooth. It’ll pass right through. In the end, I doubt it happens this way for real. Can’t tell.


  Someday, I’ll smother you in chocolate and never stop chewing. In the meantime, here’s one for the road, Shayla.


  [image: image of an eyeball]
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