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As The Key Turns
By Kenneth R. Brydon

George and I stepped into the office. “Captain Langler? Can we have a minute of your time?”
He kept reading a report I’d typed and raised a finger. A plaque on his desk read: “The Buck Stops
Here, So Don’t Piss Me Off!” “That depends,” he said, putting down the report. “Is this going to cost
me?”
“I’ve been your clerk now for two years, sir…”
“So this will cost me.”
“We need a sponsor for our Lifer’s Group.”
He laughed. “You want my help to get your ass out of prison? And deprive me of your mediocre
clerk skills?” He put a finger on his chin. “Let me see.” He tapped a couple times. “Hmmm. What the
hell, I’ll do it.”
“Thanks, Cap, I’ll do the paperwork.”
On Friday night I entered the meeting room with my cellmate. George shook his hand, “Hey,
Paul.” He gripped my hand. “Hey Jarad, thanks for helping out.”
I wasn’t happy to see Jay enter. His hair was dirty, and the shadows under his eyes told me he’d
been on a meth run. He gave a sour look my way, and then one of anger and disgust at seeing Paul.
In ten minutes about forty guys were seated and cigarette smoke filled the room.
“Okay,” George said, “welcome to the first meeting of the Lifer Process Group.”
There was a timid knock, and someone entered with wild curly hair. “Is this the Lifer program?”
“Yes, it is Herbie,” George said, “go have a seat.”
As he entered someone whispered, “Break out the butterfly nets.”
“George,” Jay said loudly.
George nodded. “Yes, Jay, what’s up?”
“I think we need to set limits on who’s accepted.”
My bunkie, Paul, laughed and stood.
“No,” George answered, “this is for everyone.”
“That’s on paper,” Jay said, slapping one hand against the other, “but we need our own standards.”
“He means me, George,” Paul said, and started to leave.
George held up a hand. “No, Paul, wait.”
I stood up. “Paul’s with me; if he’s not included, I’m not a part of it either.”
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“Oh, really?” Jay said, “Is he your daddy?” The room went quiet.
“Come on, Jay,” George said, “is this what you want the Parole Board to see?”
“Back in the day,” I said, pointing, “I’d stab the dog-shit out of you for saying that.”
Jay crossed his arms and grinned. Paul looked at him and then me. “George,” he said, motioning
with his head, “step out of the way.”
“Okay,” he said, “Jarad, you have the floor.”
Jay’s smirk dropped like a rock as I approached, but Herbie interrupted with a raised hand.
“What, Herbie?” I asked.
“Is there going to be coffee and cookies?”
I laughed along with everyone, expect Jay.
“Yes, Herbie,” George said, “starting next week.”
I glared at Jay. “And we’ve got some issues of respect to iron out.”
Early Monday morning I sat in my small side office reading my Bible when the captain passed
by. I picked up his cup and poured him coffee.
He unlocked our shared door.
“Morning, Captain.”
“Morning,” he said, and took the steaming mug. “How’d it go at the meeting?”
“There was a lot of BS.”
He took a sip. “Found out your partners in crime can be damn selfish?”
“How’d you know?”
He went into his office and I followed. “In investigations, I got to know quite a few of them.”
“But these guys won’t come back,” I said. “Mostly.”
“I like the way you included ‘mostly’.” He nodded, “Of course they’ll stay out; mostly. But I don’t
think they’ve changed a whole hell of a lot. Not really.” He sipped again. “They’ve just been kicked in
the ass hard enough and long enough that they’ll stay on the right side of the law.”
“Really,” I said, “is that what you think of me?”
He paused, thinking. “Those burritos you and your fellow clerks were eating?”
“What about them?”
“Where’d you get the meat, onions, and cheese that went into them?”
“Well, uh...”
“The answer you’re fucking stumbling over, is you stole the shit out of the kitchen!”
“Captain, you ate one!”
“Yeah,” he said, “not bad for prison food.”
“So, what’s your point?” I asked.
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“You threaten to ‘stab the dog-shit’ out of someone?”
I hung my head. “Why am I not surprised you heard.”
“Good!” he said, nodding. “At least you didn’t make it worse by running a bunch of lies up the
flag pole.”
I sighed. “Captain, you give that snitch your home phone number or what?”
“Oh, I know all about the piece of shit you wanted to put a knife into.” He pointed. “Get off that
damn soapbox.” He let those words sink in. “At times you act as if when people see the word,
“Rehabilitated,” they think of you.”
“I’ll soon be in the dictionary.”
“I can’t wait. But in the meantime,” he said, “don’t kid yourself, and don’t be such a phony I
decide to bust you the next time you make burritos.”
“This time we’ve got sour cream; you want one?”
“What you can do,” he said, “is pour me more coffee, get that damn group running the way it’s
supposed to, and take your sorry criminal ass back to work.”
I picked up his mug. “Yes, boss, back to the salt mines.” I headed to my office.
He said, “You’re a good clerk, Mendrin.”
I raised the cup above my head. “Thank you, sir.
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Collateral Damage
By A. Kevin Valvardi

The following excerpt has been translated from the pages of a child’s notebook found in the rubble of a home
somewhere in Iraq.
Last night bombs started falling from the sky. They were very loud and scary, like big booms of
thunder. They made the whole house shake, so we all ran outside. There were many people in the
street and everyone looked scared. We could see black smoke in the sky. It wasn’t close, but everyone
was still scared. Some people said it was the Americans, but I don’t believe them. I know we learned
in school that our governments don’t get along, but the Americans are fighting a war against our
neighbors, not Iraqis. Besides, we didn’t do anything to them.
Mother said I should keep writing in my school journal. She said it will make me feel better, but
I’m still scared.
More bombs fell from the sky last night. I heard that my school was destroyed and some of my
friends were killed by bombs that fell on their homes, so now I believe what everyone says about the
Americans. I don’t know what we did to make them want to drop bombs on us. I wanted to write a
letter to Mr. George Bush and tell him we were sorry for whatever we did and let him know it was
probably just a misunderstanding. But, mother said it wouldn’t do any good. She said it had to do with
something that happened to his baba a long time ago; something he was embarrassed about. I asked
her what it was, but all she said was, “It’s okay, Baby. Don’t you worry about that.” I still wanted to
write to Mr. Bush and tell him we were sorry his baba was embarrassed.
Bombs fell out of the sky again today. Baba says we have to stay inside even when the house is
shaking. We have to hide from the bombs and sleep in the middle of our house. We’re not allowed to
turn on any lights at night. It’s very scary and hard to see. Sometimes I trip and fall down.
The bombs have been falling out out of the sky for many days now. We have already run out of
fruit and meat, but not dates. Mother says we have to ration our food, so we can only eat one small
meal a day, before it gets too dark. Sometimes my tummy makes noises when it’s hungry, but I don’t
tell anyone.
Every day I hear sirens from ambulances. Sometimes they sound close and sometimes far away. I
always worry that someone is hurt—maybe one of my teachers or friends was hurt by a bomb. I miss
my teachers and all of my friends. I hope the bombs stop soon.
Yesterday, the bombs stopped falling, but we stayed inside until today. When we finally went
outside, there were many people in the streets. The grown-ups all talked to each other—some of them
hugged and cried, others waved their hands at the sky and cursed the Americans. Many of the homes
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in our neighborhood were damaged by the bombs. I don’t know if anyone was hurt; no one would
talk about that.
We needed food, so mother took me to the market. The whole town was a mess. Many buildings
were destroyed by the bombs, and there were stones and bricks everywhere—in the streets and
walkways. And everything was covered with grey dust. It was everywhere and made people cough,
even the girls and women whose faces were covered with the burka or veil.
When we got to the market, it was crowded. I never saw so many people at the market before.
Most of the stalls were empty, and there was no meat hanging anywhere, not even one old goat. Even
the damaged food was taken. All of the shelves in the stores that weren’t bombed were bare too. And
everyone looked sad and angry. Some people argued and fought with each other over the things they
wanted, but not the way they do when they try to get a good deal.
I saw a boy from my school named Jafur while we were at the market. He said, “I hate the
Americans! When I’m older, I’m going to go to America and kill them all!” I was surprised to hear
him say such things. In school, he always seemed very quiet and gentle. He told me that an American
bomb fell on his neighbor Mata’s home, and she and her family died. He said that he and Mata had
been friends since they were little. I didn’t know what to say, except, “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know Mata;
she was older than me. I think I said, “Hello,” to her once, and she smiled, but I don’t remember for
sure now. I don’t know why the Americans would want to kill Mata.
I told mother what Jafur had told me. “I hate the Americans too.” I whispered.
“You shouldn’t hate anyone, my dear, even those who do wrong to you,” she said.
I didn’t say anything else after that, but secretly, I still hate the Americans, even though I don’t
want to.
The bombs started falling again today. I asked mother how long we would have to keep hiding
from the Americans’ bombs. She said, “We’ll see.”
She doesn’t look very happy these days. I miss her smile. She used to smile all the time...and sing.
She liked to sing when she was making dinner. Sometimes she would sing to me when I was scared
or my tummy hurt. I haven’t heard her sing anything since the bombs started falling. She and Baba
just talk and whisper all the time now, but they don’t smile. Baba keeps saying, “Don’t worry, My
Little Flower, everything will be all right.” But, I can see that his eyes look worried.
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Dance List
By Stu Ross

INT. UPSCALE GENTLEMEN’S CLUB -- NIGHT
Emanating from the club’s powerful sound system: “Too Much
Time on My Hands” by Styx.
VINCE, feeling the stress/anxiety/pressure he inevitably
feels each time he puts together a Dance List, closes his
eyes and begins massaging his brow when...
Behind Vince an enchanting young dancer/waitress, with hair
the color of banana chips found in trail mix and a figure
that millions if not billions of Weight Watchers and Jenny
Craig disciples would give anything to have/would sell
their soul to have/would agree to have sex with David Spade
to have, steps into the d.j. booth. The satin teddy she’s
rocking with as much conviction as I’ve been told bands
including but not limited to the Faces and Jefferson
Airplane and Humble Pie and Spirit used to rock the
Fillmore is the color of the gold the bad guys go to great
lengths to get their filthy hands on in the James Bond
actioner Goldfinger.
The figure, the hair, the enchantment, the bustier.... The
effect is powerful. As powerful as the engine that powered
Gary Babelich and his Blue Flame to 622 mph at Bonneville
back in 1970, thinks Vince every time he sees Amanda in
this costume. As powerful as that rocket that got me off of
Mars and into orbit so Jessica Chastain and the others
could rescue me, I can hear Matt Damon say. As powerful as
Watson, the IBM computer those bastards at Jeopardy! put me
and Brad up against on national television, knowing damn
well we were going to get our butts kicked, I can hear Ken
Jennings say.
On top of that ...
She has a cool, smart, totally engaging charm that a fiftyone-year-old writer might describe using a very wellcrafted simile in the hopes of getting her attention/in the
hopes of piquing her interest/in the hopes of making her
say to the director: “Excuse me, Mr. Director? Hi. I’m the
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actress playing Amanda. First, let me tell you it’s a
pleasure to meet you and it’s an absolute thrill to finally
get to work with you. And then say, if I may be so bold,
that I have one itsy-bitsy demand to make: Please, promise
me you’ll introduce me to the guy who wrote this
screenplay--I’ve never in all my life been so fascinated by
a writer,” before coming to the (stark) realization that
it’s a harebrained scheme and chucking the whole idea and
coming to terms with the fact that the odds of meeting this
woman are much the same as the odds of this drivel he’s
writing winning a Pushcart Prize.
On top of that ...
She has a voice like butterscotch topping poured over
vanilla ice cream on a Tuesday night in June.
AMANDA
Please, Vince, don’t put me after
or before Heidi.
Vince replies without looking up from the Dance List he is
painstakingly constructing.
VINCE VAUGHN
No hello?
Oh, for the love of God, thinks Amanda. Then takes a breath
as deep as the trouble Thelma and Louise get themselves in.
As deep as the album tracks Tom Petty plays on his
satellite radio show. As deep as a book by Kierkegaard.
Then slowly breathes out.
AMANDA
My bad. Hi, Vince. Nice pants.
Vince puts down his pen and turns to the actress playing
Amanda.
VINCE VAUGHN
Hello, Amanda. Thank you. You were
saying?
AMANDA
Would you be so kind as to not put
me after or before Heidi?
Vince’s gesture and face says: Sorry, babe, there’s nothing
I can do.
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VINCE VAUGHN
Already started the List.
Amanda raises the lid of the Cash Caddy atop her cocktail
tray. From it she removes something and, reaching past
Vince, sets the something beside the list in progress.
VINCE VAUGHN (cont.)
What’s that?
AMANDA
I think it’s called a bribe.
Vince picks up what Amanda set down. The largely green
object he now holds between his thumb and index finger is a
twenty-five dollar CAESARS PALACE CHIP.
VINCE VAUGHN
I’m listening.
AMANDA
(good-naturedly)
Then... what have I been saying?
VINCE VAUGHN
You’d prefer not to follow Heidi
and would appreciate it if Heidi
wasn’t dancing after you.
AMANDA
So...? This is workable?
VINCE VAUGHN
It’s noted.
Vince feigns suspiciousness.
VINCE VAUGHN (cont.)
What else do you want?
AMANDA
(puzzled)
What else is there?
VINCE VAUGHN
I’m picking up a vibe right now...
telling me you’d be happy to, oh,
perhaps, see Heidi disappear? I
may or may not know some people.
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It’s going to cost you a bit more
than this, though.
Vince displays the Caesars Palace chip.
AMANDA
And they say Owen is the funnier
of you two.
With that, Amanda turns and disappears out of the d.j.
booth, leaving Vince with an apparition of a smile on his
iconic mug.
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Glasses (excerpt)
By Rafael Curio [a.k.a. Joe Krauter] & Stephen Verde
This is an excerpt from Chapter 1 of the novel “Walk.”

I look at the ground: crack… crack… pothole. My peripheral catches the burned-out skeleton of
a car. The semi-quiet thud of footsteps follows mine.
The wind blowing through the corpses of dead and stalled out vehicles… dark stains through
windshields and on the asphalt. I hope those stains on the ground are oil. But I know they’re not.
There’s a skull next to the tire of what looked like an old Chrysler minivan. The desiccated corpse
is on top of the hood wearing a flowery print dress.
I see myself in the dirt-smeared panel door window of the van, sigh with relief as I walk past the
corpse, the paranoia leaving me. The faces of my two friends come into the window’s reflection
seconds after mine, each of them looking at the skull and the dress-wearing corpse.
No head means that something took it… for food. No body means that something worse claimed
it, and is currently stalking us, waiting for nightfall and us to stop.
The snap of a trench coat’s tails flicking hard by the wind takes me out of my thoughts over the
dead woman’s body. The sound causes me to look over to my left to who wears it. I see the .45 Colt
revolver glint dully in the afternoon light. It sits on his right thigh, in an old thigh-tied holster. it creaks
as he moves.
He unconsciously adjusts the faded, stone grey colored Swiss Army trench coat.
The revolver reminds me of what else was under that old coat: sawed-off 12-gauge, another .45
(semi-auto) on his other hip in a police holster, two heavy combat knives, and one Long Knife.
Trench Coat notices me and nods. He flexes his hands in his dark brown leather gloves, shakes
his shaggy dark ginger-brown hair out of his eyes, and looks to the road again.
A soda can goes flying and bounces off a gutted-out Chevy S-10.
I look to where the can flew from, over at the grim-faced Mexican man on my right. The can
rattles in the wind as it rolls down the road, racing us.
I can’t remember the last time I had a fucking Coke.
Years.
Grimm matches my pace unconsciously whilst he chews his thumbnail.
Blue jeans with Wolverine work boots, a black T-shirt, hoodie sweatshirt and an old coffee-brown
leather jacket. An old Dallas Cowboys baseball cap rounded out his outfit—no matter how queer I
told him it was.
Grimm looks at me over his fist as he chews his nail. His eyes drift back over my shoulder at the
dead woman.
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Trouble? his eyes say, tightening, his hand reaching for the machete handle slung reversed down
his back.
I shake my head.
No. No trouble.
Good. Grimm relaxes.
South.
We’re following what’s left of the I-5 of California… in what’s left of California.
South. Home.
I’m not sure what year it is. I don’t remember how long it’s been since The Breach. I just try to
do two things: Stay alive. Stay sane.
Time is funny now, since The Breach. One day lasts for eighteen hours, like a mini-Alaska. No
night, no dark at all. Another day lasts three minutes before becoming totally moonless, starless dark
for two days, forty-eight hours at least.
South. She’s waiting for me.
Stay sane. Stay alive.
The story is that the world… broke. The sky ripped open like a wet bed sheet.
I don’t know how or why.
Any and everything your subconscious nightmares could vomit up came pouring out of that hole.
They were formless as they came through, but then they were able to manifest in the flesh—make
bodies, become real.
The best theory was that our brain’s ability to have faith, to believe—imagination—is what gave
these things flesh. That was when people started dying. From what they believed in.
They manifested everywhere.
I’ve seen angels.
Heroes.
Magic.
Monsters, demons, ghosts, fucking unicorns.
Our way of life was screwed.
I let my eyes pan back and forth, looking at the ruined view of the I-5’s landscape.
Eviscerated asphalt.
A shattered overpass.
I take my hat off and use it to wipe sweat off my face. It’s called an ivy cap, not a golfer’s cap.
Sheesh. I push my black Timberline glasses back up the bridge of my nose and look down at my New
Balance cross trainers, black jeans, undershirt, overshirt, and fingerless gloves.
Yay fashion.
Sweat gathers at the back holsters for Beauty & Husband, my 9mm Berettas. Yuck.
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My peripheral causes me to glance down at a severed hand, dried to jerky from the heat; an Elmo
Sesame Street watch waves at me as the hands circle in rapid clockwise spins. The hand looks like it
belonged to a six-year-old, maybe eight.
Jesus help me.
Grimm whistles softly, making my eyes snap up from the hand.
There’s a tanker truck pulled across the southbound lanes of the Five ahead. It looks newly moved.
Not only do you have to fear the monsters because they’re real. You gotta fear normal people too.
South…
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The Bus Driver
By Kevin D. Sawyer

A bus approached before another intermittent downpour flooded the city streets. Silver was
relieved when he saw its headlights reflecting off the wet asphalt. It was 3:36 in the morning and Shock
Therapy, the club he performed at hours earlier had closed; last call for alcohol, last dance, and the
city was at rest.
While waiting, Silver thought about why he could never seem to escape the traps availed by the
city’s criminal underworld. The bus pulled up to the curb and the jaws of its doors opened to greet
him like an open vice.
“Mornin’,” said the 60-year-old bus driver in a baritone voice to greet 19-year-old Silver, who
thought the driver resembled Al Sharpton in the 1980s when he was overweight and wore jogging
suits.
“What’s up,” said Silver as he dropped a handful of coins in the mouth of the machine to pay his
fare.
“You out kinda late, ain’t ya?” the bus driver said with a smile, happy to have someone he could
talk to on the empty bus. “My name’s Jessie.”
“People call me Silver.”
“You a musician?” asked Jessie.
“Yep,” said Silver.
“Whatcha play, lead or rhythm?” Jessie asked, observing the black rectangular guitar case.
“Both,” said Silver. “I’m comin’ from a gig at Shock Therapy, but ain’t nothin’ happenin’ there.
People goin’ nowhere an’ I’m tryin’ to get away from it all.”
“Been there before,” said Jessie. “That club opened when I was yo’ age. I’m surprised it’s still
open. I used to sing there; started out in church; joined an R&B band, toured, recorded, partied…
Hey, does Cleo still work there?”
“She runs the bar and waits tables sometimes,” said Silver.
Jessie laughed. “I used to have thing for her,” he said. “We could’ve been a nice couple but life
changes. Now look at us. She waitin’ tables an’ I’m driven a bus. Don’t never git in conflict with yo’
destiny.”
“What do you mean by that?” asked Silver.
“I mean talent ain’t enough to make it,” said Jessie. “Success finds ways to elude a man.” He
wrestled the steering wheel turning the bus left off Broadway, out of the downtown area, toward East
Oakland. “See, there’s a condition of uneasiness men never seem to get around, so they git stuck. It’s
why you gotta do like Curtis Mayfield used to sing and ‘keep on pushin’.”
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The bus engine roared as it accelerated through the darkness. The bright interior lights made it
nearly impossible to see outside. But the beads of water and their streaks on the window let Silver
know it was raining.
“There’s a hopeless discomfort in our humanity,” said Jessie as he pressed his foot on the
accelerator driving down East 14thStreet. The bus tires cut and splashed through puddles of water
gathered around clogged storm drains.
“The reality is there’s a gradual chain of events that define our humanity,” said Silver. “I play music
to alter mine. It allows me to measure the incalculable consequences of living; to recover from what
might be my own destruction.”
Jessie braked hard at a red light and the bus screeched to a stop. When the light flashed green he
accelerated through the intersection, looking ahead as the windshield wipers intermittently wiped the
rain away. Then, the polyrhythmic thud and pounding of a desperate man running alongside the bus
made Jessie pull over again. He opened the door and a man leaped aboard, wet and out of breath.
“Thanks, man,” he said as he panted. “Thought I wasn’t gonna make it.”
“You almost didn’t,” said Jessie in a kind voice. “I just didn’t want you to have to wait another
hour in this wet weather.”
The man paid his fare and hastily made his way to the back of the bus and sat low to take a catnap,
or to hide.
“Reality is funny thing,” said Jessie. “Sometimes we dismiss it and the world we create after
bringing it to fulfillment. It only ceases to exist when we’re gone.”
“You a preacher too?” Silver said sarcastically. “You talkin’ ‘bout death, but some people are
already dead, ‘cause their desires have been amputated. They live in dark, silence. That’s their reality.”
Then he pulled the cord above the window to signal his wish to exit, in the heart of the city’s dark
ghetto.
Jessie pulled over at the intersection of 90th Avenue and East 14th Street and the bus doors opened
as if by telekinesis.
Before stepping off onto the curb, Silver turned to Jessie. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ve reached my
destination and my other reality.”
“Me too,” said Jessie, feeling uneasy with reality. “Good luck with ya music, and remember: None
of us gits outta life alive.”
Jessie’s proverb became a prophecy that suddenly revealed its truthfulness. Five gunshots
awakened the neighborhood. One stray bullet intended for the passenger in the back of the bus
ricocheted off a pole and hit the bus driver in the back, leaving him wilted over the steering wheel, his
life extinguished.
Silver clutched the handle of his guitar case and ran. The last thing he needed was to be questioned
by police as a suspect in a murder. He took Jessie and Curtis Mayfield’s advice and ‘kept on pushin.’
In reality, he didn’t want to end up a what-could-have-been artist, or dead, like the bus driver.
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Devilution To Darkness
By Paul Stauffer

The un-countable stars glittered like diamond dust in the indigo heavens. Who could know the
evil hidden there, in the cold recesses of space. Do the stars hold the answers to everything, or do
they hold our doom? Are we perhaps viewed as nothing more than a convenience, one-stop QuickyMart, along the astral highway?
Three diminutive forms floated down through Earth’s gravity, glowing in the warmth, rather than
burning up.
The three pale-green, unobtrusive invaders resembled nothing more innocuous than three infertile
navel orange pits, albeit with a single maple-seed wing on their backs and three curly, corkscrew-like,
fibrous hairs at the other end. Upon closer scrutiny, though, they were something much more sinister,
for on each of their sides was embossed the image of an indistinct embryo, which could conceivably
develop into just about anything; a fish, a chicken, a horse, or even a person.
Suddenly, as if they had been aimed, the seeds turned away from the lights of a city, towards a
field and a single beam of light over a black hole. The three faux-seeds fell silently into the six-foothole behind a young man busily raking dirt. They began to dance about, spinning wildly, until they
burrowed into the soil.
In just a few moments, the seeds began to sprout and grow, incredibly fast, inches in seconds, feet
within minutes.
The upper leaves had reached the top of the hole, before Joe Buzzby turned and noticed them.
Initially he wasn’t afraid, just amazed. He stood there mesmerized, his head slightly cocked, his
expression pinched with intensity, like a boy learning how babies are made.
At 43 years-old, Joseph R. Buzzby looked like—well, there’s no other way to put it—like your
“average Joe,” with his straight, dark-brown, hair and the continuously perplexed expression on his
round face. Joe was only average from the neck up, at six-foot-two, and 345 pounds, he was continually
having to pull up his pants which fell down around his knees whenever he exerted himself.
He thought he must be dreaming, because the leafy bushes grew three bulbs while he watched,
which then began to blossom.
In the cool, damp night air, Joe’s pulse raced under his clammy skin, and he realized in terror that
he couldn’t move, he couldn’t speak. Joe’s mouth dropped open, his eyes bugged, and he felt his knees
growing weak beneath his substantial weight.
As Joe stood entranced, oblivious that his pants were hanging down around his knees, the flowers
formed into three eggplant-shaped, translucent purple pods, which started to pulse and undulate like
beating hearts. Then one after the other, the pods fell. Joe looked over the edge of the hole and saw
three ugly, frog-like, slimy, scaly forms about the size of tennis-balls, with thin, sharp teeth set in a
bulldog overbite.
Joe realized he had been holding his breath, his eyebrows scrunched into a furry black caterpillar,
as he thought of the tool shed. Even though he couldn’t see it in the dark fog, he knew right where it
was. He ran, or at least hustled as fast as he could go, holding his pants up as he went. Reaching the
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shed, he undid the door latch, pulled the chain on the hanging light, then grabbed a plastic ice chest
and an aluminum fishing net and hustled back through the fog.
Joe shined his light into the grave, he shivered and nervously farted, or thought he had, until he
felt his lumpy wet courage running down the back of his legs.
What he saw down in the hole were three small monsters, each the size of a pug dog. Their rear
torsos were like a lobster’s flipper, while their front torsos were badger-like, with two short, stocky,
well-muscled front limbs ending in four long pruning-shear-like claws.
The creatures began scurrying up out of the hole. Joe turned to run, tripped on his pants and fell.
Just as he scrambled to his feet, he saw the first creature reach its ugly, hissing, face over the edge of
the grave-hole. Its mouth held a large pair of pincers over a set of sharp, jagged teeth. Joe looked into
those two bulging, multi-faceted red-eyes, shining with cold, calculating malice and he nearly dropped
his flashlight. It looked like the love-child from the crossing of a wolverine and a praying mantis. He
ran for his car, hearing the sound of small clawed feet on the gravel road behind him. He opened the
door to his station wagon, jumped in and turned the key. The engine choked once, as something, or
somethings, hit the side of the car. The motor turned over, he floored the pedal and a rooster-tail of
gravel sprayed out the rear end.
He took a deep breath, then he heard the ticking noise of claws on the car’s roof.
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Thirsty
By Udukobraye Pela

I had heard how great she was from my roommate for months, but somehow we had always
missed each other. I was a popping bottle of champagne away from being married then, but not
anymore; tonight, I was newly single, and we were having a party to celebrate.
“The infamous Wyatt. It’s nice to finally meet you,” I said, taking her hand firmly.
Gazing up at me with warm, cognac-colored eyes, she replied, “I know right, it’s like this kid’s
trying to keep me all to himself or sumthin.”
“Pimpin; you handcuffing?” I asked.
“Cut it out!” Jamal replied, waving his hand in between chin & collarbone.
“You’re his roommate, you’ve got to know he’s into S&M and all that,” she said, looking back at
him with a beautifully devious grin.
“Oh, I like her. Mall, you been holding out, let me get you a drink,” I offered, heading into the
kitchen.
“A drink! Man, listen to how she’s talking, she don’t need no more,” Jamal suggested as we weaved
through partygoers.
Wyatt slapped him on the back. “Stop making fun of my accent. I can’t help it that I talk like this.”
Her accent was from the East Coast, Boston to be exact, and it was just another thing that made
her cuter than can be. Now Wyatt wasn’t someone who caught my attention at first glance, yet she
was already attracting the part of me that didn’t use the physical eye. As we continued to talk well after
the party was over though, I began to be more and more taken by the freckles dispersed across the
bridge of her nose and cheeks. By the contrast of her red hair resting gently at the crest of her cleavage
against her soft, delicate white flesh. I was intrigued by Wyatt, and how she knew exactly who she was.
I spoke to the ceiling as we talked in the semi-dark of the living room, littered with red dixie drink
cups. “You sailed to Jamaica on a ship! And you wasn’t on like a cruise ship, you talking about like on
a pirate ship?”
She giggled.
“Yeah, it was sorta like that.”
“But damn, didn’t that trip take hella long?” I asked.
“Well I guess it depends,” Wyatt replied, lying on the floor to my right.
Raising from the sofa and resting on my elbows I said, “What you mean depends?”
“It depends on how long hella is. I’m not from California. Exactly how much is that?”
It was exactly those kinds of smart-ass remarks that made my heart gravitate to a woman. I loved
that fearlessness, the audacity to challenge me in making fun of something I say or do. Captivated by
the courage in Wyatt’s vibrant eyes, I looked forward to really getting to know this girl.
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“So what’d you think of Wyatt; she’s cool huh?” Jamal asked the next morning, bowl of cereal in
his lap.
“The Bostonian is cool as all outdoors,” I answered, wiping the stream of milk that dribbled down
my chin.
“So, when you seeing her again?” he asked, holding back a smile.
“Umm, I’ll probably hit her up in like a week or two; why?”
“I’m just sayin; I don’t want you running to this one on that LL Cool J hype.”
“LL Cool J hype! Man, what is you talking bout?”
“You know, on that, ‘I need love’ tip,” Jamal replied, facial expression to match.
“Aww, I ain’t messing with you bro; that’s how you get at me!” I said, heart certainly feeling
otherwise.
“She ain’t the one is all I’m saying. She’s been with damn near everybody in the squad. Jay, Los
even, Philly, and I damn near did too so, don’t you go getting too attached,” he warned.
“Damn, all y’all?! Aight, that’s what’s up,” I said bitterly, drowning my cookie-shaped discs of
cereal by holding them under the milk with my spoon.
“Remember, we don’t turn hoes into housewives round here, you feel me?”
“What! Aww, hell naw!” I couldn’t believe Jamal pulled that card on me, knowing that regardless
of how I felt, it would be like blasphemy to go against the code. “That’s what we don’t do! What kind
of man does that?”
“A Sucka!” Jamal replied, spoon in mid-air.
“Don’t trip bro, I know what it is; in and out just like a robbery,” I answered, attempting to
convince the both of us.
When I stopped by Wyatt’s spot to kick it a couple days later, my hands were still sweaty though,
carrot raisin bread in tow.
As I thought about how good her chest felt pressed against my stomach as we hugged, it kinda
stung that she said, “Oh thank you, you are so sweet,” taking the treats from my hands.
But I was enjoying flirting with disaster, and being smitten by the berry-scented lotion lathered on
her arms and legs like warm glaze. Unfortunately, when Wyatt asked, “Can I get you anything; are you
thirsty?” softly sweeping her hair back from in front of her sparkling eyes, and off to the right, I was
afraid I found myself further in over my head than I had ever imagined.
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Fear Itself
By Emile DeWeaver

Babies scare the shit out of me. It all started with that Chuckie movie and the creepy patter of tiny
feet across carpet before the doll electrocutes the blood out of somebody’s eye sockets.
Well, it didn’t start with Child’s Play; the movie just confirmed my suspicions. Semantics aside, the
take-home message here is that the movie messed with me. It made me realize something, and it’s
crazy that we’ve been missing this because we’ve been asking the right question since the invention of
books: where do writers get their ideas? They steal them. From life.
Now, you’re thinking that there’s no way the writers of Child’s Play actually knew a homicidal
maniac who was trapped in a doll’s body, and instead of calling the police or Geraldo, they shook
hands and said, “Who can direct the movie?”
That’s not what I’m saying. But here’s what they did. They took something real and gave it a twist.
Here’s the truth they twisted. Demons are real. But since the death of Christ, they’ve been unable
to possess people, so they possess objects. Their favorite objects are dolls (for obvious reasons).
What does this have to do with babies?
Have you seen that kids’ movie about dogs where all the animals talk to each other, but when
humans are around they just bark or meow and cats are trying to take over Earth because those are
some wily fuckers? Yeah, those writers stole that from the baby conspiracy. Babies can talk. They
don’t tell us because the demons have them tricked and giggling at how crazy we look talking gibberish
over their cribs. The demons want the babies’ minds to themselves, so they can corrupt them and use
their baby powers against us.
What baby powers? A fair question.
You ever hear these yahoos talk about how if they could travel back in time, they’d kill baby Hitler
to prevent World War II and save 6 million Jews? They’re kidding themselves. You ever try to kill a
baby?
Exactly. Baby power.
I got a glimpse of demon-dolls when I was five, but I was too young to understand the conspiracy.
My foster brother Waldo was a sissy for carrying a black Cabbage Patch Kid around in his backpack,
or so said all the kids who left Barbie heads on my desk and in my coat pockets. Once, they put one
in my shoe and after naptime, something cold and hard had its mouth on my toe and it triggered an
asthma attack.
Later, I caught Waldo burning toilet paper in the backyard with the Zippo he let me touch once.
He squatted on the walk next to the sliding glass door while his Cabbage Patch watched with
marshmallow eyes from a plastic patio table that was dirty with leaves and rainwater. And so I told
Waldo that he and his Cabbage Patch were sissies, and that’s why my friends at school were mean to
me.
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Waldo dropped a flaming coil of T.P. onto the concrete and straightened his legs until he stood
over me. He had a face like a pie, his hair was girl-curly because his birth father was white, and his
breath choked my nostrils with grape candy.
“We’re pretending to be brothers,” he said, “so I can let you slide calling me a fag. But Renaldo
gonna show you what a sissy is.”
Renaldo was his Cabbage Patch. I’d never noticed until that moment that Renaldo wore one of
those Freddy Kruger sweaters beneath the smiley face on its overalls.
Waldo grabbed me; I pounded my fists against his wrists, but he just turned me around and
smooshed me against the sliding glass.
“Stop!” I said. “Please.”
“Talk to Renaldo.” Waldo shrugged before he slid one arm around my throat in a stranglehold.
“Tell him sorry, and maybe he’ll let this go.”
I wanted to say I’m sorry, but I couldn’t breathe. My legs flopped beneath me, but I couldn’t fall.
Waldo choked me until I pissed my pants and tucked-in shirt. He and Renaldo turned choking me
until I passed out into a regular torment: my foster brother asking his doll to please forgive his punk
little brother; Waldo smiling as I flailed to free myself. It was my first hint of demons and the hold
they have on people like Waldo. There’s no telling how many of my friends at school they’d corrupted
too, and if you think hard, it explains so much!
I’m a little crazy. You can’t know what I know and keep it all together, but you need to listen to
me: remember the movies. The madman is always the madman until you find your body-snatching
double growing out of a plant-pod in your girlfriend’s basement.
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NO, SHOWERS!
By Michael Zell

“Show...errrrs!” Powers bellowed again from his cell. “Five stinkin’ days overdue,” he muttered.
His stringy long hair was grievously greasy.
Manny “Super” Powers felt crippled in this Kryptonite crypt. I’m “Les” Powers now, he
admitted… weak, trapped, ignored. Suffering in solitary.
He recalled his first incarceration. Fire camp. Life was intense. Living, yes, in tents. Cell phone
there, but NO BARS. No service in those woods! Now? ALL BARS, but of iron, ironically.
Powers executed a set of pushups, sweating profusely, droplets drenching his chronically lazy left
eye. He picked up that tabloid rag left in the cell. Hey, Arnold Schwartzeneggar replacing Trump as
boss on “The Apprentice”? Manny spontaneously spouted, “I’m Ahnuldt, not deh Donaldt! No,
you’re not fiyud! You’re terminated! Considah dat a divoahs! Take deh elevatah to deh groundt flowah!
You WON’T be back. Hasta la vista, Baby!”
Morgue-like silence. He grabbed his “C” harp and got bluesy with it…
“Showers!” he screamed out.
“Heard ya the first… eleven… times.” It was the near-breathless voice of Officer Dallas “Heavy”
Showers, a fast-aging 47, who laboriously lugged his 300-pound frame over to sloppily lean against
Manny’s cell door. Due to ADHD, “Heavy” was also called “Scattered” Showers. “What’s your
problem, Powers?”
“Eight days. No shower, Showers!”
“Right! You didn’t get the new rules from the Porters?”
“Porters? Nah, they just clean this dump.”
“Not INMATE porters! I mean the officers, the Porters... the twin brother and sister who
delivered the new drought restrictions. Shower program’s suspended.”
“Missed that memo.”
“Well, here’s your digital signal, at least.” Powers glimpsed the brief flash in his food portal of a
pudgy, extended middle finger.
“Pray for rain! No showers? No showers...” Showers told Powers.
Nine minutes later, Manny spied several pages of paperwork being shoved through the portal.
Then, he heard Showers. “Terry, Robin, educate this guy.”
Immediately, one twin’s low, gravelly voice advised, “Read that plan carefully, Powers.”
“Yeah, like all of it,” the other twin’s gritty voice added.
“Excuse me? Like ALL of it?! Doubt I’ll like ANY of it.”
He peeked out at the near-identical Porters, noticing short black hair, stocky frames, blemished
complexions. Awkward, ambiguous! Which was sister and which brother? Terry and Robin? The
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presence of blurred lines here was clear, like that mulatto gay guy from high school, racially and facially
confusing Rocky Lee, who became “Rachel Lee,” labeled by the students, “Rachel Lee, divided.” Now,
Powers pondered this peculiar pairing of pockmarked peas in a pod that posed a particularly
perplexing problem of potentially mislabeling gender identity.
He suddenly blurted, “Terry, you’re the brother?”
“Was… but I’m female now,” said the left-side Porter, revealing the sister. TransJenner, Manny
thought, as Robin suddenly added, “I’m a transgender male.”
Sibling gender switch! he thought, as he asked the transgender twins, “When’s this shower
deprivation over?”
Terry shrugged, opined, “Maybe when Robin and I figure out which public restrooms to use. So,
not soon. At the end of the day, you know…”
“It is what it is…” Robin finished.
“C’mon! Me, I avoid clichés like the PLAGUE!”
“Avoid the showers, too,” Robin casually warned, departing.
Resignedly, a defeated “Les” Powers stripped for his birdbath. The tattoo on his side, descending
from armpit level to his waist, read N-A-T-I-O-N-Y-D.
Peering in, Showers inquired, “That your gang tat there?”
“Insurance company. Manny’s with Manning. Hm, hm, hm, hm, hm, hm, hm.”
“Lame, Powers.”
“I could care less, Showers.”
“COULDN’T care less,” the correctional officer corrected.
“COULD… CARE!” he countered.
Menacingly, Showers warned, “Watch… YOUR TONE!”
Like a petulant child, immature, “Les” Powers scratched out “YOUR TONE” on his cell wall,
and fixed his gaze obediently on the words.
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Commencement to Comfort
By Ivan Skrblinski

Imagining kept his eyes shut and fluttering. He lay still and content. But, seconds later, the glowing
television disturbed his relaxation, ending his slumber. Yonder and far beyond, the sound of congas
began creeping into his sleeping ears as the smooth thumping thuds began synchronizing with the
television’s dancing lights. When the conga hit its last beat, the commercial was over.
He was approaching reality—becoming aware. He was smiling.
However, the lacuna between dreaming and the truth that he was coming back to this place
instantly produced a state of confusion. His inspiration and mindset got muddled when he realized he
was not alone but in the company of someone it was hard for him to like. He couldn’t concentrate on
happiness because of the manufactured strife generated by them between him and everyone else. This
was the way it was going to be forever.
He was fully awake.
He sat cross-legged on his upper bunk. His bed was always made. Below him, he knew his bunkie
still slept, so he quietly slumped forward as his gaze shifted to his cell door. He knew how many bars
were on it, something he checked repetitively in the course of a lockdown. Waking up caged erased
his memories of solace and tenderness, and at the same time, the sun’s rising just out of his presence
created misery.
The smallness of his prison cell squeezed and compressed him as he nearly bumped his head on
a footlocker bolted to the wall, just to his right. In spite of it all he sought comfort: Folger’s coffee
and Nestle’s chocolate mixed in his little brown cup. That appealed to his good senses. That sweet
mocha taste was the kind of morning gratification missed, but never forgotten.
He removed a bottle of water that he put in the same place every night on the right side of his
locker and sat it down beside his leg. His body turned slightly left as he twisted its top open and poured
a measured serving into a Brushy Creek hot-pot that was always placed at the foot of his bunk. He
carefully re-capped the bottle and set it back in place. Then, he plugged in the hot-pot, turned it on
high and waited patiently for it to steam.
The television distracted him with a senseless killing, so he changed the channel to watch the
funnies, only to see the Roadrunner deceive Wiley Coyote into blowing himself up. He sensed the
infringement deeply while thinking about compassion and how his mother always told him about
sitting too close to the TV.
“Boy, move back from that TV! It’ll make you go blind.”
He reached back into his locker and got a packet of Nestle’s chocolate, tore it open and poured it
in the empty cup. The crumpled packet rested beside him. Twisting steam was quietly treasured as
water drops formed on the cell’s ceiling. He reached in his locker again and took out a jar of Folger’s
coffee and opened it. He could smell its purpose. He dumped a heaping scoop into the cup and then
attentively poured in scorching water. The brew foamed. The mocha aroma induced a downright
synergy between his clumsy soul and his dingy and darkened cell. As his plastic spoon vigorously
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stirred the mixture far more than necessary, that clanking sound sang, “I’m ready to start doing time
again.”
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Caspar
By Wayne Boatwright

The urge to return grew as my doom approached. Visions of fog-shrouded trails, tide-pools and
craggy coves filled my restless sleeping.
Like a salmon thrashing and plowing back up its origin stream to spawn and die, I struggled facing
my doom. I realized that I must return to Caspar with my children, for my children. My very existence
demanded it.
HOME? I guess that is the right word. My childhood was a nomadic one, never staying anywhere
long enough to make a home.
I had always seen myself a Los Angles Valley Boy, having lost my innocence under LA’s smogred moon. I know better now. Caspar was a one-street ghost town between Mendocino and Noyo
Harbor far up the California coast. As I prepared to say goodbye to my family, it was Casper that
haunted me, defined me.
To take form as a person requires courage. I found mine in Casper. I discovered a sense of
adventure and independence by scaling cliffs of rock and sand searching for hidden treasures in tidepools, nests and grottos. I developed confidence crossing razor-sharp rocks between crashing waves
and using landmarks and the setting sun to work my way home at day’s end.
Unlike that magnificent fish that thrives in both fresh and salt waters, I feared my transition from
free citizen to inmate. Soon, I would perform my citizen’s duty to serve sentence in a new and brutal
world. As I steeled myself to face this doom, I worried for my precious little ones. They must navigate
life’s waters guided solely by their mother. Father was going up the river, to be gone longer than their
entire existence; their life-course permanently altered by my crime.
How could I say goodbye, give something to guide them across the years of separation? What
signs and tokens could serve to help them, keep alive our family bond?
I marvel at how the salmon finds its way across the vast Pacific to the mouth of its creation stream.
I have only a map and vague memories to prod me back. At this task I cannot fail my family, again. I
was forged exploring Caspar’s magic wilds. No map exists to develop such traits in the next generation.
Still, Caspar calls me—an incessant demanding that only there would I be able to retrieve and impart
something of vital importance to my children.
Behind the wheel and a manufactured confident smile, we headed north on the 101 toward Willits
as I desperately searched my mind for the key to unlock my childhood treasure-trove of memories.
Upon arrival, we performed the customary tours of lighthouse, harbor and old town. I discovered that
Caspar had been swallowed up and become a mere Mendocino suburb. I recognized none of it.
On this last weekend before my incarceration, I could find no path back to my memories. We
checked into the Skylark Lodge’s last available room around 11 pm. My family fell asleep to the crash
of waves below. I could not rest.
As the morning broke, the sea, she called me, overriding the constraints of adulthood, and I knew.
As the salmon, my passage to the Lodge’s private cove was swift and sure. Out of the morning sea
mist, a beach materialized, strewn with long tangles, bulbs and ribbons of kelp. I inhaled the pungent
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scent with the waves and watched the undulating kelp forest suspended on the ocean surface by
iodine-colored bulbs. Here was the key!
The smells transported me back—the memories, like waves, crashed. The riptide of recognition
pulled me under and I held my breath as those memories swirled in my mind.
I was taken back to the house and barn by a path lined with blood-orange poppies to the stream
across which lay fields of blackberries. As a boy, I had battled those bushes until my fingers were
scarlet and arms scratched to the elbows—evidence of my victory, loaded buckets of berries I would
give my grandmother to bake into pies and fill Mason jars with tart sweetness. Just over the horizon
was the trail through the pygmy forest to the Jug Handle Park waterfall. The cove’s kelp scent had
awakened these magical memories for me to share as treasures with my eight- and six-year-old.
As with the salmon, I spread these gifts on the streambed of my little ones’ experiences before the
current pulled me to prison. Over those next few fleeting days, my children collected tokens of
driftwood, seashells and beach glass as emblems of a father’s love. I could only trust instinct that such
take hold in their fertile souls and keep them safe until my return.
Unlike that noble fish, the current of time was pulling me to a new existence; yet Caspar had
renewed me. When the sun sets on this adventure, I know I can find my way home.
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Unresolved
By Michael Calvin Holmes

Late again, the Sheltons drove frantically to try to get their daughter, Lindsay. Once again they
argued about whose turn it was to pick her up. And as usual, they pointed fingers, blaming the other
for the neglect of their child.
“How could you forget her again?” Frank shouted.
“It was your turn,” said Tracy.
“No… we agreed that you would get her today. Remember? I had a meeting with the district
manager!”
“I’m sorry, it slipped my mind. There was an emergency at the office.”
“There’s no excuse for this, Tracy. As usual, you screwed up.”
Her face turned bright red.
“Seriously, you’re lecturing me? I can’t remember the last time you weren’t late picking her up. So
don’t act like you’re so perfect, Frank! At least I spend time with her.”
Frank turned and glared at her.
“Since when?”
Tracy clenched her fist.
“Are you kidding me? We go shopping, I meet with her teachers at school. And I go to all her
recitals. You never spend any time with her.”
“Hey, don’t forget it was me that paid for her violin lessons when you were between jobs, because
of your little substance problem,” said Frank.
“Why do you always bring that up?
“Because you act like you’re the only one who does anything for her.”
“I never said that, Frank. But we both know you only paid for those lessons to get her out your
hair.”
Frank frowned. “That’s not true.”
“It is true.”
“Well, I’m doing my best. You know I have to work.”
“No, Frank, you choose to work. Or that’s what you claim you’re doing.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean you’re always with your district manager instead of us. Maybe you should marry her since
that’s where you like spending all your time.”
“Not this again,” said Frank.
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Their argument did not last long, because by now it had become redundant.
Irritated, Frank banked a hard right around the damp and slippery corner, almost flipping their
bright red Porsche. But Tracy didn’t care, because her life was such a mess.
She mourned the death her dreams and aspirations. Tracy was stuck in a marriage that had no
chance of reconciliation. And she had a child who was tragically caught in the middle.
Tracy’s eyes widened when she saw Lindsay, a tiny figure far in the distance.
“There she is!”
“I see her,” said Frank, as he pressed the gas pedal to the floor.
The engine roared, and the tires screeched. He accelerated well over the speed limit, down an
endless road that narrowed as they sped into the infinite twilight. Houses blurred as they raced by,
disappearing as the perpetual fog thickened.
“We’re actually going to make it this time!” said Tracy
She opened the sunroof, unbuckled her seatbelt, and stood up. Her platinum blond hair blew back,
flapping in the wind. She smiled. This time they were closer to Lindsay than they had ever been before.
Tracy repeatedly cried out to her daughter, but no matter how hard she tried to yell, her voice was
as quiet a whisper. Finally, she gave up, and reseated herself. As she buckled her seatbelt, Frank shook
his head; he could not believe how stubborn she was.
“You know that never works,” he said.
She turned and sneered at him.
As they approached, Lindsay’s face became visible. She smiled at her parents. Her deep blue eyes
glowed like a Persian cat. She wore a look of forgiveness; and her face was as bright as an angel, casting
a light of hope, like a lighthouse guiding them through the turbulence that was their lives.
Without warning the car suddenly slowed.
“It’s happening again,” said Tracy.
Frank tried to will the car to go faster. He had to get to her this time. He wanted so badly to make
amends to his sweet little protégé, who had emerged from the ashes of a scorched union. He furiously
pounded on the dashboard.
“Come on,” he said, his face red and his eyes bulging.
Finally, the Porsche came to a complete stop, just short of Lindsay, when a powder blue van
appeared blocking their view of their daughter. They couldn’t make out the driver’s face. All they
could tell was that he was saying something to their sweet little girl who never complained or asked
for anything but to matter.
“Hurry,” said Frank.
They quickly exiedt the car, but it was too late. The van drove away, and their Lindsay was gone
forever.
Frustrated, Tracy screamed. Frank wiped tears from his eyes and when he turned to looked at
Tracy, her face was as gray as a corpse. He gasped, and she said, “You screwed up, Frank!”
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They abruptly woke up in their bed, sweating profusely and gasping for air. They turned in unison
and looked at each other as they always do. Their eyes were filled with terror and hopelessness, feeling
defeated once again.
In the five years since their twelve-year-old daughter had been kidnapped, raped and murdered,
they had barely spoken, let alone touched one another.
None of the support groups or therapy had helped them. The once very wealthy couple had quit
their careers, sold their other homes, and were now in debt, with an overdue mortgage hanging over
their head.
However, all this did not matter. All they wanted was to get her back, somehow, some way...
So they lay down, and went back to sleep, to try again, hoping that this time, they could get to
their daughter, before it was too late.
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What Do You Stand For
(An Excerpt from a Larger Poem)
(In Hip-Hop Verse)

By Thedo "Noble" Butler
And, I wonder if they'll laugh when I am dead...
Why am I fighting to live, when I'm just living to fight?
Why am I trying to see, when there ain't nothing in sight?
Why am I trying to give, when no one gives me a try?
Why am I dying to live, when I'm just living to die...?
Once, while I was dreaming,
my unborn son asked me
"Daddy, what are you afraid of?"
When I turned to see his face, instantly,
my fear was clear...
I fear...
the termination of my seed,
the extermination of my breed;
I fear that Thin Blue Line, that's been crossed by them so many times,
that I don't know,
whether are they friend, or are they foe
I fear…
for my unborn child as his persistence
begins to metamorphosize into his existence,
as, his reality changes into his actuality,
and, he is forced to stand upon the ground of which
some have alleged that my fears have no basis,
that it's my fault that
that Thin Blue Line has been crossed so many times,
I fear...
the loss, where peace
is a pledge promised to the public, and
I fear
the persistent violence which is perpetrated upon the people...
And, I scream because I have no voice,
because, it seems that no one is listening
and, I cry because I have no more tears to shed,
because so many shining stars are missing...
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Black Lives Matter...
White Lives Matter...
Cop Lives Matter...
From the Hoods to the Woods,
from the Urbs to the Burbs,
ALL lives ordained by GOD MATTER
It shouldn't matter!
the color of my skin or the clothes that you wear
indifference is the menace, retaliation is the bane,
and, by ascribing to the philosophy of "eye for an eye"
then, soon our whole world will be blind...
If you're silent, you're compliant,
If you believe you have no bias, you’re wrong!
Rhetoric doesn't solve a problem,
just as denial doesn't make it go away;
ghosts are not excised by hiding one's face,
and for us to be better,
we must DO better!
There's the saying that if you don't stand for something,
then you'll fall for anything,
And, for the sake of my pride, yet to be realized, I,
refuse to let my fears
let me fall...
So, I chose to find a touch of hope in the new live example
of a young man with the number 7 on his chest,
whose protest
says that by taking a knee,
he is taking a stand...
So, I beg you, reach beyond your fears,
And, we should ask ourselves
What do I stand for...?
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And, I wonder if they'll laugh when I am dead...
Why am I fighting to live, when I'm just living to fight?
Why am I trying to see, when there ain't nothing in sight?
Why am I trying to give, when no one gives me a try?
Why am I dying to live, when I'm just living to die...?
—Tupac Shakur, Running (Dying to Live)

Dedicated to:
Alton Sterling & Philando Castile, and all the victims of unacceptable, indefensible murderous police violence,
and
Dallas Police Officers Lorne Ahrens, Michael Krol, Michael J. Smith, Brent Thompson and Patrick Zamarripa, and
all police officers who were willing to die (needlessly) to protect the freedoms of the protesters demonstrating against the
senseless killings of Black & Latino men at the hands of other officers.
Special Note:
In the time that I first composed this piece, in our country:

Insert numbers
another ___*___ Black men were murdered by police...
another ___*___ Police Officers were murdered for no other reason than the uniform they wore,
and...
another ___*___ Black Men were murdered by another Black Man...
There comes a point in time where we have to be willing to engage in a very painful, but absolutely
essential and necessary, dialogue in order to truly come together as a country, as a people, as a society,
as a community, and as a family.
Black Lives Matter DOESN'T MEAN White lives and/or Police lives DON'T matter, this
is NOT an either/or proposition: it simply means that, in our American culture and society, Black,
Latino and other men of color are being harassed, targeted and killed at an exponentially
disproportional rate that White men when coming into contact with the police, more often than not,
for minor situations.
And, it's time for us to recognize, and be willing, to acknowledge that there is implicit racial prejudices
in our country, that is also deeply ingrained into the culture of our police. Until we are willing to
address that fact, as well as the fact that that same lingering implicit racism is a contributing factor for
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the unacceptable murder rate of Black men by other Black men, then we, as an American community,
will be stuck in the mire of the extreme divisiveness that we are experiencing today...
What do YOU stand for?
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Stopping Animals
By Rahsaan Thomas

He ambles down Boyland Avenue scouting for shade and food in the now unfamiliar
neighborhood. He’s been roaming for hours, looking for opportunities in the revamped neighborhood
that holds no place for him and a sun that leaves no place for cover. His throat feels like unmixed
concrete.
Nearby, working in her garden beneath the relentless sun, Maria is watering her flowers. She adores
playing in the dirt after her husband leaves for the office and her kids go off to school. Noticing her
neighbor's thirsty-brown grass, she sprays to the right, through the wire fence. Smiling at her good
deed, she hums.
Through Maria’s fence, he sees the water spouting, and heads towards the hose with lassitude, not
caring about the woman holding it. He pushes through an unlocked gate in the three-foot fence and
wobbles her way.
Maria hears strange snuffling sounds behind her. When she turns, she drops the hose and begins
to wail. The startled intruder rises up and lashes out. Sharp nails graze her right arm. Blood drips onto
her tan clogs.
Running blindly into the house, she slams the glass door, locking it behind her. Stumbling to the
coffee table, she picks up her phone.
"9ll, what's your emergency?"
"I've just been attacked by a big, black… black hairy animal!" screeches Maria.
A few blocks away, rookie officer Jose Lopez sits with his regrets while Captain Michael Conner
drives the patrol car. They are approaching the block where Lopez’s former partner killed an unarmed
teenager a week earlier. Out the passenger window, a portrait of 17-year-old Rodney Sanchez has been
spray-painted on the side of a Starbucks. The teen's somber eyes glancing downward from under a
baseball cap contrast with his smiling face. He looks too young to be dead. Lopez turns his neck as
far towards the window as he can to hide the water filling his eyes.
Beside the mural, a pre-teen with brown skin and Hispanic features places an old catcher's mitt
among rows of flowers, baseball cards and flickering candles. Looking up from beneath his hoodie,
the kid glares and raises his middle finger at the squad car.
Lopez feels Conner staring at him, hears the captain sigh before speaking. "We have a duty to
protect and serve, but you have to stay alive to do that. When you feel danger, trust your instincts and
your training."
“He was a kid.”
“A kid your partner had reason to believe possessed a gun.”
“But he didn’t.”
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“Hey, hey these communities don’t cooperate with us, so how are we supposed to tell who is who?
Believe me, backing your partner was the right thing.”
The rookie hears the captain but still can't shake what had happened to the teen memorialized on
a wall. So heavy are Lopez’s thoughts that at first, he doesn’t notice a dispatcher’s urgent voice
squawking in the background.
"... attacked a woman and is to be considered extremely dangerous. Last seen in the backyard area
of Eighth and Boyland Avenue."
"Take the call," says Conner as he wheels the black and white, red and blue lights flashing and the
siren screaming. Lopez braces himself against the dashboard with his right hand and reaches for the
radio with the left.
"He jumped a fence and is headed toward Seventh," crackles the radio.
"We're coming down Boyland, approaching Seventh now," Lopez answers.
The cruiser brakes in front of Maria's Tudor. A pathway curves around the side into the back yard.
Conner jumps out and sprints down the passageway. Lopez follows him.
Lopez turns the corner of the home to find Conner in the backyard aiming his firearm at a sevenfoot black bear standing on its hind legs. The bear bellows, claws at the air and then drops down to
all fours. A brick wall and a six-foot wooden fence boxes the bear in a corner, leaving only one escape
route. The bear charges.
Lopez panics, drawing his Glock 19.
"Don't shoot, he's just an animal!" yells Conner.
The officers move out the way, corralling the bear towards another empty backyard. The beast
jumps the fence.
Two men in green uniforms from Animal Control arrive with a tranquilizer rifle. Conner grabs
the tranq gun from them and gives pursuit. Lopez and Animal Control trail them. The bear runs past
the side of a house and reaches the corner of Seventh and Boyland.
"Stop him," cries Lopez, confused and angry.
The captain pulls the trigger and a shot echoes. A dart smacks the bear in his right hindquarter.
The animal halts in mid-step, growls and turns towards Conner, who fires once more. This shot hits
the bear's chest. The animal closes his eyes, shakes his head real slow and begins to retreat with the
darts sticking out of him. The officers follow the beast down the empty residential block toward
Rodney's memorial.
The boy's painted eyes appear to be watching the wild animal struggling towards him. The bear’s
eyelids shut and he drops onto the ground with a thud, knocking over cards, smothering candle flames,
and smashing stuffed animals.
Lopez looks up at Rodney’s accusing eyes, then lowers his chin.
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A Divided Civilization
Chapter 6
By J. Medvin

Huge crowds of thirsty people waited in the streets holding bone-dry containers of all shapes,
colors and sizes as they baked in the hot sun, hoping the government assistance would soon come.
Many of the recipients experienced the burden of their parched existence as they dwelt in the dusty
parking lot, some of their faces caked in dust. Personal hygiene was a thing of the past.
Several hours after the pop-up announcement on everyone’s cellphones which had displayed a
green 3-dimensional female broadcaster from the waist up, four large tankers pulled up and parked in
the middle of the street. Men in white jumpsuits with black lettering on their backs jumped out, two
from each vehicle, and strode toward the nozzle on the sides of the tankers.
Amanda held her baby in one arm, an empty water bottle in the other, with a 5-gallon jug at her
feet. She could not afford the $20 a gallon monopoly that the “Water Barons” were imposing on
Californians across the entire state, and the free water was a relief to many. She craned her neck and
saw the black lettering on one of the guy’s backs that read “AQUA DISTRIBUTOR.”
“Listen up! Everyone form an orderly line! No cutting, no pushing, no crowding! Lots of water
here for everybody!”
Fragmented lines began to form, splitting down into several lines at each tanker like the thirsty
roots of a plant, the people themselves akin to the wilting leaves of an un-watered tree. People started
filling up their containers one at a time at each of the four tankers. Many people were worried they
wouldn’t receive their issue. The lines were endless.
After about five hours, Amanda was nearing the front of the line and she shifted the baby to her
right arm for the millionth time as the child sucked on his pacifier. She could see the boy’s lips were
dry and cracked, and felt the roughness with her tongue on her own lips. They had no water at home,
and she was also concerned that the water that they were about to get might be stolen from her. She
personally knew many who were sick from the lack of water and even knew a few who had died of
thirst. John from work had just passed away two days ago.
She heard one of the white-jump-suited distributors who climbed the tanker to check the supply
mumble something to his coworker before saying “We’ll need a refill.”
A woman nearby who heard the first part but hadn’t heard the last part yelled “What do you mean
we’re running low? Are we out of water?”
The crowd began murmuring and before Amanda knew it, panic set in.
Everyone was crowding around the faucet, the lines dissolving into a big mob. People were cursing
at each other, then cutting in line, and then shoving.
Amanda was knocked to the ground from behind and her son started crying, as the pacifier
dropped from his mouth and onto the dirt. Fighting broke out and three of the four tankers sped
away. The final Aqua Distributor scrambled for the remaining tanker’s passenger side door, when his
brains and blood splattered the entire window, the body dropping to the ground.
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Women began to scream and the shooter raised his Glock pistol skyward and fired one more shot
into the air.
“I have eight more shots in this thing, who wants to die next?”
With no one responding and no one moving, the man proceeded to dig into the pockets of the
person he had just murdered and pulled out a ring of keys. Greg’s only care in the world was to get
the last little bit of the water left to his pregnant wife and two small children. He climbed to the
passenger side door when an old man grabbed him by the shoulder. “Hey wait a minute, where do
you think you’re goin? We need that water.”
Greg spun around and fired a shot into the senior citizen’s chest, blood quickly soaking his white
button-up shirt. The shooter turned back toward the door, but a kid in his early twenties yanked him
backwards, the gun holder hitting the dirt hard. The youth was standing over him with his fists balled,
the water thief on his back aiming his pistol and squeezing the trigger. The bullet shot clean through
the young man’s neck while another proceeded stomping on Greg’s head while yet another was kicking
his ribs in. Some people fled, some screaming as he shot both attackers, and fired the last four bullets
into the surrounding crowd.
With her baby ceasing his wailing, and Amanda feeling hot blood splashing her face, she looked
down to her horror, staring at her child, the boy limp and lifeless in her arms.
As the man fumbled in his pocket for another clip, the large, remaining crowd converged upon
him and his screaming soon ceased. Amanda’s would not.
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The New Universe
By James R. Metters Jr.

Zoom! Rae and John shot forward, but only their heads. Their bodies were stretched in the form
of a multi-colored light. Properties within the space-time continuum dictate ten seconds must elapse
before the lower and upper torso fasten.
“Don’t look back!” Rae yelled. John looked back.
“Ahhh, where in the hell is my body!” he shouted. Rae’s face postured an indignant grin.
“It’s in the light; the space-time continuum.”
“The space… continuum?” John mumbled.
“Don’t worry, it will catch up in a few. I adjusted the GPS warp safety protocols, in case of asteroid
fields," Rae explained loudly.
Their destination was the planet Afro-genesis, five light years from San-Francisco and the new
city of Berkeley which had become a state of the art cannabis plantation. John stared on, wide-eyed.
Seconds later their bodies caught up.
"Shoup. . . ehn, ehn, ehn, ehn!"
“Whoa, that was crazy!” John shouted, feeling the instant singe of his body fasten like a robotic
transformer. The boys laughed and transitioned out of jump. They landed on the planet Afro-genesis,
in a protective blue fluorescent shield which covered their bodies like a tailored suit. Scattered abroad
in the vast terrain, blue shields were everywhere; everyone was dancing.
In the new universe, rhythm is equivalent to air. If you do not have rhythm, you are L-sevensquared, devoid of funk as defined by James Brown, the Godfather of Soul. Here, funk is rhythm, and
rhythm is time. Without rhythm, time is displaced, and one is late for everything. When you get ready
to eat, your food has already digested. When you get ready to have sex, your partner is already done.
By the time you get to work your shift has ended and you do not get paid. Therefore, rhythm is
mandatory!
Before the initiation of the second big bang, intelligent design considered cultural ancestry; it was
clear that many ethnicities did not have funk. Indians hobbled to the beat of a drum; the Chinese did
slow-motion karate, and 90% of white people could not dance. However, Africans of American
descent had too much funk and were the perfect origin of species to teach rhythm through the art of
dance.
“We got two hours to do what we came for.” Rae with eyes of that as hazelnut, and skin, dark
coal, but light as many evening suns, spun around, did the splits, and pop-locked.
“Ha, I can’t dance. . . without music!” John said, green-eyed, blond and fair. He couldn’t dance
with music.
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“The sounds are in your shield. Just think of any song you like and the neurotransmitters in your
brain will tether with the shield’s particle stimulator and produce the song. Think of three songs, like
a mix tape. Watch this.”
Rae folded his arms and bobbed his head. The electric sound of Michael Jackson’s hit song, “Beat
It,” reverberated. John looked on, amused. Instantly, the music switched to Hall & Oats, “She’s a
Maniac.” Rae did the running man. In a swift transition, he held the air like an invisible woman; the
soft melody of Luther Vandross, “If This World Were Mine,” filled the air. John stood in awe watching
Rae slow dance.
“You gotta show me how to do that!” John said.
“Just think of a song and start moving,” Rae shouted. Seconds spanned.
“Come on now, we ain’t got all day,” Rae warned.
“I’m thinking, I’m thinking.” Auspiciously, a melody came to life.
“Ba, ba, ba, baaaa, ba, I know this - much is - true...” John flapped his shoulders and bobbed his
head like an ostrich high on oxycodone. Rae gave an approving sly smile. But immediately the song
switched to Led Zeppelin’s “Kashmir.” John went crazy. He twisted his body, waved his hands, and
jumped around. The boy went way off beat.
“Houston, we’ve got problems,” Rae mumbled, shaking his head. Subsequently, an idea quickly
came to mind. Rae calculated the beat; when John jumped, he jumped, came down and did the slide.
John watched and began to mimic the move.
“Yeah, yeah, that’s it!” Rae said. This would go down in history.
They were doing a partial Electric-Slide to a rock song. John missed the slide a few times, but he
was on it. Rae stopped dancing. He looked out into the planet’s galactic landscape. A slew of African
instructors intermingled with fluorescent shields conducting rhythmic moves. Rae was proud to be
alive in this universe. Every race shared purpose; all people lived in harmony; and ultimately, the
universe was in control.

Afro-futurism is a concept developed in the 1950's. It connects Africans of American decent to the concept of space and what's
beyond in the universe, if anything. Afro-futurism created a space for black super heroes, and musicians such as Sun Ra, George
Clinton, and filmmaker Ytasha L. Womack who developed their lyrics and performing arts on the foundation of Afro-futurism.
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The Secret
By David Taylor

It was a hot and humid day. The blue sky stood out as clouds passed above buildings that seemed
to touch it. The sun couldn’t be seen, but Insue could feel its heat as she took a deep breath of warm
air into her lungs. Letting it out, she walked across the street to an art store where an old Asian couple
sat waiting for customers to buy their drawings.
Outside the store, Jack stood looking at a picture of a pair of hands holding a child in its palms.
Clouds floating beneath the hands gave the drawing appearance of the child descending from the
heavens inside the hands. Jack stood there thinking about the drawing, knowing who it was supposed
be, when he heard the sound of a voice, like a flute.
“I know who you are!” Insue said, craning her head back to look up at the giant of a man with an
angelic African face: black eyebrows over clear intelligent brown eyes; and a short, coal-black, natural
haircut. He seemed tall enough to touch the sky.
“Oh, you know who I am, but I don’t know who you are, young lady,” Jack said, looking down at
the cute pole-thin Asian girl with long, filthy, black hair down to her waist. She looked like she hadn’t
eaten a good meal in all of her nine years of life. The tattered and dirty dress she wore told a story in
its own. Her little oval face was smudged and made Jack want to clean it with the face towel and water
he normally had with him as he ran around the world playing The Stunning Race. The thought made
him almost forget what she said to him. However, he resisted the urge to clean it.
As he walked away from her, she followed some distance behind him, reiterating her statement. It
made him feel annoyed, as if he had a pebble in his shoe while he thought about what she had said.
Stopping, he turned to her. “You’re like a fox messing with a coyote, young lady. Are you going
to tell me who I am or I am supposed to be, or who you think I am? But, wait. Before you expose me,
can I just wash your face? I think there’s something pretty under that dirt,” he said, taking out the
towel, pouring water over it, and roughly wiping her face. To his surprise, only a little dirt came off.
Taking the towel from his hand, she washed it herself. “That doesn’t matter, old boy. But, if you
buy me something to eat, I will tell you who you are afterwards,” she said speaking like an adult in a
child’s voice.
As they walked back across the street, Jack placed a hand on her narrow shoulder. He was trying
to read her thoughts while they walked to a nearby restaurant. After sitting down at one of the booths,
a smiling waitress came to take their order, but she quickly left with fear in her eyes.
“So, are you going to tell me who I am, young lady? But be careful what you say, for this might be
your last supper,” he said, seeing Jesus and his followers sitting around a table through the eyes of
Judas Iscariot.
Unexpectedly, the old Asian man from the art store entered the restaurant, looking right at Insue
and Jack. He was concerned about her well-being, knowing she was a helpless child and believing that
the tall man might harm her.
Jack placed his large hand on Insue’s small unwashed hands and held them. She didn’t try to
remove her hands; she just smiled at him and said, “That will not work on me, nor can you read my
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thoughts. And I’m holding my tongue for lunch since God only knows when I may receive another
free meal like the one you are going to buy for me, Jack,” Insue said.
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The Live Room
By JulianGlenn Padgett
This is an excerpt from Chapter 25 of the novel-in-progress “The Penal Code Crimes.”

The medical staff finished checking all of the equipment in the Live Room at 4 A.M. that
morning. Hours later in the well-lit gallery, the scene before Natalie Prager felt oppressive and
unreal. She watched people in conversation, a young male correctional officer barking orders. She
saw mouths moving, yet all she could hear was the tic-toc sound of the second hand on the clock as
it quietly killed each second, thoughtfully murdering each minute of time. Tic… Toc… Tic… Toc…
“Why is it so cold in here?” she asked the older Black officer standing to her left.
“Medical procedure.”
“I don’t understand,” Natalie replied.
“It’s kept cold, so the ambient temperatures in the Live Room don’t spoil the chemicals before
they’re administered to the prisoner.”
“Spoil?” Natalie asked.
“The new cocktails cause immediate brain death, and ambient heat could distort the chemicals,
Mrs. Prager,” he said, looking right at her.
“You know me?” she asked, surprised.
“Of course. I remember when the news camera caught you crying as they took her out of the
court room,” he said.
“That made me look weak,” she said.
“No, it made you look human, Mrs. Prager.”
Before Natalie could reply, a female correctional officer nodded at the Lieutenant. He turned
crisply and pressed a button on the wall. When the gallery curtain opened, the forty spectators got
their first look inside the Live Room.
The woman lying on the table was Emily Lorraine Johnson. She had been found guilty of
shooting her pimp years ago. Texas prosecutors had employed the legal theory of transferred intent,
allowing the state to try and convict 14-year-old Emily as an adult. During that trial Natalie had
established that Emily had never intended to fire the weapon. That it went off while Emily had
struggled to pull her infant son from the arms of her pimp.
Now in her mid-40’s, she lay there strapped to the table. Emily turned her head and looked out
at Natalie and mouthed the words, “IT’S OKAY,” then closed her eyes.
Natalie watched in horror as the chemicals traveled intravenously into Emily’s left arm.
The gathered onlookers observed Emily take one, two, three, then four long breaths and then…
stop. Everyone who had wanted her to pay for her crimes watched as Emily Lorraine Johnson
simply left.
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The lead nurse checked Emily’s pupils with a penlight. “No brain activity,” she said without
expression. Then she went through the three criteria mandated by the Texas Medical Association.
Emily’s eyes did not move when the nurse flushed her ears with cold water. There was no facial
grimace when the nurse poked a pin in her nail bed. And finally, Emily did not cough when her
throat was swabbed.
“Official time of death, 9:06 AM. Official time of brain death, 9:11 AM.”
Natalie and the lieutenant both stared down at Emily through the gallery window.
“Do you think she’s still in there?” Natalie asked.
“No,” he replied with a slight quaver, looking straight ahead.
While officers removed straps from the dead woman’s wrists and ankles, Elizabeth Smith, the
Deputy District Attorney who had opposed Natalie in this case, got up and walked to the window
just as all hell broke loose.
Emily Lorraine Johnson, the dead woman in the Live Room at Brillsmore State Prison, bolted
up, her back ramrod straight, gasping for air. She clawed at her chest over her heart area, then with
both hands grabbed her head and screamed. Her final act of defiance of death came when she faced
the Deputy District Attorney and puked, the gallery window intercepting the yellowish chunks of
near digested food. Officers, spectators and nurses screamed and called on every name of g-d they
could utter, and the young male correctional officer who earlier had been barking orders released his
bowels in his pants.
Natalie banged her fist on the gallery window. “Emily, Emily!” she screamed. “Can you hear
me!”
Natalie turned to see Elizabeth Smith pull out her phone and furiously begin punching numbers.
When their eyes locked, Natalie took to banging on the glass with both hands.
“Emily!” Natalie hollered above the noise in the gallery. Emily gave no response. Natalie almost
lost her footing as her arm was yanked by the lieutenant.
“Come with me, Ms. Prager. Now.”
He pulled her forcefully through two doors, then they made a right turn which led straight to the
late Emily Lorraine Johnson. Seconds later the Deputy D.A. came rushing in.
“Emily, do you know who I am?” insisted Natalie.
“No,” said Emily, wiping her mouth. “Wha--wah happened, where am I.” She threw up again.
“Arrest that woman, Lieutenant, do it now!” ordered the D.A.
“I don’t have the authority to arrest her, she’s dead!” the lieutenant retorted.
“Do you know who you are?” Natalie asked, wiping Emily’s face.
“I’m, I, I’m Emily, I’m Emily.” Emily said, trembling violently.
“She knows who she is,” Natalie said as she locked eyes with her courtroom rival.
“Put her in custody now, Lieutenant, now, damn it!” the Deputy District Attorney screamed.
“What is happening?” Emily demanded, sobbing so hard her chest and sides were heaving. “My
God! Why am I here?”
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“Emily, you’re dead. The state just executed you and I’m your new attorney.”
Tic… Toc… Tic… Toc…

“...and the story continues”
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My Brother and Me
By Eric Curtis

Up to this point, things worked out well for the two brothers, Kenny and Justice, and they had
managed to look like they belonged with this or that family. But all it took for things to go bad was a
kid Kenny’s age who wanted to show off his toy car.
The brothers were standing in a long, but not so fast, moving line. There were two things that
stood out to Justice as they waited. Just about everyone that waited were women, and their kids were
around the same age as he and his brother, which was between eight and twelve.
When the kid with the toy car broke away from his mother, she suddenly realized that the two
boys she’d noticed earlier were standing all alone at the doors of San Quentin State Prison. Being the
kind of Sister that she was, a hand went to her hip as she said. “I know all too well y’all not out here
by yo’self?” Without a second thought, the others in line immediately broke out their cell phones and
filming commenced.
The brothers had everyone’s attention, but Justice, being the kid he was, spoke right up. “Yes we
are, what else did you expect? We came to see our father. Isn’t that why you guys are here?” he asked.
“Oh my god!” someone in the crowd said, covering her mouth with a hand.
When three C/O’s came rushing out of the double doors like someone had escaped, a backpackwearing Kenny eased behind Justice.
“What’s going on here?” a large sergeant asked. The uniforms made Justice think of the brothers’
promise to their mother to never run away again.
But Justice didn’t see it as running away, just as he hadn’t seen it that way last year when he set
out to find their father but ended up finding a grandmother that he had all but forgotten. She had
taken the two boys and their mother in, and things soon went from bad to amazing. The boys were
in a new school, made new friends, and their mother even found a better job. He had reason to believe
his wild ideas worked out well.
One day Kenny had asked Justice the strangest question. “Why did you write Granny a letter?”
Immediately Justice wanted to know what his brother was talking about. “Earlier, Granny was in our
room reading a letter, the envelope had your name on it.”
“Show me what you saw,” Justice insisted.
“But we’re not supposed to go in there, Justice.”
“I know, but Granny’s out back picking lemons for a pie. Besides, this is our chance to find out
where our father is. That had to be his name you saw. Now open the door.”
Back at the prison, the little kid’s mother tried to answer the sergeant, but Justice cut her off.
“We’re here to see our father.”
The Sergeant looked around with wonder. After seventeen years at San Quentin, he had never
experienced anything close to this. The prison had had plenty of escape attempts in the past, but kids
showing up alone was unheard of.
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By chance, a visiting film crew was leaving the grounds of the prison when they took notice of the
brothers. The Sergeant tried to get them to go on their way, but they were already unpacking their
equipment. Before he realized it, Justice being asked in a dozen ways who their father was.
“Can we see him?” Kenny asked, holding onto his older brother’s arm with hope in his eyes.
“I’m afraid not,” the sergeant said. “I can’t just let you guys in here.”
“But all these people are going in,” said Justice.
“They’re grown, approved visitors,” the sergeant bellowed. “Now you need to tell us how we can
contact your mother.”
“Not until you let us see Justice Franklin. Besides, she doesn’t want us to see him; she said we’re
too young.”
“Let me guess, you thought she was wrong about that?” the sergeant said.
“Why is it so important that you guys see him?” a reporter with the microphone asked Justice as
her cameraman zoomed in on the brothers. Justice looked down at Kenny. When he looked back
towards the camera, a tear ran down his cheek.
“There’s so many people that look like us coming to prison, he’s the only one that can tell me how
to stop that from happening to Kenny.” There was a mix of races in the line of people, but most were
still African Americans. But that didn’t stop the adults from looking at one another in stunned silence.
“Can you take us to see daddy now?” Kenny asked, with hope in his eyes.
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What Happened When the Chickens Came Home To Roost
By Charles David Henry

He is barely able to close the door before they reach the porch. So this unexpected invitation from
Chicago raises all kind of suspicions. But he also knows this is the last chance to make things right
with the Honorable Elijah Muhammad.
The library entrance automatically opens.
Mr. Muhammad meekly rises, and slowly walks toward Malcolm, extends his right hand and
whispers “As-salaam alaikum” as they embrace. Malcolm grips his hand and says “Walaikum salaam.”
The two black leaders quietly sit down in front of the desk, each man respectfully staring at the
other with a look of outward regard of love and respect.

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
“Brother Malcolm ... when you first came to me, I told you what goes on in a man’s house stays
in his house. You’ve violated my honor using the white man’s press to destroy me as an honorable
and divine savior of the black race.

Malcolm X:
“Mr. Muhammad, you also respectfully told me to punish any brother who disrespects his wife,
family and the Nation by engaging in adulterous affairs. In fact, you expelled my own brother for
having sex with the secretary at the Mosque in New York City.
“I’m hurt and ashamed for the way you handled Sister Williams’ and Sister Rosary’s paternity suits.
You lied and deny them financial support because they don’t deserve to be honored with your child.
I can’t believe the same man who dedicated his life to living the right way, turned out to be a hypocrite
and the biggest charlatan of them all.”

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
“You ... call me a hypocrite. I say that I have the responsibilities to fulfill my prophecy.

Malcolm X:
“You have given Muslims around the world a tainted view of the black man’s suffering in America.
All white men aren’t devils. There are Negro Christians in this country that will kill you faster than
any white man because Muslims don’t believe a white Jesus is the son of God.
“You taught two young Muslim sisters to believe in you, like I believed in you. We would have
died for you, Brother Minister. You’ve done nothing but lie, deceive and betray them and me.”

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
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“Let me warn you, Malcolm. You don’t come to my home and disrespect me. I’m not going to let
you continue spreading lies about my alleged infidelity. I’ve defended and protected you like one of
my sons… now you come at me with your ruthless and wicked tongue.”

Malcolm X:
“Mr. Muhammad, disrespect is becoming a way of life around you. You ordered John Ali to evict
Betty and me from the home we lived in and tried to burn it down after we refused to move. My
daughters were asleep inside, Brother Minister.”

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
“Hold it; hold on! We didn’t bomb it. I would not give such an order to destroy a property that
was about to be repossessed. Besides, the FOI doesn’t attack women and children.”

Malcolm X:
“I don’t believe you, Brother Minister. Several days ago, four brothers that I trained in the FOI
came to my home—and would not have come without your orders.”

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
“Stop it, Malcolm. I... told... you... I have done everything to protect you from brothers who want
to inflict serious harm on you… black men.”

Malcolm X:
“Mr. Muhammad, I trained them to follow orders from their superiors. Everything they do has a
purpose. If you think I believe they acted without your instructions, then you are disrespecting
everything about the FOI.”

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
“That’s enough. Leave my home immediately.”

Malcolm X:
“I came here today with good intentions. I just wanted to hear the truth, Brother Minister. You
and I built one of the greatest black organizations in the history of mankind—and like niggers, you
destroyed it.”

Honorable Elijah Muhammad:
“Get out!”

Malcolm X:
Malcolm slowly gets up from his chair, walks toward the door, and leaves Mr. Muhammad’s library
where he is met by the three FOI who escort him out of the compound where he waits outside the
mansion for thirty minutes for a taxi.
In a Eulogy fitting only for royalty, actor and historian Ossie Davis told the world,
“Many will ask what Harlem finds to honor in the stormy, controversial, and bold young captain,
and we will smile... and we will answer and say unto them. Did you ever talk to Brother Malcolm? Did
you ever touch him, or have him smile at you? ...And if you knew him you would know why we must
honor him. Malcolm was our manhood, our living black manhood! ...And we will know him then for
what he was and is—a prince—our own black shining prince—who didn’t hesitate to die, because he
loved us so.”
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My Only Son
By James C. Bottomley

From the moment we’re born, we begin to die. Some argue: “Oh, no! We begin to live!” I stand
by my proposition that birth begins the slow trek toward death and oblivion. It eventually claims all
of us. It’s a trek we must make alone.
Here’s what happened to me while I was dying. The events were not unusual. A middle child--the
third of five boys--an average middle-class family. Chubby, I couldn’t run nor jump. I didn’t date girls
in high school, because I was too shy, or they didn’t like me.
When I graduated, I was average height, average weight, an average student, mediocre at sports. I
had a bland personality. People stopped listening to me within seconds. I was the opposite of
charismatic.
I wore second-hand clothes. I rode a Greyhound bus to college, with a torn duffel bag slung over
my shoulder. My parents appeared delighted, waving “good-bye” through the living room window. At
college, I smoked lots of pot, drank heavily and even dated girls. Yet I was shunned by the other
students.
By some miracle, I began a romantic relationship with a pretty hometown girl. We lasted two years.
She was the “love of my life”--the one I’d marry someday. But she dumped me for a boy in her dorm.
I got roaring drunk and shed some tears on her photograph that I stared at all night.
I survived college and thoughtlessly applied to law school. Three years, the bar exam and home
free as a highly paid lawyer.
During that scramble, I was uncharacteristically fortunate to marry a woman far better than me.
We seemed compatible. She was out-going and bubbly. I was introspective and boring.
We settled into a normal existence. We worked hard, took care of our growing family, and moved
often into bigger houses next to the Jones’. I started my own law practice. Yet the only thrilling events
in my life were the awesome births of our children.
Our son, Jamie, was first, and raising him was a snap. Well-behaved and a fast learner, I taught
him surfing and backpacking. We bonded together closer than most fathers and sons. We surfed the
local breaks and took trips to Hawaii.
This glowing relationship with my son crashed when I fell into a crisis of selfishness and sexual
obsession. I cheated on my wife and told her about it, which resulted in separation. My son remained
loyal to his mother and refused to visit me.
I began dating a younger woman, and we became inseparable lovers. We talked seriously of
marriage. But she was engaging in her own secret affair with a rich, old “sugar daddy.”
We were supposedly a loving couple until I discovered her affair. She revealed that “the old man”
carried loaded weapons and he was “gunning” for me. I bought a firearm to protect myself. One
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morning we had a nasty argument. She admitted that she never loved me and had been using me to
make the old man jealous. I shot her six times, and she died in a pool of blood. I was jailed, tried,
convicted and sentenced to a long term in prison.
The last time I saw Jamie was in the judge’s chambers after sentencing for a farewell hug.
I told him, “I’ll be released someday, and we’ll surf and backpack again.”
He replied, “Sure, Dad,” but was it enthusiasm or sarcasm?
He asked, “Why?” His shame and pain were palpable.
“It’s complicated, Son. I’m sorry I did it. There’s still much I don’t understand… Take good care
of your mother and sisters.”
The bailiff interrupted, “Time to break it up.”
“Jamie, I’m going to miss you so much! I’ll think about you every day.”
“Yeah, Dad… well… you know.”
In 17 years and three prisons, Jamie has not visited me. He wrote a few short notes in the
beginning. I routinely try to contact him. It’s miserable enough in prison, but severed from your only
son, it’s unbearable. I’ll never see him before the grave calls my name.
I didn’t contribute much to society. I committed an unpardonable sin, and I stained all my family’s
memories. They say, “The punishment fits the criminal.” I live a stultifying existence in prison--a
perfect punishment for such an average guy.
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No Hardship Lasts Forever
By Micheal “Yahya” Cooke

It isn’t the sensational things I’ve missed being in prison. It’s the little things, like the sweet love
of a good woman, her touch, her laughter, the bouquet of her perfume mingled with the musky odor
of our passionate lovemaking. I miss the shared moments of intimacy afterwards, and falling blissfully
asleep in each other’s arms.
I miss the wind in my face as I ride my hog on sunny days, and sitting on the porch watching the
kaleidoscopic colors of an autumn sunset. I miss going wherever I want whenever I want, but most
of all I miss my freedom, which perpetually aches inside my heart like a lost and very special love.
Because I’d rather be wanted than had, escaping was never far from my thoughts. When I first
entered prison, I would stroll conspicuously around the yard looking up at the top of the walls,
measuring and searching for any breach in security. But after two or three months, I was crushed by
the oppressiveness of it all. My fantasies for freedom fluttered to the ground like a bird with a broken
wing.
Young men enter prison at eighteen and nineteen years of age, with long hair and even longer
sentences. And ten years later, they’re still inside with the same style of long hair, because time stands
still for them.
Some men tattoo their arms, backs, and chests. Some even go to the extreme and tattoo their face
and necks. The tattoos are usually something hideous, such as death heads, weapons and reptiles, or
women with exaggerated breasts and buttocks. The images symbolize either evil or death. It’s as if
they’ve drawn portraits of their lives and crimes upon their bodies.
After fifteen or twenty years inside, you might become somebody respected and admired by the
younger, less experienced prisoners, who look up to you for your rep or criminal exploits. But, god,
the price you have to pay for such trivial ego stroking—no family, no real friends, no money, no home,
devastated hopes and shattered dreams, and all those wasted years.
Unfortunately, some convicts die by the hand of other inmates behind the walls. Some turn gay,
and others lose their minds, falling helplessly into a labyrinth of despair and insanity they will never
find their way out of.
The cell you live in is a slightly enlarged sarcophagus, where your emotional development is placed
in a state of suspended animation due to the lack of external experiences with loved ones. Most men
decorate their cells, adorning the walls with pictures, paintings and proverbs. I’ve never done that. I’ve
never painted a cell wall. I’ve never tried to make a cell homey or pleasant, because prison isn’t home
to me and it is not pleasant. It’s just a squalid bus stop, and I’ve never accepted my fate being here.
Incarceration forces you to relinquish every shred of dignity when you’re searched at whim,
stripped bare and deprived of all privacy. Being groped by the guards is demeaning. You feel as if
you’re being violated, and your dignity is being raped. All you possess in prison is your personal honor
and your pride, because everything else has been taken away from you.
You sit in the cage, staring at nothing and wonder how the hell you got yourself into such an
utterly wretched situation. You relive your transgressions and crimes inside your mind in minute detail,
over and over again, futilely searching for anything that could have made even the slightest difference
to alter the course of events that brought you here. And after beating rationality into unconsciousness,
you come to the conclusion that it was fate, predestined from the very beginning, and there was
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nothing you could have done to change it. It would’ve happened anyway. So, you delve into the
abstract, philosophizing until you come up with some self-serving justification that makes sense out
of your predicament.
I am a prisoner, and an unwilling one at that. It tears me up inside to be where I am, and I’ll never
want it any other way. I’d rather suffer with dignity than alleviate the pain with accepting
institutionalization.
Prison treachery and perversion are sicknesses that eat away at the center of your soul like terminal
cancer. Everything about prison life distorts reality, starting with the basic assumption that
imprisonment can alter criminal behavior, when the truth is, prison entrenches it more firmly. The
insidious nature of confinement is that it perverts and destroys every skill a man needs to live
productively in society.
There are no secrets in prison. Sincerity, hypocrisy, bravery, cowardice, good and evil—all are laid
bare. Prison brings out the best, and worst, in people, because prisoners develop intensely deep
personalities. We interact with each other heart-to-heart, not face-to-face. Our conversations
frequently revolve around hope. Because no man, especially a prisoner, can live without hope: hope
that there is indeed a dawn at the end of this very long, dark night, and that no hardship lasts forever.
There is always an end to it.
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. . . . About the Authors . . . .
Kenny Brydon has been a part of Brothers in Pen for twelve years. He has received several awards
from PEN America in the national prison writing contest. He has been published in Prison Noir, an
anthology of prison stories selected and edited by Joyce Carol Oates.
A. Kevin Valvardi is an artist and poet who has been writing poetry since age nine. As a member of
San Quentin's Journalism Guild, he is a reporter for the San Quentin News. His poetry and stories
have appeared in Iron City Magazine, 580 Split, Brothers in Pen anthologies, forthcoming in Unknown
Sky, and in a number of formal and informal San Quentin anthologies and chap booklets. He plans
to one day write a story about his life prior to his crimes and incarceration.
51 years ago, Mr. Stu Ross was born in a cross-fire hurricane in Orange, California. These days, he
divides his times between books, coffee, his novel in progress, coping with his cellie's idiosyncrasies,
and listening to Steve Lukather CDs. In a parallel universe, he is an accomplished drummer, the host
of Jeopardy!, and married to Catherine Zeta Jones.
Rafael Curio would like to apologize for his stunt double, Mr. Joseph Krauter and his lack of
oratorical skills in regards to the reading of this piece; there is just something about Mr. Krauter's
accomplishments as a published novice writer (580 Split), and water colorist painter that Rafael finds
interesting about the newly diagnosed Autistic man: how Mr. Krauter refuses to let his condition
handicap him as much as he can. Regretfully, Mr. Verde couldn't be here either, but supports Mr.
Krauter's attempt as strongly as his co-author.
Kevin D. Sawyer is an African American native of San Francisco, California, born in 1963. He has
written numerous unpublished short stories, memoirs, essays, poems and journals that chronicle his
jail experience. Some of his work has appeared in The Oakland Post (Post News Group), California
Prison Focus, San Francisco Chronicle, The Life of the Law (blog), San Francisco Bay View, The Pioneer
(California State University, East Bay), Brothers in Pen anthologies, Iron City Magazine, 580 Split and
limited editions of poetry published by the William James Association. His writing has also been
presented at the 15th International Conference on Penal Abolition by the Journal of Prisoners on
Prisons in Ottawa, Canada.
Sawyer is the associate editor for the San Quentin News, a member of the Society of Professional
Journalists (SPJ), and a 2016 recipient of The James Aronson Social Justice Journalism Award. He
was also on the news team that won the 2014 James Madison Freedom of Information Award from
the SPJ. Prior to his incarceration, he worked 14 successive years in the telecommunications industry
for several corporations. He is a certified electrician through the National Center for Construction
Education and Research and an accomplished guitar and piano player. He holds a Bachelor of Arts
degree in mass communication with a broadcasting option from California State University,
Hayward, and a Diploma as a paralegal from Blackstone Career Institute. He is currently working on
a novel.
Paul Stauffer is a 59-year-old white male U.S. Army veteran who had a nervous breakdown after a
really bad day, was sentenced to 55 years to life, and now awaits the return of the Lord's Jubilee
while painting, writing and practicing various forms of meditation.
Udukobraye Pela typically introduces himself as “Lawrence” because pronouncing his middle
name is just too hard the first time you hear it. He knew he should write while in the county jail, as
his imagination kept giving him visions of all kinds of strange stories. Udu attempts to write in the
exact essence of his name, which means “Another one of them to be jealous of” in the Nigerian
dialect called Yoruba.
54

Emile DeWeaver is the co-founder of prisonrenaissance.org, a columnist for Easy Street Magazine,
and a Pushcart Award nominee. He has fiction, poetry, and essays published in over 12 literary
publications including The Rumpus, Your Impossible Voice, and The Lascaux Review. He's also a staff
writer at the San Quentin News.
Michael Zell is enjoying a creative writing focus, joining his prior research and writing projects of
Bible prophecy. He is attempting to work comedic elements into his stories. He would be happy to
compile his major writings in Christian ideology in a comprehensive volume, which he is beginning
to put together.
Since finding out the power of the Word, Ivan Skrblinski (aka Juan Haines) has been seeking
redemption trough storytelling. However, his true power comes from listening and then doing the
Will of the People. His first novel, The Barbed Wire, has just been completed. The story tells the perils
of speaking truth to power in a place where principle struggles to be present.
Wayne Boatwright is a fifth generation Californian and inmate serving 92 months for gross
negligent vehicular manslaughter. “To create in any form takes courage; I have found mine through
the chrysalis of prison.”
Thedo “Noble” Butler: “We are all complicated beings, with no single attribute sufficient to
adequately describe or define the true essence of who each of us are. Coming from Los Angeles, I
am an urban author, poet, musician, artist, philosopher and activist. Having once been a menace to
my society, contributing to the criminal elements that have caused so many so much hurt and
heartache, I now dedicate my life to the unending search for justice, mercy, fairness & equality, as
well as giving voice to the ones that most need to be heard...”
Rahsaan Thomas is a staff writer for the San Quentin News who has been featured on CNN's
United Shades of America with Kamau Bell. His writings have been featured online in The Marshall
Project’s Life Inside series. He is also a co-founder of Prison Renaissance.
J. Medvin was born in Santa Rosa and raised in both Northern and Southern California. The author
is anxious to publish his first book, A Divided Civilation (book one of the Civilization Trilogy)
through Amazon, in 2017. His other books that are still in the making are of multiple genres, and
will hopefully one day be praised by the masses.
Medvin pled "No Contest" to Manslaughter charges and received 11 years in prison, with a release
date of 2016. Creativity is something that cannot be confined by stone walls and iron bars. We in
Zoe's Creative Writing class are proof of this.
James R. Metters, Jr. is from Oakland, California. He experienced the ins and outs of the street life
and the formidable consequences of living in sin. In 1996, James was convicted of 2nd degree
robbery and sentenced to a lengthy prison term under the California Three Strikes law. During the
course of his incarceration, at a state of "rock bottom," James met Jesus at the cross which
encouraged him to change. He is an alumnus holding AA degrees in Religious Studies, Liberal Arts,
and Social Sciences. His personal testimony of transformation (along with 19 other men) is included
in the anthology, Bind the Testimony (on blurb.com) and in the Brothers in Pen anthologies (on
lulu.com). James has a noble desire to give back to society which he does through the gift of writing.
He is committed to helping youth and young adults to see the light.
David E. Taylor: “After years of studying these words to express my thoughts I still have not come
full circle with them, in a way to tell a story without making a mistakes. I know I'm not innocent
about these magical words that express thoughts and feelings; however, I'm a better writer today
than years past. I still have my trusty dictionary at my side.”
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JulianGlenn “Luke” Padgett writes with a charged passion intended to spark your imagination.
The book he is currently working on, The Penal Code Crimes, is a legal thriller, set in the great state of
Texas. Intrigue, drama, murder, loss and love are the themes which push and pull his characters
along.
Eric Curtis has been incarcerated nearly 20 years. He was raised in Compton, California. Five years
ago, he began to dabble in urban street writing and has now completed his first trilogy, It’s Hard
Being the Same. He has also written dozens of short stories.
James Bottomley: “I was raised in La Jolla, California, in a typical home, school, church
environment. I attended Stanford University from 1966-1970, graduating in political science. I lived
in the Bay Area for 10 years while attending law school. I married Susan Bowen, and we had three
children. We moved to San Diego, and I practiced law for 25 years as a solo practitioner. I've had bipolar disorder my entire life but didn't know it until after I committed a serious crime in 2000. I've
been incarcerated ever since.”
Micheal "Yahya" Cooke has been a participant and student of the Creative Writing class for over
five years. In this time, he had finished his memoir, Malefactor, as well as a young adult novel, Brother
Rocker, four urban noir screenplays and several short stories. He is also a 2015 PEN America winner.
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